

    
        
          President Run

        

        
        
          Laura Carpenter

        

        
          Published by Laura Carpenter, 2026.

        

    


PRESIDENT RUN

Laura Carpenter

––––––––
Copyright © 2025 Laura Carpenter

All rights reserved.

Published by Emerald Harbour.

No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

––––––––
DEDICATION

For the women who are asked to disappear—and do not.

––––––––
EPIGRAPH

“Power doesn’t change you.
It reveals what you were willing to do all along.”

Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

PROLOGUE

CHAPTER ONE

CHAPTER TWO

CHAPTER THREE

CHAPTER FOUR

CHAPTER FIVE

CHAPTER SIX

CHAPTER SEVEN

CHAPTER EIGHT

CHAPTER NINE

CHAPTER TEN

CHAPTER ELEVEN

CHAPTER TWELVE

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

CHAPTER NINETEEN

CHAPTER TWENTY

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

EPILOGUE

CHAPTER THIRTY

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

PROLOGUE
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(A diary entry, because Ireland loves receipts.)

I didn’t plan to keep a diary.

I’m not twelve. I’m not spiralling into a scented notebook with a tiny padlock and a tragic love of glitter gel pens. I run a company with payroll, clients who think their problems are the centre of the solar system, and a board that believes feelings are a brand risk.

And yet.

Here I am, writing this like it’s evidence for a future tribunal titled The People v. Saoirse Kelleher, Who Thought She Could Outrun Ireland.

So something happened today that makes me suspect I’m about to be turned into a story other people tell at dinner parties.

And if I’m going to be a story, I want my version on paper first.

simple and inconvenient:

Ireland doesn’t love a candidate.

Ireland loves a symbol.

And my symbol is currently sitting on my kitchen floor, sucking her thumb with the stubborn devotion of a saint, while she tries to put a sticker on the cat and whispers, very seriously, “Shhh. He’s a baby tiger.”

Her name is Éabha.

Yes, I know.

Before anyone starts: it wasn’t a gimmick. It wasn’t branding. It wasn’t a campaign thought.

It was a private joke I made to myself while I was pregnant and furious and alone—because the country had always felt like a person I loved who didn’t always love me back. saying Éabha out loud in the dark made me feel less like I was drifting.

And because I thought, in the way you think when you’re young and you’ve survived something sharp, that if I named my daughter after the place that broke my heart, I’d never be able to pretend it didn’t matter.

Now, of course, it’s going to look like propaganda.

That’s what the machine does. It takes your real life and makes it look like strategy.

Éabha—two years old, blond curls that could make a priest swear, cheeks like she’s been carved from butter, and a face so open it makes strangers soften without noticing—lifts her head when the kettle clicks.

“Mammy,” she says, thumb still in her mouth. Her voice has that sweet little lisp that turns s into th as if language itself has decided to be gentle with her.

“Yes, love?”

“We hav’ tay now?”

“We do.”

She toddles over to the cupboard and points at the tin like she’s been paying the bills for years. “The blue one. Not the bit’her.”

I laugh, because if I don’t, I’ll scream.

The blue one is the breakfast tea. The bitter one is the fancy stuff from a client gift basket that tastes like a polite punishment. In other words: my entire life in tea form.

I make two cups. Hers is mostly warm milk with a dramatic splash of tea, because she wants to be included, not caffeinated. Mine is strong enough to dissolve regret.

The phone buzzes again.

I don’t look.

I already know. It’s been buzzing like a trapped wasp since half seven that morning. The same unknown numbers. The same polite, persistent Irish cadence in voicemails I haven’t listened to yet.

Councillors. TDs. Someone’s staffer. Someone’s cousin. Someone’s “friend of the family” who isn’t actually a friend and isn’t actually family.

When Ireland wants you, it doesn’t knock.

It leans on the bell until the whole house hears it.

I try to be normal. I try to be the woman who is simply getting through a Tuesday: toddler breakfast, emails, meetings, a client crisis that involves a singer’s ex posting unhinged poetry on Instagram.

But there’s a difference between a busy day and the feeling that a door has opened behind you and you can’t quite turn around to see who’s standing there.

At nine twenty-three, it finally stops being vague.

My assistant, Liv—Liverpool-born, eyes like she’s always one scandal away from quitting—appears in the kitchen doorway holding her iPad like it’s radioactive.

“Don’t panic,” she says.

That is always a good way to announce that panic has already moved in.

“What is it?”

She hesitates. Her gaze flicks to Éabha, then back to me. “You’re trending.”

“Everyone is trending,” I say. “It’s 2026. People trend because they blink wrong.”

Liv’s mouth tightens. “Not like this.”

She turns the screen towards me.

A headline. A photo. A clip paused mid-frame—me last week, walking out of an event in Dublin, hair pinned back, coat buttoned, trying to look like a woman who doesn’t feel watched all the time.

And beside me, in my arms, Éabha—blond curls haloed by flashbulbs, thumb in mouth, one tiny hand in my collar, calm as a queen.

The caption underneath is cruel in its sweetness.

THE GIRL WHO STOLE IRELAND’S HEART—AND THE WOMAN WHO MAY RUN IT.

Then the line that makes my stomach drop:

“AOIFE O’ROURKE CONSIDERING PRESIDENTIAL RUN,” SOURCES SAY.

Sources.

Sources is a fancy word for someone has decided this is happening to you now.

