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Prologue

The Trouble with Birdies

Rain came sideways in Derry.
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Not soft rain either. Not romantic film rain where everyone looked luminous and kissed under streetlights while some indie song played over the credits.

This was proper Northern Irish rain. Aggressive rain. Rain with opinions.

The kind that soaked through your knickers before you’d even found your car keys.

Aoife Gallagher stood outside the gates of Foyle Point Golf Club with a paper cup of tea balanced on the roof of her tiny blue Fiat and stared at the sprawling green hills beyond the iron fencing.

“Absolutely not,” she muttered.

Her cousin Niamh shoved another laminated wedding seating chart into Aoife’s arms. “You’re being dramatic.”

“I’m being correct.”

“You’re thirty.”

“And?”

“And you cannot keep refusing jobs because rich people frighten you.”

Aoife snorted. “Rich people don’t frighten me. Rich people annoy me.”

“They’re literally paying us six grand for flowers and chair covers.”

“Chair covers should never cost six grand. Jesus wept.”

Niamh ignored her and yanked open the boot of the Fiat.

Inside sat fake eucalyptus arches, twelve cream lanterns, three emergency tablecloths, a box labelled WEDDING CANDLES DO NOT LET PADRAIG TOUCH, and one very tiny Yorkshire terrier plush golf-club headcover wearing a miniature black velvet jacket with gold embroidery.

Aoife pointed at it.

“That thing’s possessed.”

“It costs more than your monthly rent,” Niamh said.

“That makes me hate it more.”

“It belongs to Declan Quinn.”

Aoife paused.

“...Who?”

Niamh dropped a crate dramatically.

Aoife blinked at her.

“What?”

“The golfer.”

“What golfer?”

“The golfer.”

“That narrows it down absolutely none.”

Niamh looked personally wounded.

“You are from Derry.”

“And?”

“And he’s basically Northern Irish royalty.”

“Isn’t that just a man with a LinkedIn and a fryer?”

Niamh made a strangled sound.

“Declan Quinn,” she repeated slowly. “World number three. Multiple major titles. Literally on billboards. Armani contract. Sports documentaries. That Declan Quinn.”

Aoife shrugged.

“Oh. Him.”

“You don’t know him?”

“I know he has the face of a man who apologises when furniture bumps into him.”

Niamh stared.

“That is... alarmingly accurate.”

Aoife took a sip of tea.

“Still. Golf’s suspicious.”

“Oh my God.”

“No genuinely. Think about it. Men paying hundreds of pounds to become furious outdoors.”

“It’s a sport.”

“It’s lawn management with emotional trauma.”

Niamh burst out laughing despite herself.

The rain thickened around them, mist rolling across the distant course.

Foyle Point sat on the edge of the cliffs outside Derry like something out of an expensive whiskey advert. Dark stone clubhouse. Golden windows glowing against the grey sky. Perfectly striped greens rolling toward the Atlantic.

Money lived here.

Old money too.

The kind that wore wax jackets worth more than Aoife’s car.

She hated places like this.

Mostly because they made her aware of herself in ways she preferred not to think about.

Her body. Her accent. Her postcode. Her too-loud laugh. Her too-red hair. The fact she still sometimes checked restaurant menus online before agreeing to meet friends because she needed to know whether she could afford chips and a cocktail in the same evening.

Meanwhile women here probably moisturised recreationally.

“Aoife.”

“Hm?”

“You’re spiralling again.”

“I’m observant.”

“You’re insecure.”

Aoife shot her a look.

“Bit rude before noon.”

Niamh softened immediately.

“You know what I mean.”

Unfortunately, she did.

Aoife adjusted the sleeves of her oversized green raincoat and looked down at herself.

Curvy.

Fine.

She could say it now without flinching.

Curvy sounded softer than the words teenage boys had used growing up.

Still, there were days—especially in places like this—where she felt too much of everything.

Too broad. Too loud. Too visible.

Then there were other days where she felt magnificent.

Today could honestly go either way.

“Come on,” Niamh said. “We need the ballroom ready before the sponsors arrive.”

Aoife groaned dramatically and followed her through the gates.

The smell hit first.

Rain. Wet grass. Salt from the sea. Coffee drifting from the clubhouse café.

And beneath all that—money.

Money had a smell. Nobody talked about it enough.

Everything here looked polished to death.

The staff uniforms. The flowerbeds. The black Range Rovers parked outside.

Aoife immediately hated at least seven people she hadn’t met yet.

“Morning, girls!” shouted one of the event coordinators from the clubhouse entrance.

Brenda. Tiny woman. Weapon-grade energy. Headset permanently attached to skull.

“We’re running behind!”

“Good morning to you too,” Aoife muttered.

“Corporate sponsors landed early. Press might arrive by four. We need the west terrace reset for photos.”

Aoife stopped walking.

“Press?”

Niamh winced.

“Forgot to mention that.”

“You forgot to mention media?”

“Only local.”

“That’s worse somehow.”

“Declan’s doing a charity showcase.”

Aoife stared blankly.

“Still no clue who that is.”

Brenda gasped so violently she nearly inhaled rainwater.

“You don’t know Declan Quinn?”

“This is becoming a weirdly recurring conversation.”

The women exchanged horrified looks.

Aoife folded her arms.

“What?”

“He’s gorgeous,” Brenda whispered.

“Okay?”

“He’s rich.”

“Not seeing the appeal yet.”

“He bought his mother a villa in Spain.”

Aoife paused.

“...Continue.”

Niamh laughed.

“He’s lovely apparently.”

“That’s suspicious.”

“You think everything’s suspicious.”

“Because everything usually is.”

Brenda leaned closer.

“He’s single.”

Aoife barked a laugh so loud two golfers turned.

“Respectfully, that man dates women who own neutral-coloured kitchens.”

“You could absolutely pull him.”

“Niamh.”

“You could!”

Aoife stared at her cousin like she’d suffered a head injury.

“Look at me.”

“Yes,” Niamh said slowly. “You’re gorgeous.”

Aoife rolled her eyes instantly.

“Don’t start.”

“You’re funny, smart, stunning when you make effort—”

“The phrase ‘when you make effort’ has wounded me deeply.”

“—and men love you.”

“Incorrect. Men tolerate me until a thinner woman appears.”

Niamh’s face fell slightly.

That bit had come out sharper than intended.

Aoife sighed.

“Sorry.”

“No, you’re not.”

“No. But I am hungry.”

“That’s not an apology.”

“It’s emotionally adjacent.”

They spent the next hour hauling flower crates through the ballroom while rain battered the windows.

The event itself was ridiculous.

Luxury whiskey sponsors. Corporate hospitality. Professional photographers. A charity exhibition tournament involving half the famous golfers in Europe apparently.

Aoife arranged candles with increasing resentment.

Golf people were strange.

