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      I open the door and step out onto the landing just as she reaches the last step leading to her apartment. I smooth my hair before she looks up at me, greeting her warmly.

      “Hi.”

      The warmth was implied – maybe too much – but what else was I to do?

      “Oh… hi.” She stops in the doorway, her keys jingling between her fingers.

      I can’t waste this opportunity. “Are you… back… er… home?”

      “Er… yes.”

      I’m good at this, aren’t I?

      “Are you… leaving?” she asks.

      “Ah-ah.” I scratch the back of my neck. “Sudden replacement. They called me from the fire station to cover a shift, so…”

      I’m doing great. I can feel it.

      “You instead…”

      She shows me a shopping bag in response.

      “Did you buy anything special?”

      A slight blush appears on her face.

      I’m not just doing great. I’m breaking all my records.

      Usually, our conversations don’t last this long, I assure you.

      I feel like I’m about to take a big step forward, and I can even try to…

      “I have some ice cream,” she says, interrupting my thoughts. “I should put it in the freezer.”

      “Oh. Sure. I’ll let you go.”

      I wasn’t doing so well after all.

      “See you, then.”

      “See you.”

      She nods before turning to the door. The key slides into the lock, and she disappears inside. The light from the living room spills through the curtains, and then I hear the insistent honk from those waiting for me in the street.

      “I’m coming, I’m coming!” I shout to Tyler, who leans out of his car window, signalling me to get a move on.

      I rush down the stairs and quickly get into the car.

      “Was that so hard?”

      I fasten my seatbelt as he starts the engine. “I was just…” What was I doing? Ah, yes. I was being an idiot. “…Saying hi to Ivy.”

      “I see, I see.”

      Tyler turns right, heading towards the main road that runs through the entire town – a town I’ve lived in my whole life and know like the back of my hand.

      “And… made any progress?”

      “Hmm?”

      “With your shy and juicy friend’s neighbour…”

      “What… What the hell… Who told you…”

      “Wow, mate. That was a guess, but you defended yourself like it was a full-blown accusation. You’re terrible at these things.”

      “What things?”

      Tyler glances at me. “Matters of the heart.”

      “What matters of the heart? I hardly know her. I was just trying to be nice.”

      “And…?”

      “Nothing else, Tyler.”

      “What’s the problem?”

      “Problem? What problem?”

      “I don’t know. I was just asking. Is there a problem or not?”

      “I’m not in the mood for small talk. I’ve already got to cover a shift that isn’t mine. Isn’t that enough for one night?”

      “Small talk is a bonus.”

      “How lucky.”

      “While chance encounters…” He lets go of the steering wheel to make air quotes with his fingers.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “You’re always there.”

      “Where?”

      “At my apartment.”

      “Myra lives there.”

      “But the apartment is mine. Myra is my tenant.”

      “Where are you going with this?”

      “Straight to the point. I like it.” He stops at a red light and looks at me. “How about making the first move?”

      “Move?”

      “How long have you been hanging around your friend’s neighbour?”

      “I don’t hang around anyone!”

      “You’re there all the time.”

      “So? Myra and I are friends and colleagues.”

      “You spend more time at her place than at yours.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “A little bird told me.”

      “That good-for-nothing friend of yours told you.”

      “Who? Niall?”

      “He’s the one. He never minds his own business, and he’s always sticking his nose into things that don’t concern him.”

      “True.”

      “I don’t understand why he’s always at the fire station.” I cross my arms, huffing.

      “You said it yourself. He’s got nothing better to do.”

      “I thought he was a teacher.”

      Tyler laughs. “Niall? A proper teacher? Come on!”

      Now I laugh too.

      Oh, sure. Let me brief you, readers. I don’t want to confuse you right at the start.

      I’m with Tyler, one of my colleagues. We’re both firemen, and we’re heading to cover a shift that wasn’t ours because two of our colleagues had a minor accident. Tyler called me to ask if I was available, and I accepted. An extra shift is always handy – I’m just a humble small-town fireman – and besides, I had little else to do.

      I was at Myra’s place, one of our co-workers, as I often am lately, but not for the reasons Tyler thinks. I don’t go there to meet her neighbour. I do it because I like her company. We’re friends; we work well together, and we share the same taste in food and movies.

      And, of course, we’re both single.

      “Niall says it’s time you take matters into your own hands,” Tyler says, bringing up his friend again.

      Niall Kerry is a constant presence at the fire station. He teaches PE at Abbey, the school right across from the station, and, unfortunately, he’s friends with many of the firemen, especially Tyler. A few days ago, he overheard a conversation with Owen, a colleague and friend, where Owen urged me to make a move on the girl of my dreams before someone else did. Niall was there. He heard us, and the rest is history. Now everyone knows about my soft spot for Ivy Moloney, the Abbey school counsellor, something I really wanted to keep to myself and avoid becoming the subject of inappropriate gossip.

      “What do you mean?” I ask, though it’s a mistake to seek advice from someone like Tyler.

      “You could knock on her door with a bottle of wine.”

      “I’m not a wine person.”

      “Then a case of beer.”

      “I don’t think she’s into beer.”

      “Why do you have to make this so difficult?”

      “Because it’s not what you think.”

      “It’s always what I think.”

      “God, but why?”

      “Why what?”

      “Why were you assigned to my shift?”

      “You mean why you were assigned to mine.”

      “God!” I raise my voice impatiently.

      “Always with the ‘God’. I get that you’re religious, but…”

      “Are you going to stop now?”

      “I could, or I could keep going all shift. Twelve hours is a long time.”

      “Tell me what I have to do to shut you up.”

      “Give me a solid reason you haven’t made a move on our shy and⁠—”

      “Don’t repeat that word.”

      Tyler raises his hands. “I’m a married man. I gave up compliments a long time ago. I was just pushing you.”

      “Pushing me to…?”

      “To make a move! What the heck! I didn’t think you were so complicated.”

      “Let’s get one thing straight. There’s no move to make because there’s no interest to pursue.”

      “From your side or hers?”

      I glare at him.

      “Then why are you always at your ‘friend’s’ place?” He makes the air quotes again.

      “Could you stop implying things about our colleague, her neighbour, and my supposed intentions?”

      “I can stop.”

      “Thank you.”

      “But I won’t.”

      “Couldn’t they have called someone else?”

      “I specifically asked for you.”

      “Why did you do that?”

      “Because I get easily bored, and you are the perfect distraction.”

      “Is there anything I can do to make you change the subject?”

      “You can surrender to me and the evidence. It’s the only way.”

      “And then you’ll leave me alone?”

      “Alone?” He parks the car in the station’s open space and turns off the engine. “Admission is the first step, mate.”

      “First step for… what?” I ask, worried and a bit confused.

      “To conquer your prey.”

      We both get out of the car and head towards the entrance.

      “Ivy is not prey. Don’t call her that,” I say, annoyed.

      Tyler opens the door to let me in. “Then what is she?”

      Good question.

      I don’t have an answer. The only thing I know is that I can’t stop thinking about her, dreaming that she’s doing nothing but thinking about me too.

      Actually, I’ve tried a few approaches. Awkward. Very awkward. Her reaction wasn’t the most promising.

      “She’s a friend.”

      “That’s what you young people say, I understand…”

      “Would you please stop?” I ask him again as we both head towards the changing rooms where Owen is waiting for us.

      “You’ve taken your time,” Owen complains, his bag already slung over his shoulder.

      “Couldn’t wait to see us?” Tyler teases him.

      “Anya has her yoga class. I have to get home to look after the kid.”

      “Sorry. It wasn’t my fault, as you can imagine…” I nod towards Tyler, who just grins.

      “Go on, don’t keep your not-so-sweet and not-so-lovely half waiting,” Tyler tells Owen.

      “Will you ever stop being like this?” Owen asks Tyler while walking away.

      “So funny, charming, smart, irreplaceable…”

      “Good luck with the shift, mate,” Owen tells me before abandoning me to my fate.

      “Why didn’t I say no?”

      “Because right now, you’re just a humble paramedic. You’ve got to put in the hours and gain experience in the field to become an Officer.”

      I drop onto the bench and take a deep breath.

      Tyler is right. I’m the new guy. I feel this way in every aspect of life, not just at work.

      “Hey,” Tyler sits next to me. “You’ll get there. It just takes some time.”

      I don’t ask if he’s referring to work or my ‘conquest’. I don’t want to encourage him.

      “Yeah,” I agree, though I’m not sure of either. “I’ll get there.”
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      Anya hands me a cup of mocha topped with cream, then settles into the chair across from me. She crosses her legs and leans back into the armchair, sipping what I presume to be black coffee.

      “I got breakfast, or maybe it’s brunch at this hour.”

      “It’s ten-thirty, so it could go either way,” I offer.

      Anya raises her mug as if making a toast, then takes a sip.

      “What are you doing here? Shouldn’t you be on maternity leave?”

      “I am. We went for a walk and stopped by to say hello to the aunties.”

      Anya recently had a baby girl. She works at the same school I do. She’s the vice principal, while I’m the guidance counsellor.

      “Jordan’s in her office. I sent someone her way a few minutes ago.”

      “Yeah?” she leans forward, resting an elbow on my desk. “Tell me about it.”

      “I can’t tell you anything, and you know that.”

      “And you know I had to try.”

      I laugh and take a sip of my drink.

      Anya is the best friend I could ever ask for, especially at this stage of my life.

      I’m new to this small town, having moved at the start of the school year after landing the job I wanted. I needed a fresh start somewhere new. I came here knowing no one. The headmistress, Jordan Kerry, helped me find an apartment and settle in. She and Anya are close friends, and they quickly included me, as well as Holly, one of the teachers at the school, and Rian, Jordan’s sister-in-law.

      I’ve been very lucky.

      “What’s that?” Anya asks, pointing to the still-sealed envelope on my desk.

      I glance at it, then sigh. “Nothing important.”

      “It looks like an invitation, or am I wrong?”

      My gaze remains fixed on my computer screen, though I’m not looking at anything in particular.

      “You’re not wrong.”

      “And you haven’t opened it yet because…?”

      I glare at her sideways, and Anya raises her hands in surrender.

      “Just asking…”

      “You don’t ask ⎼ you extort.”

      Anya bursts out laughing, almost waking the baby.

      “What do you expect when nobody can resist my charm?”

      “Or your questionable methods.”

      Anya smiles wider as Jordan pops her head into my office.

      “Thought I heard your laughter out here. What are you doing here? Aren’t you supposed to be on maternity leave?” Jordan asks.

      “Since when does being on maternity leave mean being shackled inside, seeing no sunlight, or gossiping with friends?”

      Jordan plops into the armchair next to Anya’s. She looks at the cup sitting nearby, nodding to it.

      “Nothing for me?”

      Anya grabs what she had set aside for Jordan earlier and hands it over with a smile.

      “You’re the best.”

      “Please remember that when I ask for family leave.”

      Jordan takes a sip. “What were you gossiping about without me?”

      “Oh, we were just…” I start, but Anya cuts me off.

      “Ivy was about to open an invitation.” She hides behind her cup, unfazed by my glare.

      Jordan looks at me. “What invite?”

      “Nothing I feel like talking about, or I would’ve already, don’t you think?”

      “Sometimes a little push is necessary,” Anya says. “And nobody pushes like us.” She winks at Jordan, who nods.

      I huff and grab the envelope, fiddling with it between my fingers. Uncertain whether I should open it or not, I let it drop back onto the desk.

      “Ouch,” Anya comments. “By the looks of it, that’s an event we won’t be attending.”

      “I wish I could escape it,” I sigh hopelessly.

      “If you need someone to talk to, we’re here, you know,” Jordan reassures me.

      I look at my friends, who are all ears, and decide to tell them about the upcoming event I have no choice but to attend.

      “My sister is getting married,” I announce, the bitterness in my voice and throat all too familiar.

      “Oh…” Jordan exclaims. “Is this news that brings us joy or…?”

      “Did you see her face?” Anya interrupts. “And did you hear that tone? Does she look happy?”

      “I am. Happy, I mean. I’m happy for her.”

      “But…” Anya presses on.

      “My ex,” I whisper.

      “I beg your pardon?” Jordan asks.

      I inhale deeply, releasing the bitterness as I embrace the harsh truth.

      “My sister is marrying my ex.”
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      I knew my confession would lead to an emergency gathering at lunchtime. Even Rian raced to school between gym classes. Rian, Jordan’s sister-in-law, is a yoga teacher and works at one of the town’s gyms. I recently started attending her Tuesday evening class, which Holly had highly recommended.

      “Spill it, and do it quickly,” Rian says as she drops her bike onto the school courtyard lawn. “I’ve only got half an hour.”

      “You guys didn’t have to run here for nothing.”

      “Nothing? Hardly,” Anya says, as Josie rests lightly in her arms, finishing her bottle in no time.

      “It happened a while ago,” I murmur, picking at my chicken without any appetite.

      I’ve had that invitation in my office drawer for a week now. I lacked the nerve to open it. Not that I didn’t know they were getting married soon. Plans had been in the works for months. Everyone knows about this wedding.

      “How long ago was this?” Holly asks.

      “It happened a few months before I moved here.”

      “So… not that long,” Jordan comments.

      “We weren’t meant for each other.”

      I wasn’t meant for him. I only realised that much later.

      “And when did your sister come into the picture?” Rian asks.

      “I’m not sure… They work together.”

      “Together?” Rian repeats.

      “My sister is an assistant at Limerick University, and he’s a professor there.”

      “Don’t tell me she’s his assistant,” Holly guesses.

      I look away uncomfortably.

      “Isn’t that the same university where your dad is the Faculty Dean?” Jordan asks.

      I nod.

      “Hmm,” Anya hums, lightly patting Josie’s back to help her burp.

      I sense she’s holding back. I’m not sure if motherhood has mellowed her or if she’s just being careful around me. Anya is always protective of everyone, but with me, it feels like she’s taken it up a notch. I’m so lucky and grateful to have someone like her, and everyone else in my life.

      Growing up, I didn’t have many girlfriends, being introverted and overly docile, shy, and insecure. I’m glad I’ve had the chance to meet people like them. I really needed this change in my life.

      “He and I were too different,” I explain, scrutinising their expressions. “We had nothing in common, while with her… it’s a whole other story.”

      “Are those his words?” Holly asks gently.

      My silence answers for me.

      “I can see you’re making an effort to stay calm,” Jordan says to Anya. “But try to make an even bigger one, okay?”

      “You have no idea what I’m holding back right now,” she replies, making me laugh involuntarily. “So, you were saying that he and she have much in common…”

      “They’re alike. They understand each other without having to explain things, and they have plans together…”

      Only now, while talking openly with my friends, I realise how naïve I was to think his problems were solely the fault of someone else.

      “I get it,” Jordan says, her hand gently stroking mine.

      “Really?” Anya turns to her. “You… get it?”

      “Anya…” Jordan warns.

      Anya stands up with Josie still on her shoulder and takes a few steps across the grass, rocking the baby to sleep.

      “Who told you about them?” Rian asks.

      “I actually saw them myself.”

      “Oh no,” Jordan says, laying her hand on mine again.

      “Did you confront them?” Anya asks.

      I weakly shake my head in response.

      I shouldn’t have gone to his office that day to ask for a meeting. We were on a break, but I didn’t want it; I was sure of my feelings. He felt the same way, just not for me. When I saw through the cracked door, he was kissing my sister as she sat on his desk. I ran away in tears, too devastated to confront them.

      “He told me a few weeks later. He asked to meet and…”

      “Son of a…” Anya mutters, restraining herself from finishing the sentence.

      “I guess I know what it must’ve meant for you,” Holly says calmly, much calmer than Anya. I can almost see smoke coming out of her ears.

      “They were meant to be together.” The bitterness I still feel today is unmistakable in my voice, and I can see it reflected in my friends’ eyes.

      I’m not in love with him anymore, but it still hurts the same way, every day. She’s my sister, and he… he was supposed to be the love of my life. He was my first relationship, and also my only one.

      “No worries, I’m fine,” I tell them.

      They look at me, sceptical.

      “I promise.”

      “Were you in love with him?” Holly asks, her tone as understanding as ever.

      I shrug.

      What does it matter now?

      “And are you going to the wedding and pretend like nothing happened?” Jordan asks, direct as always.

      “I’m the bridesmaid.”

      “What a…” Anya struggles to hold back her thoughts. “Consider yourselves warned,” she says, putting the baby down before glancing at each of us in turn. “I don’t know how much longer I can keep quiet. I’m about to explode.”

      “We’re all aware,” Jordan replies, eyeing her.

      “So,” Holly turns back to me, “you’ll go to the wedding, be a bridesmaid…”

      “I told you, it’s over. It’s all behind me.”

      They don’t seem fully convinced, but they don’t push or make me feel worse about it either.

      “Is that why you moved here?” Jordan asks directly.

      I thought it was behind me until they announced their wedding. It was just too much. After seeing all the preparations, the excitement, the plans, I needed air. I needed space and new people.

      I needed a change.

      I needed to take back my life.

      “I wanted to start over,” I tell my friends, who respond with warm, encouraging smiles.

      “And you’re doing it,” Holly says, her tone gentle and caring.

      I am doing it, yes. This wedding won’t drag me back into a spiral of self-pity and sadness.

      I’m a different person now.

      I’m finally ready to leave it all behind and move forward with my own life.
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      When Myra opens her door, I immediately shove the bag of Chinese food in her face. My friend crosses her arms and gives me a side glance.

      “If you need a shift change, the answer is no.”

      “I need a different favour.”

      She steps aside and lets me into her apartment.

      “Damn, you know me too well!”

      “A man who shows up at my door with dinner can only want one thing from me.”

      I laugh as I head towards the kitchen. I set the bag on the counter and start pulling out containers. Myra follows, stopping at the doorway and leaning against the frame.

      “This favour?”

      “Don’t you want to eat first?”

      “Better to get it over with.”

      I open the cupboard and grab two plates. I’m practically a regular here. Myra and I spend way too much time together. We’re both single and, quite frankly, it’s a bit pathetic, but I enjoy her company. We bonded immediately when I arrived at the fire station. Myra was the only one who didn’t treat me like an outsider – the ‘new guy,’ or, as my dear colleagues like to call me, the ‘backup fireman.’

      “Straight to the point,” Myra urges as I hand her a fresh beer from her fridge.

      “I need you to befriend someone.”

      “Excuse me?”

      I scoff and scratch my head. “I need you to befriend your neighbour.”

      “If you mean that kind of friendship…”

      I give her a sideways glance.

      “Ooh, I see.” Myra takes a sip of beer. “So, you’re finally telling me you’ve decided to stop with your ridiculous approaches and make a move?”

      “What move? Just a small step. Tiny. Maybe we could start by getting to know each other better.”

      “And why can’t you ‘get to know her’ yourself?” Myra makes air quotes with her fingers.

      I’m already regretting asking for her help.

      “You just said my approaches are ridiculous.”

      “And I was being generous, believe me. I didn’t think you had issues like that with women.”

      “I don’t, but you’ve probably noticed that your neighbour isn’t the easiest person to approach.”

      “True. But I still don’t get why you need my help.”

      “I just want to know if the problem is me.”

      “Do you think it’s you?”

      “The thought has crossed my mind, yes.”

      “I don’t see why.”

      “Come on, look at me.”

      “I see you every day, unfortunately, twelve hours a day. Sometimes more.”

      “I’m just a simple fireman, not even a Sub Officer.”

      “And what’s wrong with that?”

      “I’m the new guy here.”

      “Everyone has to start somewhere, don’t you think?”

      “I don’t have any special skills. I don’t hold an important position. I’m not quick-witted and…” I sigh desolately. I wanted to add, ‘I’m not like my brothers,’ but I keep that to myself. “It’s just me.”

      “And isn’t that enough?”

      “You don’t get it. She is… She…”

      “She is… what?”

      “Forget it.” I shake my head and start arranging the food on the plates as Myra approaches.

      “What exactly do you want me to do?”

      I look at her, hopeful. “Get closer to her. Maybe join her circle of friends…”

      “Should I be your wingman?”

      “Okay, then just get in closer contact with her.”

      “And you can’t do that yourself?”

      “She’ll let you get close.”

      “But not you?”

      “Let’s go back to point one. I’m just a humble, small-town fireman. And I’m pretty sure she doesn’t think much of me.”

      “What makes you think that?”

      “Are you kidding? Have you seen her friends?”

      “I have, but still, you could at least try. You’re a fireman, damn it! Gather your courage and go for it.”

      “It’s complicated.”

      “The way you men think is what’s complicated.” Myra puts her hands on her hips. “What should I do then? Knock on her door and invite her to dinner?”

      “Well, maybe not exactly like that, but…”

      Myra turns and makes her way to the living room. She appears to be heading towards the front door.

      “Where are you going?”

      “I’m going to knock on her door.”

      “But wait… now?”

      “Why wait?”

      She opens the door, and I run after her.

      “Wait! I’m not ready and…” I freeze at the threshold of Ivy’s apartment. Myra’s already knocked on her door.

      “Too late.” Myra turns to me just as Ivy opens the door.

      “Oh… hello,” Ivy says, surprised.

      “Hey, how are you?” Myra greets her.

      I immediately hide in the apartment.

      Why?

      Please don’t ask. Let’s at least save some of my dignity.

      “Are you alone?” Myra asks, and I immediately tune in for her answer.

      “Yes,” Ivy replies hesitantly. “I’m alone.”

      “You see, my friend over there,” Myra points at me, and I’m forced to show myself. I awkwardly wave while she continues, “we ordered too much food. We were wondering if you’d like to join us for dinner, if you haven’t eaten yet. All paid for, of course.”

      “I don’t know…”

      “Don’t worry, he’s harmless,” Myra nods towards me.

      Ivy smiles, and I immediately start getting nervous.

      “I wouldn’t want to impose…” she says politely.

      “No imposition at all,” Myra assures her.

      Ivy seems on the verge of kindly declining.

      “We’ve been neighbours for months but haven’t properly introduced ourselves. I think it’s time to fix that.”

      Ivy bites her lip.

      Come on, Myra! You can do this.

      “So, what do you say? Join us?” Myra gestures towards her apartment door.

      Ivy glances back at her. “Well, I actually haven’t had dinner yet. I was just about to order something.”

      “We have Chinese food. Nothing beats Chinese,” Myra grins.

      Ivy considers for a moment. “O-okay.”

      “Okay?” Myra confirms.

      “I’d be happy to join you,” Ivy agrees.

      I wish I didn’t have to admit that I was hiding behind the door, cheering like it was a Six Nations match, but I’m sure you wouldn’t believe me anyway.

      “Let me just put on something more appropriate,” Ivy says.

      “Go ahead, we’ll wait,” Myra replies.

      

      When Ivy knocks on the door, Myra nudges me to open it.

      “Hey, there you are,” I greet her awkwardly.

      I mean, wouldn’t you?

      I usher her inside, and Ivy hands me a bottle.

      “I brought wine. I hope you like red.”

      I wish I could say I kept my eyes up, but damn, her arse looks amazing in those jeans.

      “I love wine,” I say, snapping my head up to avoid being caught staring. I take the bottle she offers me.

      Myra gives me a sideways glance, and I blow her with my elbow as Ivy walks into the living room.

      “It looks like a completely different apartment,” Ivy says, glancing around. “It was so different when Owen lived here.”

      “You mean sad and empty?” Myra quips.

      Ivy laughs.

      “Am I mistaken, or are our apartments practically identical?” Myra asks, motioning for Ivy to sit on the couch.

      “Twin apartments,” Ivy agrees.

      “And your landlord’s wife, Holly, lived in yours, right?”

      “Exactly. Holly and I work at the same school. She’s the one who found the apartment for me when I moved here.”

      “No way…” Myra sits next to her and looks at me. “Do you mind taking care of the wine and dinner? My friend Ivy and I are busy,” she teases with a wink.

      I’m not sure how to react. I mean, she’s doing this for me, right?

      I head to the kitchen, straining to hear any conversation. I open the wine and pour it into glasses, then return to the living room with the drinks.

      “I hope you don’t mind eating on the couch,” Myra points to the coffee table we’ve already set up.

      “Not at all,” Ivy smiles.

      I hand her a glass, which she accepts gratefully, then pass one to Myra.

      “I should…” Ivy places her glass on the table. “Wash my hands first.”

      “Of course. You know where the bathroom is.”

      Ivy stands up and leaves the room. I waste no time questioning my friend’s behaviour.

      “I thought you were helping my case, not yours.”

      “What do you mean?” Myra heads to the kitchen to warm up dinner.

      “Don’t play dumb. I know what you’re doing.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “You like her.”

      “Who?” Myra feigns surprise.

      “Your neighbour.”

      “What?”

      “You could have told me you were interested.”

      “Wait a minute… Me? Interested in Ivy?”

      I cross my arms over my chest and give her a sideways glance.

      “You’re totally wrong.”

      “Oh really? And what was all that flirting about?”

      “I wasn’t flirting with Ivy.”

      I raise both eyebrows meaningfully.

      “Okay, maybe a little.”

      “I knew it!” I accuse her, pointing a finger at her.

      “But I swear it was completely innocent.”

      “Are you telling me you don’t like her?”

      “She’s very…”

      “What?”

      “Cute.”

      “That’s not what you were going to say.”

      “No, but that’s not the point.”

      “And what is?”

      “First of all, it was you who noticed my neighbour first…”

      I shrug, pretending indifference.

      “And I would never do something like that to a friend.”

      “And you don’t like her then?”

      “Not in the way you think.”

      I weigh her gaze, hoping she’ll confirm her words.

      “You can relax. I won’t try to steal her from under your nose.”

      “I’m not entirely convinced.”

      “If I wanted to win over sweet and shy Ivy, my dear friend, I would have already done it, and you wouldn’t have been able to stop me.”

      “Everything all right?” Ivy’s voice makes us both turn abruptly. Neither of us had noticed her presence. I hope she didn’t overhear our stupid conversation.

      “Perfectly fine.” Myra gives me a friendly pat on the back. “Hungry?” she asks.

      “A little, yes,” Ivy responds politely.

      “Two minutes in the microwave and dinner is served.” Myra rummages through the food containers. “Fork or chopsticks?”

      “Chopsticks,” Ivy answers.

      “Chopsticks for everyone!” Myra pulls out disposable chopsticks from the bag and hands them to me. “Do you mind keeping the conversation going while I take care of dinner?”

      I turn towards Ivy, who now has her big green eyes fixed on me.

      Conversation. I can do this. If she stops giving me that look and stops being so gorgeous, but most importantly, I need to stop being such a jerk.

      What’s the big deal?

      “I’ll be happy to.”
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      “You said you’re not from around here.” I pour more wine for Ivy. She thanks me with a nod.

      “Limerick,” she says, taking a sip before setting the glass down on the coffee table.

      “Wow, that’s a big change,” I say, trying to start a conversation. I want to learn as much as possible about her.

      Why, you may ask?

      Well, haven’t we figured out what’s going on here yet? This is my first real chance to take our acquaintance to the next level, and I can’t let it slip away.

      Ivy smiles politely at me.