I don’t say anything for a long second. I look at the frozen image of my daughter’s face—so open, so unaware—framed by cameras that weren’t invited, pressed into a story she didn’t agree to star in.

“Turn it off,” I say, and my voice is steady in the way it is when something inside me goes very cold.

Liv swipes away from the page too quickly, like she’s ashamed.

“They’ve been calling all morning,” she says. “Irish outlets. Then the UK ones. There’s... there’s an RTÉ producer asking if you’ll do a sit-down. There’s someone from the BBC. And—”

“And someone from my past?” I say, because I can feel it coming like weather.

Liv’s silence answers.

I close my eyes.

The thing about a life lived in public is that it never truly belongs to you. It belongs to whoever wants it most. Whoever can spin it faster. Whoever can afford better lighting.

But the thing about a child is that she should belong only to herself.

I open my eyes again and look at Éabha, who is currently trying to push a cereal loop onto the cat’s nose with the concentration of a surgeon.

“Éabha,” I say softly.

She looks up, thumb still planted, cereal loop balanced on her other finger. “Huh?”

“No stickers on Bean, sweetheart.”

She frowns like I’ve made a foolish suggestion. “But he wanna be pritty.”

“He’s already pretty.”

She considers this, then nods solemnly, as if accepting a hard truth about the world.

“Okay.”

She climbs into my lap without asking. Just assumes, as she always does, that I will be her landing place.

She smells like warm milk and baby shampoo and the faint sweetness of cereal dust. She curls into my chest and sighs—heavy, content, utterly unbothered by the fact somewhere out there, adults with microphones are deciding her fate like it’s a talking point.

I press my lips to the top of her head.

I could live a thousand years and still not be over the shock of how love feels in your body. The way it rearranges you. The way it makes you capable of violence and tenderness in the same breath.

“Right,” Liv says carefully. “So. What do we do?”

I stare at the iPad again. At the headline. At my daughter’s face. At the way the internet has already adopted her like she’s a mascot.

Mascot.

I hate the word. I hate what it implies: a costume, a role, a performance.

But I would be lying if I said I didn’t understand why they’re reacting this way.

In the real world, political families have always been watched. It’s not new. It’s not social media’s invention. Cameras have always loved children because children disarm people. Children make power look human.

Éabha is camera-friendly in the way sunlight is. She doesn’t try. She doesn’t calculate. She exists and somehow the world becomes softer around her.

But what the world wants from her is not softness.

It’s ownership.

They want to put her in the story as proof that I’m safe. That I’m wholesome. That I’m acceptable. That I can be the woman Ireland can point to and say, See? We are good. We have a nice one.

And when the world decides a child is proof of something, it stops seeing her as a person.

It starts seeing her as a tool.

Liv speaks again, quieter. “They’re calling her ‘the nation’s daughter’ online.”

My jaw tightens.

“Children aren’t content,” I say.

Liv nods, like she’s been waiting for me to say it out loud.

I can already see the shape of what’s coming.

The pressure to “let the public in.”

The insistence that a single mother running for President—if that’s truly where this is going—must be examined like a moral riddle.

The whisper campaign: What is she hiding? Who is the father? Is she compromised? Is she stable? Is she respectable?

Respectability politics: the oldest Irish sport after hurling.

I shift Éabha higher on my lap. Her thumb makes that soft little sound children make when they’re half-comforting, half-daydreaming. She looks up at me with sleepy seriousness.

“Mammy,” she says around her thumb.

“Yes, love?”

She points at the iPad with the authority of someone who has spotted a crime. “Lady on the thing... she say you a printhess.”

I blink. “A princess?”

Éabha nods fiercely. “Yeth. You printhess. I baby printhess.”

Liv lets out a strangled laugh.

I don’t. Not yet.

So my daughter thinks a headline is a fairy tale. she doesn’t know what people do to women they decide to crown.

I smooth her curls back from her face. “I’m not a princess,” I tell her gently.

She pauses, considers, then corrects me like I’m being silly again. “Okay. You a boss.”

That gets me. A laugh escapes, quick and sharp.

Liv smiles, relieved to see me still human.

“Right,” I say, and the laugh fades into something else. Something steadier. Something older. “Here’s what we’re not doing.”

Liv straightens. “Tell me.”

“We’re not feeding her to them,” I say. “Not for clicks. Not for optics. Not for votes. Not for any reason.”

Liv nods immediately. “Agreed.”

“And we’re not pretending this is charming,” I add. “It’s not charming. It’s invasive.”

Another nod.

“And if anyone—anyone—tries to turn her into a symbol,” I say, voice going low, “they’ll learn I’m not polite when it comes to my child.”

Liv exhales. “Okay.”

She hesitates. “But what about the President thing? Are you—”

I hold up a hand.

So that’s the problem.

Once you say yes to the idea—once you let it in—everything changes.

Every past choice becomes evidence. Every relationship becomes a headline. Every silence becomes suspicious.

And there is one silence in my life that has never been safe to open.

One name I don’t say out loud in rooms with windows.

One man who exists like a bruise under the skin of my story—healed over, mostly, until someone presses.

I keep my face neutral, because my daughter is watching me.

So children watch everything. They learn your lies by the way your body tenses.

“I’m not making any decisions today,” I say.

Liv nods, but her eyes are sharp. She knows me. She knows when I’m afraid of something.

“What do you want me to do?” she asks.

I look down at Éabha. She’s slipped into that soft, half-asleep drift children do when they feel safe. Thumb still in mouth, lashes resting on her cheeks like she’s been painted.