Everything had unnecessary etiquette.

Tiny forks. Specific napkin folds. Water glasses for no apparent reason.

Who needed three glasses at lunch? Who was that hydrated?

She was crouched beneath a table wrestling with a linen cloth when she heard voices approaching from the terrace outside.

Male voices.

Laughter.

One of them low and warm enough to curl through the room.

Aoife ignored it.

Until Brenda suddenly hissed:

“Oh my God they’re here.”

Like the Pope had arrived.

Aoife looked up.

Three men walked through the rain toward the clubhouse.

One blond. One dark-haired. One carrying an umbrella badly.

The dark-haired one moved differently.

That was the first thing she noticed.

Controlled. Quiet. Like someone used to being watched.

Tall too.

Broad shoulders beneath a black coat. Dark curls damp from rain. Strong jaw. Subtle stubble.

And eyes—even from here she could see the startling pale blue of them.

Not pretty blue.

Sharp blue.

Storm-cloud blue.

He looked expensive.

Aoife immediately distrusted him.

“That’s Declan,” Brenda whispered.

Aoife glanced again.

Unfortunately... Unfortunately the man was stunning.

Annoyingly stunning.

The sort of handsome that made women accidentally forget their own postcode.

Still.

He also looked deeply exhausted.

Not physically. Emotionally.

Like someone had spent too long being looked at without actually being seen.

The blond man beside him slapped his shoulder.

Declan smiled automatically.

Polite. Practised.

Not real.

Aoife recognised that kind of smile instantly.

She used to wear it herself after her father died, when people said things like “you’re so strong” because they preferred resilience to grief.

Then Declan turned slightly.

And caught her staring.

Ah.

Brilliant.

Aoife immediately looked away and pretended to become fascinated by napkin placement.

Too late.

She could feel it.

That horrible electric awareness of being noticed.

“Don’t look now,” Niamh whispered.

“I’m already not looking.”

“He’s looking at you.”

“Men look at me all the time.”

“No they don’t.”

“Rude.”

“I mean like that.”

Aoife risked a glance.

He was still watching her.

Not flirtatiously.

Curiously.

Like he couldn’t quite figure something out.

She frowned slightly.

He frowned back.

Then—a tiny Yorkshire terrier plush head poked out of the top of his golf bag behind him.

Aoife blinked.

No.

Absolutely not.

The tiny dog wore a black velvet couture jacket with gold trim and a ridiculous pearl collar.

She stared at the thing in disbelief.

Then at him.

Then back at the fake dog.

Declan followed her eyeline.

And for the first time—actually smiled.

Not media-trained smiling. Not sponsor smiling.

A real smile.

Crooked. Warm. Dangerously charming.

Aoife pointed directly at the headcover.

“What in the name of God is that?”

The blond friend burst out laughing instantly.

Declan looked almost offended.

“That,” he said calmly, “is Teddy.”

“Teddy looks like he owns a cocaine yacht.”

The blond man choked.

Declan stared at her for one long stunned second.

Then laughed.

Properly laughed.

Low and rough and completely unguarded.

The sound of it hit her strangely hard.

Like hearing a door unlock.

“Oh, I like her,” the blond friend announced.

Aoife crossed her arms.

“She’s unavailable.”

“No one asked,” Niamh whispered aggressively beside her.

Declan walked closer.

Rainwater darkened his curls at the temples.

Up close he was even more unfair-looking.

Great.

Just what society needed. Another devastating Irish man with emotional damage.

“Teddy,” he informed her solemnly, “is vintage.”

“Teddy looks tax evasive.”

The blond friend nearly folded in half laughing.

Even Declan looked startled by his own grin now.

Aoife pointed again.

“How much did that wee thing cost?”

Declan hesitated.

“That’s private.”

“That means expensive.”

Silence.

“...Four hundred pounds,” he admitted quietly.

Aoife stared.

Then looked at Niamh.

Then back at him.

“You paid more for fake dog clothes than my Da paid for his first car.”

The blond friend physically walked away laughing.

Declan rubbed a hand over his mouth, trying and failing not to smile.

And there it was again—that strange shift in him.

Like something heavy had briefly lifted.

Aoife hated how quickly she noticed.

Hated more that she wanted to see it happen again.

Rain hammered harder against the clubhouse windows.

Outside, grey sea crashed against the cliffs below the course.

Inside, among candles and flower arrangements and absurdly wealthy golfers—Declan Quinn looked at Aoife Gallagher like she’d interrupted the worst year of his life.

And somehow made him breathe again.
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Chapter One

The Weather Delay
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Every surface gleamed. Every cushion had been placed at an angle that suggested someone with a clipboard had threatened it personally. The ballroom smelled of lilies, polished wood, damp wool coats, and the terrifying confidence of people who had never had a direct debit bounce on the same day their car failed its MOT.

Aoife stood halfway up a stepladder, arms lifted above her head, trying to pin a garland around a brass-framed sign that read Charity Pro-Am Dinner in looping gold script.

Below her, Niamh held the ladder with one hand and ate cocktail sausages with the other.

“That’s not straight,” Niamh said.

Aoife closed her eyes.

“I am holding greenery over my head while the rain tries to drill through the roof. Unless Jesus himself descends with a spirit level, it’s straight enough.”

“It’s leaning left.”

“So am I politically. It’s thematic.”

Across the ballroom, Brenda was negotiating with a man in a navy suit who kept using the phrase brand visibility like it might summon a yacht. Two photographers rearranged lights near the windows. A pair of women in cream coats whispered near the champagne table while watching everyone with the bright, bored hunger of people who had mistaken gossip for sport.

And near the terrace doors, impossible to ignore even when she was absolutely ignoring him, Declan Quinn stood with his arms folded and his attention fixed on her.

Not in a leering way.

That would have been easier.

He watched as though she was a puzzle that had wandered into his afternoon wearing rain boots and attitude.

Aoife tugged the garland into place and climbed down too quickly.

“Do not say anything,” she warned Niamh.

Niamh’s eyes widened innocently. “I wasn’t going to.”

“You were radiating commentary.”

“I’m a naturally expressive woman.”

“You’re a menace with lip gloss.”

Niamh grinned and glanced over Aoife’s shoulder. “He’s still looking.”

Aoife snatched a tray of candles off the nearest table. “Then he should see an optician. Probably has private healthcare. Be grand.”

She made for the corridor before her face could betray her.

The corridor behind the ballroom was colder, narrower, and blissfully free of famous golfers. Staff moved through it with boxes and trays, the real engine beneath the luxury. Aoife liked that part. The backstage truth. The women in black flats with plasters on their heels. The lads carrying crates of wine. The chef swearing softly because someone had asked for vegan foam and apparently foam had become a food group while nobody was looking.

This was real life.

Not the terrace with the cameras.

Not the men outside practising swings under branded umbrellas.