      “How’s it going for you here?”

      “Oh, well, at first I felt a bit lost. Then, luckily, I met some people who are helping me fit in.”

      “People?”

      “Mm-hmm.” Ivy doesn’t provide any further explanations. How can I tell if it’s just one guy helping her?

      “Here I am.” Thank goodness Myra joins us. She has no problem asking direct questions and getting into other people’s business.

      “I hope you like pork.” Myra passes a plate to Ivy.

      “Pork is perfect.”

      “There are also spring rolls and fried dumplings.”

      “It all looks great, thank you.”

      “Thank Tommy.” Myra takes a piece of pork with chopsticks. “He paid for dinner.”

      Ivy slowly turns towards me, her eyes smiling at me before her lips part. “That was very kind of you, Tommy.”

      “Oh… It was nothing…”

      “And you were both so sweet to invite me.” Ivy plays with her chopsticks for a few seconds, then clears her throat. “Are you two together for a long time?”

      Myra literally spits the dumpling she was eating onto her plate. Ivy looks at her, confused.

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake!” Myra takes a sip of her wine and then coughs loudly.

      “Did I say something wrong?” Ivy asks, fearfully.

      “We’re just colleagues,” I say, trying to prevent Myra from messing things up. “And friends.”

      “Oh… I thought…”

      “Confirmed,” Myra finally recovers. “Friends, colleagues, partners in misery.”

      “Misery?”

      “We’re single.” Myra drinks again, then looks at Ivy. “And you?”

      “Me?”

      “Do you have someone special, or are you, like me, considering getting a cat or maybe a dog…”

      Straight to the point, Myra. I knew you would be valuable.

      “Single.” Ivy lowers her gaze, her eyes fixed on her plate.

      Hmm. Her reaction is not a good sign.

      “Cat or dog?” Myra asks, risking making me choke on the wine I’m trying to drink.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Are you more of a cat person or a dog person?”

      Luckily, Ivy laughs. “Cat. Definitely a cat.”

      “I knew we were on the same page.” Myra raises her drink towards Ivy; she takes her glass and clinks it against Myra’s. “I feel like we’ll be great friends.”

      I don’t know if I should be happy about this alliance or terrified. For now, I remain neutral, grateful to have found out that Ivy is single and hopeful that this evening will finally help me take a step towards her.

      

      When it’s time to go, I accompany Ivy to her apartment.

      “You didn’t have to bother,” she says in front of her door, keys between her fingers.

      “I wanted to make sure you arrived safe and sound.”

      Ivy smiles, then lifts her gaze towards me, her big eyes brightened by the external light of the building. “I am.”

      “Hmm?”

      “Safe and sound. I am.”

      “Good.”

      “Good.”

      Keys jingling, silence filled with the sounds of the night all around us.

      “I have to get up early tomorrow,” she says politely.

      “Sure.” I take a step back and stick my hands in my pockets. “I don’t want to hold you back.”

      “Then… Good night. And thank you for the evening.”

      “Thank you for your company.”

      She inserts the key into the lock and makes it snap, pushes the door, and then turns to me again.

      “Good night, Ivy,” I say before she disappears into her apartment.

      “You are hopeless, you know that?” Myra’s voice brings me back to reality. I face her as she stands in the doorway of her apartment, arms crossed and a condescending expression on her face.

      “Were you spying on me?”

      “If there was anything worth spying on!”

      “What do you know about these things?” I walk right past her and into her place. Myra shuts the door and follows me to the living room, where I collapse wearily onto the couch. “Last time I checked, you were way more single than me.”

      Myra sits down next to me. “That’s because I pay attention to details.”

      “What details?”

      “That’s none of your business.”

      “But my business is certainly yours.”

      “You’re the one dragging me into your mental imbalances and obsessions.”

      “I have no obsessions and certainly no imbalances.”

      “Are you saying you’re not obsessed with my neighbour?”

      “Obsessed? That’s an exaggeration!”

      “You’re head over heels in it.”

      “Well…” Can’t deny it, really.

      “Again, you are hopeless.”

      “If you think I can’t do it by myself, why not help me out?”

      “Isn’t that what I’m trying to do?”

      “You could try harder.”

      Myra bursts out laughing, then stands up. “What about a beer?”

      I stand up too. “Why not? I have nothing else to do. And I can walk home from here anyway.”

      “If we can even call it home.”

      “Do you have to rub it in?”

      “Weren’t you looking for another place?”

      “I was, until I realised there’s no career advancement in sight.”

      Myra hands me a beer, then sits on the counter next to the fridge. I mimic her position.

      “You should just introduce yourself to her for who you are.”

      I sip at my beer. “And who is that?”

      “You’re a good-looking guy, funny, great at your job, and… pleasant company.”

      “To eat junk food and get drunk.”

      “Stop it. I’m trying to lift your spirits, but I can’t if you keep destroying all my attempts.”

      “You’re right.”

      “I know.”

      “It’s just… I don’t want to be just pleasant company.”

      “And what do you want to be?”

      “Someone worth losing your head over.”

      “So, we’ve got these big plans… Maybe a bit reckless, but I get it.”

      “I’m tired of stories that lead nowhere.”

      “You’re telling me you want to settle down?”

      “I feel like it’s my time. My moment.”

      “You’re totally into her…”

      “Don’t make fun of me.”

      “I’m not.”

      “But you don’t believe in my intentions.”

      “Admit it; it’s not easy.”

      “We men aren’t all the same.”

      “I know that, but you have to understand that words and good intentions aren’t enough. We need action.”

      I want the chance to show with my actions that I’m a serious man, a romantic one even, and that I truly like her.

      “Ivy seems like a sweet girl.”

      “She is… Perfect.”

      Myra rolls her eyes before getting off the counter.

      “You won’t get anywhere with this negative-passive attitude.”

      “What should I do then?”

      “Sleep on it, for starters.”

      I also get off the counter. “Are you politely kicking me out?”

      “I’m telling you to let your thoughts rest and sleep on it. I’m sure tomorrow you’ll see things from a different perspective.”

      “You think so?”

      “Of course. And if you want, you can stay. The couch is yours.”

      “Thanks for the offer, but I think I’ll head back home.”

      “As you wish.”

      I approach Myra and give her a kiss on the cheek. “Thank you for… well, for everything.”

      “You would do the same for me, right?”

      “Absolutely.”

      I head for the door, and she follows me. I open it and stop right there. “See you tomorrow night?”

      “Night shift. How lucky!”

      I wish her good night and go down the stairs to the sidewalk. I quickly glance at Ivy’s window, where the lights seem to be off by now, and I walk towards home, or perhaps I should say my mini apartment above an Indian restaurant in the city centre. It’s actually not too bad – just minimal. Modest, that’s it. The only thing I can afford right now with my basic salary. Luckily, Mr Patel, my landlord, who also owns the restaurant below, is a kind person, an excellent landlord, and also a friend. His family really likes me. I’ve been living there for a couple of years. They know everything about me, from my habits to my schedule and even my conquests.

      I stopped those conquests a while ago.

      I don’t think this is my thing anymore. I’m done being single. I want more, and I am damn ready for it.

      Men can grow up too, you know?

      I can’t say the same about my brothers.

      Maybe it’s my job to bring balance back into the family. I have two brothers, and they are two… How can I put it? Two massive jerks. They used to be fearless and didn’t care about anything. They were troublemakers, but really smart troublemakers. They were always causing trouble, and I had to clean up after them every time. Now they’re all grown up, well, sort of, and they have important jobs in the community. They’re both confirmed bachelors, loving the single life and breaking hearts wherever they go. They couldn’t care less.

      But I have a conscience, and I can’t ignore it. I have never been like them, and I have never wanted to be, which is why they’ve always made fun of me.

      It’s up to me to uphold the O’Doherty name, don’t you think?

      I wonder if Ivy likes jerks or if she’s into a nice, chill guy with a simple and maybe even romantic life plan.

      I’m wondering if she thinks I’m a loser, just like my brothers do.

      I’m wondering  if she’d be open to giving me a chance or if she’d also think I’m a lost cause, which is actually true, but let’s keep that between us.
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      “I think I might have a solution for you,” Anya announces loudly, her voice echoing through the gym.

      “What kind of solution are you talking about?” I ask in a whisper.

      She unrolls her mat right next to mine. “The solution to the ‘wedding’ problem.”

      “What have you been up to?” Jordan asks immediately.

      “Me? Nothing yet,” Anya replies.

      “And keep doing nothing, please,” Jordan suggests.

      “You know me. I can’t just do nothing while a friend is in trouble,” Anya retorts.

      “I’m not in trouble,” I weakly defend myself.

      “What trouble are we talking about today?” Doris, one of my yoga classmates, asks.

      “I thought we were here to do yoga,” our teacher Rian reminds us. “Let’s get started, shall we?”

      We all find our spots on the mats and get ready to start the class. Rian tells us to put our arms down, close our eyes, and take five deep breaths, but someone next to me is more interested in spreading gossip about me.

      “Are you not even slightly interested in knowing about my idea?” Anya asks again.

      “Not really.”

      “Shh, concentrate and try to clear your mind.” Rian leads us back, but Anya insists.

      “I can’t concentrate when my mind is in full flow like this.”

      “Try,” Rian tells her through clenched teeth.

      Anya snorts before leaning forward to start our sequence.

      “You really want to show up there and drink to their happiness when you just want to jump on them and wrap your delicate little fingers around their necks and squeeze and⁠—”

      “Anya!” Rian’s voice echoes through the hall. “Don’t make me come over there.”

      “Sorry, but we’ve got a major emergency that needs to be dealt with right now,” Anya says.

      “What is it?” Doris asks.

      “Girls, please… let’s not give her a chance,” Rian tells them all.

      “But if it’s an emergency,” Doris urges in a faux-innocent tone.

      “If you let me complete at least two sequences, I promise we’ll spend the last five minutes  gossiping instead of meditating.”

      “One sequence,” Anya counters, although the protagonist of the gossip is me.

      “One,” Rian places her hands on her hips, her gaze and tone defiant. “A very challenging one.”

      “Oh, shit!” Anya exclaims, making us all laugh.

      “Now back to work, come on.” Rian gets our attention back. “Or I’ll make you all regret coming to class tonight.”

      

      As promised, Rian gives us a few minutes to gossip about me. We often take a break after class to chat or relax on our mats. Tuesday evening’s adult yoga class is the last one of the day, and as Rian closes the gym, everyone can take their time leaving.

      I have never done yoga before. Holly took me to a class a couple of months ago. I was reluctant; I’m not the athletic type. I’ve never participated in anything more than the activities during PE at school, but Holly assured me that it was an inclusive and supportive space where all levels were welcome.

      Having Rian as a teacher definitely made a difference. I first met her on a Friday girls’ night, but I really got to know her after joining her classes, where I also met some amazing ladies who exude an energy that everyone envies.

      I don’t think I have ever been to a gym or sports centre in my entire life. I’m too shy for such a public place. I have always avoided those situations.

      School was hell for me. The other girls were always more carefree and driven, sometimes even mean. The boys didn’t even notice me; I was always hiding in the back, only speaking when the teachers asked me to, and always quiet, afraid of making a mistake or saying something embarrassing.

      It was better at university. No one paid any attention to me, and no one spoke to me. I stayed in silence, observing the world around me, imagining that I was part of it, daring to introduce myself to someone, to be myself.

      Then, one day, someone really approached me, and that someone also approached someone else.

      I was lucky to find a job here in this town at this school. I never had any real friends before. It’s hard for me to make friends, especially the first step. It was Holly, Anya, and Jordan who approached me, and then inevitably Rian. They all helped me to feel at home and not like a fish out of water. They helped me to open up and be a part of something.

      “This emergency…” Doris presses on. She and Muriel stayed after class. They love to gossip and stick their noses into other people’s lives.

      “No emergency,” I quickly clarify.

      “We’ll be the judge of that,” Muriel says.

      “Are you going to tell them, or shall I?” Anya presses.

      “Go ahead,” I agree.

      I don’t mind if Anya does the talking. I always have trouble speaking in front of an audience. That’s why I became a school counsellor, not a teacher like the rest of the family.

      “Ivy needs a man,” Anya announces, plunging me into total embarrassment.

      “Really?” Doris asks incredulously. “With that arse of yours?”

      I blush up to my ears. “I don’t need any man.”

      “Actually, she needs a man for a special occasion,” Anya explains. “A wedding.”

      “And you’re having trouble finding a date?” Muriel looks at me. “No way.”

      “It’s not that simple,” Holly says. “It’s a very special wedding.”

      “Special in what way?” Doris pricks up her ears.

      “Her sister is getting married,” Jordan comments.

      “Congratulations,” Doris turns to me, but my expression must put her on the right track. “Or maybe not?” She pulls back immediately.

      “And that would be your solution?” Rian asks Anya. “Find her a man for the event?”

      “I’m lost,” Muriel announces. “And something tells me it’s not my fuzzy brain.”

      “I’ll explain,” Anya looks at me. “If you give me the okay, of course,” she asks for confirmation, to which I nod, keeping my eyes down. “You should know that Ivy’s sister is getting married to her ex-boyfriend in just four weeks.”

      “Whose ex-boyfriend?” Muriel asks, taking an elbow from Doris. “What did I say?”

      “Are you completely senile or what?” her friend retorts. “Why are we standing here discussing this?”

      Muriel looks at me. “No!”

      I sigh dejectedly.

      “I don’t believe it,” she adds again.

      “Believe it,” Anya tells her.

      “And you’re going to be there?” she asks, horrified.

      “She’s the bridesmaid,” Jordan announces.

      “What do the bride and groom-to-be have in their heads?” Muriel exclaims. “If it were me, I’d have let the bride-to-be taste this,” she shows me her right fist, “and this to the dear groom,” she shows me her left one.

      Everyone laughs.

      “It just happened,” I justify them as I always do. “They met, found each other, fell in love…”

      “And they thought it would be a nice surprise for you,” Doris says loudly.

      “Let’s not focus on the wrong point,” Jordan puts an arm around my shoulders in support. “And let’s not forget that our Ivy needs help, not judgement.”

      “You need a date,” Rian agrees in surprise. “Someone to make those who have failed to appreciate you eat their guts out.”

      “Someone good-looking,” Holly says. “Friendly, with a pleasant smile.”

      “Someone with witty banter,” Jordan adds. “And someone we can obviously trust.”

      “Are you asking for a man or a miracle?” Anya asks.

      We all laugh together again.

      “Come on, there will be someone suitable for the part,” Doris says thoughtfully, tapping her finger to her lips. “We have acceptable ones in town.”

      “You said it, acceptable. That’s not enough,” Holly says. “He has to be perfect.”

      “The perfect man doesn’t exist,” I say.

      “True,” Anya supports my assertion, “but we can try to get close.”

      “Of course we can try,” Jordan adds.

      “We need to hurry. It’s not that far away,” Rian says. “Not to mention, I think there’s a party too, right?”

      “I nod. “Next week: engagement party.”

      “And you can’t just show up alone to the party and then pull a boyfriend out of a hat for the wedding,” Jordan adds.

      “I don’t want a fake fiancé,” I protest. “I wouldn’t feel comfortable lying.”

      “Okay, no pretending, but a man to accompany you…” Anya says.

      “To pull your chair out of the way,” Rian retorts.

      “That will make you dance,” Holly suggests.

      “And make everyone crack up with envy,” Doris puts in.

      “Well…” I shrug.

      Actually, it wouldn’t hurt. Not that I approve of the whole thing, but if I’m going to play, I want to use all the cards at my disposal.

      “We’ll find him,” Jordan encourages me again. “Don’t worry, Ivy. I’m sure among our acquaintances we’ll find the candidate made for you.”

      I smile at her. I’m still not entirely convinced about this, but the idea of showing up alone at the wedding doesn’t excite me at all.

      “Tomorrow night,” Holly says, getting up. “We’re all meeting at Ivy’s to get our suggestions together and compare ideas.”

      “At my house?” I ask uncertainly.

      “Holly is right,” Jordan says. “At Ivy’s is perfect. Away from prying, nosy ears.” She looks at me. “Is that okay with you?”

      “Oh… I don’t know…” I look at my friends, who are hanging on my every word.

      Dinner at my place?

      Suddenly, I’m nervous and excited and… almost euphoric. I’ve never had friends over for dinner. I’ve never had any of this.

      “I’ll bring dinner,” Holly announces.

      “I’ll bring the drinks,” Anya adds.

      “I’ll bring dessert,” Rian declares.

      “And I’ll bring some snacks and ice cream just in case,” Jordan says.

      “What about me? What do I do?” I ask, facing them.

      “You be ready for anything,” Jordan winks at me. “We’ll take care of the rest.”
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      The next evening, my friends come in one by one, laden with alcohol, food, and bad intentions.

      “We’ve got everything we need,” Anya says quickly. “Including a list of potential dates to go over carefully.”

      “You’ve been busy,” I say hesitantly. I’m already worrying about how this is going to play out.

      “We’ve had a little help with the list,” Holly admits as she heads into the kitchen to put down on the counter what I assume is dinner.

      “A hand?” I ask. “From who?”

      “From our bad choices,” Anya sits down on the couch.

      I look at Jordan, the only one who always gives me confidence, even amid the chaos.

      “We’ve been helped by our respective spouses and loved ones.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “They’re intrusive,” Holly admits. “And they know everything about everybody. Who better than them to give us a clear account of every single person in our small town?”

      “Was that really necessary?” I ask anxiously.

      “If we want to avoid hopeless cases…” Anya says.

      I sit on the couch, one leg tucked under my bottom, my elbow against the backrest.

      “There’s nothing to worry about,” Jordan reassures me. “They’re not going to spread the word.”

      “Does that mean they know everything?”

      “Not exactly.” Anya sits down next to me. “But they’re not as stupid as they want you to think. They’ll get there, eventually.”

      “But even then, you don’t have to worry. They can mind their own business if they want to,” Rian adds.

      “The only thing you need to worry about is what we’re going to do from now on,” Jordan chimes in again.

      “Maybe she needs a little encouragement.” Holly runs towards the kitchen. I hear her fumbling for a few minutes before she comes back to us with some glasses she must have found in my cupboard. She sets them all down on the coffee table while Anya opens the bottle.

      “Shouldn’t we eat something?” Rian asks before taking her glass.

      “There are snacks. We can start with those,” Jordan declares, “and start scanning the first names on that list.”

      “Are you ready, Ivy?” Holly asks, handing me a glass.

      I accept it and immediately take a warming sip, then, determined, I say, “Ready for anything, as long as you’re with me.”

      

      When there is a knock at the door, I get up from the floor and reach for it with my now empty glass between my fingers.

      “Myra!” I exclaim in surprise. “How come… Oh no, are we making too much noise?” I quickly ask as soon as I realise we might be overdoing it.

      “Oh no, actually I…” Myra looks over my shoulder. “There’s a party going on, I see. I don’t want to interrupt.”

      “Just a few friends. Would you like to come in?”

      “I don’t want to impose.”

      “Impose on what?” Anya comes over to us. “I’ve already poured you a glass.” She hands the wine to Myra, who accepts it doubtfully. Then Anya puts an arm around her shoulders and leads her to the others while I close the door. “You’ve met the girls, haven’t you?”

      “I think so. Hello, everyone!” Myra waves to my friends.

      “Let’s get you up to speed.” Anya and Myra sit with the others on the floor. I grab another bottle of wine from the kitchen and join them.

      “Go easy with that,” Jordan points to the bottle. “We have to work tomorrow.”

      She grabs it from my hands and carefully sets it on the coffee table, getting ready to pop it open. “Not me!”

      “Actually, I’m not working tomorrow either,” Myra says, sipping her wine.

      “See?” Anya shrugs, then pours herself another glass. “But let’s get straight to the reason for this extraordinary meeting.”

      “Extraordinary?” Myra asks for confirmation.

      “The girls are here to help me,” I say.

      “Is there a problem?” she asks, turning to me.

      In a different situation, I wouldn’t be this open with someone I just met, but with my friends and a few drinks in me, I feel comfortable sharing.

      “We’re looking for a candidate,” Jordan informs her.

      “A candidate? For what?” Myra asks.

      “To accompany me to an event,” I reply.

      “An important event,” Holly adds.

      “One you can’t miss,” Rian says.

      “One where all eyes will be on you,” Jordan explains.

      “One where you want all eyes to be on you,” Anya corrects her.

      “Am I lost or not drunk enough?” Myra asks.

      “Both,” Anya pours more wine for Myra, who already seems very interested in the whole thing.

      “My sister’s getting married.” I take a sip from my glass and wipe my mouth with the back of my hand. “To my ex-boyfriend. And I need a man to go to the wedding with me, who will make me look good, who won’t make me look like a lonely, loser single woman, and who will… who will make him eat his liver!” I say in one breath.

      “Wow!” Myra exclaims.

      “Pretty shitty situation, isn’t it?” Anya says. “Not least because we’ve already looked at the potential candidates on our list, and none of them suit us.”

      “Let me have a look at that list…” Myra holds out her hand. Jordan hands her the incriminating list.

      “Let’s face it,” Anya continues, “there’s not much choice.”

      “The best ones are already committed,” Holly says, alluding to their partners, of course. “And those left on the list… well… they are somewhat acceptable.”

      “And it’s not enough that he’s merely acceptable,” Jordan explains. “He has to be handsome and fierce. Charming, kind, and someone who can fake it.”

      “Fake it?” Myra asks.

      “Pretend to be in love with Ivy,” Rian explains.

      “I already told you I’m not looking for pretence,” I say, still reiterating my point about this whole thing. “I don’t want a man pretending to be interested in me or, worse, pretending to be my boyfriend.”

      “What are you looking for, then?” Myra asks.

      “I’m looking for good company. Someone I can introduce as my friend, hinting that he might be something more, or maybe not.”

      “In a few words, you want to show that you’ve moved on too,” Myra concludes.

      I shrug.

      “I see.”

      “I sound hopeless, don’t I?”

      “Not at all. You seem like you could use some help, and guess what, my dear Ivy? I think I found the perfect candidate for the job.”
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      Myra walks towards me while I’m checking the ambulance equipment.

      “For you.” She hands me a takeaway cup, presumably filled with coffee.

      “What’s the reason for your kindness?”

      Myra sits in the back, hands at her sides, legs dangling in the air.

      “I can’t even bring my favourite co-worker and best friend a coffee?”

      I drop everything and turn to face her.

      “I’ve gone too far, haven’t I?” she asks for confirmation.

      “You did.” I sit down next to her and take a sip of my coffee. “Get to the point. What do you need?”

      “Me? Nothing.”

      “But…” I incite her.

      “But I might have planned something without asking you first.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I got you a date.”

      “You what?”

      “It’s a dinner. A fancy dinner.”

      “What are you talking about? What the hell…”

      “You have to accompany someone.”

      “Someone… Who?” I ask, worried.

      “Someone you can’t stop thinking about.”

      I jump up, spilling the hot coffee all over my uniform.

      “Shit!” I try to take off my shirt to avoid getting burnt. “What… What have you done?”

      “You can thank me later, no problem.”

      “I don’t know exactly what you did…”

      “I was just there. Right place, right time.”

      I look at her sideways.

      “I swear.”

      “I can’t go out with your neighbour.”

      Myra stands up, her hands on her hips, her expression now confused.

      “I get it, you know? Performance anxiety can mess you up.”

      “What anxiety…” I groan weakly.

      “And more importantly, what performance?” Tyler’s voice makes us both jump.

      How long had he been there, listening?

      “I’ve got a date for Tommy, but he’s being difficult,” Myra says.

      I look at her. She shrugs. The last thing I need is for everyone at the fire station to find out that my partner is the one setting me up.

      “Do you need someone to help you find a woman? Because if you do, you can ask me,” Tyler says.

      “Right!” Another voice joins the group. A group already too large for my liking. “The first thing I learned,” says Parker Hayes, Tyler's brother, his hand on my shoulder, “is that this guy,” he points at his brother, “can’t be trusted.”

      “But I practically set you up with Rian!” Tyler claims.

      “I remember it differently.” Niall, the last person I would want prying into my business, has just joined us.

      “But why are you always here?” I ask the newcomer, now running out of patience.

      “Leaving aside that detail that doesn’t seem so important to me now,” he replies, “can someone tell me what we’re talking about?”

      “You and me? Certainly nothing,” I threaten him with my finger.

      He turns to the Hayes brothers. “The boy is sensitive. I can understand that. It’s his heart, after all, we’re talking about.”

      How does he know already? He wasn’t even present at the beginning of the conversation!

      “So,” Niall rubs his hands together. “Who needs a hot fireman for a top-secret mission?”

      “Like you don’t know,” Myra replies. “Your wife was there the other night.”

      Niall laughs.

      “And yours,” Myra looks at Tyler. “And your girlfriend,” she concludes, now facing Parker.

      “I don’t understand what’s going on,” I say, confused.

      “Do I fill him in, or do you?” Niall asks Myra, earning himself a dirty look.

      “Hey, did you guys start without me?” Owen runs towards us. He must have just started his shift.

      “You too?” I ask, surprised.

      Owen is usually the smart one.

      “Are you kidding?” Myra says, pointing at Owen. “His girlfriend is the gang leader!”

      Owen laughs, delighted at the way his not-so-sweet other half, whom I’ve met, gets called.

      “Anya may have mentioned something…” Owen admits with a shrug. “On the other hand, they had already asked for our help,” he says, speaking for everyone.

      “I think I’m lost.” I look at them.

      “What I was trying to tell you before I was interrupted by the useless fire brigade with the bonus track,” Myra says, making everyone laugh. No one ever takes the piss around here. “It’s that the other night, I somehow got involved in this plan for my shy and sweet neighbour, who you've been interested in for months.”

      “What are you saying…” I scratch the back of my head, uncomfortable.

      “The girls have been looking for a hot date for Ivy,” Myra continues.

      “A date for…”

      “For a wedding. Her sister’s.”

      “And she doesn’t already have one?” I ask, somewhere between hopeful and astonished.

      “What can I say? Things happen…” Myra shrugs. “Look, time is running out, and she doesn’t want to go alone. But she’s not interested in wasting time with random dates and acquaintances that might not lead anywhere.”

      “O-okay,” I try to follow up, even though I didn’t quite catch when my name came up.

      “The girls had a list of potential candidates,” Myra continues. “Who they could ask to pretend to be… how shall I put it… interested in Ivy?”

      “Pretend?” I ask doubtfully.

      “He doesn’t even have to pretend,” Tyler interrupts, getting elbowed by his brother.

      “You mean she’s looking for a fake boyfriend?”

      “No. Ivy has been very clear about that. No such pretence. She doesn’t want to introduce her family to a fake boyfriend, just a man she can date, who she likes, and maybe, one day…”

      “I think I got it.”

      “Are you sure? Because if not, I can recap,” Niall teases me, but I ignore him.

      “What I don’t understand is… why me?”

      “Oh, that’s on me. No one had been thinking about you,” my friend says.

      The boys around me laugh.

      “Not even... not even her?” I ask, disappointed.