Two years old. Blond curls. Thumb-sucker. A lisp that turns sorry into thorry and makes grown men melt in grocery store aisles.

Ireland will eat her alive if I let it.

I press my lips to her forehead again.

Then I look back at Liv.

“Call Dublin,” I say. “Tell them I’ll take one meeting. One. Off record. No cameras.”

Liv’s brows lift. “You’re going.”

“I’m listening,” I correct. “There’s a difference.”

Liv nods, already moving.

“And Liv?”

“Yes?”

I glance at the iPad one last time—the frozen frame of my daughter in my arms, my face set like I’m already bracing.

“My line stays the line,” I say.

Liv smiles grimly. “Children aren’t content.”

“Exactly.”

Liv disappears, tapping and texting like her thumbs are on fire.

I sit there with Éabha in my lap and let the room go quiet except for the kettle settling and the cat flicking his tail, offended that he isn’t the centre of attention.

Outside, Liverpool carries on. Traffic. Rain. A neighbour’s dog barking at nothing.

Inside, I can feel Ireland’s shadow stretching all the way across the sea to my kitchen.

I stroke my daughter’s hair and whisper, not to the country, not to the cameras, not to the machine—

Just to her.

“You don’t owe them anything,” I say softly.

Éabha, half asleep, nods as if she understands.

Then she murmurs, thumb still in place:

“Okay, Mammy. No shoutin’.”

And I swear to God, right there in my ordinary kitchen, with a toddler’s warm weight against my ribs, I decide something that feels like a vow.

No shouting.

No spectacle.

No child used as proof.

If they want a symbol, they can get one somewhere else.

If they want me, they’ll have to take me as I am:

a woman with a real life, a real child, and a heart that does not belong to the public.

And if the past comes for me—

if he comes back into the frame—

then this time, I won’t be the one who disappears.

This time, I will not be made small.

Not for love.

Not for power.

Not for Ireland.

Not even for the presidency.

So I’ve already been torn open once.

And I won.

I look down at Éabha again.

“Right,” I whisper, the way you do before you step onto a pitch. “Let’s see who thinks they can take you from me.”

Éabha sighs in her sleep, thumb still in her mouth, curls warm under my hand.

mewhere out there, the cameras are already turning.
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The meeting where they try to sell you your own life.

If you ever want to understand Irish power, don’t look at Leinster House.

Look at the corridor outside the meeting rooms.

That’s where the truth lives: in the soft shoes, the murmured hellos, the little smiles that are not quite smiles. In the way people take your measure without seeming to look at you. In the way your name is said like it already belongs to them.

I arrive ten minutes early because my mother raised me in fear of arriving ten minutes late.

Also because I’ve learned—through years of crisis management and celebrity tantrums—that the only advantage you ever get is the one you take for yourself.

Liv called it “one meeting”.

It has already grown into three.

There is a “quiet sit-down” with a cross-party group. There is a separate “quick hello” with someone’s advisor who absolutely insists they are not an advisor. There is also, apparently, a “friendly cup of tea” with a woman from a county council who says she’s here “only as a mother” while wearing a suit that costs more than my first car.

We are ushered into a room with polite light and expensive air.

A long table. Water jugs. Notepads. The whole theatre of rational adults pretending they are not about to gamble with someone’s life.

Then—of course—there’s the folder.

A glossy, heavy thing placed in front of me like a gift.

On the cover, in a tasteful serif font, it says:

AOIFE O’ROURKE

PRESIDENTIAL CANDIDACY: PATHWAY & POSITIONING

Positioning.

As if I’m a lamp they’re trying to make look better in the sitting room.

I don’t touch it.

I don’t open it.

I look up instead and meet the eyes of the man at the head of the table. Late fifties, careful hair, careful hands, careful face. He smiles with the warmth of a bank manager giving you a loan you can’t afford.

“Saoirse,” he says, as if we’re cousins. “Thank you for coming.”

“I didn’t come,” I say lightly. “I was dragged by my people.”

A few laughs. Good. They like that. They want charm. Ireland’s favourite anaesthetic.

He nods at the far side of the room, where a young staffer is hovering near the door, trying not to look like security.

“And this is little Éabha,” he says softly, like he’s speaking in a church.

I feel the air change.

So there she is—my daughter—sitting on a small chair beside Liv, a tiny handbag on her lap that she insisted on bringing because she’s apparently forty-seven and heading to a brunch.

Thumb in mouth. Curls perfect. Eyes huge.

She is wearing navy coat with gold buttons because Irish women do not do casual when they are nervous, even if they are two.

Éabha lifts her head, regards the room with mild suspicion, and says, clearly:

“Hello. I Éabha. I a baby.”

Every adult in the room melts on impact.

And I hate it. I hate how easy it is. I hate how their faces soften. I hate how quickly the machine starts purring, delighted with the content it thinks it has found.

One of the women—nice jewellery, kind eyes, politician’s smile—leans forward.

“You’re a beautiful girl,” she says.

Éabha blinks. Thumb still planted. Then she answers with the seriousness of a small child delivering a constitutional ruling:

“I know.”

Liv coughs into her hand.

I bite my lip hard enough to taste metal.

The room laughs. Warmly. Genuinely.

And for a single, dangerous second, I understand the seduction.

This is how they get you. Not with threats. Not at first.

With belonging.

With the feeling that your child can be safe here, adored here, protected here—if you only agree to the terms.