Not Declan Quinn and his stupid blue eyes and his stupid couture dog headcover and his stupid laugh that had landed somewhere under her ribs without permission.

She shoved open the door to the small staff kitchen and found Padraig eating a canapé over the sink.

Padraig was her younger brother by two years and had the exact energy of a man who could accidentally start a rumour, a fight, and a group chat in the same sentence. He was technically here helping with audio equipment. In practice, he had eaten most of the garnish.

“You’re not meant to be in here,” Aoife said.

“Neither are you, probably.”

“I’m working.”

“I’m emotionally supporting the mini tartlets.”

“Put it down.”

He put the tartlet in his mouth whole.

Aoife stared at him.

He chewed with dignity.

“You’re thirty-two years old in dog years,” she said.

“I’m twenty-eight in human years and beloved by many.”

“Name three.”

“Mam. You. The woman from the chippy who gives me extra curry sauce.”

“She pities you.”

“Love has many dialects.”

Despite herself, Aoife laughed.

Padraig’s eyes sharpened at once. “Oh.”

“What?”

“You’re flushed.”

“It’s warm.”

“It’s freezing.”

“I have circulation.”

“You met him.”

Aoife went very still.

Padraig’s grin spread like a bad idea. “You met Golf Batman.”

“Do not call him that.”

“So you know who I mean.”

“I know because everyone in this building has apparently joined a cult.”

“Declan Quinn is not a cult. He’s an economy.”

“He’s a man who spent four hundred pounds on a fake dog wearing jewellery.”

Padraig slapped the counter. “Teddy! I’ve seen photos. Absolute icon. Small businessman energy.”

“Teddy looks like he launders money.”

Padraig pointed at her. “That is the sort of thing you say to a celebrity right before you accidentally marry him.”

“Please don’t manifest near the sandwiches.”

The staff door opened behind them.

Aoife turned.

Declan Quinn stood in the doorway with a bottle of water in one hand and Teddy tucked under his other arm like a tiny, overdressed hostage.

For a second, nobody moved.

Rain ticked against the small high window. Somewhere beyond the wall, the ballroom swallowed a burst of sponsor laughter.

Padraig looked at Declan. Then at Aoife. Then at the Yorkshire terrier headcover.

His entire face lit with the vicious joy of a younger sibling being handed ammunition by God.

“Jesus,” Padraig said reverently. “He brought the dog.”

Declan looked down at Teddy, then back up. “He has abandonment issues.”

Aoife hated that she laughed.

Not a polite laugh either. A proper one. Too loud for the little kitchen.

Declan smiled, and there it was again—that unclenching thing. The realness slipping through the famous-man shell.

“I’m looking for ice,” he said.

Padraig leaned against the counter. “For injury or whiskey?”

“Shoulder.”

Aoife’s attention snapped to him before she could stop it.

Declan noticed. Of course he did. Famous people probably noticed everything. It was likely part of the survival package, alongside good teeth and trust issues.

“Old problem,” he said lightly.

“Old problems usually mean current pain,” Aoife said.

His expression shifted.

Only a fraction.

Enough.

“Sometimes.”

Padraig pointed at the freezer. “Ice is in there. Peas are Mam’s. Don’t use the peas unless you want a Derry woman to appear through the wall and end your bloodline.”

Declan opened the freezer. “Noted.”

Aoife folded her arms, watching as he reached awkwardly with his left hand. His right shoulder barely moved. There was control in it. Too much control. A man managing pain in public, making every motion look casual because attention itself had become another kind of injury.

She knew something about that too.

“Here,” she said, before sense could intervene.

She stepped beside him, close enough to smell rain on wool and something clean beneath it, expensive but not obnoxious. Cedar maybe. Soap. The unfair scent of a man whose entire existence had been focus-grouped by angels.

She took the ice pack from the top shelf and wrapped it in a tea towel.

“Ten minutes,” she said, handing it over. “Not straight on the skin. You’ll freeze yourself and then your people will blame working-class women.”

“My people?”

“The golf monarchy.”

Padraig coughed into his fist.

Declan accepted the ice pack, his fingers brushing hers.

It was nothing.

Barely contact.

Still, Aoife felt it with infuriating clarity.

His hand was warm despite the rain. Large. Callused at the base of the fingers. Not soft-rich like she’d expected. There was labour there, repetition, discipline. Years of holding something tightly enough to change the shape of his skin.

He seemed to notice the same moment she did.

Their eyes met.

A tiny silence opened between them, ridiculous and bright.

Padraig, because he had never respected a moment in his life, said, “So, Declan, are you single or emotionally unavailable in a sponsored way?”

“Padraig.” Aoife’s voice could have cut glass.

Declan blinked.

Then laughed again.

“I’m single,” he said.

Aoife looked at the ceiling like it might offer rescue.

Padraig nodded thoughtfully. “Good to know. Our Aoife here is also single, although not through lack of offers. Mostly through high standards and a deep suspicion of men who use the word portfolio.”

“I’m going to bury you under the west terrace,” Aoife said.

“Romantic setting.”

Declan’s smile hovered at one corner of his mouth. “Do you hate all golfers, Aoife?”

The way he said her name should not have mattered.

It did.

Soft vowels. Derry edge gentled by travel. Her name didn’t sound like a joke in his mouth. It sounded held.

She hated him a bit for that.

“I don’t hate all golfers,” she said. “I’m sure some of you are grand indoors.”

“Generous.”

“I’m known for mercy.”

Padraig made a strangled noise.

Declan leaned one hip against the counter, ice pack pressed to his shoulder, Teddy propped beside the sink like a tiny aristocrat observing the lower orders.

“You work events?” he asked.

“No, I break into clubs and insult accessories for sport.”

His eyes warmed.

“I meant professionally.”

Aoife looked away first, annoyed by how easy it would be to keep talking to him.

“Weddings. Parties. Corporate things when desperation strikes. I sing too, sometimes. Teach music to kids during the week.”

“You sing?”

“Only when emotionally or financially required.”

“What kind of music?”

“The kind people request after prosecco and before regret.”

Padraig lifted a finger. “She’s brilliant.”

Aoife shot him a warning look.

He ignored it completely. “Like properly brilliant. Could’ve gone away with it, only Da got sick, then Mam needed help, then life did that thing where it kicks your plans into traffic.”

The kitchen changed shape around them.

Not visibly.

But Aoife felt it.

A tightening.

A private thing put on the counter beside the stolen canapés.

“Padraig,” she said quietly.

He heard the warning this time.

“Sorry,” he muttered, suddenly fascinated by the floor.

Declan’s face did not do the terrible thing some people’s faces did around grief. The pity-flinch. The discomfort. The quick scramble toward something cheerful.

He just looked at her.

Steady.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

Not soft enough to be patronising. Not loud enough to make a performance of it.

Just true.

Aoife swallowed.