      “Who? Ivy? No, she had nothing to do with this whole thing. The girls did it all.”

      “She didn’t mention any names?” I try to investigate nonchalantly.

      Myra smiles slyly.

      “I mean, there’s no one on the horizon?”

      Myra denies it with conviction, and I breathe a sigh of relief. I had a hunch, but no certainty.

      “Are you up for the job, mate?” Owen asks, giving me an encouraging pat on the back.

      “No.”

      “No?” They all ask in unison.

      “I don’t think I’m the right person.”

      “After all I’ve done to get you to the top of the list?” Myra asks.

      “It’s just that I… I can’t. Sorry.”

      I hurry away from them and out of the courtyard, heading for the back entrance. I push the door open and walk down the corridor to the changing rooms. I reach my locker and open the door, looking for a clean, dry t-shirt to change into, when the door opens, revealing Owen’s figure.

      I slip off my t-shirt and throw it on the bench, then sit down, elbows on my knees and head resting on my hands.

      Owen comes over and sits down next to me. “What’s the problem?”

      “I like her, okay?” I look at him. “I don’t want to pretend.”

      “No one’s asking you to.”

      “But that’s what she expects. That I play along and pretend I like her freckles when I adore them all madly. Or to pretend that I love her hair, which resembles the colour of the first autumn leaves, when all I really want is to have it on my face during the night. She expects me to pretend I can’t resist that full, red mouth and those discreet dimples that are barely visible when she smiles… Or that I… that I pretend to be completely into her when all I dream about is proving to her I’m not just a useless small-town fireman. Maybe I am exactly that, but beyond the uniform, my heart only flutters when I see her.”

      I catch my breath. Owen smiles at me as if he knows exactly what I mean, what I’m feeling and hoping for.

      “There’s no need to pretend. Just be yourself.”

      “Myself, you say…”

      “There’s no other way to a woman’s heart, trust me.”

      “I still don’t feel right about this situation. It all feels wrong to me. This is not how I wanted to approach her.”

      “Consider it an opportunity that unexpectedly fell into your lap. You don’t want to waste it, do you?”

      Owen is actually right. I’ve been attempting to approach her for months now, or perhaps I should say, imagining doing so. I haven’t had much luck so far. Maybe this really is my chance. And maybe I shouldn’t let it slip away.

      “I think you’re right. About everything.”

      “Thank you. Could you tell Anya?”

      I laugh.

      “Come on, let’s go back to the others and work out a plan. What do you say?”

      “Is that really necessary?”

      This time, it’s Owen who laughs. “They seem like big screw-ups, I know, but they always come up with something good in the end, and we need all the help we can get. Trust me.”

      “I do trust you,” I tell him. I trust him for sure; the others, a little less, but as I understand it, I have to take the whole package. So be it. This is my chance, and I’ll do whatever it takes to make it.
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      “Are you ready for action?” Owen asks, his hands on my shoulders before we cross the door into the club.

      “No.”

      He laughs, his grip softening.

      “Come on. Your friends are here for you.” He points at the others behind us.

      “I don’t mean to be rude, but they’re not exactly my friends.”

      “And you’re not even a real fireman,” Niall says quickly, feeling called out.

      Actually, I was talking about him.

      “Let’s go, the girls are waiting for us,” Tyler urges, slipping past me and into the club before everyone else. Parker follows immediately. Niall looks at me, signalling that he’ll keep an eye on me, then disappears inside with the Hayes brothers.

      “You can do it.” Owen smiles. “Besides, you’re not facing this first challenge alone, are you?”

      Right. What are we doing, you ask? Why am I allowing these guys of questionable reputation and pretended glory to accompany me?

      I’ll tell in two words, or rather three:

      I am screwed.

      I agreed to accompany Ivy to her sister’s wedding, and considering my reticence and her shyness, my supposed friends and her drinking girlfriends suggested a group meeting to get to know each other better, loosen up, and go into the big date with some familiarity.

      We know each other. We say hello and goodbye, and we had dinner at Myra’s house a few nights ago, but we never had a chance to be alone, if you know what I mean.

      We approach the table where the girls are sitting. It’s a quiet Thursday night and, by a strange coincidence I don’t want to know about, we firemen – or supposed firemen – are all off.

      “Hey, beautiful ladies,” Niall says loudly as he approaches his wife. He takes her hand and kisses it theatrically. “My lady, you look absolutely stunning and dangerously sexy tonight.”

      “What an idiot,” Anya comments, rolling her eyes as Owen sits next to her, laughing.

      “Hey,” I greet shyly with a wave.

      Ivy smiles at me but keeps her eyes down. “Hi.”

      “This is way, way, way too dark…” Anya says to Owen, but we can all hear her.

      “Come, my dear backup fireman, sit next to me.” Niall pulls aside a chair for yours truly, and I take a seat. “What are you drinking?”

      “A beer.” I clear my throat and then look at Ivy. “And you?” I ask her, as she has no drink in front of her. “Do you fancy a drink?”

      Ivy gently bites her lower lip, pausing for a moment before releasing it in a slow, seductive and devastating manner for yours truly, risking the entire squad’s intervention tonight.

      I already feel too fidgety in my chair under Niall’s watchful gaze.

      “We’re off to a good start,” he comments.

      “Stop it!” I elbow him.

      “In a minute,” he relents, then turns to Jordan, who’s sitting on the opposite side. “Wasn’t anyone else around? He doesn’t seem quite ready.”

      I ignore him and concentrate on Ivy, who’s finally turned her big green eyes, like the wild country around here, towards me.

      “Maybe we could go to the bar,” I suggest as soon as I get her attention.

      She nods, and I stand up, walking over to her chair and pulling it aside as she gets to her feet.

      “Not bad, though…” Tyler comments, but then I hear him exclaim, “Ouch! These heels hurt!” He looks at his wife as Ivy and I walk away laughing.

      We approach the bar and I point to an empty stool. She sits down and I imitate her.

      “Maybe it wasn’t such a good idea for all of us to hang out.”

      She shrugs. “I don’t mind them.”

      “Even him?” I ask, nodding towards our friends. They’re totally staring at us.

      “I got used to him. I like Jordan, so…”

      I smile at her and point to the well-stocked bar behind the counter. “What will you have?”

      “I’ll have a rum and Coke, please. Nothing too heavy. I’m working tomorrow.”

      I ask the barman for two rum and Cokes, then we both fall into silence.

      Maybe Niall’s bullshit was better.

      “So… this date,” I say uncomfortably.

      She blushes.

      “I mean… this event.”

      “My sister’s wedding.”

      “Exactly that.”

      Ivy takes a deep breath, then turns on her stool to face me. I wish I could say I have total control over my eyes and the air around me, but that would be a big lie. My eyes can’t help but slide over her figure, her bare legs crossed; her high heels making her calves look incredibly sexy and tight. I can’t help but hold my breath until I start turning blue.

      “You don’t have to do this.”

      “What do you mean?” I ask, dazed now by her fruity scent.

      “I know Myra asked you to do this for me, but you don’t have to. If you don’t feel like it or have other commitments…”

      Commitments? And what other commitments could I possibly have?

      “If… you’re seeing… er… someone…”

      “Someone? Me?” I point at myself, feeling like an idiot.

      Ivy shrugs.

      I take a sip of the drink the barman has just put in front of me, then clear my throat.

      “I’m single.”

      “O-okay.”

      “And I’m happy to do it.”

      “S-seriously?”

      “Absolutely. Definitely. Besides, I love weddings.”

      I don’t. I don’t know why I said that. It’s not like I have to convince her to come with me!

      I’m freaking out, you know? And I don’t even have to actually go out with her.

      “It’s not just about the wedding,” she whispers, as if afraid to speak. I have to focus on the sensual movement of her lips to understand everything she says. My concentration is compromised every time she breathes, but hey, I’m doing my best, given the premises.

      “What do you mean?”

      “There’s the engagement party. They’re behind schedule,” she informs me, uncomfortably. “They’re both very busy.”

      “I see.”

      “And it’s for next Saturday, but I can go alone and say you have plans or you’re at work.”

      Hell, no!

      “If we’re going to do this thing, we have to do it right.”

      “This thing… You mean… er… pretending we like each other?”

      I don’t know how to answer that question. How do I tell her I don’t have to pretend?

      “I don’t want to pretend. I don’t want to lie to my family. It’s enough for me we introduce ourselves as friends who go out together. Is that okay with you?”

      I want to introduce myself to her family as much more than that, but I think I have to settle.

      “We can do that.”

      Ivy breathes in relief.

      “Appropriate outfit required, I suppose.”

      “Oh, well…” Ivy glances down my body. When she returns to my face, hers is on fire.

      Interesting. Very interesting.

      A hooray! would be inappropriate at this moment, but let’s pretend it happened.

      “You’re perfectly fine as you are.”

      Shouldn’t I be happy with that? I shouldn’t be writing our names next to each other already, should I? And I certainly shouldn’t have to keep staring at her lips as if they were mine to kiss. Should I?

      And how the hell do I get back in reverse now?

      “I’ll do my best to make you look good. Trust me.”

      Ivy bites her fiery red lip, and I shift awkwardly on my uncomfortable stool, trying to find a more comfortable position for my naughty friend downstairs.

      “I’m sure of it.”

      

      After having a drink and planning for next Saturday’s party, I ask Ivy if I can give her a lift home, just to hang out more. After all, we have to convince her family that we’re dating. We need some practice.

      We didn’t stay long at the club. Ivy has to work tomorrow and doesn’t want to be late. I told her there was no need to organise this evening and that we could just as well arrange it over the phone, but she said she enjoyed talking to me and feels more comfortable in my company now.

      A point in my favour. Don’t you think so?

      Yes, I know I must not fantasise or get my hopes up. Ivy has shown no interest in me. She’s polite and kind; that’s all. Although when she looked at me this evening, something lit up in her eyes too, not just in my body.

      I decided to play it safe and proceed with caution. A great opportunity has just landed in my lap. I can’t mess it up.

      “Here we are,” I tell her, as we reach her landing.

      “You didn’t have to walk me to the door.” The keys jingle between her fingers.

      “I would never let you come home alone at night.”

      “It’s only a flight of stairs.”

      “Best to be cautious. Besides, I’m your date, aren’t I? What kind of date would I be if I opened the car door and threw you out into the street?”

      She laughs, covering her mouth with her hand, then lowers her gaze.

      “W-would you…” She points to her door.

      I sigh and reluctantly step back.

      God, I wish I could, but I didn’t take her home hoping for something more, and I don’t want to give her the wrong impression now.

      “I don’t want to put you in an uncomfortable position.”

      She lifts her head. Her eyes shine under this sky full of stars and endless possibilities – possibilities that I now feel growing in my hands.

      “Thank you for… well, for everything.”

      “I haven’t done anything yet.”

      “You’ve already done so much.”

      Another sigh. Mine, of course.

      I slip my hands into my pockets and step back. “So…”

      “Good night, Tommy.”

      “Good night to you, Ivy.”

      I wait for her to sneak in and close the door. Then the living room light comes on, and I have to leave before she catches me still standing here on her landing, doing who knows what but definitely not making a good impression.

      I take the stairs and make it to the street. I open the car door, sit in the driver’s seat, and start the car. My mobile phone vibrates with an incoming message before I can leave the street. I take it out of my jacket and read it. Someone has apparently added me to a group chat. A group I didn’t ask to join and don’t want to know anything about.

      The Useless Fire Brigade.

      Never a more appropriate name.

      I slip my phone back into my pocket and leave the road, heading home into a night that I will obviously spend awake, thinking about her and how not to ruin everything before it can actually happen.
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      On Saturday morning, I decide to go for a run in the park with Owen. The day feels like summer, with the sun shining through the tree leaves and a gentle breeze blowing.

      I don’t mind spending time with Owen. Of all my colleagues, he is the one I have bonded with the most, despite the Hayes brothers’ attempts to stir up trouble. Owen is a few years younger than me, but he’s mature – someone with his head on his shoulders and a life plan that doesn’t take shortcuts or bullshit. He’s someone I get along with and admire a lot.

      “Have you already made arrangements for next week?” he asks.

      “Not yet, but I gave her my number.” I pull my phone out of the pocket of my shorts again, just in case she has texted me.

      Still nothing.

      “And you’re on hold, phone in hand…” Owen teases me.

      I shake my head and put my phone back in my pocket. “You met two nights ago, and it’s eight o’clock in the morning. On a Saturday.”

      He’s right, but… I don’t know. I’m afraid she might be having second thoughts.

      “Give her some time to clear her mind,” he advises.

      We take the path to the now deserted children’s playground and stop at a bench to do some stretching.

      “I think the evening went well, don’t you?” he asks.

      “After getting that nosy gang out of the way? I’d say yes, pretty well.”

      Owen laughs, then sits down to catch his breath. I sit next to him, enjoying the peace of this morning.

      “They’re not so bad once you get used to their small talk.”

      “Maybe I don’t want to get used to it.”

      “I get it, you know? It’s difficult being the new kid in town.”

      “I’m not the only one. You’re new too.”

      “True, but my relationship with Anya meant I was immediately taken under their wing.”

      “And they were helpful?”

      Owen smiles, looking up at the sky. “Actually, I always did everything they told me not to.”

      “See? I knew they were good for nothing!”

      “But they are good people. Their intentions are genuine.”

      “Maybe…” I lean forward, my elbows on my thighs. “She is a shy, introverted girl.”

      “I’ve noticed.”

      “I’m afraid intrusions might make her shut down and distance herself even more.”

      “Or maybe they’ll give her the push she needs.”

      I look at him. “I doubt it.”

      “You know what it takes to see this whole thing straight?”

      “What?”

      Owen stands up. “A good breakfast – the kind that gives you the right energy to start the day.” I get up too. “And I know the perfect place.”

      

      “Hey, Owen, good to see you!”

      “Hi, Angus. I brought a friend.” He points at me behind his back.

      “I know your friend.”

      “Hi, Angus,” I greet him as we sit around the bar.

      “What can I get you?”

      “Two full breakfasts, please, and two coffees,” Owen orders for both of us.

      “Coming right up.”

      Angus disappears into the kitchen, and Owen turns to me. “So, you frequent this place.”

      “I come here from time to time. Besides, the entire town knows Angus. He’s been here forever.”

      “I didn’t know him. Tyler was the one who brought me here.”

      “That’s right, Angus’ daughter married Tyler.” I had forgotten that for a moment. As far as I know, Angus only recently found out that Holly is his daughter.

      Holly came from Canada about a year and a half ago on a teachers’ cultural exchange, but she chose this place because she knew her father was here – a father she had never met. The fact is, once she was here, she bumped into Tyler, and the rest is now history.

      How do I know about Tyler and Holly, you ask?

      Have you met Tyler before? Do you think there’s anyone in this county who doesn’t know this story?

      Angus returns to us with two cups and a carafe, pours coffee for both of us, and then stops to chat for a few minutes.

      “What about Anya? Where is she?” Angus asks Owen.

      “At home sleeping, I think.”

      Angus laughs. “She was here with Josie yesterday. That little girl is so beautiful and sweet,” he says.

      Owen smiles.

      “It couldn’t have been otherwise, with a mother like that. You haven’t convinced her yet, have you?”

      Owen lifts his cup. “It’s a mission impossible, but I’m working on it.”

      “What are you talking about?” I ask, curious.

      Angus shows me his ring finger.

      “Ooh… So she doesn’t…”

      “She stands firm in her belief. I promised her I’d stop asking and wait for her to be ready. But I have to admit that I throw it out there from time to time, just in case…” Owen takes a sip of his coffee. “I’m not giving up.”

      “I’m sure you won’t,” Angus winks at him before excusing himself again.

      “You care so much, don’t you?”

      Owen shrugs. “I’m old school.”

      I smile at him. “What about you? What kind of guy are you, O’Doherty?”

      “Oh well, I’m an idiot. There’s no doubt about that. Otherwise, I would have made a move in all these months, wouldn’t I?”

      “You said it, not me.”

      “It’s just… I don’t know. I rarely have this kind of problem. When I like a girl, I make a move, but this time…” I shake my head slowly.

      “Your breakfast.” Angus puts two steaming plates in front of us.

      “Thank you,” Owen says, grabbing his fork and diving into his eggs. “You were saying…”

      I look at him. “You’re no joke about minding other people’s business either!”

      He takes a sip of coffee to swallow his bite. “Blame it on the bad company.”

      I stick my fork into a sausage and bring it to my mouth; I take a big bite, knocking half of it off, then chew slowly.

      “You like her,” Owen says. “I mean, you really like her. That’s why you can’t make the first move. You’re afraid it will be the wrong one.”

      I take a sip of coffee, then dive into the eggs. “Tell me something I don’t know.”

      “That it’s quite a mess, you know?”

      “Eh…”

      “Will you tell her during your date?”

      “I don’t know. I’d like to figure out if she likes me first – if she’d really go out with someone like me.”

      “Someone like you? What do you mean?”

      “Have you seen her, Owen? She’s… perfect. I’m just…” I look at myself. “A humble small town fireman.”

      “You should jump, man. Seriously.”

      “Off a cliff?”

      Owen shakes his head. “Why am I talking to you…” He stuffs bacon into his mouth and chews voraciously.

      I sigh dejectedly before skewering some mushrooms.

      “Everything okay here?” Angus asks us. “Anything else I can do for you?”

      “Can you give my friend a dose of courage?”

      Angus frowns. “What are we talking about?”

      “Matters of the heart,” Owen answers for me.

      “My specialty,” Angus says with a laugh.

      I smile at him and drink more coffee.

      “Tommy’s got a crush on the new school counsellor at Abbey.”

      “Ivy?” Angus asks for confirmation. Owen nods. “She comes here with the girls from time to time.”

      “And he’s agreed to go with her to her sister’s wedding.”

      “You have a date, so…”

      “Not really,” I say. “She asked me to do her a favour.”

      “I don’t think I understand,” Angus looks at us, his expression doubtful.

      “She didn’t actually ask for it,” I confess, “but her friends arranged it.”

      “I smell a disaster.”

      “What did I tell you?” Owen elbows me lightly.

      “Asking a girl out the old-fashioned way… No?”

      Owen laughs.

      “You modern guys… you no longer know how to court a woman.”

      “Like your son-in-law did with your daughter?” Owen reminds him.

      “Don’t mention him, please!”

      Owen laughs again, and this time I do, too.

      “Do you want my advice, Tommy?” Angus asks me directly.

      “Why not?”

      After all, what harm could it do?

      “Don’t waste your time with games, with the ‘I like you but I don’t know’ or ‘I want you but I’m not sure.’ Women, my dear boy, deserve decisiveness and certainty. A woman wants to understand your feelings for her. Trust is essential, and she needs to see your true self quickly. Ignore the nonsense that my son-in-law talks about with his pointless friend. Do you like this girl?”

      I sigh and nod.

      “Then tell her. Cards on the table.”

      “I feel exactly the same way,” Owen says.

      “And I know,” Angus replies. “That’s why you and I are friends, while my son-in-law and I…” He shakes his head vigorously, and then we all three laugh together. “Tell her, boy. Tell her now, before it’s too late and someone else makes the move.”

      

      Leaving the diner, we both walk down the pavement towards the suburb where Owen lives. I offered to walk with him. I live in the city centre, on the opposite side, but I have very little interest in going back to my apartment this early in the morning.

      “What are your plans for the day?” I ask Owen.

      “I have a few small jobs around the house to finish. I think it will take all afternoon. I also need to tidy up the garden. With the whether like this, it’s a shame not to take advantage of it.”

      “Do you need any help?”

      Owen looks at me.

      “I told my parents I’d drop by for lunch, but I’m free this afternoon.”

      “If you have nothing better to do… I already have a tool belt with your name on it.”
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      “I’m home!” I wave loudly at the door. I drop my shoes and walk into the kitchen. It smells amazing in there.

      “Hey, Tommy!” My dad greets me with a smile as he cuts the salad. “You’re first, as always.”

      “First?” I ask, stealing an olive oil roll from the basket on the counter. “First for what?”

      “For lunch.”

      “Oh no, please! Don’t tell me we’re all here.”

      “Of course we’re all here! Do you think you’re special?”

      “Mum told me that Patrick and Ciaran were busy today. That’s the only reason I agreed.”

      “Your mother lied, as usual. She’s a lawyer after all.”

      “I heard you!” My mother joins us in the kitchen. “Hi, darling.” She stands on her toes and gives me a kiss on the cheek. “It’s nice to have you home from time to time.”

      “But if I’m always here!” I groan.

      “Patrick and Ciaran aren’t here yet?”

      “Late as usual,” my dad replies, before handing her the basket with the rolls. “Could you take them away from your son, please?”

      My mother laughs as she walks towards the dining room. I follow her, taking advantage of the fact that we are still alone, hoping to have a private word with her.

      “Something is bothering you. I can feel it.”

      I smile at her. “I wouldn’t put it like that.”

      “But something is simmering, besides your father’s stew.”

      “I can’t hide anything from you.”

      “You’ve always been easy to read, at least to me.” Mum sits down. I stand facing her. “What’s her name?”

      “Excuse me?”

      My mother gives me an eloquent look.

      “Ivy,” I give in immediately. “Her name is Ivy. And I like her. A lot.”

      “Tell me something about her.”

      I sit up and clear my throat. “She’s Myra’s neighbour. You remember her, don’t you?”

      “Of course I do. A lovely girl…”

      “And she is beautiful and so elegant, sophisticated.”

      “You always had a thing for sophisticated girls.”

      I laugh and shake my head. “There is something about her… I don’t know. But you can just tell that winning her over means more than just having any woman, you know?”

      “I think I understand.”

      “She’s an introverted, shy person, but I think she’s also a person who doesn’t give herself easily. You have to conquer her with hard work and commitment.”

      “If you fail, I can take care of that,” Patrick’s obnoxious voice reaches us. “I only need me a few minutes to convince her to give in. I don’t know if I’ve made my point.”

      “Unfortunately, yes,” my mother stands up just as Patrick reaches her to say hello. “You’re late.”

      Patrick shrugs. “I had a long night.”

      “Night shift?” I ask.

      He gives me a grin that makes me immediately regret even asking him.

      “Never mind, don’t answer that.”

      “What do you think I am? I’m a gentleman; I wouldn’t say anything compromising.”

      “Who, you?” My brother Ciaran, who has just joined us, asks him. “The term ‘compromising’ was originally coined for you.”

      Patrick laughs. My mother rolls her eyes. I’m tempted to make up an excuse and sneak out before one of them makes my lunch go a little sour.

      “You’ve come at the right time,” Patrick tells Ciaran. “Tommy told us about this girl…”

      “Uh…” Ciaran rubs his hands together. “There’s a girl?”

      “There’s no girl at all!” I reply emphatically.

      “Come on, we’re here to help you,” Ciaran says.

      “I don’t need your help.”

      “What you need is a miracle,” Patrick bites into one of the rolls taken from me.

      I snort exhaustedly. My brothers have always been a pain in the arse, but lately, they’ve got worse. Getting older doesn’t help.

      “Who’s hungry?” My father enters the dining room with a pot of stew, sets it down in the middle of the table, and then looks at us. “What did I miss?”

      “Tommy’s having romantic problems,” Ciaran announces as he sits down.

      “He doesn’t!” I defend myself weakly.

      “If we can be of any help,” my father says naively.

      He really is. Naïve, I mean. He’s quite lovely.

      “Thanks, Dad, but it’s a private matter.”

      “We are your family,” he says, even more naïve.

      “I’d rather keep it confidential,” I say diplomatically, serving myself a couple of ladles of stew.

      “Sure, sure,” he says with a smile. “But if you ever need any advice…”

      “I think I can manage.”

      Patrick doesn’t hold back a fat laugh.

      “Arsehole!” I say between my teeth.

      “Language, boys,” my mother intimates.

      “I didn’t say anything,” Patrick defends himself. “He did.”

      “As if you’re innocent,” my mother replies.

      Patrick shrugs.

      “You’re the last person I’d turn to if I had a problem,” I tell my brother, who doesn’t flinch. “And that goes for you too,” I point the spoon at Ciaran.

      “I haven’t even spoken yet,” he says.

      “But you will. I know you will.”

      “Why don’t we forget about Tommy’s matters of the heart and talk about something else?” My father returns to the dining room with a salad and a tray of cheese. He puts everything on the table and sits down again.

      “If you like, I can tell you about my latest trial,” Mum suggests.

      “Enlighten us,” my father encourages her with a smile.

      “It’s about that association we all support.”

      “The one you forced us to support,” Ciaran corrects her. “Under blackmail.”

      “And threats,” Patrick adds.

      My mother shrugs. “There’s nothing I wouldn’t do for my clients,” she replies, calm and satisfied with herself.

      “I didn’t feel compelled to do anything,” I say  with conviction.

      “Arse kisser,” Patrick accuses me.

      “We all know at this table that you’re her favourite,” Ciaran says with a slight nod in my mother’s direction.

      “I have no favourites,” she explains calmly. “I wanted you all the same, loved you all the same, and raised you all the same. It hasn’t always turned out the way it was supposed to, but what can you do? That’s life.”

      My father and I laugh; my two brothers a little less.

      A small victory for me. That’s what you need now and then.

      Despite their unwanted presence, coming home always helps; my parents are good people, and they were and are loving and fair parents. I was lucky to grow up in this family. And deep down, very deep down, I was also lucky to have two such brothers. At least they taught me what not to be and what not to do.

      There is not a day that goes by that I do not take a leaf out of their book, always in the opposite direction and as fast as I can.
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      Anya opens the front door with Josie. “Oh, it’s you.”

      “Good afternoon, Anya. I hope I’m not intruding.”

      “That depends. Were you invited here for a reason, or did you just show up on your own?”

      I laugh. It’s always a fight to the last word with Anya.

      “I’m here because Owen asked me to help him with some work around the house.”

      “Then you’re welcome.” Anya opens the door wide to let me in.

      “These are for you.” I pull flowers from behind my back.

      “Hmm…” Anya takes them, still not quite convinced.

      “I have this too,” I show her a box of chocolates.

      “Now you’re really welcome.”

      I laugh as I step inside. Anya and Owen have bought a house in a new neighbourhood just outside the city, a short walk from Tyler and Holly’s place.

      As far as I can tell, the four of them are very close friends. It all started with the deep bond between Anya and Holly. From there, I think Owen was gently forced to like Tyler.

      “Owen is out in the garden. We’ve got some outdoor toys for Josie but, as you can imagine, she won’t be using them for quite some time. But Owen wants to play ahead, he says.”

      “I’ll join him now.”

      Anya shows me the way. I walk past the living room to the kitchen, where there is a patio door leading to their garden.

      “Hey, are you at work already?” I greet him.

      Owen turns to me. He’s kneeling on the grass, busy putting two pieces together that I think are from a swing.

      “Just in time. I need a little help.”

      I reach over and grab a piece to assemble while Owen fiddles with the tools.

      “It’s nice here,” I comment, taking a quick look around.

      “You like it?” Owen lifts his eyes as well. “We’re trying to get the work done before Josie starts crawling and then walking.”