I pull my gaze back to the man at the head of the table.

“What do you want?” I ask, still polite.

He spreads his hands. “We want Ireland to have a candidate it can be proud of.”

“And you’ve decided that’s me.”

“We believe,” he corrects, “that you could be—”

“—useful,” I finish, because I’m in the mood to be honest.

He chuckles as if I’ve said something adorable.

“Saoirse,” he says, “you are respected. You’re successful. You are... unbuyable.”

I don’t speak.

He continues, smoothing the pitch like butter on toast.

“You have a profile. You have dignity. You have the diaspora. And,” he adds, lowering his voice as if it’s a secret between us, “you have a story.”

My stomach tightens.

“A story,” I repeat.

“People want hope,” he says. “They want someone who feels real.”

Real. Like a prop. Like a curated authenticity.

“And,” he says, glancing again at Éabha, “you have a child. That matters to people.”

I lean back.

“No,” I say calmly. “It matters to cameras.”

A beat.

The room holds its breath the way polite rooms do when a woman stops being agreeable.

The woman with kind eyes tries to rescue the mood.

“Saoirse,” she says gently, “we understand you’re protective. Of course you are. Any mother would be.”

I smile without warmth. “Children aren’t content.”

Silence.

Not awkward—sharp.

The kind that makes men clear their throats and women blink carefully.

Liv, bless her, doesn’t flinch. Éabha, doubly bless her, is unbothered. She takes her thumb out for a second and whispers to me from across the room:

“Mammy. That man have shiny head.”

It is not a whisper.

It is an announcement.

The man at the head of the table laughs a little too loudly. “She’s very observant.”

“She is,” I say. “And she’s also tired, so we’ll keep this efficient.”

Now we’re speaking the same language: efficiency. Control. Terms.

I finally touch the folder, but only to slide it back across the table.

“I’m not saying yes today,” I tell them. “I’m not saying no today either. I’m listening. That’s all.”

He nods, as if I’ve confirmed a purchase.

“There is, however,” he says, leaning in, “one matter we need to discuss before this goes any further.”

Here it comes.

The pressure point. The invisible hook.

He taps the folder with one finger.

“Your private life,” he says softly. “We need to know what could become... an issue.”

My jaw clenches.

So I have kept my private life private with the discipline that should earn me a medal.

So I have not given them content.

So the one thing I’ve protected more fiercely than my own reputation is the truth that would turn this room into a feeding frenzy.

I keep my face calm. “My private life is private.”

His smile tightens.

“Saoirse,” he says, gentler now, the way people speak when they think they’re saving you from yourself. “We are trying to protect you.”

“You’re trying to protect the campaign,” I correct.

He pauses.

Then he gives me the first real truth of the day.

“The media will ask,” he says. “They will ask about her father.”

Every nerve in my body goes awake.

Éabha has her thumb in her mouth again, watching me with sleepy, unshakable trust.

I look at the man and let my voice go quiet.

“If they ask,” I say, “I’ll decide what I want to answer.”

He holds my gaze.

Then, carefully, he slides a single sheet of paper out of the folder and places it on the table between us.

It’s a printout.

A screenshot.

A tabloid forum thread, of all things—pixelated and ugly and familiar in its cruelty.

And in the middle of it, in bold, is a name I haven’t let cross my lips in two years.

DECLAN KEANE

Captain.

Hero.

National sweetheart.

The man Ireland forgives, again and again, because he can kick a ball straight and smile at a child.

My throat closes.

The man watches me closely, like he’s waiting for my body to betray my secrets.

“You know him,” he says.

It is not a question.

In the room’s quiet, my phone vibrates in my bag.

Once.

Twice.

I reach for it without meaning to.

Unknown number.

Irish code.

A voicemail notification.

Liv’s eyes flick to mine like a warning.

I don’t play it.

I don’t have to.

So my skin already knows the shape of the past.

So some part of me—stupid, ancient, aching—recognises the timing like a scent.

I look back at the sheet on the table. At his name. At the machine’s smile.

And I understand, with bleak clarity, that Ireland hasn’t found me.

It has found him too.

And if I step onto this path, I won’t be running alone.

Not this time.

Not ever again.
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Hot mic, cold blood.

The meeting ends the way these meetings always end: not with a decision, but with ownership attempts dressed up as courtesy.

They stand. Hands are shaken. Compliments are paid out like change. Someone says “We’ll mind you,” as if I’m a stray dog they’re trying to coax into the house.

I gather Éabha into my arms and feel the whole room relax, as if the sight of a child means nothing truly bad can happen here. It’s a lie we tell ourselves so we can sleep at night.

Éabha’s thumb is back in her mouth. Her other hand is clutching her tiny handbag like it contains the nuclear codes.

As we pass the doorway, the young staffer—security, but pretending not to be—opens it with the solemnity of a priest unveiling a chalice.

And on the other side is noise.

A small scrum of journalists and cameras in the corridor, held back by polite bodies and not nearly enough shame. Microphones push forward like beaks.

“Saoirse—over here.”

“Are you running?”

“Is that your daughter?”

“What do you say to people calling her ‘the nation’s wee darling’?”

My spine goes stiff. My face stays pleasant.

Liv steps in front of me without being asked—shoulders squared, iPad hugged to her chest like a shield. Liverpool-born, no fear of men with clip-on ties.

“We’re not doing questions,” she says. “Thanks.”

A flash pops. Éabha blinks at it, then waves with the slow, serious grace of a child who’s been taught manners but not hysteria.