“Long time ago.”

“That doesn’t always matter.”

No, she thought.

It didn’t.

For one dangerous second, she wanted to ask him how he knew that. What old ache lived under the polished interviews and perfect swing. What it cost to become a country’s golden boy and still look that lonely in a room full of people desperate to touch his sleeve.

Then Brenda’s voice sliced down the corridor.

“Declan? Press in five!”

The spell broke.

Declan looked toward the door and something closed over his face at once.

Not cold.

Prepared.

There was a difference, but it was still sad to watch.

“Duty calls,” Padraig said.

Declan picked up Teddy.

Aoife could not help herself. “Does the dog have media training too?”

“He’s better at interviews than I am.”

“Low bar?”

“Today? Underground.”

The honesty landed between them before he could hide it.

Aoife saw him realise he’d said too much.

She gave him the only thing she could: a joke shaped gently enough not to bruise.

“Well, if it goes badly, put Teddy up front. Nobody can stay angry at a dog in couture unless they’re dead inside.”

Declan held her gaze.

There it was again.

That almost-smile.

“Good advice.”

“I’m full of it.”

“Advice?”

“Among other things.”

Padraig wheezed.

Declan’s grin flashed properly this time, quick and devastating.

Then he stepped back into the corridor, famous again before he reached the ballroom door.

Aoife watched him go.

Only for a second.

Maybe two.

Long enough to see the waiting cameras beyond the glass, the lights lifting, the sponsor man straightening his tie, the cream-coated women turning their heads like weather vanes.

Long enough to see Declan Quinn place a hand lightly on Teddy’s ridiculous head and take one quiet breath before the world came for him.

Padraig leaned close to Aoife’s ear.

“You’re absolutely going to marry Golf Batman.”

Aoife smacked him with a tea towel.

“Shut your face.”

But her heart, traitorous wee disaster that it was, did not shut anything.

It opened.

Just a crack.

And outside, beyond the windows, the storm rolled over the course like applause.

Aoife had learned early that rich rooms had their own weather.

They looked warm from the outside, all amber light and polished glass and women laughing with their heads tilted at expensive angles, but the second you stepped inside you felt it: the sudden drop in temperature, the invisible assessment, the ancient social maths of who belonged without trying and who had arrived carrying rented confidence in both hands.

Foyle Point had that weather.

It sat in the chandeliers. In the flower arrangements taller than several family members. In the silent glide of staff who could carry champagne flutes through a riot and still look bored. Aoife felt it catching on her coat, her curls, her wet boots, her body; all the little details that announced she had come from work and not from whichever mysterious place produced women who looked airbrushed in bad lighting.

Niamh pressed a crate of ivory candles into her arms. "Stop scowling at the architecture."

"I'm not scowling. I'm culturally assessing."

"You're making a face like the curtains owe you money."

"They probably owe someone money. Look at them."

Across the room, a woman in pearls glanced at Aoife's boots, then away again. Quick. Polite. Surgical.

Aoife pretended not to notice.

She was excellent at pretending not to notice. It was practically a vocational skill. You grew up loud, soft-bellied, sharp-tongued, and ginger in a city that loved you and measured you simultaneously, and you developed a filing system for looks. Some were harmless. Some were curious. Some sliced clean.

This one went into the file labelled: thinks confidence is only attractive when it comes in a smaller dress size.

"Aoife," Niamh said gently.

"What?"

"You're doing the thing."

"Which thing? I have several."

"The one where you insult things before they can make you feel unwanted."

Aoife set the candle crate down with a thud. "I do not."

Niamh's eyebrow rose.

"Fine," Aoife muttered. "I do. But in my defence, that vase looks like it has a family solicitor."

Niamh laughed, and some of the tightness in Aoife's chest eased.

Only slightly.

Then Birdie barked from inside the travel crate by the service door.

"No," Aoife warned, pointing at the little dog without opening the latch. "You are here as emotional support and smuggling liability only. You are not networking."

Birdie gave one indignant yip.

"Do not take that tone with me."

"Are you arguing with your dog again?" Niamh asked.

"She started it."

Birdie sneezed with devastating contempt.

The laugh that escaped Aoife was loud enough that two men near the bar turned.

There. Again. That tiny recoil inside her. Too loud. Too present. Too much herself.

She hated that the old voice still had range.

Her ex's voice, mostly. Polite in public, poisonous in kitchens. Could you not make everything a performance? Do you always have to be the loudest person in the room? You're exhausting when you get like this.

Aoife had once thought cruelty arrived shouting.

It didn't.

Sometimes it arrived in a lowered voice beside a washing machine while you were holding a mug of tea you suddenly could not swallow.

She reached for Birdie's crate latch just to have something to do with her hands.

"Don't," Niamh said softly.

Aoife looked up.

"Don't what?"

"Disappear on yourself before we've even started."

For a moment, the room blurred around the edges.

Then someone shouted from the far side of the ballroom, "The Quinn party is arriving."

Niamh's entire face changed. "Right. Smile. Professional. Alive but not feral."

"Those are contradictory instructions."

The doors opened.

And the room altered.

Not dramatically. No cinematic gasp. No slow-motion nonsense.

Just a subtle reorientation, like metal filings turning toward a magnet.

Declan Quinn walked in surrounded by people who clearly depended on him being exactly what they needed: generous donor, handsome athlete, local hero, camera-safe bachelor, future headline.

Aoife saw the machinery first.

The assistant angling him toward the sponsor board. The photographer pretending spontaneity. The hotel manager smiling like money had taken human form. The guests straightening their shoulders as if proximity to fame improved posture.

Then she saw him.

Really saw him.

Tired around the eyes. Careful with his injured shoulder. Smiling, yes, but not quite from the centre of himself.

A man being consumed politely by a room that adored him.

That, annoyingly, made her dislike the room on his behalf.

Birdie chose that exact moment to weaponise fate.

The crate latch clicked.

Aoife looked down one second too late.

"Birdie, no."

Birdie shot across the ballroom like a tiny cream missile aimed directly at destiny, expensive shoes, and Declan Quinn's carefully managed life.

Aoife ran after her, mortification blooming hot across her chest.

Of course. Of course her dog would do this here, in front of donors, photographers, and a man whose jawline probably had its own insurance policy.

But Declan did not recoil.

He crouched.

That was the first dangerous thing.

He crouched as if the room could wait. As if the cameras could wait. As if a ridiculous dog demanding attention was not an interruption but a relief.

Birdie rolled shamelessly onto her back.

Aoife stopped breathless beside them. "I'm so sorry. She's never had boundaries and now it's everyone's problem."

Declan looked up at her, one hand already rubbing Birdie's tiny belly.

His smile was not public at all.

"Lucky dog," he said.

And Aoife, who usually had six responses loaded and armed, found herself briefly without one.