      “You haven’t been here long, have you?”

      “A few months. It’s still a work in progress.”

      “So are we,” Anya’s voice reaches us through the door. “Something to drink for my workers?” she asks both of us.

      “A beer would be great, thanks,” Owen says, then looks at me.

      “Me too,” I say, turning to Anya. “If it’s not too much trouble.”

      “They’re coming,” she replies, and disappears back into the kitchen.

      “Work in progress?” I quickly ask Owen when we’re alone again.

      He laughs. “Anya is Anya.”

      I don’t know her well, but I think I know what he means.

      “She’s just afraid to be happy.”

      I smile at Owen.

      “I understand and respect that. It’s how she deals with her fears.”

      Anya may appear tough and hard-hearted, but I think it’s just a defensive mechanism, as Owen suggests.

      “Like with the marriage topic?”

      “Exactly.”

      “You’re just fine with it.”

      “I don’t think we need anything else.”

      I really like Owen. And I wouldn’t mind at all getting to know him better. To become friends.

      I don’t have many. I grew up with my brothers. They were my friends. We’re very close in age. I have old schoolmates that I still have a decent connection with, and I have colleagues, but no real, strong friendships.

      Owen seems to be the perfect candidate.

      “Two beers for you,” Anya comes back into the garden. She hands us the beers and then sits on the steps close to us.

      “Josie?” Owen asks.

      “She just fell asleep. I didn’t want to take her out because I didn’t know if you’d make noise.”

      “We’ve got some hammering to do, actually.”

      The two pieces that compose the swing stand. Owen lifts them from the grass. I imitate him.

      “Would you hand me that orange piece?”

      I pick it up and pass it to him.

      “It should be the one that supports the two bearers.”

      “I’ll leave you; you look busy,” Anya stands up.

      “No, stay. You could give us a hand,” Owen tells her.

      “That’s what I was trying to avoid,” she says before disappearing, leaving us laughing.

      “You’ll never be bored here,” I comment.

      Owen still laughs. “You could say that.”

      “I’d like something like that.”

      “Hmm?”

      “A relationship like yours. Full of complicity and laughter.”

      It’s like what my parents have. They’re so different, but oddly they’re perfect for each other. I’ve always wanted that for myself. I grew up with their love all around me. I couldn’t imagine anything else.

      “I was lucky.”

      “You both are.”

      Owen smiles at me. “Tell me the truth. Do you want your fake date to become a real one?”

      “Is it that obvious?”

      “You’re not trying very hard to hide it.”

      “Do I have to?” I ask quickly.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Should I hide my interest and pretend it’s just a favour I’m doing for a friend?”

      “That depends…”

      “On what?”

      Owen lets go of the swing and turns his full attention to me.

      “I can’t do it. And I don’t want to. With Anya  I couldn’t hide even ten percent of my feelings. I wanted her and I showed her all the time.”

      “You two barely knew each other when…”

      “When she found out she was pregnant?”

      I nod.

      “The night we first met was the best night of my life.” He smiles as he thinks back, but says nothing else to me about it.

      I know that Owen is a gentleman, and a serious and trustworthy person.

      “I knew right away it was her, and I tried in every way to make her understand, believe me. A mission impossible.”

      I smile at him.

      “But I succeeded. And do you know how?”

      “How?”

      “I was myself. From beginning to end. Just like I told you. That’s the way to do it, man. Women can sense when you’re a fake. Ignore what those two say about it.”

      “You mean Tyler and Niall?”

      “Just them.”

      “I wouldn’t even think about it.”

      “Good for you.”

      “Thanks, Owen.”

      “And for what?”

      “For the help, for your honesty, for asking me to come over.”

      “Didn’t you come to help?”

      “Of course.”

      “Then I’m the one who should be thanking you.”

      

      Owen and Anya asked me to stay for dinner, and I gladly accepted. I like the atmosphere in their house and I like them. Anya asked me to look after Josie while she and Owen were busy preparing. It seems that Josie is always very alert and active at this time of the evening.

      I don’t mind looking after her at all.

      When I was a kid, I often looked after my siblings when my parents went out for the evening.

      “You’re good,” Anya comments as she watches me with her daughter.

      “I like children.”

      “Hmm… Interesting.”

      “What, honey?” Owen asks from the cooker.

      “I found out our Tommy has a few tricks up his sleeve.”

      “What are you talking about?” Owen turns to us.

      “He’s good with kids. These things are pretty impressive, you know?”

      “I have babysat my brothers, cousins, and the kids in the neighbourhood a few times. I think they all called me uncle.”

      “Uncle Tommy. We like it.”

      “We who, sorry?” Owen asks.

      “Don’t bother; you take care of dinner. I’ll take care of our Tommy.”

      “If Anya takes care of you, you’re in excellent hands,” Owen comments, then turns back to the dinner.

      “What exactly are we talking about here?” I ask, confused.

      Anya crosses her arms and looks smug. Not a good sign for me.

      “You like her, don’t you?”

      I don’t even try to pretend that I don’t understand who she’s talking about. Owen said he won Anya over by being himself, right?

      “Quite a lot.”

      “You’re not some small-town playboy, are you?”

      “No, ma’am.”

      Anya raises an eyebrow. She’s not buying my bullshit.

      “Okay, let’s just say I’ve had a few conquests, like everyone else.”

      “I don’t like that at all.”

      “It’s not my intention to be an arsehole to your friend, I swear.”

      “I really hope that’s true; otherwise, your balls will be the first to sizzle on my brand-new barbecue. Do I make myself clear?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “You’re not hiding a wife and three kids somewhere, are you, Tommy?”

      “I’ve never been married or had children.”

      “What do you think of cheating?”

      “That it is vile and unforgivable. I have never cheated on a woman in my life.”

      “And what about lying?”

      “That it’s not part of me and never will be. I am always honest.”

      “Happy?” Owen comes back in between us.

      “For now, but beware, my dear backup fireman. Don’t disappoint me, or I’ll make you regret you ever laid eyes on my friend.”

      “My intentions are more than honourable.”

      “Let’s say you’re on probation for now, but I’ll be keeping a close eye on you.”

      “I’m aware of that.”

      “Screw up once, and you’re done. For real. Do I make myself clear?”

      “Crystal clear.”
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      I get home after ten. I stayed with Owen and Anya for quite a while. It was a good night, even with Anya’s occasional interrogations. I understand her; she really loves her friend and wants to make sure I’m not messing around. I tried to reassure her, but I fear Anya is a tough cookie and doesn’t trust people easily, especially firemen.

      I put the key in the lock of the small door facing the street just as Mr Patel appears at the door of his restaurant.

      “Good evening, Mr Patel.”

      “Good evening to you, my friend.”

      “How was your night?” I ask him.

      “Not bad, not bad.”

      “Glad to hear it.”

      “And you? How did it go?”

      I laugh. “I didn’t have a date.”

      “I didn’t say anything.”

      I look at him eloquently, and he laughs.

      “Well, there was a veil of innuendo underneath.”

      “A veil?”

      He laughs again.

      “I had dinner with friends.”

      “No women on the horizon?”

      I shouldn’t have shared my love problems with Mr Patel.

      “Not yet, but I’m working on it.”

      “Call me if you need any help.”

      I say good night and sneak inside. I walk up the stairs to my place, unlock the door, and step inside. I leave my keys by the door, kick off my shoes and go to the kitchen to get something to drink. I grab a beer from the fridge, find the bottle opener, crack it open and take a few sips while heading to the window in my humble living room. I open it and let in some of that nice, warm air. I rest my elbows on the windowsill and look up at the sky, trying to find some stars to count.

      I wonder if Ivy is already asleep or if she’s staring at the sky too. I wonder if she is as nervous about spending two days alone with me as I am. I wonder if she thinks about me at all. I wonder if I can make her understand that I really like her and that I want to get to know her better.

      Who knows if these wonders will actually turn into something amazing in my life? Who knows if I am really the right man for the job or if, as I fear, it will be a complete disaster?

      Better not to ask all these questions right now. It’s time to focus and gather all the strength, courage, and self-confidence I possess with one goal in mind: to finally hold her in my arms.
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      Holly and Rian took me shopping for the upcoming event. Not for the wedding; I already have a dress that my sister picked up. I thought I had one for the engagement party too, but my friends strongly disagree. Apparently I have to make them eat their guts out, but I have no idea how. I don’t think a dress is enough, no matter how beautiful it is.

      “Are you ready?” Holly asks expectantly from outside the dressing room.

      I look at myself in the mirror again and sigh before pushing the door open and standing in front of my friends.

      “Well?” I ask hesitantly.

      This is the fourth dress I’ve tried on. Each one has been beautiful and has suited me adequately, but my friends argue that ‘adequate’ is not enough. In fact, they have forbidden me from using the word again, so this time I choose to stay silent, hoping they will find an alternative way to describe it.

      I’ve never really enjoyed shopping. I tend to buy all my clothes at once and stick to a consistent style. I know what I like and what makes me feel comfortable, but going shopping with my friends is a completely different experience. I truly appreciate the time we spend together, and it warms my heart that they care so much about me.

      “It looks great on you!” Rian says convinced.

      “Definitely yes, this is the best one of all,” Holly says.

      “You said that about the last one too,” Rian comments.

      “Only because I hadn’t seen how this one looks on her,” Holly replies. “What do you think, Ivy?” she asks, now turning to me. “Which one do you like better?”

      I turn and take a good look at myself in the mirror. The dress I’m wearing is dark and laminated, so I won’t go unnoticed. It’s long and elegant, reaching down to my feet. The front doesn’t have a generous neckline, but the back is wide open and practically bare. It feels so good on my body, and I have to say, I think it’s just right for the party I’m going to. And most importantly, it’s completely different from anything I’ve ever worn before.

      I used to think that change wasn’t my thing, that it just brought unnecessary stress and paranoia, but honestly, maybe I need something to shake things up right now. This dress isn’t the answer, but it’s a good start, I guess. I don’t know if it’s going to make someone eat their guts out or not, and I’m not even sure I want it to. I just want to feel good, look pretty and be confident. Next to a guy who… well, he conveys everything just by showing up.

      I have to admit that my friends have chosen the perfect candidate.

      “I think this is the one.”

      “You think?” a voice joins us. “This will make him regret going down the wrong way.”

      I turn slowly to see Myra standing behind the small sofa my friends are sitting on.

      “And what are you doing here?” Holly asks her.

      “I’ve been shopping.” She lifts a bag. “And I saw you in the window.”

      “Come,” Holly says. “Sit down and tell us what you think.”

      “May I?” she asks, looking at me.

      I nod.

      Myra takes a seat between Holly and Rian, puts her bag on the carpet, and looks at me carefully. “Can I be honest?”

      “You have to,” Holly confirms. “You don’t lie to your friends, ever.”

      “Okay.” Myra looks at me again. “With your stunning backside and that cleavage you’ve got, not to mention your delicate, pale skin, with those freckles scattered across your shoulders and back that would make quite a few poles stand up, believe me…” My friends giggle. “You can wear anything.”

      I put my hand on the back of my head to relieve the heat that was spreading up my neck.

      “She’s right,” Holly says.

      “You look great in everything, especially those damn knee-length tight dresses you wear every morning,” Myra adds.

      “Damn?” I ask worriedly.

      Myra waves her hand dismissively. “This is one of those moments where feeling good isn’t enough. You want to be… a goddess.”

      “A goddess, me?” I ask, confused.

      “We don’t want to make him regret all this good stuff,” Myra points at me again.

      The heat reaches the roots of my hair this time. “I don’t think I want that.”

      “We’re not here to force you, Ivy,” Rian says quickly. “We’re here as friends.”

      “As you say,” Myra comments, pointing at Rian. “But we’re also here to help you understand something you’re having trouble accepting.”

      “And that is?” I ask curiously.

      “That you’re beautiful.”

      I shake my head slightly.

      “And that whoever let you go has no idea what a mistake they made.”

      I lower my eyes to avoid hers.

      I’d like to believe that. I want to convince myself that whoever let me go really did make a mistake, but I can’t.

      “Let’s pick out some shoes to go with that gorgeous dress and have a slice of chocolate cake,” Holly suggests. “And maybe if we have a little chat, we can figure out what’s keeping you from seeing things clearly.”

      I smile at my friends, glad they are here to support me and willing to understand.

      “Sounds like a great idea.”

      

      Holly’s dad puts these huge slices of chocolate cake right in front of us. We’re at his diner, Linda’s, on the main street in the town centre.

      “Thanks, Dad,” Holly smiles at him.

      “Let me know if you want some more,” he winks, then leaves us alone. He brought us hot drinks along with the slices of cake.

      “So,” Myra breaks the ice. “Have you made any plans with our guy for next weekend?”

      “Not yet.”

      “I’m sure he’ll be a perfect gentleman,” Holly comments, positive as ever.

      “Yeah,” I sigh, a little worried.

      I’m not fully convinced it was the right move, but I made it clear to him that I just wanted someone to hang out with and have a good time.

      That’s it.

      “He’s not bad,” Myra continues, drawing attention to herself. “Our fireman, I say.” She takes a sip of her cappuccino, then continues, “I’ve been working with him for a while now. I know him.”

      “Ty speaks very highly of him too,” Holly adds. “He says he’s a guy you can work with.”

      “Can work with?” I ask, confused.

      “You don’t have to worry about that,” Rian chimes in. “The boys will take care of it.”

      I look at my friends. “Why do I get the impression that you are hiding something from me?”

      “Not at all. What are you talking about?” Myra replies for all of them. “We’re just talking. Isn’t that why we’re here?”

      “I suppose so.”

      “And obviously your date is part of the conversation,” she concludes.

      “I’m still not quite sure,” I say hesitantly. “I know it’s something harmless. But knowing that I had to find a makeshift date doesn’t make me feel so good.”

      “Would you have preferred to bring someone you were actually dating?”

      “I haven’t dated many men lately,” I say vaguely. I haven’t dated anyone since I’ve been here. “I haven’t had the time, with moving and all.” I drink some of my caramel latte to buy some time.

      “How long?” Myra asks.

      “Hmm?”

      “How long since you’ve been  with anyone?”

      “Oh… I don’t know…”

      “You don’t remember?” Holly asks.

      “I told you, it’s been a busy time.”

      “It’s not a good sign if you can’t remember how long it’s been since you’ve been out with a man,” Rian says.

      “I’ve had a few flings,” I continue, even more vaguely.

      “Which translates to zero,” Myra confirms.

      I lower my eyes to my cup.

      “You really haven’t dated anyone since you’ve been here?” Holly asks, her tone sweet.

      “It’s not easy to make friends when you’re new in town, let alone meet… a man.”

      “That’s true,” Rian steps in to support me.

      “If you hadn’t approached me, I’d probably spend my evenings alone in bed eating ice cream.”

      “It just takes a little longer for some people,” Rian says kindly.

      The thought of getting to know a man and trusting him again… No, it’s not for me. I’m not ready. It took me forever to trust my ex and look how that turned out. I’m terrified of doing it again and being disappointed once more.

      I don’t want to fall into self-pity, but I can’t help it. That’s how I feel. Stuck. That’s the term. After what happened with Cooper and my sister, I don’t know if I can believe in a man or let myself fall into his arms.

      “After I broke up with my ex…”

      “The one who’s marrying your sister?” Myra looks for confirmation.

      I nod. “I don’t know if I can handle it.”

      “To be with someone else?” Rian asks.

      “Or sleeping with someone else?” Myra gets straight to the point.

      I shrug. The post-breakup insecurities are always there, reminding me that I wasn’t enough. The disappointment is huge and deep-seated.

      “When he broke up with me, he said it couldn’t work between us. I was too cerebral, too introverted, too shy.”

      “Shy in that sense?” Holly asks.

      “Also,” I don’t look at her as I say this. “I wasn’t spontaneous. I never took the initiative.”

      “Well, we’re not all the same.” Holly tries to be as nice as she can and put a more positive spin on it. “It takes time to get comfortable with a man.”

      “It takes the right person,” Myra says instead. “It takes understanding. You probably didn’t have any, and even more likely, he wasn’t your person.”

      “I suppose so, or he wouldn’t be marrying my sister.”

      “Are you still in love with him?” Myra asks directly.

      I don’t have to think about it. “No, I’m not.” I thought I still was for a long time after the break-up, but then I realised I wasn’t mourning a broken heart; I was mourning a failure – my own – and the disappointment I felt at having invested all of myself in something he ultimately didn’t want. He didn’t want me, plain and simple.

      “My sister is so different from me,” I tell my friends. “She is crazy, reckless, so full of life and… spontaneous. She makes friends with everyone and everyone likes her. I…” I sigh dejectedly. “Nobody likes people who are always on their own.”

      “We like you,” Holly says immediately, her hand on mine.

      I smile.

      “I’m sure there are dozens of men out there ready to line up for you. You just have to let go and have faith.”

      “Sounds easy coming from you.”

      “I know it isn’t, but you know what else I know?”

      I shake my head and Holly smiles.

      “That when you have friends by your side, everything seems easier and within reach.”

      “I totally agree,” Rian says.

      “They’re right,” Myra adds. “And you’re lucky to have these girls willing to root for you, including me.”

      I look at them and then smile. “I’m really lucky to have you guys in my life.”

      Holly gives me a big hug. “We’re the lucky ones to have you.”
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      Myra and I walk home together. On the way, we stop to get something for dinner. She insists that we spend the evening together. She doesn’t want me to be alone, dwelling on it.

      I like Myra. She is spontaneous and straightforward, someone who would never lie. That’s why she asks me exactly what has been going through my mind since this whole thing started.

      “He was your only man, wasn’t he?”

      I lower my gaze to my wine glass.

      “You don’t have to answer if you don’t want to.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I get it, you know? You’re a reserved person.”

      “I think the proper term is introverted.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with being who you are, Ivy.”

      “That’s nice of you to say.”

      “I’m just telling the truth.”

      I take a sip of wine, then find the courage to look her in the eye. “It was the first and… the only.”

      Myra gives me an understanding smile. “It wasn’t easy for me to deal with boys, men... He was different.”

      “Before he was an arsehole?”

      I laugh. “Exactly.”

      “You don’t have to tell me about him if you don’t want to.”

      I put my glass down on the coffee table and return to my food. “So how come between you and Tommy…” I ask, stuffing an egg roll into my mouth.

      Since I’ve been spending so much time with the girls, all I do is eat Chinese food. I’ve discovered that I love it.

      “Between Tommy and me… what?”

      “Is it because you work together? Are there any rules between you? Do you have a code of conduct?”

      “I still don’t understand.”

      “You guys seem so close…”

      “Ooh… you say… like that? God, no!” She takes a sip of beer and then shakes her head.

      “I’m lost. If you don’t think he’s good enough, why do you think he’d be a good match for me as a date?”

      “It could never work between Tommy and me, simply because I don’t like the type.”

      “The fireman type?”

      “The man type.”

      I wrinkle my forehead in confusion.

      Myra laughs. “I like women.”

      I open my mouth wide in surprise. “I’m a lesbian, yes. Always have been. Never any doubt about it.”

      “I don’t… I don’t know what…”

      She still laughs, thank God. I’m sure I don’t make a good impression.

      “There’s nothing to say.” She stuffs a handful of noodles into her mouth and chews slowly.

      “I didn’t realise. I must be so naïve.”

      “It’s not like it’s written on my forehead.”

      I shake my head. “You’re right, I’m sorry.”

      “About what?”

      “I don’t know. I feel I made a bad impression.”

      “You didn’t. Don’t worry about it.”

      “Okay.” I take a sip of wine. “And there’s no one in your life?”

      “No one is worth talking about.”

      “I see.”

      “And you?”

      “Me, what?”

      “Are you really over your ex?”

      “Over him from a romantic point of view, yes. Over what he did… I don’t know. After all, it’s not their fault that they fell in love.”

      “I don’t really see it that way, but that’s just my opinion. Do you have an opinion about our backup fireman?”

      I laugh and shake my head. “He seems nice.”

      “Nice, you say…”

      I shrug. “I don’t know him that well.”

      “And are you going to, or…?”

      “He’s doing me a favour. And only because you asked him to.”

      “I didn’t have to force him. He was more than happy to lend his services, believe me.”

      “Whatever.” I get up from the couch and carry my plate to the kitchen.

      Myra follows me. “It’ll be fine, Ivy.”

      I sigh and turn to face her. “I’m not ready to see them again.”

      “I can understand that.”

      “It’s just that it hurts.”

      “I know, but fortunately you won’t have to face them alone. And I’m sure our backup boyfriend will be a pleasant distraction for you.”
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      I’ve been ready for two hours by the time Tommy arrives at my door on Saturday for our date. I was too anxious to sleep and couldn’t even eat a single bite. A tight, suffocating knot gripped my stomach.

      “Good morning,” Tommy greets me with a big, genuine smile.

      “Good morning to you.”

      “I’m a bit early.”

      “That’s okay.”

      “If you’re not ready yet, I can wait in the street.”

      I open the door all the way, and Tommy’s eyes immediately notice the duffel bag on the floor behind me.

      “I can take it to the car,” he says, pointing to it. I step aside to let him in. He leans over his legs and picks it up.

      “You’re kind, thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” He walks past me again, crosses the threshold, then stops on the landing.

      “I’ll be right there,” I confirm.

      Another smile before he takes the stairs and reaches his car parked by the side of the road.

      I collect my jacket, bag, and party outfit, take a deep breath, and slide out the door. I lock it and turn around, dragging my feet down the stairs, trying to make this moment last as long as possible. Tommy holds the car door open, and I reluctantly get in.

      “Give it to me,” he gestures at my dress. I leave it in his hands. He closes my door, puts the dress in the back seat, along with what I assume is his, then walks around the car and sits down next to me.

      He’s nice, I have to admit. And good-looking too. I hope his company can help me get through this, just like Myra said.

      He starts the car and drives off the road for a few metres, turning onto the main road that will take us out of town.

      “I’ve planned the route,” he says, pointing to his phone placed on the dashboard. “I hope it wasn’t a problem for you to leave so early, but I thought it would be best to travel at a steady pace.”

      We texted two days ago. I gave him some details about the event, the address of the hotel where we will be staying and where the party will be held. Usually, the engagement party is held several weeks before the wedding, but my sister and her future husband had already planned the wedding date and booked the venue when they decided to have this party as well, so they had to tighten up on the timing.

      “That’s okay.” I sigh, perhaps too heavily. My resignation does not go unnoticed.

      “Is something wrong?”

      I don’t want Tommy to know the real reason why he’s with me. I don’t want him to think… I don’t know… that I’m trying to make someone jealous. I’ve never gone so low before, and I’m not about to start now.

      “It’s going to be a big event; I’m just… excited.”

      “I understand that. And you don’t have to worry about anything.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I’m the one who should be thanking you. You didn’t have to bother booking a hotel room for me. I could have found something on my own, maybe a bed and breakfast in the area.”

      “I could never allow that. Besides, you’re the one doing me a favour.” I sigh again and turn my eyes to the road. “A huge favour.”

      We remain silent for quite a while; between us, only the sound of wheels on asphalt and the cars we occasionally encounter. I hope it’s enough to cover my constant sighing.

      I told Tommy that it would be better to stay overnight, as the party would go on for most of the night. He already has to drive halfway across Ireland. I don’t want him behind the wheel at night as well. I thought it would be unsafe. He immediately agreed. He offered to take care of his room, but I told him I would do everything. It seemed the least I could do to thank him for his kindness.

      My parents expected me to come home, but when I informed them I wouldn’t be alone, they didn’t object. I didn’t want to imply anything. Let’s say I didn’t specify Tommy’s role in my life. I let them think what they wanted.

      I didn’t feel like going home, maybe sleeping in my old room next to my sisters’. I am already attending this party and I will be a bridesmaid at the wedding.

      I think that’s enough for this life.

      “Social events make you nervous, don’t they?”

      “A little.”

      “You can count on me for anything.”

      I look at him.

      “They don’t stir me up. Actually, nothing makes me agitated. I’m always calm; I don’t panic easily. Well, if you’re going to throw yourself into a fire, you can’t chicken out, can you?”

      “Into a fire? Has that ever happened to you?”

      “Yes, of course. Oh God, it’s not that dramatic, but that’s what we’re trained for. We have to be ready for anything. At the moment, I’m rotating, you know, with Myra. We’re assigned to ambulances and first aid, but in case of fire, explosion or disaster, we’re all called to action.”

      “That must be scary.” I touch my chest instinctively. “To be surrounded by flames. The unbearable heat, the breathlessness, the feeling that there is no way out.”

      I turn to him as his eyes search for me.

      “It is.” His serious, deep tone and piercing voice fill the car.

      I shiver in my seat, not sure why.

      “Let’s not talk about fires, shall we? Let’s talk more about you.”

      “M-me?”

      “The journey is long, and you already know everything you need to know about me.”

      “Do I?”

      “I’m a straightforward guy.”

      “And instead, you think I’m… complicated?”

      “I don’t know; you tell me.”

      “I’m a pretty straightforward person myself.”

      “The only thing I know about you, apart from the fact that you work at the Abbey, is that you’re going to be a bridesmaid at this wedding.”

      “I’m not the only one. There will be four of us.”

      “But you will be the maid of honour.”

      Another sigh. This time I try to make it less heavy. “Yes.”

      “And you know the groom-to-be, don’t you?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “What’s his name again?”

      “Cooper.”

      “Have he and your sister been together long?”

      “Not that long.”

      I unbutton two buttons of my blouse in search of more air, but it doesn’t work. I fidget in my seat, the feeling of heat rising from my neck to my face almost robbing me of my lucidity.

      “Are you all right?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Are you sick? Is it the car, maybe?”

      “M-maybe.”

      “Hang in there, there’s a gas station five kilometres away.”

      “I’ll try.”

      “Take slow, deep breaths. Try to focus on me, on the sound of my voice.”

      “O-okay.”

      “What does my voice sound like?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It’s deep, calm…”

      “Calm, very. And… p-pleasant. Soothing.”

      Tommy looks at me for a moment and anxiety returns, stronger than before.

      I try to come up with more adjectives, but my hunger for air is stronger than the tenderness in his voice.

      “I need air; I can’t…”

      “This is it, Ivy. Hang in there.” His hand squeezes mine impulsively. I cling tightly to his fingers as if I might fall, or worse, precipitate into a deep, dark hole, as Tommy continues to speak to me softly, asking me to hold on, to stay present, to focus on his voice.

      A few minutes later, the car finally stops. I open the door wide and rush out, my hands on my knees, my torso stretched forward.

      Tommy joins me immediately. “All right, all right.” His voice is still guiding me, his hand on my back, gently massaging it. I feel the pressure of his fingers on my skin, the electricity they release, their warmth, their confidence. “That’s it, breathe. Slowly and deeply.”

      He takes my hands in his and invites me to stand up. I look up, his eyes on mine, beautiful and reassuring.

      “Keep breathing.”

      His sincere smile and gentle grip on my hands give me with courage.

      “Focus on me.”