“Hello,” she says, thumb still in place. Then, because she is two and believes truth is a public service: “No shoutin’. Mammy tired.”

A ripple goes through them—laughter, affection, the sickening little “awww” sound that makes children feel like toys.

“I’m sorry,” I say, voice calm enough to be mistaken for kind. “We have to go.”

And we do, because I refuse—flatly, fiercely—to be cornered with my child in my arms like she’s a soft spot someone can press to make me bleed.

We make it to the lift. The doors close. The noise muffles. My lungs remember they’re allowed to work.

Liv exhales. “They’re going to eat this alive.”

“I know,” I say. “That’s why we don’t feed them.”

She nods, then glances at Éabha. “You were excellent in there, wee woman.”

“Fank you,” Éabha says, very pleased. “I wave. I good.”

You are, I think, and the fact you don’t know what you’re being waved at is the problem.

The lift opens into the underground car park. A black car waits like a confession.

Inside, the silence is expensive. Leather seats. Tinted windows. The quiet that feels like it costs something every second it exists.

Liv buckles Éabha into her seat, passing her rabbit she’s been dragging everywhere this week. Éabha immediately tries to push the rabbit’s ear into her mouth as if it’s a second thumb.

“Right,” Liv says, sliding into the front. “Phones?”

I take mine out, because avoiding it won’t make it kinder.

Unknown number. Irish code.

One voicemail.

I stare at it long enough that Liv looks back. “You going to play it?”

“Not with her here,” I say.

Liv nods once. Respect. Boundaries.

But my hand doesn’t put the phone away.

So my body already knows whose voice is in that voicemail.

Not a politician.

Not a journalist.

Him.

I have not said his name out loud since the night I decided the past didn’t get to own me.

Declan Keane.

Everyone in Ireland knows him. Everyone in Ireland has an opinion about him. The country’s favourite son exported to late-night television—sharp suit, sharper mouth, the charm that makes people forget they were angry.

Declan on the telly is a spell. Declan in real life was... worse. Warmer. Closer. More dangerous.

And because the universe has a sense of humour that borders on cruelty, I once loved him in the most public way imaginable.

I also left him in the most private way possible.

The car pulls out. The city slides by in grey flashes, rain making the windows shine.

Éabha hums quietly to herself. A nonsense tune. Safe as breathing.

Liv’s phone pings. Then again. She doesn’t even try to hide the grimace.

“They’ve got a clip up,” she says.

“What clip?”

She turns her screen slightly so I can see.

A video from the corridor. Me walking fast, chin up, smile on. Éabha’s little wave. Her tiny voice: “No shoutin’. Mammy tired.”

Captioned in big white text because the internet loves to simplify women into slogans:

MAMMY TIRED. NATION LISTENING.

I feel something old and furious press against my ribs.

“They’re turning her into a meme,” I say.

Liv’s mouth goes flat. “Yep.”

“We lock down,” I say. “No photos. No ‘cute moments.’ If anyone asks for ‘family content,’ they can choke on it.”

Liv nods. “Already drafting.”

Good. today is the first day of the machine trying to put its hands on my child, and I am not a woman who lets that happen twice.

My phone buzzes again.

This time it’s not unknown.

It’s a name I haven’t saved in my contacts for two years. saving it would have been an admission.

DECLAN.

My heart does the stupidest thing: it kicks.

Not longing. Not hope.

Just memory. The body’s betrayal.

I don’t answer.

I let it ring out.

Then—because I’m human, and so I hate myself for it—I put the phone to my ear and listen to the voicemail.

Declan’s voice comes through the speaker, low and careful in a way I’ve never heard on television.

“Saoirse.”

Just my name. Like he’s testing whether he’s allowed to say it.

“It’s me.”

As if the entire planet doesn’t know.

“I saw the photo,” he says, and there’s a pause that feels like a bruise being pressed. “I saw her.”

Another pause. A swallow.

“Call me. Please.”

Then, softer—softer than any audience has ever been allowed to hear him:

“I won’t make it worse. I just... I need to know what’s true.”

The message ends.

My hand is shaking.

Liv glances back at me. “That him.”

“Yes,” I say, and my voice is steadier than my blood. “That’s him.”

Éabha chooses that moment to lift her head and announce, cheerfully, thumb still in mouth:

“Mammy. Who dat man?”

I swallow.

A truth sits on my tongue like something too hot to hold.

“No one,” I lie, because she is two and, so my life is on fire and because I cannot—cannot—introduce her to the concept of him while the world is watching.

Éabha considers my face with unsettling accuracy.

Then she says, as if offering comfort: “Okay. I hug you.”

And she does—leaning as far forward as her straps allow, trying to wrap her little arms around the air between us.

Something in my chest cracks.

Liv looks away, pretending she’s interested in traffic.

I stare out at Dublin slipping past, and I understand with cold certainty that the campaign isn’t the only thing beginning.

The past has found a microphone.

And Declan Keane has stepped back into my life at the exact moment Ireland is deciding whether I’m fit to represent it.

If there’s a God, he’s either laughing—or taking notes.

––––––––
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A country that confuses kindness with access.

By the time we reach the hotel, Éabha is asleep in her car seat with her thumb in her mouth and her rabbit tucked under her chin like a tiny hostage.

It should make me feel peaceful.

Instead it makes me feel hunted.

So there is nothing more obscene than a child asleep while adults are sharpening their opinions about her.