That, she decided, was even worse than the face.

Aoife looked at him then, properly, and saw the tiny pull at the corner of his mouth. Not flirtation exactly. Recognition. Like he was enjoying being spoken to as a person instead of a product.

“I respect both.”

“She has a strong sense of entitlement. Different discipline.”

“She has a strong sense of timing,” he said.

She gathered the runaway lead, cheeks hot, while he stood and handed Birdie back with infuriating gentleness.

Knowing made people harder to dismiss.

That was not a thing she needed to know about him.

Not charmed in the lazy way powerful men enjoyed women performing colour around them. Relieved. As if Birdie’s shameless collapse, Aoife’s mouth running ahead of permission, the whole ridiculous interruption had cracked a window in a room where he had been quietly suffocating.

The truly dangerous part was that he seemed relieved by nonsense.

The dangerous part was not that Declan Quinn was handsome. Aoife had survived handsome before. Handsome was common enough if you counted men who knew one good angle and developed a personality around it.
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Chapter Two

In the Rough
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The first camera flash went off before Declan reached the sponsor backdrop.

It cracked white against the ballroom windows, turning the rain outside into silver wire and every face inside into something briefly overexposed. Aoife, halfway through rescuing a tray of champagne flutes from a table with uneven legs, flinched so hard one glass rattled against another.

“Easy,” Niamh murmured beside her.

“I’m grand.”

“You jumped.”

“I reacted with athletic awareness.”

“You nearly headbutted prosecco.”

Aoife steadied the tray and looked towards the far end of the ballroom, where Declan Quinn had become the centre of a small weather system.

People gathered differently around famous men.

That was what she noticed first.

Not the cameras. Not the sponsors. Not the women pretending not to look while absolutely looking. It was the movement of the room itself, the way bodies tilted in his direction as though he had gravity. Men who had been laughing loudly at their own jokes lowered their voices when he passed. Women adjusted hair, posture, rings. A junior photographer nearly backed into a floral arrangement because he was walking backwards for the shot.

Declan did not seem to enjoy any of it.

He smiled, yes. He shook hands. He tilted his head in that careful public way, giving each person the impression of attention while protecting the part of himself they had no right to touch. He looked beautifully made for this life and quietly allergic to it.

Aoife hated that she could see that.

She preferred her rich people uncomplicated.

It made resenting them cleaner.

Brenda appeared at Aoife’s shoulder, vibrating with stress. “Can you take these place cards to table four? And if anyone asks, the dinner bell is delayed fifteen minutes because of weather disruption, not because the chairman’s wife is crying in the ladies about the salmon.”

“The salmon made her cry?” Niamh asked.

“The seating plan made her cry. The salmon is innocent.”

Aoife accepted the cards. “Free the salmon.”

Brenda pointed at her. “Not today.”

Table four sat too close to the press line for comfort. Aoife kept her head down as she moved between chairs, placing cards beside crystal glasses and folded napkins that looked like small judgemental swans.

Quinn, Declan.

The name card was printed in black ink on heavy cream card.

Of course he was at table four.

Of course.

Aoife slid it into position beside the water glass and tried very hard not to think about his fingers brushing hers in the staff kitchen. Tried not to think about his shoulder, the way pain had narrowed him for half a second. Tried not to think about his laugh.

Laughs were dangerous.

A man could have a good jawline and still be safely ignored.

A laugh, though?

A laugh told on a person.

“Aoife Gallagher?”

Her head lifted.

A woman stood on the other side of the table holding a phone and wearing the glossy smile of someone who had never apologised for recording people. She was late twenties, maybe early thirties, with smooth blonde hair tucked behind one ear and a cream blazer that probably had a name. Media, Aoife thought immediately. Not press exactly. Worse. Influencer-adjacent.

“Yes?”

The woman’s smile widened. “I’m Cara Deane. Social features for Fairway Life. We’re doing behind-the-scenes coverage today.”

“Lovely.”

“Were you the one with Declan earlier?”

Aoife blinked. “Sorry?”

“In the staff corridor. He was laughing.”

“That’s allowed, I think. Unless golf has banned joy.”

Cara’s eyes lit up.

Aoife realised, one heartbeat too late, that she had said something usable.

The phone rose half an inch.

Niamh, sensing blood in the water from across the room, started moving towards them with terrifying speed.

Cara tilted her head. “Are you friends?”

“With golf?”

“With Declan.”

“No.”

“Family?”

Aoife laughed once. “God, no.”

“Dating?”

The absurdity of it was so sharp Aoife nearly dropped the place cards.

“No.”

Cara’s gaze flicked over her, not cruel exactly, but assessing. Measuring. Sorting her into a category. Staff. Local. Curvy redhead. Funny maybe. Not threat. Not really.

Aoife knew the look.

She had been receiving variations of it since she was thirteen and grew hips before she grew confidence.

“Right,” Cara said brightly. “Just local colour, then.”

Something in Aoife went very still.

There were insults that arrived shouting. And there were insults that arrived smiling in cream blazers, holding a phone.

Niamh reached the table. “Can we help you?”

“All good,” Cara said, already turning away. “Just capturing the atmosphere.”

“Careful,” Aoife said before she could stop herself. “The atmosphere bites.”

Cara glanced back.

The phone was definitely recording now.

And because Aoife Gallagher was both intelligent and doomed, she added, “Especially when men in visors gather after dark.”

Niamh closed her eyes.

Cara laughed. “That’s brilliant. Say it again?”

“No.”

“Aoife,” Niamh whispered.

“What? She asked.”

Across the room, the press call began.

A sponsor representative welcomed everyone into a microphone with the warm dead tone of a man reading from a statement he had not written. Declan stood beside him against a wall of logos, Teddy tucked into his golf bag just visible near his left knee, tiny velvet jacket gleaming obscenely beneath the lights.

Aoife tried not to look.

Failed.

Declan’s gaze found hers almost immediately.

It should have been impossible. The room was full. Cameras flashed. People stood between them. But his eyes cut through the noise and landed on her with ridiculous accuracy.

He lifted one brow.

Aoife lifted both, because she was mature.

His mouth curved.

Another flash went off.

Someone in the press line called, “Declan! Over here, mate.”

His attention returned to the cameras.

Aoife exhaled quietly.

Niamh leaned close. “You two are disgusting.”

“We did nothing.”

“Exactly. The tension’s doing unpaid overtime.”

“There is no tension.”

“Your face says otherwise.”

“My face is an unreliable narrator.”

Niamh gave her a look. “Your face is filing tax returns with his.”

Before Aoife could answer, the first question landed from the press line.

“Declan, after last month’s collapse at Wentworth, people have questioned whether you’re mentally ready for the Open run. How do you respond to that?”

The room changed.

Not loudly.

But enough.

A few sponsor smiles hardened. The man with the microphone shifted. Declan’s shoulders did not move, yet Aoife saw the hit land. Saw the tiny tightening around his eyes.