      I follow his instructions, my gaze fixed on his face, captivated by his gentle features and the slow movement of his lips as he speaks. His blue eyes, tinged with green and grey, seem almost otherworldly in this light. I can’t help but noticing his light, non-bushy beard, which gives him a mature and charming look.

      “It’s coming through, isn’t it?”

      I nod, my breathing becoming regular again, and the heat from before slowly disappearing, giving way to a slight shiver.

      “Welcome back,” he smiles broadly at me, noticing that I’m present to myself again. “Better?”

      “I feel better. Thanks to you.”

      “I didn’t do anything. I just stayed here.”

      “That doesn’t sound like nothing.”

      He lets go of one of my hands to brush my hair away from my face – a spontaneous, tender, and inexplicably intimate gesture as if it had always belonged to us.

      “I knew you would come back to me.”

      Even his voice now sounds like something I am used to hearing, something that feels familiar to my ears. It reminds me of a living room with a fire burning, a blanket wrapped around you on the sofa, your bare feet on the carpet and the smell of early morning coffee wafting through the air.

      It evokes the warm and comforting feeling of being at home.

      I smile instinctively, surprised by the evocative power his voice has unleashed in my mind.

      “You’re good.”

      He shakes his head, his fingers leaving mine slowly. “I’m ready for anything, I told you.”

      “You get that a lot?”

      “Hmm?”

      “Dealing with…” I don’t want to define it. I leave the sentence hanging.

      “More than you think.”

      His answer confirms his politeness, his gentle nature.

      “I don’t feel like getting in the car right now.”

      “We don’t have to right now. We have plenty of time. We can stop here for a while. There’s a diner inside.”

      I turn to take a quick look. “Actually, I didn’t have any breakfast this morning.”

      “You never leave home without breakfast.”

      He holds out his arm to me. I look at it and take it, then lift my eyes to his.

      “What do you say? Shall we go in?”

      “I say a stop is just what I need.”
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      We sit around a wooden table by the window, where we can see the parked cars, other vehicles stopping for fuel, and even the road.

      “How about a cappuccino?”

      “A caramel latte would be perfect.”

      “And a…” I look at the diner window. “Muffin? I think they have chocolate and maybe lemon.”

      “We’re about to go to a party and have pastries?”

      “The party is in a few hours. Besides, it’s always time for a treat.”

      Ivy smiles at me, her skin tone thankfully back to normal.

      “Chocolate.”

      “You’re a chocolate girl? I like that.”

      I realise what I’ve said too late. I can’t take it back now. It would be rude, and I’d look like a complete idiot.

      “I’ll be right back.” I cut it short and walk to the counter to order for both of us. I skipped breakfast this morning, which is unusual for me. I was very nervous about today. I didn’t even get a wink of sleep last night and I am a heavy sleeper.

      I order two lattes, one with caramel and one with cocoa, and two chocolate muffins. I pay by credit card and wait for everything to be prepared. The guy at the counter hands me a tray. I thank him and turn back to Ivy, who’s looking out the window.

      “Here I am.” I sit down in front of her. Ivy looks at me as I hand her a mug.

      “Thank you.”

      “And here’s your muffin.”

      “And thanks again for earlier.”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      Ivy takes a sip of her drink, now calm. I’m glad she’s relaxed again. I know how episodes like this can destabilise you and make you feel out of place and uncomfortable, but I want her to understand that there’s nothing to worry about with me. I am not someone who judges others, and I am not easily frightened.

      I’m a fireman, dammit!

      Danger is my middle name.

      “You’re good at those things.”

      “What things?”

      “You know what I’m talking about.”

      “I’m always prepared, I told you.”

      “Is it because of your job?”

      “Maybe, but let’s just say I’ve always been like this. My parents trusted me with everything. It’s insane, right?”

      She laughs.

      “I am the eldest of three brothers. I always looked after them when my parents weren’t around.”

      “Did they leave all the responsibilities to you?”

      I shrug. “What about you?”

      “It’s just my sister and me. I’m the oldest.”

      “Did you look after her too?”

      “Sometimes.” She takes a sip of her latte. “Are you close? You and your brothers?”

      “Oh, well… when we’re not busy kicking the crap out of each other.”

      Ivy’s eyes go wide.

      “I’m kidding.” Sort of. We haven’t kicked each other in a long time; we’re too grown up for that.

      “They’re a couple of troublemakers.”

      She smiles again. “And you come to their rescue?”

      “They still screw up a lot, but luckily they can handle themselves now.”

      “You seem very close.”

      “We are. Like you and your sister, right?”

      Ivy immediately lowers her eyes. Every time the ‘sister’ topic comes up, she falls into a deep silence, her eyes avoiding contact.

      “I imagine your parents are excited about this wedding.”

      “Very.”

      “Must be something that involves the whole family.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      I can feel her reluctance to engage in this conversation, so I change the subject. I’m not sure what the problem is, but I don’t want to trigger any more anxiety or panic attacks.

      “I brought two suits for tonight.” She looks at me again. “I didn’t know, you know…” I say, a little embarrassed now. “Which one would be more appropriate. Perhaps you can help me choose?”

      “Of course, with pleasure.”

      “I want to be classy. I want to…” I take a deep breath. “To look good for you.”

      Her eyes soften.

      “I don’t want to embarrass you. You’re always so…” I think about the words to use. “Impeccable. I just want to be as good as you. I mean, you’re classy and sophisticated, in a good way.”

      I’m dying to tell her how much I love that about her, but I keep my mouth shut, even though I’m getting all excited just thinking about her clothes and her legs in high heels.

      Her hand reaches across the table and her fingers brush against mine in a supportive, sweet way. I refrain from squeezing her, not wanting to make a rash move, so I just smile at her.

      “Thank you.”

      “Hmm?”

      “I feel better. Much better.”

      “Enough to get back on the road?”

      “Not until I finish this muffin.”

      She takes a piece and puts it in her mouth. She closes her eyes, savouring every bite, then licks her lips, making me shift uncomfortably in my chair.

      “God, I love chocolate.”

      Now I love it too. On your lips. In your mouth. And then, inevitably, inside me, along with your taste, which I am now dying to discover.

      I clear my throat. “I’m glad you like the muffin. And that you’re feeling better.”

      She smiles at me, less shy than this morning.

      “Me too. A lot.”

      

      The trip wasn’t bad. Ivy seemed relaxed after the episode. We didn’t talk much in the car. Or rather, I talked, and certainly a lot. She just listened, smiled, and gave me some feedback from time to time.

      That’s good, it’s very good.

      I like her. I like her shyness; I like the fact that she doesn’t reveal anything of herself to anyone. I like every second we spend together more and more, and it’s becoming more and more obvious.

      I wonder if she has realised this and is pretending otherwise out of politeness, or if she still hasn’t realised that I’m only here with her because I want to be, not because I’m doing her a favour.

      After checking into the hotel, I accompany Ivy to her room, which is down the corridor from mine.

      “What time did you say we had to be there?”

      “Six o’clock.”

      I look at my watch again. “We still have time.”

      Time. Time for what? Why did I mention time? As if I had any suggestions to make, as if I had any idea what the hell I’m doing here, standing like an idiot at the door of her room, waiting for a miracle.

      “I have to get ready,” she says kindly.

      Of course. What an idiot. She can’t wait to get rid of me.

      Ivy jiggles the lock on her hotel room door with the key card, opens it and stands in the doorway.

      “Your bag.” I hand it to her.

      She takes it. “Thank you.”

      I could have brought it in, but I wasn’t invited in, and I don’t want to seem pushy.

      “Then I…” I point to the corridor behind me.

      Think fast, Tommy, damn it! Opportunities like this don’t come along every day!

      “I saw that there’s a leisure centre on the ground floor.”

      Bravo! Finally, a clever move.

      “I was thinking of going to the pool; a nice swim helps to relieve stress.”

      “Sounds good.”

      Just as I’m about to ask her if she’d like to join me, Ivy precedes me.

      “See you later. And have a nice swim.”

      I cheered too soon, didn’t I?

      I smile at her, trying to hide my disappointment. “See you later.”

      I step back to let her close the door without slamming it in my face. Then, head down, I reach my door. I click the lock and walk into the room. I leave my duffel bag on the floor and hang my clothes in the doorless wardrobe by the entrance, then sit on the bed, my hands resting on the mattress next to my hips, my gaze fixed on the pale wall.

      “What was I thinking? Inviting her for a swim? Maybe a drink would have been better or… or…”

      I snort heavily before collapsing onto the bed like a dead weight. Just as I catch my breath, my phone vibrates in my pocket. I pick it up and look at the screen: a message in the group chat, to which someone had added me to without asking, flashes before my eyes.

      I lift myself up and read.

      Tyler: How much damage have we already done?

      I shake my head and throw my phone on the mattress, deciding to ignore it when another incoming message invites me to turn my head to the side and read again.

      Niall: What do you think he did? I’m sure he didn’t even try to buy her a drink before the party.

      I knew it!

      Niall would have got there too.

      I get up, bend over the duffel bag, open it, and start rummaging around for a change of clothes. I’m going to go downstairs and take advantage of the pool, hoping it will help me relax before the evening.

      I can’t afford to waste a second of it.
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      I couldn’t bear being in my room. I couldn’t relax because of the upcoming event, so I joined Tommy at the pool to avoid another anxiety attack.

      The receptionist at the leisure centre offers me a swimsuit and a hair cap, but I politely decline, explaining that I’m just there to meet a friend. However, she insists that I wear flip-flops in the pool. I give in and agree to take a pair, asking her to put them on the room bill. I push open the door and carefully walk to the edge of the pool, scanning the people in the water for anyone who might be Tommy.

      It’s hard to tell from here. They’re all wearing dark swim caps, and they’re swimming fast, making it difficult to see his face.

      Maybe he’s changed his mind, or maybe he’s just chilling in his room, or maybe he’s gone to the bar for a drink. I step back, trying to go back to my room, but then Tommy’s hands appear on the deck in front of me, followed by his muscular arms pulling himself effortlessly out of the water.

      My eyes wander over his wet skin, watching the drops of water slide down his toned abs. But as I look down at the V-line disappearing into his swim trunks, I quickly look back into his flushed, captivating eyes.

      “I thought you didn’t want to go swimming.”

      “I… er… I was just…”

      Tommy puts one foot on the edge of the pool, then his strong thighs help him to his feet.

      “I just came to…” I lower my gaze to his feet, perhaps the only thing I can look at without risking catching fire. “I… I was wondering if…”

      First things first, please put your clothes on. Or maybe not. You could just stay as you are. Actually, you could come to the party in your swimsuit, so I can admire your muscles and not think about my sister marrying my ex.

      Oh, my goodness. What the hell is going on in my head?

      I think I’m going mad. Maybe it’s just the stress. Of course it is. The stress. I shouldn’t have come. I shouldn’t have asked Tommy to come with me.

      “Are you okay?” he asks innocently.

      Or maybe not innocently at all.

      He must have noticed that I can’t help but stare at everything he shows me, and I bet he’s quite pleased with how it affects me.

      “I should probably go.”

      I try to leave, but slip on the wet floor ⎼ damn flip-flops! ⎼ and by chance or bad luck fall right into his arms.

      “Are you all right?” he asks immediately, helping me to my feet.

      “Yeah, I guess.” I fix my hair, even though it’s perfectly fine, and try to avoid his gaze.

      “You seem tense.”

      “Yeah, maybe a bit,” I admit.

      And it has nothing to do with the event.

      That is the least of my problems right now.

      If he could at least put some clothes on!

      “God, it’s hot in here.” I try to fan myself with one hand, my face burning up like everything else.

      “I think they keep the heat on full blast, you know, in these places…”

      Yes, of course. It’s definitely the heating.

      “Why don’t you join me in the water? It’ll help you out.”

      “No, thanks, I really don’t… Besides, I don’t even have a bathing suit, so…”

      “They have some at the reception. I’ve got mine there.”

      I try not to look at his swimsuit, but my eyes move on their own.

      Damn! It’s tight too.

      “I don’t think that’s appropriate.”

      “Come on,” he takes my hand and invites me to look at him again. “I’m sure you’ll feel better afterwards.”

      I highly doubt it.

      “I can’t.”

      Tommy furrows his brow.

      I lower my gaze, extremely uncomfortable.

      “I can’t swim.”

      The heat on my face increased, though now it’s from something else entirely.

      “There’s the Jacuzzi,” he says in surprise, making me lift my eyes to his again.

      “W-what do you say?”

      He points to it on the opposite side of the pool.

      I thought he’d say, “Whatever, you’re floating anyway,” or even, “Do you really not know how to swim? At your age?” But…

      “We can chill there for a bit. Relax and let the bubbles do their thing. What do you think?”

      “O-okay,” I say in surprise.

      Tommy smiles happily. “I’ll wait for you then.”

      I smile too, nervous but also hazardously excited. “Give me a few minutes and I’ll be there.”

      

      I walk out of the changing room wrapped in a towel, definitely uncomfortable, not sure I want to show up in a swimsuit in front of strangers and in front of him, who is now waving me over to the Jacuzzi. He is immersed up to his shoulders in it.

      I should have said no.

      Why did I say yes?

      I don’t do things like that. I don’t show myself in a bathing suit in front of people. I don’t go to places like that and I certainly don’t fraternise so easily with someone, with… a man.

      It must be his polite and never-intrusive manner. It must be his smile, which he never seems to lose. It must be the calm tone of his voice that seems to caress you gently with every single word he utters.

      “Are you cold?” he asks naively. “The water is warm, don’t worry.”

      “I’ll be right there.”

      I look around embarrassed. No one is paying attention to me now, but there’s always him.

      “Do you want me to turn around?”

      I look at him. “W-w-what do you say?”

      “I can even cover my eyes.”

      Once again, that familiar smile and the sense of peace and comfort it brings. That feeling of almost being able to trust someone.

      “Tell me when you’re ready,” he says, before actually covering his eyes with his hand.

      I didn’t think he meant it.

      I smile, impressed by his gesture, before taking a deep breath and slipping out of my towel, leaving it on the railing bordering the tub; I gather my courage and plunge into the water, careful not to slip on the steps, steps I can’t see because of the bubbles. I sit down on the widest step and then clear my throat. “You can… you can look now.”

      Tommy moves his hand away from his eyes, then spreads his arms behind him and makes himself comfortable. I’m still basically curled up.

      “Just relax and let the spray and bubbles pamper you,” he says, leaning his head back against the edge. “Ah… that’s just what I needed,” he comments, his eyes closed.

      I try to imitate his position and relax, which isn’t easy since we’re alone. We’re basically half-naked and I have to pretend to like him tonight.

      I mean, it’s not that difficult. He’s good-looking, with pleasant manners and an irresistible smile, and he’s… well, he’s really handsome.

      Let’s just say there’s no need to pretend.

      This is a total mess! It would’ve been better if he’d been less… less… less everything, that is. Just your average, good-looking, not stunningly beautiful.

      “Better?” He opens his eyes and looks at me.

      “Yes, thank you.”

      “The pool is at the guests’ disposal. It would be a shame not to take advantage of it, wouldn’t it?”

      “I guess you’re right,” I say diplomatically.

      “You’re not a fan of the water, are you?”

      “Not much.”

      “I was pushy, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to force you to do something you didn’t want to do.”

      “You didn’t. This…” I point to the Jacuzzi. “This is fine. Swimming… swimming isn’t.”

      He smiles at me but doesn’t ask any questions, and I appreciate that even more.

      “This will make you new again, trust me,” he says.

      I relax, lean my head back, arms by my side, feeling all loose. The tension leaves my body until I stretch my legs forward and accidentally bump into something… hard.

      Oh… Ooh…

      “Oh God!” I sit up immediately, my hands on my burning face.

      Tommy laughs. “Nothing happened.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “You don’t have to be, really.”

      “But I did… God, I really did…”

      He laughs again. “It was nothing, Ivy, don’t worry.”

      How can I not worry when my foot touched his… his…

      God! Where’s Anya when you need her?

      “I’m mortified.” My face doesn’t get any less hot, nor does my embarrassment. “Maybe it’s best if…” I stand up, but then I remember I am wearing a swimsuit in front of an almost complete stranger, and I quickly lie down again, lacking the courage to look at him.

      Tommy moves into the water, stands up, handsome and perfect like a Greek god, climbs the steps, takes my towel and then holds it out to me.

      “I won’t look at you, I promise.”

      An irrational and inappropriate desire to cry overwhelms me, without cause or warning.

      Trembling, I climb the steps and grab the towel. Tommy wraps it around me, and I close my eyes to contain my emotions. I don’t know why I feel this way, sad and happy at the same time. I suddenly want someone to hold me, but I’m also terrified of getting too attached and running away.

      I think I’m going crazy. Maybe it’s the unbearable heat, the stress I’m putting myself through, and what’s in store for me tonight.

      I try to keep my head together, hold on to my dignity and what’s left of my sanity. I thank him and make a quick exit, hoping not to stumble.

      I’m going to lock myself in my room until I have to deal with this unexpected new reality that is about to collide with a past that won’t leave me alone.
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      I quickly jump out of the shower, throw on a towel, and grab the phone before it stops ringing.

      “Hey, I called you three times!” I say, immediately flustered.

      “Hello to you too, Ivy,” Anya says from the other end of the line.

      “Sorry, I’m… I was…”

      “In a hurry, I see. I hope the reason is… interesting.”

      I head to the room and sit down on the bed. “I did something… God, I’m so stupid.”

      “Should I sit down?”

      “I touched the… I did…” I let go of the air dramatically. “I touched it, that’s all.”

      “I wish, I swear, I could be the friend you think I am right now, but when you say things like that, I can’t help but think…”

      “About that. Exactly that.”

      I hear strange noises, Owen’s voice in the background, and then a door opening and closing.

      “I’m outside and I’m alone, and I stole Owen’s beer on my way out to the garden. You can talk, I’m all ears.”

      “What do you want me to say?”

      “You just informed me that you touched his magic wand, and now you’re backing out like this?”

      I laugh and finally relax, lying down on the bed.

      I knew calling Anya was the right thing to do.

      “It was an accident.”

      “Go on.”

      “We were in the Jacuzzi and…”

      “You were in a Jacuzzi with our backup fireman?”

      “The hotel has a leisure centre. Gym, pool…”

      “Let’s skip the part that doesn’t help us.”

      “I was giving you a context.”

      “I don’t need context. I need details. Tell me about the Jacuzzi.”

      “Tommy had asked me to accompany him to the pool for a swim, to relax…”

      “Go on, I’m getting into it…”

      “I had refused.”

      Silence.

      “I can literally see you rolling your eyes.”

      “Nobody knows me like you do. Go on.”

      “But then I changed my mind and caught up with him. And he was in the water.”

      “Let me guess. The guy’s hot.”

      “Extremely hot.

      “I like this story more and more.”

      “He asked me if I wanted to join him...”

      “And you…”

      “And I told him I’m not a fan of swimming. And that’s when he suggested the Jacuzzi. After I practically fell into his arms.”

      “Your context is fragmentary and confusing.”

      “Sorry, I’m nervous. The night ahead and then the accident…” I sigh.

      “I can understand that.”

      “He asked me to get into the Jacuzzi with him,” I continue, leaving out the whole swimsuit, the towel, and the closed eyes. I think I just want to keep it to myself now. “I relaxed, stretched my legs and… and there it was.”

      I hear Anya restrain herself from laughing. “And it was quite hard.”

      “Anya!”

      “It was… How shall I put it… happy to be there with you.”

      “God, how embarrassing!” I cover my face with my free hand as if Anya might see me.

      “What about him? How did he react?”

      With a smile as always, I think, but I don’t tell Anya that either. I don’t want her to make something out of it.

      “Kind. Polite.”

      “Polite.”

      “That’s what I said.”

      “Hmm…”

      “You don’t believe me?”

      “Of course I believe you. I always believe in my friends. I wouldn’t worry too much, Ivy. As far as I know, it was an accidental touch.”

      “It was.”

      “I’m sure Tommy was being polite, as you say,  and that it’s in the archives for him.”

      “You think so?”

      “Absolutely. He’s a nice guy, even if he is a fireman.”

      “Technically, he’s a paramedic.”

      “We’re pretty well informed.”

      “We had a little chat in the car, just to kill time.”

      “Did you find out anything interesting about him?”

      I smile instinctively. “No, nothing worth mentioning.”

      “I said that! He’s a fireman. What do you expect?”

      “You live with a fireman.”

      “Details.”

      I laugh, relieved. “I really have to go. I still have to get dressed.”

      “Keep me posted.”

      “I will.”

      “And if our backup fireman doesn’t behave like a gentleman…”

      “I can take care of myself.”

      “I know that, but a friend who has your back is always useful.”

      “Especially when that friend is you.”

      I hear her smile.

      “Hey, Ivy?”

      “Hmm?’

      “Remember who you are. Remember that you’re strong and amazing. Whoever let you go is the one missing out, but you’ve definitely won.”

      “I’ll go now.”

      “Okay.”

      “Talk to you soon.”

      “See you later.”

      I end the conversation feeling lighter, determined to show those who let me go that I’ve moved on and that I’m fine, despite my broken heart.
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      I close the door and head for Ivy’s room when my phone rings. I pull it out and look at the screen: I don’t know the number, but I press the green button anyway, just in case. As I bring the phone to my ear, a voice bursts through my eardrum.

      “What the hell are you doing?”

      “What… Er, who are you?”

      “Your worst nightmare!”

      Anya. Now I recognise her.

      “Tell me you weren’t as diplomatic and stupid as I think you were!”

      “I don’t understand what… But who gave you my number?”

      “Sorry!” Owen’s voice is distant on the other end of the line.

      “Polite? Were you really… polite?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “I thought we were on the same page.”

      I pause in the middle of the corridor, not wanting to stand in front of Ivy’s door while I’m talking to Anya. I spot an armchair in the corner next to a window, reach for it, and sit down, unbuttoning my suit jacket, which I really don’t want to mess up.

      “Listen, Anya…”

      “No, you listen to me.”

      “You better do what she says!” Again, my friend’s voice can be heard in the background.

      “Politeness will get you nowhere, my dear fireman and gentleman.”

      I want to laugh, but I don’t think she would appreciate it.

      “You need to step it up. It’s not like we can pull more opportunities like this out of a hat.”

      “I don’t know what you think you know, but…”

      “What I think…” Anya sighs heavily. “Look, Tommy,” her voice softens. “Ivy and I are friends, very close friends. Friends talk, share secrets… Do you follow me?”

      “Yeah, I think so.”

      “They know things you men can’t even imagine.”

      “Should I be worried?”

      “If you don’t get a move on, I’d say you have to, yes.”

      “What do you want me to do?”

      “Do I have to tell you?”

      “No, of course not, but since you called…”

      “Firemen…” Anya says through clenched teeth.

      Owen laughs in the distance.

      “This is a chance of a lifetime. You and her, somewhere far away, just the two of you…”

      “We’ll have company, and won’t be alone.”

      “You’ve already used up fifty percent of your chances.”

      “Do you think so?”

      “You still have the party and the whole night.”

      “I wouldn’t go that far…”

      “And tomorrow, with the trip back.”

      “Yes, but…”

      “Don’t make me regret betting everything on you.”

      “No, ma’am.”

      “Now go and make me proud.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Anya ends the conversation before I can ask what happens next. I guess I’ll just have to manage by myself and do it my way, which is what I’ve been doing, to be honest. Before this phone call, I thought I was doing great, but I guess we men always distort our perceptions due to our inability to notice the details.

      I put the phone back in my pocket and stand up, buttoning my jacket again. Then, at a brisk and proud pace, I reach the door to Ivy’s room. I take a deep breath and knock on the wood. After a few moments, Ivy opens the door.

      Needless to say, I am completely unprepared for this. The sight of her in that dark dress, hugging her curves in a sensual and forbidden way, catches me off guard. I didn’t expect her silhouette to have such a devastating effect on me, nor the tingling sensation in my chest as I imagine being with her all night.

      “You look… you look great,” her sweet, melodious voice says. “I knew you didn’t need my advice.”

      And you look perfect.

      “S-so do you.” I’m not stuttering. I swear. “Shall we go?”

      I step aside, giving her room to close the door. Ivy glances in my direction and smiles, her scarf slipping slightly off her shoulder. I help her adjust it, brushing against her bare shoulder. A thrill of excitement runs through my body.

      “Thank you,” her face flushes.

      “Y-you’re beautiful.”

      Yes, I’m babbling, but you’ve already noticed.

      She lowers her gaze, now embarrassed. I place my fingers under her chin and Ivy looks up at me. Her lips are just there, waiting for me. I don’t even bother to breathe. I lean in, ready to make them mine like in my wildest dreams, but then Ivy’s phone rings, and we have to stop abruptly.

      “S-sorry.”

      Now she stutters too.

      See?

      She opens her purse, her fingers trembling; she takes out her phone and brings it to her ear. A few lines, her apologies for being late, and a promise to be there in a few minutes.

      “My parents,” she explains as she ends the call. “They’re expecting us.”

      “Sure,” disappointment at missing this opportunity seeps into my voice. “After you.”

      I gesture for her to precede me down the corridor, and then we both walk silently towards the lifts.

      

      At the door to the party venue, Ivy flinches.

      “Are you all right?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      Her eyes are fixed on the glass, through which we can see a bunch of people partying.

      “Do you need anything? I don’t know…”

      “One minute,” she lets out a slow breath. “I just need a minute.”

      “Sure.”

      “I haven’t seen my family for a while.”

      “Oh, yeah?”

      She nods, her eyes still on the lounge.

      “And how is that? Weird?”

      She looks at me.

      “I’d like to go a few days  without seeing mine, believe me.”

      She barely smiles.

      “But we live in the same small town. Too small to contain us all.”

      Ivy relaxes her shoulders, even her expression loosens.

      “And they’re impossible. Those meddling jerks.”

      “Must be nice.” Her eyes glaze over with sadness.

      “You’re not so… close?”

      I wanted to say bonded, but that didn’t seem right. There’s something Ivy isn’t telling me. I don’t want to go too far.

      “No, I wouldn’t say that.”

      “Well, you live in a different county. The distance doesn’t help.”

      “Yes.”

      She takes a breath and then looks around the room again.

      “What do you think?” I hold my arm out to her. Ivy turns her attention back to me. “Shall we get the party started?”

      She gives me another smile. The sadness is still there. I hope I can make it disappear over the course of the evening.

      Ivy slides her small, delicate hand down my forearm; I rest mine on hers, then nod before pushing open the door and leading us into the lounge. Thankfully no one is paying attention to our entrance, or I imagine the nails Ivy is driving into my forearm would go right through my skin.

      “Your family…”

      “There you are at last!” A woman’s voice makes us both turn around. “We thought you  weren’t coming anymore.” She comes over and hugs Ivy, who is forced to let go of my arm.

      “Mum, he’s…”

      “Darling!” The voice of an elegant, fierce man interrupts her before she can make introductions. “We were almost not expecting you.” He hugs her and she smiles. “I thought you left this morning.”

      “Yes, I did.”

      “My bad,” I insert into the greeting. “I couldn’t decide what to wear.”