The lobby is all marble and quiet money. There’s a man playing piano softly, the music that exists to make people feel less guilty about their choices. There are two tourists taking selfies with a potted plant, because Dublin is Dublin and God bless it.

We move fast.

Liv glides ahead with the keycards, the iPad, the face that says “I will ruin your day if you look at her.”

I keep Éabha pressed to my shoulder, her little body warm and heavy, her curls tickling my jaw.

Upstairs, the suite smells like lemon polish and other people’s secrets.

Liv closes the door and immediately locks it. Then she locks the chain. Then she checks the peephole like we’re in a thriller.

“Okay,” she says, exhaling. “We’re in. No one’s getting near her.”

“Don’t jinx it,” I say, though my voice is almost grateful.

I lay Éabha on the bed with her rabbit and her thumb and her soft, unbothered breathing. She doesn’t even flinch. She’s used to hotels. Used to airports. Used to adults whispering around her like she’s fragile.

She’s not fragile.

She’s small.

Liv tosses her coat onto a chair and opens her laptop on the desk like she’s setting up for war.

“Right,” she says. “Here’s what’s happening.”

I don’t sit. Sitting feels like surrender.

Liv starts listing things the way only people who are good at crisis can: fast, flat, precise.

“The clip has two million views.”

I don’t react.

“The caption’s trending.”

Still nothing.

“Someone made a sound out of ‘No shoutin’. Mammy tired.’ There are teenagers lip-syncing it while doing their makeup.”

That one makes my jaw tighten. “She’s two.”

“I know,” Liv says, and her eyes harden. “That’s why I’m angry.”

My phone buzzes again on the table.

Declan.

I ignore it.

Liv keeps going.

“RTÉ wants you on the Six One. BBC wants a ‘diaspora angle.’ The Irish Times has an opinion piece drafted already, because they always do. The tabloids are sniffing for blood.”

I finally speak. “And the councillors?”

“They’re delighted,” Liv says with bitter humour. “They think this is proof. They think she makes you... likable.”

I stare at Éabha’s sleeping face.

My child is not my likability strategy.

“Any security issues?” I ask.

Liv nods. “Yes. Some idiot posted the hotel name in a comment thread. I’ve already called downstairs. They’re moving us to another floor. Different lift. Different route.”

My stomach drops. “How did they—”

“Because people are parasites,” Liv says, plain as that. “And because Dublin is small. And, so some staffer’s cousin’s friend thinks it’s ‘only a bit of craic’ to tell a blogger where you’re staying.”

I breathe in slowly through my nose.

Then I do what I always do when I’m about to become violent: I make a list.

“Okay,” I say. “We pivot.”

Liv nods, grateful for direction. “We pivot.”

My phone buzzes again.

Declan again.

This time it’s not a call.

It’s a text.

Just four words.

I’M IN DUBLIN. PLEASE.

I stare at the screen until the letters start to blur.

Liv watches me. “You’re not going to talk to him.”

It’s a statement. Protective. Loyal. Also wrong, because life is never that simple.

I set the phone down, face-up, like I’m refusing to hide it even from myself.

“Not now,” I say.

“Ever,” Liv says, sharper than she intends.

I glance at her. “Liv.”

She exhales and looks away, frustrated. “Sorry. I just—this is already a mess.”

“It’s not a mess,” I correct softly. “It’s a machine doing what it does.”

“And he’s part of the machine,” Liv says.

I don’t answer.

So Declan is not part of the machine.

Declan is the reason I learned to survive one.

A knock comes at the door.

We both freeze.

Liv moves like she’s trained for it, which she is, in her own way. She goes to the peephole.

A hotel manager. A woman with tired eyes and a face that says she’s been sent up to apologise for the world.

Liv cracks the door on the chain.

“Ms Kelleher,” the manager says softly. “We’re very sorry. We’ve arranged another suite for you. A more secure floor. Private lift access.”

Liv’s gaze flicks to me. I nod once.

We move quickly, like burglars in our own life.

Éabha wakes as I lift her, blinking at the room as if she’s trying to remember which version of our life she’s in. Thumb back in mouth immediately, because she’s smart.

“Mammy,” she murmurs, thick with sleep. “Where we goin’?”

“Just a new room, love.”

She frowns. “Why?”

So Ireland can’t mind its business, I think.

So people think your face is theirs.

Instead I say, “Because the other room was too noisy.”

She considers this, then nods as if she has personally approved the relocation. “Okay. No shoutin’.”

“That’s right.”

We use a service lift. We pass through corridors that smell like laundry and staff tea. The real hotel. The working heart behind the marble.

In the new suite, Liv runs a quick sweep—curtains, balcony, adjoining door, all of it.

Then she plants herself at the desk again and says, “Right. We need to get ahead of this. One statement. Short. Clean. Cold.”

“No child,” I say instantly.

“No child,” she agrees.

A fresh buzz from my phone.

Not Declan.

A blocked number.

Liv’s eyes narrow. “Don’t.”

I don’t touch it. “Play it,” I say, gesturing to her laptop. “What’s the narrative?”

Liv clicks. A news clip loads, and my stomach flips because I recognise the voice before I see the face.

Declan Keane’s voice—smooth as a knife, warm as whiskey—coming out of a device in a hotel room like it’s the most normal thing in the world.

The video is recent. Not his show, but a segment on an Irish entertainment channel. A quick “welcome home” interview with him on a street in Dublin, rain on his shoulders, a grin that makes strangers feel personally forgiven.