There it was.

The worst year of his life, dressed up as a question.

He smiled politely.

“I’d say pressure’s part of the job,” he replied. “You learn, you reset, you go again.”

Smooth.

Professional.

Dead boring.

The journalist pressed. “But is it just pressure? There were reports of issues with focus, confidence, personal distractions—”

“Reports enjoy themselves,” Declan said.

A ripple of laughter moved through the room.

The journalist did not laugh. “Would you say you’ve become too dependent on image management?”

Aoife’s grip tightened around the place cards.

She saw Declan’s jaw flex once.

His friend—the blond one from earlier—shifted at the edge of the press line, eyes narrowing. Brenda froze near the dessert table. The sponsor man went an alarming colour.

Declan kept smiling.

That was the awful part.

He kept smiling as if each question were merely weather.

“I’m here to support the youth golf fund today,” he said. “That’s the focus.”

“Convenient focus.”

Oh, Aoife thought.

Absolutely not.

Her body moved before her brain completed the paperwork.

She stepped around table four, still holding the remaining place cards, and walked straight into the edge of the press cluster.

Niamh whispered, “No, no, no, no,” somewhere behind her.

Aoife stopped beside the photographer who had nearly murdered the lilies and looked at the journalist.

“Sorry,” she said brightly. “Are you lost?”

Every head turned.

Declan’s eyes widened by half a fraction.

The journalist blinked. “Excuse me?”

“This is a charity event,” Aoife said. “The public execution room’s down the hall, past the toilets, beside whatever committee approved the salmon.”

A silence fell so clean it should have had its own table linen.

Then someone laughed.

Not loudly.

A startled crack from the back.

The sponsor man looked like he might either faint or promote her.

The journalist stared at Aoife. “And you are?”

“Working.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It is when you’ve a tray to clear.”

Declan lowered his gaze for one second.

When he looked up again, his public smile had fractured. Something warmer, more alive, broke through.

The journalist recovered fast. “Do staff usually interrupt press conferences here?”

Aoife smiled sweetly. “Only when the questions get lazy.”

Niamh made a small dying sound.

A camera clicked.

Then another.

Aoife heard them and realised—far too late—that she had stepped directly into the story.

Declan moved then.

Not dramatically. Not like a prince rescuing anyone. Just one calm step forward that shifted the room’s attention back onto him.

“She’s right,” he said.

The room inhaled.

Aoife’s stomach dropped.

Declan looked at the journalist, still polite, still composed, but different now. Sharper. Present.

“If you want to talk about Wentworth, we can do that another day,” he said. “Today’s about funding equipment, coaching, transport, and access for kids who might love this sport but can’t afford to stand in rooms like this.”

His voice carried without strain.

The cameras stayed on him.

Aoife stood suddenly very aware of her rain boots.

Declan continued, “I know what people say. I know what was written. Some of it was fair. Some of it was nonsense. Either way, I can take it. They’re kids. They shouldn’t have to.”

The room softened.

Even the cream-coated women stopped whispering.

Declan glanced towards Aoife.

Not long.

Just enough.

“And I’d appreciate it,” he added, “if we saved the lazy questions until after pudding.”

The laugh that followed was huge.

Relieved.

Grateful.

Human.

Aoife stared at him.

That was not a media-trained line.

That was hers, handed back to the room in a suit.

The journalist sat down.

Brenda began breathing again.

The sponsor man clapped as if clapping had been his idea.

The press call moved on, reoriented by force and charm. Declan spoke about the fund, about rural clubs, about kids needing transport after school and parents needing costs that did not swallow a week’s shopping. He sounded different now. Less polished. More dangerous, in the best sense. Like a man who had remembered why he cared.

Aoife should have slipped away.

Instead she stood there, stupidly moved, holding a stack of name cards and feeling as though she had knocked something loose in him by accident.

Or maybe he had knocked something loose in her.

Either way, it felt inconvenient.

Deeply inconvenient.

When the press finished, movement exploded around the room.

People talked at once. Photographers packed equipment. Brenda sprinted towards Aoife with murder in her eyes and gratitude in her soul.

“What,” Brenda said, voice shaking, “was that?”

“Customer service?”

“You interrupted national press.”

“Regional at best.”

“Aoife.”

“I panicked.”

“You insulted a journalist.”

“He started it.”

Brenda pressed both hands to her face. “I need a minute and possibly a priest.”

Niamh arrived and grabbed Aoife by the elbow. “Kitchen. Now.”

“I have place cards.”

“You have a death wish.”

They had made it three steps before Declan appeared beside them.

Of course he did.

Still calm. Still devastating. Still holding the ridiculous ice pack against his shoulder beneath the edge of his coat like he thought nobody could see.

“Aoife.”

Niamh’s grip tightened painfully.

Aoife looked up. “If you’re here to sue me, I’ve eighteen euro in my current account and a loyalty card for Boots.”

Declan smiled.

“Thank you.”

Two words.

Simple.

Sincere enough to make her chest feel strange.

She shrugged because sincerity was best handled with evasive manoeuvres. “He was being a dose.”

“He was doing his job.”

“Badly.”

Declan’s smile deepened. “Aye.”

Niamh made a tiny noise that sounded like her soul leaving her body.

Aoife ignored her.

“You shouldn’t have agreed with me,” she said.

“Why not?”

“Because now I’m involved.”

His face changed, humour dimming. “I’m sorry.”

She had not expected that.

Most men like him apologised like they were signing a receipt. Declan did it like he meant to put weight behind the words.

“You didn’t make me open my mouth,” she said.

“No, but I enjoyed it, which makes me at least morally complicit.”

Damn him.

That was funny.

Aoife looked away before her smile betrayed her.

Too late.

His gaze softened.

Then somewhere behind them, Cara Deane’s voice rang out.

“Declan! Aoife! One quick photo?”

Aoife turned in horror.

Cara stood near the press backdrop, phone raised, expression bright with triumph.

“No,” Aoife said instantly.

At the same time, Declan said, “No photos.”

Their voices overlapped.

A few nearby heads turned.

Cara’s smile sharpened. “Just for the event socials. You two were very funny together.”

“We’re not together,” Aoife said.

Wrong sentence.

She knew it the second it left her mouth.

Cara’s eyes lit like Christmas in a bad home.

Declan stepped slightly in front of Aoife.

Not blocking her. Not hiding her. Shielding the angle of the phone with his body while keeping his voice easy.

“She’s working,” he said. “Leave her be.”

The authority in it was quiet and absolute.

Aoife should have resented it.

Part of her did.

A larger, more foolish part of her felt something warm move behind her ribs.

Cara lowered the phone, still smiling. “Of course.”

But Aoife knew that smile.

That was not surrender.

That was upload pending.

Declan knew it too.