      Ivy’s mother bursts out laughing, while her father raises an eyebrow and scrutinises me carefully.

      “And you are…” he asks.

      “Tommy,” I hold out my hand. “Tommy O’Doherty, sir.” Ivy’s father shakes it, his eyes fixed on the brute who had accompanied his little girl to the event. “And Mrs Mahoney,” I bring Ivy’s mother’s hand to my lips. “Now I know where Ivy gets her wonderful smile from.”

      Ivy’s mother blushes.

      “Dear,” her mother turns to her. “You didn’t tell us anything about your charming date…”

      “Oh, I…”

      “Ivy likes to keep certain things confidential, doesn’t she?” A girl who looks very much like Ivy, who I assume is her sister, joins us.

      “The bride-to-be, I guess.” I kiss her hand too. She doesn’t blush like her mother.

      “The mystery date.”

      “This is Tommy,” Ivy says shyly. “And I didn’t mention him because… I wanted you to meet him in person.”

      “And we are happy to do so,” her mother gives me a sincere, warm smile.

      The sister looks at Ivy, then back at me. “We can’t wait to hear all about you.”
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      “Is that him?” Tommy whispers in my ear at the bar. My family lets us breathe for a moment just so they can welcome more guests.

      “Huh?”

      “The future husband,” he nods towards a group of people.

      I give him a quick glance and immediately look down at the shiny marble. “Uh-huh.”

      “Shouldn’t we go and congratulate him?”

      “There’s no rush.”

      “Right. They’re not married yet. It would be bad luck.”

      I give him a polite smile.

      “Well, how about a drink? There’s an open bar.”

      “I think a drink is appropriate.”

      “What would you prefer?”

      “What are you drinking?”

      “A whiskey neat. I don’t have to drive tonight.”

      “I think I’ll have a glass of champagne.” I point to some glasses already set on the counter bar for the guests. “For a start.”

      Tommy takes one and hands it to me, then asks the barman for his whiskey, which he serves immediately.

      We are alone at the bar. Everyone is busy saying hello, patting each other on the back and smiling.

      “To tonight,” Tommy raises his glass to me. “And to your sister, of course.”

      Another tight smile and I swallow half my glass.

      “I know we’ve only known each other for a short time and it’s none of my business, but I get the impression that this event makes you a little… how shall I put it… uncomfortable.”

      “I told you, social events aren’t really my thing.”

      “Hmm…” Tommy takes a sip of his drink.

      “I don’t like being in the spotlight,” I explain. “Even if I’m not the main character of the story,” I force the bitter taste down with the last sip of my drink.

      I hadn’t thought about it – marriage, I mean. It wasn’t in my plans back then, but it’s not easy to see them together, to know he’s marrying her… I guess it will never stop hurting. He chose someone else over me: my sister. He couldn’t have hurt me more, even if he wanted to.

      “Sorry, that was inappropriate.”

      I look at him. “No, it wasn’t.”

      He gives me a smile. “Another one?” He points at my empty glass.

      I shrug. “Why not? It is a party, after all.”

      Tommy takes another glass and hands it to me.

      “Thank you.”

      I take a sip of champagne under his gentle, present gaze as if he were here just to look at me. I just realise how beautiful his eyes are, especially with those subtle marks around them that come out when he smiles.

      “Ivy!” The voice I never wanted to hear again rudely interrupts, shattering the peace and serenity I had just found.

      I turn slowly on my stool. “Cooper.”

      He bends down to kiss me on the cheek. I can’t even get to my feet; nervous as I am, I’m sure I’d be wobbling in my heels.

      “Finally,” he adds, a smile crossing his face from one side to the other. “We were afraid you wouldn’t make it. Your father told us you were busy with work and…” His gaze shifts to Tommy. “And the rest,” he adds. His tone changes immediately.

      “The groom-to-be, I suppose.” Tommy stands up, unlike yours truly.

      “Cooper,” he holds out his hand.

      “Tommy,” he shakes it. “Thanks for inviting me.”

      “Oh, I don’t think I…” Cooper starts, but my sister’s arrival stops him before he can go on.

      “You’ve met Ivy’s date, I see,” she tells him.

      “Just now.”

      “You guys will be at the table with Mum and Dad, right next to ours,” my sister adds. “The maid of honour can’t be too far away from the bride,” she smiles.

      I try not to look so stiff, but I can’t.

      She betrayed me. They have both betrayed me.

      Yet here I am, celebrating their marriage, witnessing their happiness.

      “Speaking of which…” My sister continues, “I think it’s time we had that little meeting to discuss the final details.”

      “Now?” I ask anxiously.

      I don’t want to be alone with her.

      “Since we won’t see each other until the wedding weekend…”

      I look at Tommy for support, but he has no idea why I’m so uptight and reluctant to be alone with my sister, and I don’t want him to find out.

      “I’ll take care of Tommy,” Cooper says, his arm around Tommy’s shoulders.

      He doesn’t seem to mind.

      “I’m sure you’ll have a lot to talk about,” Tommy says, winking at me. “I’ll be fine here.”

      “Okay then…” I look at my sister. Anxiety grips my stomach and resentment… This one is taking everything else away from me.

      I didn’t think it would have this effect, and I don’t like it. Not at all. This is not who I am. I don’t want to be like this.

      “Shall we go?” My sister holds out her hand, but I don’t take it.

      “After you.”

      

      My sister wants me to join her in an empty hotel room for a meeting with the other girls to talk about her hen party and figure out who enters the wedding first.

      “I thought we were supposed to meet the other bridesmaids,” I say, looking around.

      “And we will, but first…” She takes my hands. “I want to make sure everything’s okay.”

      “I don’t know what you mean.” I let go of her hands and step back, my arms wrapped around my body, my gaze low.

      “Apparently I’ve already had my answer.”

      “What are you saying…” I shake my head and walk into the room, leaning on a chair by one of the empty tables and taking a deep breath. “I’m feeling off.”

      “Is it because of the wedding?”

      “Because of so many things. That doesn’t concern you.”

      “Does it have anything to do with the hot guy you brought?”

      “Hot guy?” I ask awkwardly, a hand on my neck to hide the heat I feel on my skin. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “I have eyes too, you know? Even though I’m getting married.”

      You certainly do.

      And you’ve already put them on something of mine. I won’t let you put them on him too.

      “Tommy is a friend,” I say vaguely, hinting that he might be something more.

      “That’s what they say now.”

      “Between us…” I start, but quickly freeze, not wanting to lie, but also not wanting my sister to think I still have feelings for Cooper. “He came with me tonight and… and he’ll be with me at the wedding. That’s all there is to know about us.”

      My sister’s mouth opens wide.

      “Why are you so surprised?”

      “I don’t know, maybe because you never tell me anything. You never tell me about anyone or introduce me to anyone…”

      Maybe it’s because last time you took him away from me.

      “I have to defend myself.”

      “What do you mean?”

      I smile at her politely. Despite what she did to me, I’m not here to ruin her moment, so I take a step back. “You know how I am.”

      “Always discreet.”

      “Exactly.”

      “I want to know everything about him. And about you, of course.” She moves closer again, her hands on my arms. “It seems an eternity since we last spent time together, like two sisters.”

      Again for the above reason, but I don’t feel the need to point that out.

      “Now we are far apart and busy and…”

      And I have no desire to share my life with you. You’re my sister. I love you, but I can’t.

      “We’ve gone our separate ways.”

      “Yes. But you’re here now and I can’t wait to fill you in on the preparations and the latest news.”

      The time has come, the time when I have to learn to lie, and do it well, and do it quickly.

      It’s called survival.

      “I can’t wait.”

      

      When I return to the lounge looking for Tommy, I find him sitting at the table with my parents.

      “There you are,” my mum says enthusiastically. “Come and sit down; dinner will be served shortly. Tommy has been entertaining us with some hilarious stories, to say the least, about a bunch of lazy firemen who do nothing but cause disasters.”

      Tommy stands up, waits for me to sit down and then takes his seat again. My parents catch the sweet gesture and exchange a knowing look.

      This is why I didn’t want to bring someone who pretended to be with me.

      “Are you okay?” he asks, his gentle hand resting on my shoulder.

      “Just a little pre-wedding chat.”

      “The girls are excited,” Mum says, sounding pretty excited too. “Maybe even more than your sister.”

      “I am too.”

      I’m already an expert at lying.

      “Did your sister ask you that thing?” my dad asks.

      “Yes, she did.”

      “And…”

      “I’ll think about it,” I say diplomatically, before grabbing a glass from a passing waiter’s tray.

      “Oh, there are the two lovebirds,” my mother says proudly, turning her attention to the couple catching up with us as I swallow my drink.

      “Maybe you should…” Tommy picks up a plate of canapés from the middle of the table and hands it to me. “Put something in your stomach?”

      “Maybe I should, but…” I look at him. “I hate fish.”

      Tommy looks at the canapés. “I think it’s prawns and salmon.”

      “Exactly.”

      “And I looked at the menu earlier; I think I saw fish, fish, and more fish.”

      “Yes.”

      “I’m sure we’ll find something.”

      “It doesn’t matter, really. It’s their party. They can do whatever they want.”

      I don’t think I’ve ever expressed such a long, concise thought without stuttering, lowering my voice, or hiding and blushing.

      I wish I had another drink right now to swallow this bitter pill, but I see no waiter on the horizon.

      Tommy’s hand rests on mine on the table. “I’m here for you, not for them.”

      I half-smile.

      “And I’ll make sure you get something to eat.”

      “You’re nice.”

      “Yeah. Pretty damn nice. It’s my mother’s fault; she raised me that way.”

      “She raised you well.”

      “She focused all her efforts on me. She knew she wouldn’t get any results with my brothers.”

      I laugh, and Tommy’s eyes soften.

      “I like it when you laugh, Ivy.”

      And I like it when you make me laugh, but I can’t say that. Things are already complicated enough, and I don’t need this confusion or inappropriate thinking.

      Tommy is here to do me a favour, nothing more. Although I can’t help but think that if he weren’t here with me now, I would feel lost and terribly alone, as I have since the two people I cared about the most broke my heart.

      Together.
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      I return to the table and sit down next to Ivy. “I’ve spoken to the chef,” I announce with satisfaction. “For you, roast beef tonight.”

      Ivy looks at me, confused. “But that’s not on the menu.”

      “Not on our menu, but luckily, they have it in the lounge next door.”

      “So you’re saying we’ll take roast beef from another bride-to-be?”

      “Wedding anniversary. Twenty-five years. I’m sure they’ll forgive us.”

      “It wasn’t necessary.”

      I place my hand on top of hers. I’ve done it multiple times tonight, and each time I feel the same flutter of butterflies in my stomach.

      “Of course it was.”

      “I can’t believe Audrey hasn’t thought of something like this,” Alice says with a confused look on her face. “It’s not like her.”

      “Forget it, Mum,” Ivy tries to play it down.

      “Maybe she was just super busy and nervous,” her dad chimes in. “You have to understand; this is a very special time for her.”

      I smile politely – if Anya could see me, I’m sure she’d cut my balls off – then look back at Ivy, who has discreetly moved her hand away from mine.

      “I’m sure that’s it,” I tell her.

      “Hmm?”

      “She must have been so into it that she didn’t think about it.”

      “Nothing happened.”

      “I have to remind her to go over the wedding menu,” Ivy’s mother comments. “I don’t want that problem to happen again, especially with more people. We need to have some substitutes. Oh, look, there’s Audrey, let’s ask her now.”

      Ivy places her hand on her mother’s forearm. “Please, just leave it.”

      “But…”

      “Maybe we can talk about this tomorrow,” her father, Dominic, suggests, and Ivy breathes a sigh of relief.

      She wasn’t lying when she said she didn’t like the spotlight.

      “Everything okay here?” Audrey finally sits down with us. Her fiancé is sitting at the table next to ours, surrounded by colleagues or mates. I still don’t understand how this party works.

      “All good, darling, thank you,” Dominic replies. “How about you? Having a good time?”

      “A wonderful time. It’s nice to have all the attention on you.”

      I can’t help but notice that Ivy hasn’t even lifted her gaze.

      “The dances are about to start,” she says excitedly. “I want everyone on the dance floor with me. That includes you, Ivy,” she adds, making Ivy look up and nod reluctantly. “I’m going to join my fiancé. Oh God, that’s so weird to say, isn’t it?”

      “Don’t get too used to that word,” the fiancé in question holds her from behind. “I’ll be your husband soon, which is much better.”

      I can feel Ivy getting smaller by the moment.

      “They’re serving the first courses. Let’s get some food before we hit the dance floor, shall we?” He asks Audrey.

      “See you later,” Audrey says, then they disappear into the room, holding hands.

      Only then does Ivy breathe again.

      Something is wrong; it’s obvious. I wonder if I am the only one here who has noticed it, or if everyone prefers to avoid the subject.

      “Excuse me for a moment.” Ivy pulls back her chair and stands up. I quickly get up as well. “I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

      She quickly disappears down the hall to the stairs leading to the restrooms.

      I sit down again, not sure I understand what’s going on and what I can do to find out.

      Or maybe…

      “I’ll excuse myself for a moment,” I say to Ivy’s parents, then head for the door we came through. Once outside, I take my phone out of my pocket and dial her number. Two rings later, her unhappy voice greets me.

      “Don’t tell me you blew it already,” Anya says quickly.

      “I’m confused.”

      “About what?”

      “About my presence here.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “What do you know?”

      “What exactly are we talking about?”

      “Why did Ivy need me to be here?”

      “Ivy didn’t need anyone’s presence, least of all yours.”

      “I’m still confused.”

      “I’m not surprised at all.”

      “What am I doing here, Anya?”

      “What do you think you’re doing?”

      “Damn, you’re good.”

      “Tell me something I don’t know.”

      “I don’t feel like I’m getting the full picture. Ivy looks uncomfortable – too uncomfortable for someone who doesn’t like social events.”

      “Uncomfortable like she feels out of place, or uncomfortable like someone is making her feel out of place?”

      “Does it matter?”

      “You have so much to learn.”

      “I think my services could be more useful if I knew what was going on.”

      “I’m not the one who needs to tell you.”

      “I can’t help Ivy if I don’t know the truth.”

      Anya is silent for a few moments, then sighs. “I cannot betray a friend’s trust.”

      I had a hunch that this would be her answer.

      “I’m sorry, but you’re on your own.”

      “Can’t you at least give me a hint?”

      “A hint… Let’s see… No.”

      “Come on!”

      “Grow a pair. Metaphorically speaking – very metaphorically speaking.”

      “You weren’t any help.”

      “Now you know how it feels to be a fireman.”

      “I should have called someone else.”

      “And who? One of your inconsiderate friends?”

      “I’m sure they would have given me advice.”

      “And all of them useless, like their existences.”

      I huff and run my hand over my face. “I guess I’m really on my own.”

      “Finally, you’re understanding.”

      “Thanks for… for nothing!”

      “Stop whining and do the right thing. We all believe in you.”

      “We all… who?”

      Anya ends the call without answering me.

      Then I’m the useless one.

      I slip my phone back into my pocket and make my way back inside. As soon as I open the door, I see Ivy coming towards me.

      “Hey,” she stops in the doorway. “That’s where you were.” Her hand is on her chest, her breath is short.

      Was she afraid I’d left?

      “I came out for some air,” I reassure her. Ivy breathes a sigh of relief. “Do you want to join me?”

      “Why not?”

      Ivy steps outside, the chilly evening breeze making her shiver immediately. I immediately take off my jacket and place it over her shoulders.

      “You’re kind.”

      Thank goodness she didn’t say polite.

      “I told you. My mother raised us like this. I’m all she’s got to be proud of, though.”

      She smiles at me. “I’m sure you are.”

      I smile back at her.

      “So… tough these events, huh?”

      “A little.”

      “If you want to bail… I’m with you.”

      “I’d love to, but I can’t.”

      “We can leave early.”

      “Early? And do what?”

      “To do whatever you want. Including… I don’t know, going out to eat food that you actually like.”

      Ivy turns towards the room where the first courses are being served, then sighs and looks at me.

      “Chinese,” she says under her breath.

      “Hmm?”

      “I like Chinese food.”

      That seems like a hint to me.

      “Takeaway. To eat straight out of the box. Like we had at Myra’s that night, together.”

      I smile happy – too happy, considering I only got a little help from the public.

      “I like it very much too. Please don’t tell my landlord. He has an Indian restaurant just below my apartment. I used to tell him I only eat at his restaurant, but… that’s not true.”

      Ivy laughs. “I like Indian food too.”

      This seems to be more than just a hint.

      It will be impossible to contain my enthusiasm from now on. I warn you.

      “I think it’s time to go back inside.” She takes off my jacket and hands it to me. “Thank you.”

      “Fireman’s duty.”

      She barely laughs.

      I put the jacket back on and offer her my arm. “I’m ready when you are.”

      

      “Thank you. I love roast beef,” Ivy tells me at the table.

      “So do I. My father cooks it divinely.”

      “Your father?”

      “He’s great with meat, while my mother is the best at one-pot meals and desserts.”

      “What about you? Can you cook?” Ivy’s mother interjects.

      “I manage. We all manage. My parents taught us from an early age. They wanted us to be independent.”

      “And did you become so soon?”

      “In a way. Actually, we were doing more than fine at home. They almost had to kick us out.”

      Ivy’s parents laugh.

      “I didn’t ask what you do for a living…” her father asks, obviously interested in his little girl’s future.

      “I’m a fireman.”

      “A fascinating career,” her mother comments, taking a sip of wine. “And very dangerous.”

      “You need nerves of steel and a cool head.”

      “And do you usually find yourself in… extreme situations?” Alice asks, showing genuine interest.

      “Not as much as you’d think. We get called to all kinds of emergencies. As you know, we firemen are always the first to arrive. That’s our job – to always be there.”

      Ivy’s eyes never leave me for a moment. They are proud and searching, seeking an answer she can only find in mine. I stare at her, my heart racing towards her. I hope she catches it before it crashes into a wall.

      “You can always count on a fireman,” I say, my deep, confident voice penetrating her bones. I can tell by the way her shoulders shake.

      I’m making huge strides and I’m it alone.

      “And if I understand correctly, you have two brothers…” her father continues, breaking the contact between Ivy and me.

      All right, we don’t have to rush. It feels like we’re looking for each other, and that’s all we need right now.

      “Two younger brothers,” I say, looking at Dominic. I don’t mind Ivy’s parents’ interest at all. “My brother Patrick is a member of An Garda Síochána in the small town we live in, while Ciaran is one of the doctors there.”

      “A very well-established family,” her father comments.

      “My dad used to be a doctor in the town, but he retired three years ago and passed the torch to my brother.”

      “And your mother?” Alice asks.

      “My mother is a lawyer. She deals with civil rights, women’s violence and domestic abuse; she also deals with child custody. She works with some of the communities in the county.”

      “That must be a tough job,” Alice says.

      “It is. We all back her up and support her.”

      “She must be a really nice person,” Ivy comments.

      I smile gratefully at her as my heart fills with pride.

      “I know you are all teachers in the family, or am I wrong?” I then ask, addressing both of Ivy’s parents.

      “I teach secondary school – English and Geography,” Alice informs me. “But I’m due to retire in a few years. I don’t know what I would do without my job. The kids are everything to me.”

      She also seems to be a nice person, sincere. I feel I can see Ivy through her eyes.

      “And you… The University of Limerick, right?” I turn to her father.

      “That’s right. Audrey works at the Faculty too, as does Cooper. And so did Ivy.”

      I look at her. She shrugs. “I like my job now.”

      “We don’t question it, darling,” her mother says. “We just miss you, that’s all.”

      “It’s the first time you’ve visited us since you left,” her father adds.

      “The journey is long, you know…”

      “We’re happy you’re here today,” her mother says. “And so is Audrey.”

      Ivy barely smiles.

      “And we’re glad you brought Tommy.”

      “Oh, well, glad to be here.” I look at Ivy, unable to help myself. “Very happy.”

      I’m happy to spend time with you, hoping that it will make you want to spend even more time with me.
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      As Ivy feels more comfortable during dinner, her sister and her fiancé come to the table.

      “We’re going to start dancing,” she says, excited and perhaps a little tipsy too.

      “Oh, we don’t…” Ivy slowly shakes her head.

      “You can’t say no. Besides, it’s my party.” Audrey takes Ivy’s hands, forcing her to her feet. “Don’t be such a bore all the time. Come on.”

      I immediately stand up to defend my date’s honour.

      Ivy is anything but boring.

      “Just so you know, I’m a great dancer,” I tell her with a smile. I hold out my hand. Her sister lets go of hers, and Ivy puts her trust in me. “Only if you feel up to it,” I whisper to her. “You don’t have to if you don’t want to.”

      Ivy follows me to the centre of the ballroom, her hands sliding slowly and discreetly down my shoulders. I take one hand, placing the other on her waist.

      “I never said I couldn’t dance.” We move with the music. “I just don’t like being forced to do anything.”

      “I understand that. I apologise if I was being pushy.”

      She shakes her head. “You weren’t.”

      I sigh in relief.

      “You were kind, willing to come to my rescue. A true gentleman.”

      Anya’s words keep coming back to haunt me.

      “I am a fireman, after all. Rescuing people in danger is my job. When a beautiful woman is involved, the job becomes a pleasure.”

      She blushes.

      “I’m glad to be here with you, Ivy,” I tell her, now serious.

      “Let’s switch partners.” Ivy’s sister comes over and interrupts.

      Just as I was about to make a connection.

      “Excuse me?” Ivy asks.

      “Can I steal your date for a few minutes?” Audrey asks her. “You can dance with Cooper.”

      “I really don’t feel like it,” Ivy tries to get out of it.

      “Daddy’s dancing with Cooper’s mum, see?” She gestures towards them, not far from us.

      Ivy slowly pulls away from me. Her fingers glide reluctantly along my chest. I can feel them through the fabric of my shirt.

      Cooper joins us. He holds out his hand. Ivy accepts it and takes a few steps back, leaving me hopelessly alone.

      And all we did was dance.

      Can you see what a mess I am?

      Her sister places her hands on my shoulders. I have no choice but to recover quickly and give her my full attention.

      “I didn’t expect to see anyone with Ivy tonight.”

      “Yet here I am.”

      Her gaze shifts from her sister, who seems uncomfortable in the embrace of Audrey’s future husband, to me.

      “I’m glad she’s moving on.”

      I furrow my brow in confusion.

      “I love her. She’s the best person I know.”

      “Seems like there’s a ‘but’…”

      She smiles and lowers her gaze, then turns to her sister.

      “She hasn’t told me anything about you.”

      I don’t know how to respond; I’m not sure how much Ivy wants to say about us, how we met, or why I’m here.

      “We used to be inseparable. We shared everything: our secrets, our expectations, our dreams,” her voice fades. “I guess I caused all this.”

      Once again, I don’t know how to react. I don’t know anything about Ivy’s family and it would be inappropriate to pry into their business now.

      She turns her eyes back to me. “I understand why she wanted to keep you hidden.”

      I open my mouth to speak, but we’re interrupted before I can even breathe.

      “May I?” The father of the bride claims the right to dance with his daughter.

      I take Audrey’s hand and bring it to my lips, then leave, looking for a partner for yours truly. I scan the room, but all my eyes can catch is the figure of Ivy returning to the table.

      I use this chance to avoid my duty to dance and walk back to Ivy, grabbing two drinks from the bar. When I reach the table, I hold a glass under Ivy’s nose. She looks at me curiously.

      “I thought you might need a break during dinner, so I brought something to lighten the mood.”

      She lifts the glass, her slender fingers with red-painted nails. Her lips rest on the rim, the liquid sliding down her throat, her tongue tasting it all the way to the end, right on her lips.

      Not to mention my suddenly uncomfortable trousers.

      “I really needed that, thanks.”

      I take a sip too, which only adds fuel to my burning thoughts.

      “You always seem to know what to say or do.”

      “They teach us that at the Academy.”

      “Really?”

      “No. And we don’t have an Academy. We’re firemen, not special wards.”

      Ivy blushes.

      “Sorry, I’m an idiot.”

      “I like that.”

      “That I’m an idiot?”

      She laughs. “That you have this sense of humour.”

      “My brothers say I can’t even make sheep laugh.”

      “What…?”

      I shrug and take another sip. “Apparently, they can’t get away with humour either.”

      Ivy drinks again, then sets the glass down on the table. “I should take it easy. I don’t drink that often, except on girls’ nights out.”

      “And do you have many of those nights?”

      “I would like more, but my friends have their own lives to deal with.” She is silent for a moment. “But they are the best. I can always count on them.”

      “It’s nice to have people like that in your life.”

      “I was lucky to get a job at Abbey. It all started from there.”

      “It’s a nice environment, I think. I mean, the fire station isn’t bad either, apart from a few subjects.”

      Ivy laughs and drinks a little more, then she turns to the room where the couples have stopped dancing and are returning to their seats to continue their dinner.

      “It feels like we’re already at the wedding.”

      “My sister likes to go big. She’s always been the life of the party. And my mother is no different.”

      “I imagine the wedding will be a very mundane event.”

      “You imagine right,” her voice turns sad.

      I place my hand on hers on the table. “I promise to keep you entertained with my bullshit and to make you laugh whenever you feel it’s all getting a bit much.”

      Ivy stares at me for a long moment and I’m convinced I’ve gone too far and too fast, but then her lips curl upwards.

      “I don’t know what I would have done without you.”

      It’s not an easy task to hold back the excitement her words cause, but I’m a fireman. I’m trained to stay calm.

      At least in public. Inside… is a completely different story.

      “I’m at your service, Ms Moloney, as your court jester. All you have to do is ask.”

      And I hope with all my heart that before this weekend is over, she will ask – and ask a lot – because I am here to grant her every wish.

      

      When the party is over, Ivy and I leave the room and reach the lobby of the hotel, thankfully the same one where the event took place. I’ve had a few drinks this evening.

      Driving would have been out of the question. Ivy has also had a few drinks with me, but she seems as lucid and present as I am.

      I guess evenings with girlfriends are a lot worse than a party like this.

      “Thank you,” she says as she looks at me, alluding to my jacket slung over her shoulder. Her stole wasn’t warm enough for the evening air.

      “It looks better on you than on me anyway.”

      I would love to see her naked, with only my jacket on, but some things are better left unsaid.

      The sliding doors open in front of us and we step into the lobby. I am not ready to say goodbye, so I point to the hotel bar, which is still open. The stools are almost all empty.

      “How about one last round?”

      Ivy bites her lip.

      “If you haven’t had too much to drink, if you’re not tired, I mean, you don’t have to if…”

      “I’d like that.”

      I breathe a sigh of relief and point to the bar in front of me. We sit down and the barman quickly joins us.

      “What can I get you?”

      I look at Ivy.

      “Whatever you’re having.”

      “Two whiskey neat, please.”

      The barman walks away as Ivy takes off her jacket to hand it back to me.

      “Please keep it.”

      “It’s not cold here.”

      I can’t tell her that I absolutely love seeing her in it, so I make up an excuse.