The interviewer asks something about his return.

Declan laughs.

Then—like the universe is deliberately torturing me—he says my name.

“Saoirse Kelleher,” he says, and it’s casual, but his eyes are not casual. “Ireland’s talking about her. I am too.”

My lungs stop.

Liv’s hand goes still on the mouse. “Oh my God.”

The interviewer practically purrs. “Do you know her?”

Declan’s smile tightens a fraction—so small most people won’t notice. I notice. I know the shape of that restraint.

“I did,” he says lightly, and then he looks straight into the camera like he’s speaking to me through the country. “A long time ago.”

The interviewer laughs. “And what do you make of the rumours?”

Declan pauses.

He glances down, once, like he’s choosing his words carefully.

Then he says, and it’s the first real crack in his public armour I’ve ever seen:

“I think Ireland should let women breathe.”

A beat.

“And children,” he adds, softer. “Children especially.”

The clip ends.

Silence floods the room.

I stare at the screen like it’s a wound.

Liv is the first to speak. “He just—he just did that on air.”

“Yes,” I say, because my voice is the only thing I can control. “He did.”

“Is that good?” Liv asks, genuinely uncertain now.

I think about the internet. The machine. The way anything said in defence can be twisted into ownership.

“He’s trying to help,” I say quietly.

“And he’s going to make it worse,” Liv snaps.

My phone buzzes again. Declan again.

A text this time, longer.

I’m sorry. I didn’t plan that. They asked. I panicked. Are you safe? Is she safe?

My throat closes on the last line.

Is she safe?

I look at Éabha, now sitting on the bed with her rabbit in her lap, thumb in mouth, watching the two of us like we’re a show she doesn’t understand.

She tilts her head. “Mammy. You sad?”

“No, love.”

She squints, unconvinced. Then she climbs off the bed and toddles over, patting my leg with her tiny hand like she’s soothing a nervous animal.

“I hug you,” she says solemnly. “No cry.”

I crouch and pull her into my arms, because if I don’t touch something real I’ll float away.

Her little arms wrap around my neck.

Her thumb remains in her mouth, because multitasking is a learned skill in this house.

Liv looks away again, giving me privacy in the only way she can: by pretending she’s not moved.

I lift my head and meet my own reflection in the dark hotel window.

A woman in her thirties. Hair pinned tight. Eyes too sharp. Holding a child who has no idea she’s trending.

And behind that reflection—behind the glass—Dublin glows wet and indifferent.

A city that’s seen empires, famine, revolution, and the invention of the hangover.

It can survive my scandal.

But can my daughter?

Liv clears her throat. “Okay,” she says, gentle now. “We do the statement. We cut off the ‘nation’s daughter’ nonsense. We draw the boundary. Hard.”

I nod once.

“Draft it,” I say.

Liv begins typing.

My phone buzzes again. Declan again.

I don’t answer.

Not because I don’t want to.

So I do.

So the worst part of loving someone who becomes famous is that you never stop hearing their voice—half the country carries it for you.

But answering him now would be surrender.

It would be the machine getting what it wants: a storyline.

And I will not let Ireland write my child into a plot twist.

I look down at Éabha, still hugging me, thumb still in place, curls like a halo.

And I make another vow, quieter than the first.

If I run, I run for her.

And if the country wants my heart, it can have it.

But it doesn’t get my daughter.

Not for votes.

Not for clicks.

Not for Declan Keane.

Not for anyone.
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CHAPTER THREE
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The statement. The trap. The man at the door.

Liv drafts the statement like she’s cutting glass.

No sentiment. No softness. No hooks.

Just enough truth to be unarguable and not enough detail to be eaten alive.

She reads it aloud, voice even.

“Ms Saoirse Kelleher thanks the public for its kindness. She asks, respectfully, that all media and members of the public refrain from photographing or approaching her child. Her family life is private. She will not be making further comment at this time.”

She looks up. “Too cold?”

“Cold is fine,” I say. “Cold keeps people’s hands off.”

Liv nods and tweaks a word anyway, because she’s Liv and so perfection is her coping mechanism.

I watch her type, and I feel the odd dislocation of it—how quickly your life becomes a press release.

How quickly you become a sentence with no blood in it.

Éabha sits cross-legged on the bed, rabbit in her lap, sucking her thumb and watching a cartoon on low volume. She keeps glancing at us like she knows we’re talking about her without using her name.

Children always know.

I take my phone and open the notes app, because if I don’t keep my own record of what’s happening, someone else will write it for me.

A diary entry in a phone is still a diary.

Ireland upgraded my paranoia to a lifestyle.

My screen lights again.

Declan.

Another text.

I won’t come near you. I swear. Just tell me what you need.

What I need, I think, is for you to stop being good on television.

So Declan Keane trying to be decent in public is like throwing petrol on gossip. It makes the whole country lean in like it’s romance.

And I don’t have the luxury of being a romance when I’m trying to be a head of state.

My phone buzzes again—this time an email notification from a public affairs address I’ve never seen before.

Subject line: NOMINATION PATHWAY—URGENT

Liv’s eyes flick to mine. “Don’t open it,” she says, but her tone says the opposite. Curiosity is how they get you too.

I open it anyway, because I refuse to be a woman who flinches at her own inbox.

It’s a neat list.