His jaw tightened.

“I really am sorry,” he said under his breath.

Aoife looked at the phone in Cara’s hand, then at the rain-lashed windows, then at Teddy’s absurd velvet head peeking from the golf bag behind the press line as if judging everyone and finding them lacking.

“Well,” she said, because what else was there, “at least if my life gets ruined by golf, I’ll finally have a reason to hate it properly.”

Declan laughed softly.

But his eyes stayed worried.

And that, more than the cameras, unsettled her.

Because men had looked at Aoife Gallagher with interest before.

With amusement.

With appetite, sometimes, after enough drink and darkness softened the edges of their courage.

But Declan Quinn looked at her as if her comfort mattered before his convenience.

As if he had already understood the line between attention and harm.

As if he knew how quickly a room could turn a person into a story they had never agreed to tell.

Outside, thunder rolled beyond the course.

Inside, someone shouted that dinner was ready.

Aoife should have walked away.

Instead, she looked at him and said, “You owe me one.”

Declan’s mouth curved.

“What would you like?”

The answer came before wisdom could stop it.

“Make sure Teddy behaves himself at table four.”

His smile turned wicked around the edges.

“No promises. He’s been drinking since noon.”

Aoife laughed.

A camera clicked from somewhere behind them.

This time, Declan did not look at the camera.

He looked only at her.

By the time the first photograph hit social media, Aoife had already decided that fame was just surveillance wearing better shoes.

The image itself was ridiculous: Declan Quinn crouched in a ballroom, Birdie upside down at his feet like a dead Victorian fainting heroine, Aoife standing beside them with one hand half-raised and her mouth open mid-apology.

Someone had captioned it: DECLAN QUINN MEETS MYSTERY REDHEAD AND HER DOG.

Mystery Redhead.

Not Aoife Gallagher, community music tutor, reluctant wedding labourer, daughter of Mary Gallagher who could silence a room with one look, owner of a dog with delusions of aristocracy.

Mystery Redhead.

A woman reduced to hair colour and proximity.

"You're famous," Niamh said, leaning over Aoife's shoulder by the service corridor.

"I'm suing the concept of cameras."

"You look nice."

"I look like I was about to apologise to a bank manager."

"That's your resting social class anxiety."

Aoife glared at her.

Another notification appeared.

Then another.

Birdie, sensing that she had successfully destabilised several lives, sat beneath a table licking cream from a fallen profiterole.

"Stop eating the evidence," Aoife told her.

Across the ballroom, Declan was being guided toward a line of donors. He shook hands, posed, nodded, smiled. The machinery had reattached itself to him.

But twice - twice - he looked back.

At Birdie first.

Then at Aoife.

The second look was brief enough to deny in court.

Aoife felt it anyway.

She hated that too.

"Do not," she muttered to herself.

"Do not what?" Niamh asked.

"Develop symptoms."

"Of?"

"Attraction with complications."

Niamh made a delighted noise. "Oh, you're doomed."

"I'm not doomed. I'm irritated. There's a difference."

"Historically not for you."

Aoife shoved a roll of ribbon at her. "Go tie something."

The evening should have ended there. Dog meets golfer. Photo circulates. Everyone moves on to fresher nonsense.

But rich rooms loved a narrative. They could smell one faster than sharks smelled blood.

Within twenty minutes, guests had begun smiling at Aoife with new interest. Not unkindly exactly. Worse. Curiously. As if she had accidentally become a side plot in their entertainment.

A man near the bar asked whether she was "with Declan's people."

Aoife said, "Emotionally or legally?"

He blinked and retreated.

A woman in a green silk dress asked if Birdie had an Instagram.

Aoife said, "No, she's private since the injunction."

The woman laughed uncertainly.

Good.

Uncertainty was protective.

Then Declan found her near the emergency exit, where she was pretending to assess fire safety while actually trying to breathe.

"Hiding?" he asked.

She turned too fast. "Assessing exits. It's called being prepared."

"For a fire?"

"For people. Worse spread."

His smile came and went, quick and real.

He held out a napkin.

Inside was half a cheese scone.

Aoife stared at it. "Is this a bribe?"

"An apology."

"For what?"

"My life making yours louder for the evening."

That answer arrived too cleanly. Too specifically.

Aoife's hand paused halfway to the napkin.

Most men apologised for consequences after denying they had caused them. Declan had named the thing before she could weaponise it.

Very annoying.

Very dangerous.

"Your life seems loud enough without me," she said.

"Aye." His gaze moved across the ballroom, to the cameras, the donors, the sponsor boards. "But it's usually loud in a predictable way."

"And I'm unpredictable?"

"Your dog just made me miss a photo call because she demanded belly rubs beside a floral arch."

"That's not unpredictable. That's leadership."

He laughed softly.

There it was again. That little crack in the polished version.

Aoife took the scone because she had principles, but not against carbohydrates.

"For the record," she said, "Birdie doesn't usually fraternise with golfers. She's politically complex."

"What changed her mind?"

"Your shoes probably looked vulnerable."

Declan glanced down at his polished black shoes as if they had betrayed him.

"They are having a difficult year."

"Aren't we all."

The joke should have stayed light.

It didn't.

Something passed between them then, quiet and unexpected. Recognition, maybe. Not of shared experience exactly, but shared exhaustion.

Two people standing at the edge of a room that wanted versions of them.

Aoife looked away first.

"Anyway," she said, too briskly, "your people will be looking for you."

"They usually are."

"You should go before someone writes a headline about cheese-based seduction."

His eyes warmed. "Would that be inaccurate?"

Her pulse did something humiliating.

"It would be libellous."

"Good to know."

He stepped back, giving her space without making theatre of it.

That was the second dangerous thing.

"Aoife Gallagher," he said, as if testing the name again.

"Declan Quinn," she returned, because balance mattered.

His smile was small.

Then he went back into the room that owned him for the night.

Aoife stood by the emergency exit holding half a cheese scone and the unsettling knowledge that she had just been seen far more clearly than she had planned.
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Chapter Three

Table Four
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The ballroom lights dimmed slightly as dinner service began, turning the gold detailing on the walls soft and honeyed. Rain still hammered against the tall windows overlooking the course, but inside Foyle Point had become all candlelight, expensive perfume, polished cutlery, and the low constant hum of rich people pretending not to eavesdrop.

Aoife carried a tray of wine glasses through the maze of tables with the concentration of a bomb disposal expert.

Unfortunately, her family were here.

Which meant professionalism had already left the building.

Padraig had somehow charmed two bartenders into giving him miniature desserts “for quality control.” Niamh kept pretending not to stare at table four every twelve seconds. And Aoife’s mother, Sheila Gallagher, had just texted:

IF THAT GOLFER BREAKS YOUR HEART I WILL BREAK HIS LEGS x

Aoife shoved the phone back into her coat pocket.