      “It’s draughty.” I point to an undefined part of the room. “I don’t want you to catch a cold.”

      The barman brings us our drinks. I look for my wallet, but of course it’s in the jacket Ivy’s wearing.

      “I’ve got it.” She opens her purse and takes out a credit card.

      I accept without complaint. Much as I enjoy being a gentleman, I am also a proud advocate of equality in every sense of the word.

      I take my glass and raise it to her. Ivy takes hers. “To the end of this evening,” she says.

      “Was it that bad?”

      “It could have been a disaster, but luckily you were there.”

      “Then we firemen aren’t so useless.”

      “I never thought that, on the contrary.”

      “Tell me more.”

      Ivy finishes her drink before my eyes.

      Thank goodness she said she didn’t usually drink! I feel compelled to finish mine as well. I don’t want to be any less.

      She asks for another round before I can do it or object. After all, we are already in the hotel.

      What could possibly happen?

      She turns on her stool to face the room. In the corner, near the curtains, a pianist is entertaining the few guests still around.

      “Did I mention I like to dance?” she asks, kicking off her shoes seductively. She drops them on the floor, then slides off the stool and places her bare feet on the carpet. She also takes off the jacket and lays it on the back of the stool. She holds out her hand to me and I take it without even blinking. Ivy precedes me to the centre of the room. I immediately put my arm around her back, holding her close to me – perhaps even a little too close – her hand on my shoulder, her intense gaze meeting mine.

      “I understood you didn’t like being the centre of attention.”

      Ivy and I move together, her body pressed tightly against mine, my hand resting on her scorched back.

      “Depends on what kind of attention it is.”

      I want to ask her if she wants to be the centre of mine forever, but I understand that might be a bit excessive.

      “Good to know.”

      She smiles at me before resting her head on my shoulder. Her scent envelops me; the rhythm of her breathing, the heat radiating from her body abandoned against me.

      I like this version of Ivy, the less tense and less anxious one, the one that only seems to show up when it’s just her and me and no one else.

      Do you think I’m nailing it? Maybe, deep down, she really does like me?

      The music ends too soon. Ivy slowly pulls away from me, thanks me for the dance and precedes me to the bar where our drinks are waiting. She sits down. I take my jacket and place it on her shoulders. She thanks me with her eyes, and I sit and watch her take a sip of her drink, then look at me.

      “You are my favourite.” Her fingers play unconsciously over the rim of her glass. “You firemen. You have that special something… I don’t know. The danger, the fire…” She bites her lower lip. “What you do is so exciting.”

      Exciting is the way your lips move to pronounce that word I have to stop thinking about it now, or it will get very uncomfortable for both of us.

      Damn trousers. They look a size smaller now. Well, they’re my brother’s. Should have seen that coming.

      Ivy finishes her drink and then stares down at the bottom as if she’s lost in thought or something.

      “Until a few hours ago, I couldn’t wait for it all to be over.”

      “And now? Do you still want it?”

      “I don’t know if I can say that.”

      “I can keep secrets.”

      “Now I just wish this night would last forever.”

      I wish you hadn’t downed two whiskeys in a row so that I could seal these words with my mouth on yours. But I don’t want this magic to disappear tomorrow as if it never happened, just because of alcohol.

      “Oh, my God!” Her hands cover her burning face. “I’m drunk, aren’t I?”

      You’re beautiful, but I can’t tell you now. I’m afraid you wouldn’t remember it the right way.

      “Not more than I am.” I hurry to finish my drink so she doesn’t feel uncomfortable.

      “Wow,” I say, setting my glass down on the counter. “That was way too much.”

      I don’t drink a lot either.

      “You might want to…”

      “I don’t, but… I’m starting to feel dizzy and…”

      “You can relax. I’m here to make sure you get to your room safely.”

      “Thanks, Tommy.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      I bend down to grab her shoes. I stand up and offer her my arm. She holds onto me, and we leave the bar, head for the lifts and wait for one. When it arrives at the ground floor, the doors open in front of us, and we hop into the empty lift.

      We watch the doors close in front of us and Ivy leans on my arm, resting her head on my shoulder.

      I would like to say something or do something. I would like to imprint this moment of silence and closeness in her mind forever, but the fear of taking a risky step robs me of courage and purpose.

      The lift doors open again and we walk slowly down the corridor leading to our rooms. I wish I could hold her again, use every moment and every breath to make her understand that I am here for real, not because someone asked me to be, but that too requires lucidity. I would never want her to remember this evening in the wrong way, or worse, not at all.

      Despite everything, I think I’ve made some progress – some pretty big steps.

      “Here we are.” I stop at the door of her room.

      “Are we there yet?”

      “It’s been quite a journey. Short but intense.”

      Ivy smiles, then lets me go. I hand her the shoes. She takes them, then opens her purse and takes out her magnetic key card.

      “So…”

      Slowly, she looks up at me, and I meet her gaze. The silence around us, the dim lights in the corridor, her eyes filled with words and desires I wish I could hear and fulfil until my last breath.

      I reach out and touch her face, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. And it’s a moment. I can’t even grasp it. Ivy stands on her toes and then her soft, full lips – the ones I’ve been dreaming about – press gently against mine.

      A simple touch and I’m completely devastated.

      I run my hands along her waist, then up her back; I place them on her bare skin, palms open. She subtly opens her lips, inviting me in. Her taste blends with my warmth, her anxiety mixes with my desire, and her breath accompanies my moans. Our tongues intertwine, our bodies pressed against each other, her back against the door. I gently lift her dress to touch her leg, her thigh gripping my waist. Excitement grows and builds up between us.

      I have just enough time to get caught up in her scent before she abruptly pulls away, embarrassed as the door to her room quickly slams shut in my face.

      I am left speechless and overwhelmed, not knowing what to do next and desperately needing someone to talk to.
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      I press my back against the door, repeatedly banging my head on the wood, desperately trying to forget what just happened, even though my body can’t. I can still feel his touch on my back as if it’s imprinted on my skin. I can still feel his hand moving down my leg, his body pressed against mine, and the memory of my backup boyfriend lingers, leaving me trembling with the desire for more.

      “Oh my God, what have I done?” I put my hands on my still-hot face. My head is still spinning from the whisky I shouldn’t have had and the stolen kiss.

      “What now?” I move my hands away from my face and stand up from the doorway, feeling my way towards the bed in the darkness of my room and allowing myself to collapse onto it, willing the guilt and shame to overwhelm me like this. But then I consider… maybe I can still try to make things right. Not alone, of course. I’ve made enough mistakes on my own.

      I pick myself up, reach into my purse for my phone, and quickly type out an emergency message.

      Me: I think I’ve done something stupid.

      I wait with very little patience to find out if my friend is still awake. I give myself a few seconds and decide to send a message to another friend, hoping she hasn’t left me in this pit of regret and unwise decisions.

      Me: I think I’ve done something stupid.

      The message is the same. Fortunately, I have better luck with the second friend, as she replies immediately.

      Myra: Tell me you didn’t try to get your ex back before the wedding.

      Me: What? No!

      Myra: Then whatever it is, I’m sure it’s not stupid.

      Me: I kissed him.

      Myra: Your ex???

      Me: No! I kissed Tommy.

      Myra: You did what???

      Me: It just happened. I think. And I think I’m also drunk.

      My last message doesn’t get a reply, but a phone call.

      “What’s going on?” Myra asks promptly.

      “You shouldn’t have called. I didn’t want to disturb you…”

      “I’m working the night shift and I’m dying of boredom. Nothing ever happens in this town.”

      “Well, that’s better, isn’t it?”

      “Depends on your point of view. But let’s not talk about me.”

      “Right. I was the one looking for you.”

      “And the one who threw that bomb!”

      “Oh God!” I cover my face with a hand to hide an embarrassment that Myra can’t see anyway.

      “Tell me about this kiss.”

      “It was reckless.”

      “Go on.”

      “And inappropriate.”

      “Okay.”

      “A mistake. A huge mistake.”

      “Why?”

      “Why… what?”

      “All the above.”

      “Do I really have to explain it to you?”

      “Yes, and quickly. I’m working with Tyler Hayes and he’s already pricked up his ears. You don’t want your shenanigans out in the open before you can set foot in Donegal again.”

      “God, no!”

      “Let’s take it one step at a time. How was your evening?”

      “It was a disaster. At least at first. Then Tommy… Tommy was kind and caring. He made me feel safe and in good hands. And I repaid him by throwing myself into his arms.”

      “You threw yourself? Seriously?”

      “Myra!”

      “Okay, okay. So let me see if I have the full picture. Tommy was a perfect gentleman. You, on the contrary…”

      “God!”

      “I summed it up.”

      “It wasn’t like that. It was simply… a reflex, that’s all. An involuntary reflex.”

      “Like when you go to the doctor and he hammers your knee?”

      “Exactly.”

      “And tell me… what was the exact point that Tommy had to hit to trigger the spring?”

      “I never should have written to you.”

      Myra laughs. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to be a bitch.”

      I sigh dejectedly. “I don’t know what came over me.”

      “Well, he’s been nice all night…”

      “Yeah, exactly.”

      “I guess he was wearing something elegant that, surprisingly, didn’t look terrible on him.”

      “True, indeed, very true.”

      Not to mention the fact that I now know what’s underneath that gorgeous tailored suit.

      “And maybe you drank a little, laughed, brushed up against each other…”

      I’d say we even rubbed against each other, against the door of my room. And that it turned him on, and I’m getting turned on again just thinking about it.

      “Sort of…”

      “And let’s also say you like him.”

      “What? No!”

      “No?”

      “N-no.”

      “Not even a little bit?”

      “I don’t… I don’t know, okay? I’m confused. It all happened so fast and without any warning.”

      “Were you expecting a delivery note?”

      “I have to apologise to him.”

      “Absolutely not.”

      “I have to apologise for my behaviour.”

      “The only thing you need to do now is to calm down, have some tea, maybe take a nice clarifying shower and then sleep it off.”

      “I don’t think I can leave things as they are.”

      “Just let it soak in.”

      “You think so?”

      “Tomorrow morning everything will appear smaller than it feels now.”

      “I don’t know…”

      “Trust me. Go to bed. Alone if possible.”

      “Myra!”

      “I mean it.”

      “I would never do such a thing.”

      “You mean sleep with him on the first date?”

      “That’s not a date.”

      “It isn’t?”

      “He accompanied me.”

      “So it is a date.”

      “He just did me a favour.”

      “I’m sure it was no big deal for him.”

      “You’re not helping me.”

      “You’re right. My first piece of advice stands. Sleep on it and call me in the morning before you do anything.”

      I sigh. “Okay.”

      “Talk to you tomorrow then. And take it easy, Ivy. I’m sure everything will be fine with Tommy.”

      “I hope so.”

      “Trust me.”

      “Good night, Myra.”

      I end the conversation and let myself fall back onto the bed, not at all reassured by my friend’s words. I roll over, holding my jacket, but when I smell it, I realise it’s Tommy’s.

      I straighten up immediately.

      God! How did I mess up so badly?

      The phone on the bed vibrates just as the darkness of the room threatens to reveal an unwelcome answer.

      I pick it up and read the incoming message.

      Anya: Tell me that’s something I would do.

      I laugh.

      Me: I don’t think you’d ever kiss a useless fireman.

      Anya: Actually, I did, and I did a lot more than that. The result of our more-than-kiss is now sleeping next to me on her cot. But tell me about your kiss. Did you really kiss your backup boyfriend?

      Me: He is not my boyfriend.

      Anya: Your escort.

      Me: I did, yes.

      Anya: The question arises: why?

      I laugh again.

      Me: It just happened.

      Anya: Well, I know the story.

      Me: And after the kiss, I dumped him in the hallway in front of my door and barricaded myself in my room.

      Anya: And him?

      Me: He left, I think.

      Anya: And now you regret it.

      I think about it for a moment before answering.

      Me: Exactly.

      Anya: Hmm…

      Me: What?

      Anya: I’m reading a lot of bullshit in this chat.

      Me: It was an impulsive gesture.

      Anya: So you didn’t like it.

      Me: I didn’t think about it.

      Anya: And do you like him?

      Me: I didn’t think about that either.

      Anya: You kissed him, though.

      Me: Repeating it won’t make me say something I don’t want to.

      Anya: And what are you going to do about it?

      Me: Apologise, first.

      Anya: For a kiss.

      Me: It wasn’t consensual.

      Anya: Did he push you away?

      Me: No.

      Anya: Did he seem annoyed?

      Not at all.

      Me: No.

      Anya: And you want to apologise because you think you hurt him?

      Me: Yes?

      Anya: Ivy…

      Me: No?

      Anya: Why don’t you sleep on it? Maybe tomorrow everything will seem less dramatic than it does now.

      I exhale heavily.

      Me: I think you’re right.

      Anya: Besides, we need to talk to the girls first.

      Me: The girls?

      Anya: I’m sure more points of view can help.

      Me: Maybe…

      Anya: Why don’t you go to sleep now and we’ll talk about it tomorrow when you wake up?

      Me: Okay.

      Anya: Don’t do anything stupid at night, please. If you have any doubts, or if you are about to write a late-night text, or worse, show up at his door to apologise…

      Me: I won’t.

      Anya: Unless you are naked and have other intentions, in which case…

      Me: I have no such intentions.

      Anya: Okay. I had to make that clear.

      Me: Thank you.

      Anya: You’re welcome. Talk to you tomorrow?

      Me: Good night.

      I lie on the mattress, in the middle of the bed, the phone still in my hands; I feel I’ve crossed a line I shouldn’t have, and I’m not sure I want to go back.
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      I close the door of my room and scratch my neck with one hand, still confused.

      What the hell had just happened?

      I must have imagined it, or even worse, dreamed it. Maybe we didn’t even hit the bar, maybe we just went straight to the room and passed out, and my mind filled in the blanks.

      Sure. That must be the explanation.

      I slip into the bathroom, turn on the light over the mirror and look at myself carefully. Yet the image seems vivid, I seem awake.

      I turn on the tap and let the cold water run over my face. Then I look up and see this stupid face telling me I’ve probably made a mess, even though I’ve been asked not to.

      I go back into the room and start snooping around for no reason, then I take out my phone and ask my friend Owen to confirm how stupid I am.

      Me: Are you awake?

      I type quickly, then head to the bed and sit up.

      My saviour’s reply comes in no time.

      Owen: Night bottle. What’s up?

      Me: I need some advice. I suppose.

      Owen: I just put Josie down. We can talk.

      I’ll get straight to the point. There’s no need for my friend to lose hours of sleep.

      Me: I fucked up.

      Owen: And the prologue doesn’t look good.

      I take a breath, then type.

      Me: I kissed Ivy.

      Owen: Sorry, I’m a bit sleepy and didn’t read that right. Did you, by any chance, kiss Ivy?

      Me: Uh-huh.

      Owen: On the mouth?

      I laugh and shake my head.

      Me: Where was I supposed to kiss her? I send, then reconsider. Never mind, don’t answer.

      Owen: I thought you wanted to play it safe. Am I wrong?

      Me: You’re not wrong. It was a setback.

      Owen: Are you telling me that your lips fell on hers by accident?

      I think about it for a moment, then write it down.

      Me: Actually, it was her lips. She was the one who kissed me.

      Owen: Oh.

      Me: Heh.

      Owen: And then?

      And then I held her close to me. I touched her; I tasted her. Her mouth was so inviting and warm, and her body was burning under my fingers, and my body… This one is still on alert, and I fear it will remain so for quite some time.

      I foresee a restless night that will bring no advice, only thoughts, and all in one direction.

      Me: Then she ran away.

      Owen doesn’t need to know all the details.

      Owen: What?

      Me: She barricaded herself in her room, leaving me standing like an asshole in front of her door.

      Owen: I see. It was a kiss and run.

      Me: Exactly that. Now what? What do I do?

      The moment I press send, I get another message from another person.

      Myra: How are you doing?

      Me: That’s weird, I type to Owen. I get a message from Myra.

      Owen: They already know everything.

      Me: Who? What?

      Owen: I saw Anya lock herself in the bathroom with her phone.

      Me: Anya locks herself in the bathroom with her phone?

      Owen: And with wine, but that’s not the point.

      Me: And what is?

      Owen: Answer Myra. Find out what she knows that you and I don’t.

      Me: OK.

      I open Myra’s message, ready to reply, but I reconsider and write to Owen again instead.

      Me: And how am I supposed to find out what she knows that you and I don’t?

      Owen: Do you want me to call Anya?

      Me: No, please. She scares me.

      Owen: What are you going to do then?

      Me: Maybe I should go back to Ivy and ask for an explanation.

      Owen: No way.

      Me: Isn’t it better to get out of this embarrassment now?

      Owen: Are you embarrassed?

      Me: Actually, no. Far from it.

      Owen: Then don’t do it.

      Me: What would I tell Myra?

      Owen: Nothing. Just pretend you’re asleep.

      Me: But what if she knows things we don’t?

      Owen: We’ll have to find out some other way.

      Puff. I thought Owen would be helpful, instead he just confuses me even more.

      Owen: Apart from the surprise kiss, how was your evening?

      Me: It was weird but nice.

      Owen: Did you make any progress?

      Me: She kissed me and then ran away. What do you think?

      Owen: That you’re fucked, and that you’d better go to bed.

      Me: I don’t think I can sleep.

      Owen: Shower then. Cold and quick. Then to bed.

      Me: I think that’s best.

      Owen: And we’ll talk tomorrow. After you’ve met her and left her with the arduous task of breaking the ice.

      Me: I don’t think that’s a gentlemanly move.

      Owen: Definitely not, but she’ll have the whole girl squad on her side with their advice and warnings.

      Owen has a point.

      Owen: If you want, you can have one too, you know?

      Me: No, please. You’re enough for me.

      Owen: I’m not that much help.

      Me: I don’t want this gossip to end up on the lips of certain elements.

      Owen: Okay. Can I leave you to yourself now? Anya’s on her way back.

      Me: Sure. And thanks for listening. Or rather, writing.

      Owen: Anytime, man. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.

      Me: See you tomorrow.

      I put my phone on the bed next to me, hands on the mattress, my face looking up at the dark ceiling.

      I can’t sleep with these thoughts. Maybe getting someone else’s help isn’t a bad idea. I’m not referring to those elements, but maybe I can get favour from someone internally.

      I pick up my phone and start typing again.

      Me: It was a nice evening. We danced, ate and drank.

      I send and wait.

      Myra: Cut the bullshit. I know you did what we asked you not to do.

      Ah! I knew Myra wouldn’t be able to resist.

      Me: What do you know?

      Myra: I know enough. Didn’t we tell each other to take it easy?

      Me: If you really know the facts, you know I had nothing to do with it. What was I supposed to do? Back out?

      Myra: No, that would have been a complete asshole move.

      Me: Besides, she was the one who dumped me there like an idiot.

      And with a pair of trousers that were too tight to remind me even now of the feeling of her lips pressing against mine.

      Myra: What are your intentions?

      Me: I was hoping for a little help.

      Myra: And you want that from me?

      Me: You are my best friend.

      Myra: Don’t play that card. We both know very well that you hang out with questionable people.

      Me: They’re the ones who hang out with me and pretend to be my best friends. I didn’t ask them for anything.

      Myra: So…

      Me: So…

      Myra: You didn’t ask them for help?

      I have to lie. You’ll understand me.

      Me: Absolutely not.

      Myra: How can I help you?

      I knew I could count on Myra.

      Me: Try to find out something and let me know before I do any damage.

      Myra: I will not spy for you.

      Me: I’m not asking you to spy. Only to play on both teams. To help your friend and colleague Tommy.

      Myra: Help you do what, exactly?

      I’m going to take a deep breath and then go all the way, because after tonight I just want to continue being her date.

      Me: To see if I can have a chance with her.

      Myra: Are you sure?

      Me: Without a doubt.

      Myra: You are not going to break her heart?

      Me: No, I swear.

      Myra leaves me hanging for a few minutes before writing her answer.

      Myra: I will think about it.
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      The next morning, after tossing and turning all night, I showed up at her door to invite her downstairs for breakfast. I didn’t call Owen or Myra. I went with the flow and let it guide me.

      Am I making a big mistake, you ask?

      I’m sure time will prove me right.

      I knock on the door and wait. I feel my phone vibrate in my pocket, but I ignore it. My goal is to focus on my target and be prepared for any reaction she might have.

      When Ivy opens the door, wearing only a towel and looking wet and irresistibly hot, I realise I’m not prepared for my own reaction. Or that of my hulking companion downstairs.

      “G-good morning.”

      I’m stuttering again, yes. I’d like to see you in my place.

      “Oh… good morning.” She clutches the towel over her breasts, uncomfortably. I’d like to say I’m a gentleman right now, and not let my eyes wander disrespectfully and inappropriately over her body, but I told Anya a few days ago that I’m not a liar. I’m not going to start now.

      “I’m here for… you know… breakfast, coffee… that sort of things.”

      I swear I did my best.

      “I see you’re wet. And naked.”

      Her face gets hot.

      “I mean… you’re not ready yet. Maybe I’ll wait downstairs?”

      “O-okay.”

      “When you’re all dry. And fully dressed.”

      The fire is even burning on her neck and ears.

      “Yeah, I’m going. That’s better. I’ll wait for you in the breakfast room. I’ll be the one with the stupid face.”

      Thankfully, she laughs.

      Maybe I haven’t ruined everything.

      “Just give me a few minutes and I’ll be with you.”

      

      I sit in the room where breakfast is served, patiently awaiting Ivy’s arrival with a steaming cup of coffee under my nose. The phone on the table continues to vibrate incessantly, showing abnormal and unwanted chat activity that I’ve been dragged into without my consent. I really shouldn’t be butting into this conversation about me, especially when things are already so messed up for me. But I can’t stand the suspense, so I grab my phone and read a few incoming messages. I can’t even be bothered to reply to these fake friends who are laughing at my quick kiss-and-run ⎼ and how it’s already the talk of the town anyway? – Then Ivy walks into the room, wearing huge sunglasses and looking like she’d rather be anywhere else than stuck in a car with me.

      Without thinking too much about it, and without first responding to the avalanche of bullshit that has already been disrespectfully written, I type quickly.

      Me: Emergency! Sunglasses at breakfast. Should I be worried?

      Tyler: Ouch.

      Me: Ouch?

      Tyler: Doesn’t look good at all.

      Me: Why?

      Niall: That’s not a good sign.

      Me: Is not?

      I ask for confirmation.

      To Niall Kerry.

      Think about how screwed I am.

      Owen: Don’t be so dramatic. Maybe she just slept badly.

      I already said I love Owen, didn’t I?

      Parker: Slept badly because she regretted what she did last night?

      Owen: We don’t know if she regretted it.

      Me: Exactly. I’m writing confidently.

      Niall: She kissed you and ran off. What do you think?

      Owen: That maybe she was embarrassed?

      Tyler: Or maybe she kissed you by accident.

      Parker: Do you kiss people by accident?

      Tyler: You have sex with some people by accident too.

      I put my phone away before she sees me, already regretting giving in.

      I stand up, waiting for her to join me as she arrives at the table, handing me my jacket – the one I lent her yesterday.

      “Thank you.”

      I take it and place it on the back of the chair next to her, then sit down as soon as she does.

      “Coffee?” I quickly lift the carafe.

      “Please.”

      I fill her cup. She takes some milk and sugar, then slowly stirs her drink with a teaspoon.

      “Hungry?”

      “Quite, yes.”

      “I saw eggs, fried and scrambled. Then there are sausages, bacon… I would have taken something, but I don’t know what type you are.”

      “What type am I?”

      “About breakfast. Are you a sweet or savoury type? Muesli or yoghurt, orange juice or apple juice…”

      “Let’s just say it depends on my mood.”

      I swallow nervously. “And what mood are you in this morning, if you don’t mind me asking?”

      “I don’t know yet. I’m too tired to say.”

      Vague but diplomatic answer.

      What do you think? Should I make do with it?

      “You know what I say? I say we need a full irish breakfast.” I stand up and I hold my arm out to her, as I did several times last night. Ivy gets up too. She looks at my arm, then rests her hand on it and smiles.

      “Lead the way.”

      

      I sit down at the table with two plates of food. Ivy is at the buffet, waiting for a vegetable omelette. I make sure she is far away, then pick up my phone to see how far the chat has gone.

      The latest message sent is from Tyler.

      Tyler: You better make your move. This weekend will be over soon and so will your chance.

      I’m afraid he’s right.

      Me: Last-minute advice? I type fast.

      Niall: Only if you’re ready to take it.

      I’m desperate, so I send a thumbs up.

      Ivy comes back to the table with her omelette, so I can’t read any more. When she sits down, she finally takes off her sunglasses but avoids meeting my gaze.

      “I didn’t know I was so hungry,” she says, cutting her omelette with her fork. “As soon as I approached the buffet, I felt my stomach growling.”

      She took the easy way: pretending. That’s fine with me, for now. Let’s just break the ice and reconnect. I’ll see later if I should push her or leave things as they are.

      I don’t need a group chat full of useless friends and their useless advice.

      I can do this on my own. Right?

      “That’s the effect of hotel breakfasts. I love them.”

      She barely lifts her eyes and smiles.

      “You’ll even eat the impossible.”

      “You’re right, they do have that effect on you.”

      “And I certainly don’t intend to back down. You?”

      She finally raises her head fully. And looks at me. She looks at me for real. She looks at me as if she understands that my sentence has nothing to do with breakfast, however tempting and satisfying it may be.

      I am here, Ivy. And this is where I want to be.

      I’m not doing anyone any favours but myself.

      “Neither am I.”
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      The car journey was the icing on the cake that you never want to eat in this whole absurd situation. If at breakfast Ivy seemed relaxed in my company again, in the car, on the contrary, she clammed up and inevitably shut me out.

      She leaned her head against the window, her sunglasses ready to hide her from me, the silence interrupted only by short answers to my brief questions.

      Is it too cold? Is it too hot? Do you want me to put on some music? Do you want me to turn the music off? Do you want to take a break? Do you want to eat something?

      And so on.

      Neither of us touched on any other topics.

      At one point, I also fell silent because I heard her breathing get heavy and realised she had dozed off. When we got home, she woke up and apologised for leaving me alone on the journey, but she was too tired.

      I told her not to worry. Then I walked her to the door. She thanked me for everything and said goodbye, closing the door of her apartment not in my face, but almost.

      Not knowing what to do or how to proceed, I knocked on the door of my friend Myra, who was thankfully at home, and perched myself on her couch, wallowing in negative thoughts and remorse. Myra took pity on me and offered me some mint chocolate ice cream. I gladly accepted, even though mint doesn’t drive me crazy.

      “You should have said something.” Myra sinks her spoon into the ice cream, then brings it to her mouth.

      “Didn’t you say not to rush?”

      “That was yesterday, right after it happened. I told you to think about it and call me in the morning. But you decided to listen to the neighbourhood gossip and take their advice.”

      “I didn’t take any advice,” although I was ready to, but I’ll never admit it. “Besides, they were the ones who clogged my phone with messages.”

      “What do you want from me now?”