Three councillors from the west. Two from Dublin. One from Cork. A TD “sympathetic”. A note about “cross-community credibility”. A suggestion to consider an Independent ticket “for dignity”. A reminder that nomination isn’t just paperwork—it’s optics.

The email ends with a sentence that makes my mouth go dry.

We believe you can win if we control the narrative early.

Control.

There it is. The word behind the polite words.

I lock my phone and set it face down.

“Liv,” I say.

She looks up. “Yeah?”

“We’re not letting them control anything.”

Her smile is thin. “Agreed.”

A soft knock at the door.

Not the hard, official knock of hotel staff.

A careful knock. Personal. Like whoever’s outside is asking permission to exist.

Liv freezes over the keyboard. I go still on instinct.

The second knock comes.

Same rhythm.

My heart does the stupid thing again, the one it does when the past is near: it remembers.

Liv whispers, “Did you order anything?”

“No.”

Another knock.

Then a voice through the door—low, measured, trying not to carry.

“Saoirse.”

The sound of my name in his mouth hits me like a hand on the throat.

Liv’s face drains. “He found the room.”

“I didn’t tell him,” I whisper, because the accusation lands automatically even though she hasn’t said it.

“I know,” Liv says, furious. “Which means someone else did.”

I glance at Éabha. She’s paused her cartoon. Thumb in mouth. Watching us now with the eerie stillness of a child sensing danger.

I cross the room and crouch in front of her.

“Love,” I say softly. “Can you do me a favour?”

She blinks at me.

“Can you go into the bathroom with Liv and play with Rabbit for a minute?”

She frowns. “Why?”

“Because Mammy has to talk to someone boring,” I say, because I will protect her from fear even if it kills me.

She considers. Then—because she’s kind—she nods.

“Okay,” she says solemnly. “No shoutin’.”

“No shouting,” I promise.

Liv scoops her up with a gentleness that looks like it costs her something. She disappears into the bathroom, shutting the door with careful quiet.

I stand in the silence and stare at the hotel door.

My hand finds the chain lock without thinking.

“Saoirse,” Declan says again, quieter. “Please.”

I don’t answer.

My pulse beats hard in my fingertips.

“Liv told me not to come,” he says, and I can hear the faint humour in it, but it’s tired humour, not performance. “She also told me you’d bite my head off if I tried. She’s not wrong.”

I close my eyes.

Of course he knows Liv.

Of course he’s the man who remembers the name of the person protecting you.

He always was.

“I’m not here to start a scene,” he says. “I’m not here to make it worse. I swear to you.”

I swallow and force my voice to work.

“How did you find me?”

A pause.

“Someone downstairs recognised you,” he admits. “I asked. They told me. I’m sorry.”

I open my eyes.

“And you thought you had the right to come up?” I ask, and my voice is calm enough to be dangerous.

“No,” he says quickly. “I thought—”

“Don’t,” I cut in. “Don’t tell me what you thought. That’s how we got here.”

Silence.

Then, softly: “I saw her.”

My spine goes rigid.

“I saw the photo,” he says. “And I—”

“Stop,” I say again, harsher. “Stop saying it like it’s a romantic tragedy. She is not a storyline.”

Another pause.

“I know,” he says, and the words don’t come easy. “I know. I’m sorry.”

I press my forehead against the door for half a second, because I am not made of stone, no matter how much I act like it.

Behind the bathroom door, Éabha giggles at something Liv is doing with the rabbit. A little squeal of joy. Pure. Unused.

Declan’s voice comes again, low as prayer.

“Is she mine?”

There it is.

The question that turns every room into a courtroom.

My throat burns.

I open my mouth to lie.

To protect. To control. To keep him out because letting him in means risk.

But I can’t do it.

Not cleanly.

Not when my daughter is two rooms away and the country is already trying to put its hands on her.

I don’t owe Declan my truth.

But I owe Éabha a future where lies aren’t the air she breathes.

“Yes,” I say, and my voice is steady on the word as if I’ve practised it in secret for two years. “She’s yours.”

Silence.

A long, stunned silence that feels like standing on the edge of a cliff waiting to see if the ground holds.

Then I hear it—one sharp inhale. A sound like pain swallowed.

Declan’s voice comes back rougher.

“How old is she?”

“Two.”

“Two,” he repeats, like he’s tasting the number. “Jesus.”

I close my eyes again.

“I tried to tell you,” I say, and that sentence is a grenade I’ve kept in my mouth for years. “I did try.”

“I know,” he says, and it breaks me a little that he says it like he believes it. Like he remembers the shape of me trying. “I found out later. I—Saoirse, I—”

“Not through this door,” I say instantly. “You’re not meeting her like this.”

“I wouldn’t,” he says, urgent. “I wouldn’t. I just—tell me what you want me to do.”

The question lands heavy.

So what I want is not simple.

What I want is a man who shows up quietly. Who doesn’t announce himself with cameras. Who doesn’t turn my child into a redemption arc.

What I want is the impossible: love without collateral damage.

I open the chain lock and pull the door open a few inches, enough to see him, not enough to give him access.

Declan stands in the corridor in a dark coat, hair damp from rain, eyes too bright. He looks like he stepped off television and forgot the lights.

His smile is gone.

He looks... human.

“I’m not here to fight you,” he says softly.

“Good,” I say. “Because I’m too tired to be kind.”

A flash of something crosses his face—pain, maybe, or the ghost of the man who used to laugh too easily.

“I deserve that,” he murmurs.

I hold his gaze.

“Here’s what you do,” I say. “You don’t
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