Jesus Christ.

Table four sat near the windows, close enough to the terrace doors that cold air drifted through every time someone entered from outside. Declan sat midway down the table between a whiskey executive and an older former Ryder Cup captain who looked like he had opinions about oat milk.

Teddy rested proudly beside Declan’s golf bag near the wall.

The ridiculous wee velvet menace looked smug.

Aoife hated how fond she was becoming of the thing.

Worse—

Declan looked unfair tonight.

The black quarter-zip had been replaced with a dark charcoal suit jacket over an open-collared white shirt, sleeves rolled once at the wrists. His curls were still slightly damp from the rain earlier, softer now beneath the warm ballroom lights.

And he kept looking for her.

Not casually either.

Actively.

Every time she crossed the room, his attention tracked her with the same unsettling steadiness.

Like he noticed her absence the second she disappeared.

It was beginning to affect her nervous system.

“Aoife!”

She turned.

A tiny blur of teal velvet bounded through the ballroom doorway like an aristocratic missile.

Long ears. Huge brown eyes. Tiny furious paws.

The Cavalier King Charles spaniel skidded across polished wood flooring in a couture teal rain cape covered in pearls and immediately stopped beside Teddy’s golf bag.

The dog stared.

Teddy stared back with plush silence.

The dog gave a deeply offended huff.

Aoife blinked.

“What in the rich people Narnia—”

“Birdie!”

A glamorous brunette hurried after the dog, mortified. “I’m so sorry!”

Birdie ignored her completely.

The little spaniel circled Teddy with visible outrage, sniffed the couture velvet jacket, then sat down with the dramatic heartbreak of a Victorian widow.

Declan looked over from table four and laughed instantly.

Not politely.

Actually laughed.

“Oh no,” he murmured. “She’s jealous.”

The brunette reached them finally, breathless. “She gets territorial around accessories.”

Aoife stared at her.

“She’s... jealous of a fake dog?”

Birdie huffed again.

Declan crouched beside the spaniel. “You all right there, sweetheart?”

Birdie looked at him.

Then at Teddy.

Then back at him with profound betrayal.

The brunette covered her face. “She thinks Teddy’s replaced her.”

Aoife burst out laughing.

Birdie’s head whipped towards the sound.

And that was it.

Done.

The tiny dog looked at Aoife like she had personally hung the moon.

Tail immediately wagging.

“Oh God,” the brunette whispered. “She never likes strangers this quickly.”

Birdie trotted directly to Aoife and pressed dramatically against her legs with a small emotional sigh.

Aoife melted at once.

“Well hello, wee diva.”

Birdie climbed onto her shoes like they were legally married.

Declan watched the whole thing with open amusement warming his face.

“She’s got taste,” he said.

Aoife glanced up. “Or severe judgement issues.”

“Same thing usually.”

Birdie barked softly at Teddy again.

Declan lowered his voice conspiratorially. “She’s furious because Teddy’s couture budget is bigger.”

Aoife laughed.

The sound made several nearby heads turn.

Including Cara Deane’s.

Still filming.

Still watching.

Aoife’s smile faded slightly.

Declan noticed immediately.

The shift in him was instant too.

Not dramatic. Protective.

He stood from his chair slowly, eyes moving towards Cara near the sponsor wall. The journalist looked away quickly, pretending interest in her phone.

Declan’s jaw tightened.

Birdie, meanwhile, had decided Aoife belonged to her now.

The tiny spaniel climbed into Aoife’s arms without permission and settled there like a woman boarding first-class.

“Oh, that’s it,” Aoife said softly. “You’re emotionally manipulative.”

Birdie blinked beautifully.

“Dangerous combination,” Declan said.

Aoife looked up.

He was closer now.

Close enough that she could see faint tiredness beneath his eyes even under ballroom lighting. Close enough to smell cedar and rain again.

Close enough to notice he looked less tense around her than he did around anyone else in the room.

That landed somewhere delicate.

The brunette extended a hand. “I’m Sienna, by the way. Birdie’s unfortunately mine.”

“Aoife.”

Sienna’s eyes widened slightly in recognition.

Ah.

The clip was already moving.

Fantastic.

“You’re the woman from the press moment,” Sienna said carefully.

Aoife closed her eyes briefly. “Please don’t say it like I tackled a politician.”

“You’re trending a little.”

Padraig appeared from nowhere holding two profiteroles. “She’s what?”

“Oh my God,” Aoife whispered.

Declan muttered something under his breath that sounded suspiciously like “for fuck’s sake.”

Sienna looked apologetic. “It’s mostly positive.”

“That sentence has never ended well historically,” Aoife replied.

Padraig already had his phone out.

Niamh lunged across the ballroom like a trained sniper. “Don’t you dare.”

Too late.

Padraig’s eyes widened catastrophically.

“Oh no.”

Aoife felt cold immediately. “What?”

“You’re Golf Girl.”

She stared.

“What does that mean?”

Padraig turned the phone around.

There she was.

A blurry freeze-frame from the press line. Raincoat. Sharp expression. Hand on hip while talking to the journalist.

Beside her stood Declan, looking directly at her instead of the cameras.

The caption read:

WHO IS DERRY’S MYSTERY REDHEAD? Declan Quinn finally smiles after disastrous season.

Aoife’s soul attempted to leave her body through violence.

“Oh absolutely not.”

Padraig kept scrolling.

Another headline.

“Fans obsessed with funny Irish woman defending Quinn.”

Another.

“Golf Girl tells reporter to ask less lazy questions.”

Another.

“Declan Quinn chemistry rumours explode after charity event.”

Aoife looked physically ill.

“I need to fake my death.”

“You’d trend harder,” Niamh said grimly.

Birdie licked Aoife’s chin supportively.

Declan took the phone from Padraig quietly.

His expression darkened as he scrolled.

Not angry at Aoife.

Angry at this.

At them.

At the machine already chewing through her life because she’d made him laugh in public.

“I’m sorry,” he said again.

Aoife looked at him sharply.

And there it was.

Real guilt.

Not celebrity inconvenience. Not PR annoyance.

Genuine guilt.

Something softened in her despite herself.

“This isn’t your fault.”

“It becomes my fault when it lands on you.”

The honesty of that almost undid her.

Around them the dinner crowd continued buzzing softly, unaware—or pretending to be unaware—that the internet had already started building a story around table four.

Birdie gave Teddy another resentful look from Aoife’s arms.

Then, with dramatic determination, the spaniel leaned over and sat directly on Teddy’s velvet jacket.

The ballroom erupted laughing.

Even Aoife doubled over slightly.

“Teddy’s after losing his seat,” Padraig wheezed.

Declan rubbed a hand over his mouth, grinning helplessly now.

And for one glorious second—

The cameras, the articles, the pressure, the season collapse, the whispers—

all disappeared
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