      “Apart from a little understanding?”

      “And I’m not giving it to you?”

      “Not really, actually.”

      Maybe it would have been better to go to Owen’s, but I’d have found Anya there, and to be honest, I do care about my balls.

      “Maybe you could help me out a little.”

      “I’ve already done that by getting you this opportunity for you. An opportunity that you, of course, you blew.”

      “Maybe you could give me another one?”

      “Or maybe I could find her another date for the wedding.”

      “You wouldn’t dare.”

      “I like Ivy, and I like her friends. I wouldn’t want to be on your side cutting me out.”

      “And would you cut me out like this?”

      “You have your friends to look after you.”

      “Please don’t joke.”

      Myra laughs before shoving another spoonful of ice cream into her mouth.

      I thought the ice cream was for me.

      “What I can do is try to find out, but indirectly. Very indirectly.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I’ll try to fit in and gather some information, but mind you, I won’t reveal any secrets or thoughts that are too intimate.”

      “I understand that.”

      “I’ll just try to figure out where we stand and if there’s a way forward.”

      “Sure, sure.”

      “But keep in mind, Tommy, that this is the last favour I’ll ever do for you. Don’t make me regret it.”

      “You won’t have to. I promise.”
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      At lunchtime on Monday, I see Jordan and Holly outside my office, eager to hear about the party. My morning was crazy busy with appointments. I didn’t even get to have a coffee with my girlfriends. I made it as soon as the bell rang. I’ve got a lot on my plate this afternoon too. The school year is almost over and we need to talk to the parents of seniors about what’s next for their kids.

      This is my first time in this role. I’m flattered, but I’m also stressed. I have a lot of responsibility and I don’t want to mess it up.

      Thankfully, my friend and school headmistress, Jordan, quickly reassures me.

      “I spoke to O’Riordan’s parents. Your preparation left a great impression on them,” she informs me, dipping her fork into her chicken.

      “You’re just trying to give me a confidence boost.”

      She denies, bringing the fork to her mouth.

      “Jordan always tells the truth,” Holly confirms. She’s eating a turkey and salad sandwich.

      “I know you’ve had quite a morning,” Jordan continues. “But I also know that you’ve handled yourself brilliantly.”

      I smile at her. “Thanks for believing in me.”

      “I knew it from the start,” she winks and takes a sip of water.

      “But now that we’ve reassured you about the good work you’ve done,” Holly chimes in. “I’d say it’s time to deal with that ‘other thing’.”

      “There’s not much to say.” I lower my gaze to my rice and vegetables.

      “You’re joking, I hope!” Holly fidgets in her chair. We’re having lunch in Jordan’s office. I suppose they wanted some privacy. “We’re dying to know! You didn’t text us yesterday. We were hoping to hear all about the party.”

      “It was an engagement party. There were a lot of people there. The courses were all fish…”

      “But you hate fish,” Jordan comments.

      “We drank and danced…”

      “You danced with Tommy?” Holly asks.

      “Sure, he was my date.”

      “Tell us about him,” Jordan interjects. “What was our backup boyfriend like?”

      “He was… nice.”

      A vague, diplomatic answer. I’m doing pretty well.

      “Nice?” Jordan asks for confirmation.

      I shrug. “Suitable for his role.”

      I think I’ve made my point. I don’t need to say anything else, especially since I’m so confused about everything that I might be talking nonsense and confusing my friends.

      “There’s something you’re not telling us. I can feel it,” Holly wrinkles her forehead.

      “Right. I also danced with the groom-to-be.”

      I’d rather talk about Cooper than Tommy. I’d say I’m scraping the bottom of the barrel.

      “Oh, no!” Holly exclaims.

      “Just a few minutes. A couple swap.”

      “Does that mean your sister danced with Tommy?” Jordan asks.

      “Uh-huh.” I take a sip of water to swallow down this absurd jealousy I have no reason to feel.

      He’s not even my boyfriend!

      “And that didn’t seem…” Jordan suggests.

      “Out of line? Inappropriate?” Holly finishes for her.

      “She could have avoided it,” Jordan comments diplomatically. “But I’m sure Tommy behaved like a perfect gentleman.”

      A little too much, actually.

      Oh my God, what am I thinking?

      It was a mistake to let him come with me. I knew it would turn out badly, just like kissing him and then running away. I can’t stop thinking about him and our kiss, day and night, nonstop.

      “Absolutely, gentlemen. All night long,” I say. “And before. And after.”

      My friends look at each other for a moment.

      I knew I would let something slip.

      “We’ve been in the pool. In the hotel pool,” I say casually.

      “Is that so?” Holly leans towards me, her elbow on the chair’s armrest, showing great interest in the subject.

      “Just a few minutes in the Jacuzzi…” I avoid confessing to my friends about my thinly veiled interest in his abs, and I certainly avoid telling them about the fact that I accidentally touched him.

      “And then, in the evening, after the party, we stopped for a drink at the hotel bar.”

      “And…” Holly waits impatiently.

      “And then he walked me to the door and…” I look at my friends, who are hanging on my every word.

      I can’t keep this to myself. I’m afraid I’m going to explode.

      “And I kissed him.”

      Holly’s elbow slips off the armrest, threatening to knock her to the floor. “You kissed your backup boyfriend?”

      “It happened,” I defend myself. “An impulsive gesture, dictated by the moment and the whiskey. And the dancing.”

      “I’m confused,” Holly frowns. “Didn’t you dance at the party?”

      “And afterwards. We stopped at the bar. There was a pianist and so…”

      “Let’s say you created the perfect vibes,” Jordan suggests.

      “Exactly. It was just that. The vibes.”

      “And after the kiss?” Jordan asks. “What happened? What did he do? What did he say?”

      “After the kiss, I ran away.”

      Jordan blinks, confused.

      “I locked myself in my room and left him outside. I’m pretty sure I even slammed the door in his face.”

      Holly covers her mouth with her hand.

      “I panicked.”

      “And he didn’t try to talk or…”

      I deny it vigorously. “And the next morning, neither of us mentioned it. God, it was so embarrassing!” I cover my face with both hands. “We didn’t know what to say to each other. We were awkward and distant. It was awful.”

      “Sure, I can understand that,” Jordan says thoughtfully. “What I don’t understand is how neither of you thought to say anything about the kiss.”

      “It was a mistake, and he obviously understood that.”

      “Hmm…” Holly comments. She seems lost in thought.

      “What?” I ask, now anxious. “Do you know something about this that I don’t?”

      “I swear this is the first time we’ve heard this story,” Jordan says. “But I’m sure someone else knows the facts well.”

      “You say the boys know?” Holly asks her.

      “Probably, but I don’t know if we can get anything out of them,” Jordan replies.

      “Are you saying he talked to someone about our kiss?”

      “Like you’re talking to us about it,” Jordan smiles at me.

      “Oh God, how embarrassing!” I bend down on my knees, my hands still covering my face.

      “Nothing happened,” Holly strokes my back. “And I’m sure Tommy didn’t mind you kissing him at all.”

      I slowly stand up and look at her.

      “But he didn’t say anything, and the next day he was totally embarrassed. And when he walked me to my place… He couldn’t wait to leave. I thought about inviting him in, maybe offering him a cup of tea and sorting things out, but the way he looked and acted told me to let it go and avoid any more embarrassment for both of us.”

      “I know what we need,” Holly exclaims, standing straight.

      “What?” Jordan asks her.

      “An undercover.”

      “Hmm,” Jordan considers. “I think you’re right. And I also think I know the right person.”

      “Who?” I ask. “And for what, exactly?”

      “We need to find out what effect your kiss had on our backup fireman.”

      “No, I don’t want to know.” I stand up and walk over to the window, which has a perfect view of the fire station across the road. “I want this thing to blow itself out.”

      “Why?”

      “Because it would complicate the situation unnecessarily. Tommy has to accompany me to my sister’s wedding, as arranged.”

      “But maybe things could take a different turn…” Jordan suggests. “After all, he’s a nice guy.”

      “Or we wouldn’t have chosen him as a candidate,” Holly adds.

      “And he seems to me to have behaved like a gentleman,” Jordan continues.

      “Yes, of course. Everything you say.”

      “And if I understand correctly, our man has quite a few hidden talents…” Holly continues.

      I turn and look at her.

      “We both saw your arm hairs reacted to the idea of the Jacuzzi.”

      I instinctively touch my arm, as if to make sure my friends aren’t lying.

      “What are you saying? It’s not true! I barely looked at him!” I turn back to the glass, my face on fire and my heart pounding in my chest.

      “Barely looked, she says…” Holly teases me.

      I shake my head slowly. “It’s not what you think.”

      “But you kissed him.”

      “It happened.”

      “Do you happen to kiss people, Jordan?” Holly asks our friend.

      “I don’t think so, do you?” Jordan retorts.

      “No, never,” Holly replies.

      I turn back to my friends. “Are you done?”

      “That depends. Are you done pretending that our fireman/escort boyfriend hasn’t awakened something in you?”

      I snort. “If I admit it, will you leave me alone?”

      “Absolutely not. And wait until Anya hears about this!” Jordan says.

      “She’ll never forgive us for talking about it without her,” Holly adds.

      I don’t tell my friends that Anya already knows part of the story, or they’ll be the ones who won’t forgive me.

      “We need to come up with a plan,” Holly says firmly. “And I also know where to start.”
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      “So, you bailed,” Owen says, handing me a coffee.

      “What was I supposed to do? She made it clear that she didn’t want me around anymore.”

      “And you deduced that from what?”

      “She was embarrassed in front of her door. She couldn’t wait for me to leave.”

      “Maybe she was because neither of you talked about what had happened.”

      “I just took your advice and Myra’s.”

      “I didn’t tell you to play dumb. I told you to sleep it off and clear your head.”

      “Yeah, you might be right. It was those idiots’ fault. They’re the ones who put all that bullshit in my head and who encourage me to make stupid decisions.”

      “What idiots are we talking about?” Myra cuts into our conversation.

      “Like him!” I point at Tyler, who has just come out of the locker room, ready for his shift.

      “I just got here. I can’t have done anything yet,” Tyler defends himself.

      “You’re always up to something, even when you’re not around,” his brother Parker remarks, standing in front of the coffee machine. “I can’t believe it, Tommy. I thought you were smarter,” he says to me. “Taking Tyler’s advice, really?”

      Tyler scoffs.

      “Don’t ever, under any circumstances, ask him for advice.”

      “Agreed,” the last voice missing from this not-so-happy picture comes from the doorway. “Sorry, Tyler, you know I love you, but…” Niall says as he comes over. “Can we get a cappuccino? No sugar.” He pats his stomach. “I don’t want gravity to ruin my perfect look.”

      “This isn’t a coffee shop,” Parker tells him.

      “No, but the coffee shop is down the road. It would take me longer, and you know, I’ve got to keep my job.”

      “You could just walk or even run to the coffee shop. That would help with that look you were talking about earlier,” Parker says. “What are you doing here at this hour, anyway? Shouldn’t you be working?”

      “I took a quick break, it’s a slow day today. I’ve only got the first years. I left them doing ten laps around the field.”

      “And why should they do ten laps of the field?” I ask stupidly.

      “To keep themselves busy. What a question!”

      Owen hands Niall a cappuccino, and he thanks him.

      “You’re always my favourite.”

      “Hey!” Tyler complains, but Niall ignores him.

      “So, what were we talking about? Can I get a quick recap? Because first years are young and energetic, they don’t take long to do their rounds.”

      “You could avoid being here all the time, you know? No one would miss you!” Parker replies.

      Niall ignores him too.

      “Before anyone tells me what chapter of this story we’ve reached, there’s something we need to do.”

      Silence falls between us. No one has any idea what Niall is saying.

      “Really, guys? Has anyone else noticed the obvious conflict of interest with one of us?” Niall nods towards Myra.

      We all look at her.

      “You must be joking, right?” Myra exclaims indignantly.

      “You’re not on our side. We can feel it, you know?”

      Myra turns to me.

      I shrug. “He’s doing it all himself.”

      “He’s got a good point,” Tyler backs up his loyal pal. “You’re friends with her.”

      “So what?”

      “You could be undercover,” Niall says, risking a punch or a kick to the balls.

      “I’m out,” Myra says, throwing her hands up and strutting off.

      “You’re both insane,” Parker surprisingly supports Myra. “Can’t you see she’s our only hope?”

      We all turn back to Myra the moment she turns back to us.

      “Are you talking to me?” Myra points at herself.

      “If anyone can get close enough to Ivy to see if our backup fireman has a chance, it’s her. Definitely not you two useless slackers.”

      “Are you talking to us?” Tyler points first at himself, then at Niall.

      “And certainly not you, Owen,” Parker lifts an arm towards him, pointing at my friend. “Despite your genuinely good intentions… this mash-up is not your thing.”

      “No offence taken, don’t worry,” Owen replies.

      “But I want to be part of the group,” Niall complains weakly.

      “You’re not supposed to be here! You’re not even a fireman,” Myra reminds him.

      “Neither are you, for the matter,” Niall replies to her.

      “You always prove that you don’t know shit and just talk out of your arse,” Parker shoots back. “Myra is basically a fireman, just like the rest of us, including Tommy. As you know, being a unit paramedic involves the same training…”

      “God, that sucks!” Niall yawns loudly. “If you’re trying to send everyone away, you’re succeeding, Parker. Congratulations.”

      “Go fuck yourself, Niall.”

      “I’m going, I’m going. You, though, remember to come for dinner tonight. Jordan told me seven o’clock.”

      “I’ll pick Rian up from the gym at a quarter to seven. She baked an apple pie this morning for tonight.”

      “Good, good.”

      “Are you serious?” Myra asks, confused.

      “I’m afraid so,” Tyler replies.

      “Well, since my services are no longer required…” Niall says, heading for the exit.

      “You tell him they were never required?” Myra asks me.

      “No, please, or he’ll find another reason not to leave.”

      We all laugh. Niall turns to us. “Don’t do anything without asking me first. I don’t want to be cut off.”

      “Weren’t you leaving?” Parker reminds him.

      Niall gives him the middle finger, then finally leaves the fire station, which he seems to like more than his actual workplace.

      I wonder why he hasn’t tried being in the brigade if he likes it here so much.

      “Playtime is over,” Parker calls us all to order. “Time to get back to work. You too, backup fireman. Save the love troubles for another time.”

      Parker and Tyler walk away. I stay with Owen and Myra, still by the coffee machine.

      “I don’t go undercover anyway,” Myra clarifies. “And I’m definitely not a snitch. Not one side, nor the other.”

      “No one doubts that,” Owen assures her.

      “Then again…” Myra makes herself a cappuccino. “We can’t deny that I’m your friend and that I’m part of the fire brigade.” She takes a sip, then looks at me, sly eyes and a smile from someone who knows a lot more than Owen and I put together. “And we can’t deny that I fit right in with the girl group.”

      “Go on…” Owen urges her.

      “And that I can see things that others might miss…”

      “I like the way you think,” Owen tells her, making her laugh.

      “That doesn’t change the fact that I like Ivy and I like girls, especially yours,” she tells Owen. “I have no intention of betraying anyone’s trust.”

      “I would never ask you to do such a thing.”

      “But you are my friend, and I will never deny help to friends. If you need me, I’m here, ready to do whatever it takes to get you and Ivy closer. But there are rules.”

      “I’m all ears.”

      “Rule number one, you have to promise me, or rather swear to me, that your intentions are noble and that I’m not helping yet another random arsehole get the good girl from the neighbourhood into bed.”

      “This isn’t about sex. I swear.”

      “I’m sure he’s telling the truth,” Owen leans in, his hand on my shoulder. “He’s genuinely and sincerely interested in winning Ivy over.”

      Good thing they can’t read my mind.

      Myra nods slowly, then continues.

      “Rule number two, you will never ask me to report a conversation between Ivy and me, or between me and any of the girls, or between Ivy and any of them.”

      “Never, I swear,” I say quickly.

      I need a little help. That’s it. I certainly don’t want to play dirty to get what I want. Not least because I really want her to like me, and games like that never lead to anything good.

      “Rule number three,” Myra points to the number with her fingers. “You have to stop listening to certain people’s advice. I mean it.”

      I laugh and Owen laughs with me.

      How can I blame her?

      “Rule number four,” her face turns serious. “If you ever realise she’s not into you, you’ll let it go before you get hurt. I don’t want to have to pick up the pieces of your broken heart from my living room.”

      I smile at her. Myra is the best, despite her gruff manner and her tendency to think that all men are complete arseholes. She is the best friend one could wish for.

      “If I ever realise she’s not the one, I’ll be the one to end it all.”

      “Now that we’ve made our points… how about we take action?”

      “I’m ready and fired up. You show me the way. I’ll take care of the rest.”

      I want to win her over, seriously win her over. I want her to like me, but more importantly, I want to make her realise how much I like her.
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      “Hi everyone!” I wave to the girls as soon as we enter the gym. “I brought a friend tonight,” I point to Myra at my side. “I hope there’s room for one more.”

      We remove our shoes and place them on the rack. We drove up, already wearing our yoga clothes.

      “There’s always room for one more in my classes,” Rian welcomes us with a bow and folded hands. “Do you need a mat?” She asks Myra.

      “I have my own,” Myra shows it to her, rolled and tied, slung over her shoulder. “I’m not new to yoga, but I am self-taught.”

      “Do you practise it yourself?”

      “Usually, yes, and I’m sure I don’t do some of the poses correctly. That’s why I came with Ivy tonight. She told me about you, how good you are with beginners and so…”

      “Oh, cut the crap!” Doris says loudly, her hands on her hips, her trendy wavy blonde hair bouncing. “We all know why our hot and fiery firewoman is here,” she adds, then looks at Muriel. “It’s called a firewoman?”

      “How the hell should I know? Back in the day, they wouldn’t let someone as hot as her do that job.”

      They all burst out laughing, including Myra, who sits down next to Doris.

      “May I?” she asks her.

      “Of course you can. In fact, I’ll tell you, I feel safer with you next to me.”

      Myra unrolls her mat, then takes off her sweatshirt and socks.

      “Tell us everything you know and tell us fast,” Doris urges her.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Girls, please,” Rian calls us all to order. “You know how it works. First the class and then…”

      “And then you let us gossip,” Anya finishes for her. “We know, we know.”

      “Come on, let the class begin. Everyone in position on your mats, hands along your hips and eyes closed, five nice deep breaths.”

      “Good move,” Holly says, next to me.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You took Myra to a yoga class. It’s like bringing a sheep into a wolf’s den.”

      I giggle along with Holly. Rian immediately intimates us to focus on our breathing.

      “You knew she wouldn’t leave here unscathed,” Holly adds.

      “I just brought a friend to class, that’s all.”

      “A friend who is also a friend of our backup fireman.”

      “I can hear you both,” Rian says.

      “I can even hear you!” Muriel adds. “And without the aid.”

      The whole class laughs.

      “Undisciplined as ever,” Rian shakes her head before telling us to bend forward until we touch our feet.

      “Isn’t that why we’re here?” Anya asks as she half lifts herself up, back flat and hands on her knees, for one breath.

      “I thought you came for my classes,” Rian says, before asking us to stand, arms up, then bend forward for another sequence of long breaths.

      “I love you, wee Kerry, but your classes are killing me.”

      “That’s because you skip a lot of them,” Rian responds, before asking us to place our hands on the mat and stretch our legs back for the plank position. “Forty minutes of class, ten of gossip. That’s all I can do for you today, ladies.”

      Anya snorts. “The things we do for our friends!”

      Laughter fills the room as the entire class watches Rian step forward, stern but fair, guiding us through each breath and pose in a powerful and inspiring yoga class, leaving us exhausted yet fulfilled and ready for the second half of the evening.

      

      After the class, the girls want to hear all about the party. My situation is now known to everyone, at least in this gym. At first, this made me feel uncomfortable, as I prefer to keep to myself, but my friends and the other ladies in the class are always there to lend a hand and offer their over-the-top, yet enlightening advice.

      “A kiss and run... I’ve never heard of that.” Doris looks at Muriel.

      “Who ran away?” Muriel asks.

      “Switch on your damn device!” Doris gestures for her to activate her hearing aid, then shakes her head. “I mean, you’re the one carrying him around, you’re the one kissing him, and then you’re the one leaving him there, like an arse, to go to sleep alone.”

      “Oh… no, I think you’ve misunderstood,” I say quickly.

      “What did I misunderstand, dear? Were you curious to get a little taste of our handsome fireman?”

      “Who, me? Absolutely not!”

      “Then why did you kiss him?” Muriel asks.

      “It was an accident.”

      “You accidentally kissed a man after he accompanied you to a party, danced and drank with you, outside your hotel room?” Doris asks for confirmation, summarising my story.

      I left out quite a few details. These are still private matters.

      “And you have nothing to say?” Doris asks Myra.

      “I wasn’t there!”

      “Aren’t you a friend of the handsome fireman with such honourable intentions?” Doris asks.

      We all laugh.

      “We’re friends and colleagues, of course, but I can’t know what goes on in his head.”

      “Hmm…” Doris comments, sounding not at all convinced.

      “I don’t understand one thing,” Muriel cuts into the conversation. “This gorgeous girl here, she’s a ‘friend’…” Muriel air quotes. “Of that handsome guy we’re talking about?”

      “You got it right for once,” Doris replies.

      “And to none of you, is this thing not quite clear?” Muriel looks at us.

      Doris approaches Muriel. “This gorgeous girl here is into gorgeous girls like her.

      “I don’t think I understand,” Muriel looks confused.

      “Our hot paramedic,” Doris spells the words well, “likes the p…”

      “Class dismissed,” Rian announces as she gets to her feet.

      “Just when I was having fun,” Muriel complains as Rian helps her to stand up.

      “We’ll continue next week,” Rian says.

      “You’ll have forgotten everything by next Tuesday anyway and we’ll have to start all over again,” Doris tells her, making me laugh.

      “Shut up. You still don’t know how to use the new phone your nephew gave you.”

      The two friends head for the bench where their belongings are, while we girls roll up the mats still on the floor.

      “Can we finally drink and talk about the things burning down at the fire station?” Anya asks Rian, hands folded in prayer.

      “Let me turn off the lights and set the alarm, and I’ll be with you.”

      

      “Now that we’re comfortable and served,” Anya lifts her glass of wine, “you can tell us everything you know about this whole situation.”

      “What do you want me to know?” Myra takes a sip.

      “Why don’t we lay our cards on the table?” Anya suggests. “You have Ivy in front of you, flesh, bones and anxieties, ready to answer all your questions.”

      I look at Anya worriedly.

      “And after our friend has given you her side of the story, you will give us someone else’s.”

      “I’m not a snitch,” Myra replies.

      “We’re not asking you to be a snitch,” Jordan interjects, “just a liaison.”

      “You want me to double-team?” Myra looks at them all.

      “We would never ask you to do that,” I reply, feeling uncomfortable. I don’t want Myra to think I’m taking advantage of her friendship to learn more about Tommy and how he handled my reckless act.

      “I like you,” Myra says, looking at me. “And I like all of you, really. Some of you even a bit too much,” Myra takes another sip, “but that’s not the point.”

      “You’re right,” Holly says. “The point now is which of us you like a bit too much.”

      We all burst out laughing.

      “I’ll take this to my grave,” Myra warns us. “Like my friend’s secrets.”

      I look at her and smile.

      Myra is right. I appreciate her for who she is.

      “What I can say is that you, Ivy,” she looks at me again, “you should really deal with this and with the person involved. After all, it was just an innocent kiss.”

      “Innocent? I don’t think so,” Anya replies, “or we wouldn’t be here talking about it.”

      “You know what I mean. A kiss is a kiss. I kiss a lot of girls myself. It doesn’t mean anything happens afterwards.”

      “Really?” Rian asks curiously. “You kiss a lot of them?”

      Myra shrugs.

      “Tell us more about these girls you kiss,” Holly says, glass in hand and curious eyes on our newcomer.

      “I didn’t think my love life was on the table,” Myra comments.

      She doesn’t seem bothered by our interest; in fact, she seems to play along a little, perhaps to change the subject from the ‘kissing’ issue.

      “We’re interested in everything,” Jordan says. “If you want to talk about it.”

      “I have no problem discussing my love life, or perhaps I should say the lack of it.” She takes a sip of wine, then sets the glass down on the table. “But first,” she looks at me again. “I just want to tell Ivy that sometimes what we fear is only in our heads. A kiss can remain just a kiss – innocent or not – if we want it to.”

      I smile at her, grateful for her words.

      “I like this girl. Did I already say that?” Anya points to Myra, who bows her head in thanks.

      “How about another round for everyone?” Jordan calls to the waiter. “Who has to work tomorrow, anyway?”

      “All of us?” Rian asks.

      “It’s just wine. Isn’t that what they give in church?” Anya says.

      “And what do you know about church?” Holly asks in surprise.

      “I wasn’t always like this,” she points at herself. “I have a past too.”

      “Now I want to know everything,” Holly urges her, clapping her hand on the table.

      “Me too!” Rian retorts.

      “I’m curious too,” Myra adds.

      “Some secrets I’ll take to my grave, like our friend Myra.”

      We laugh again, all together. We laugh at ourselves and at life.

      We enjoy this perfect moment – the understanding, the security that whatever happens, we will always have our friendship to comfort us, to support us, to never make us feel out of place, wrong, alone or lost.
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      “Hey, Anya, look who just wandered in,” Owen announces, entering the kitchen before me.

      Anya turns to face us, a knife in hand.

      “Wow, that smells good,” I say, smiling at her, hoping she doesn’t decide to point it at my stomach – or worse.

      “You just happened to be in the neighbourhood with a bottle of wine and a cake?”

      “Rosé and double chocolate cake.” I offer both, hoping they’ll make up for my unexpected presence.

      “You invited him, didn’t you?” she asks Owen.

      “He had nothing to do tonight. I thought he could join us.”

      Anya turns back to the counter and resumes chopping celery.

      “Owen made chicken wings,” she says. “I hope you’re not a fan of spicy food, because they are.”

      Owen chuckles, takes the wine and cake from me and reassures me, “Trust me, you got off easy.”

      He kisses Anya on the cheek. “How about a glass of wine?” he offers.

      “That would be lovely, thank you.”

      Owen grabs some glasses from the cupboard. “What about you, Tommy? Wine or beer?”

      “Beer, please.”

      Owen pours a glass of wine for Anya, hands it to her, then opens the fridge for two beers. He pops the tops off and hands me one.

      “Thanks for having me over tonight. I didn’t feel like staying in.”

      “You could’ve called one of your messy friends,” Anya says, turning around, glass in hand.

      “I needed some peace and quiet.”

      Just then Josie cries.

      “And you’ve come here to find it?” Anya asks, making me laugh.

      “If you don’t mind, I can look after her.”

      “Trying to make yourself useful, are you?”

      “Am I succeeding?”

      Anya shakes her head. I hand my beer to Owen and head for Josie’s pram. “Hey, there you are!” I grin, reaching out as Josie grabs my fingers. “You didn’t want to be left out, did you?” I lift her into my arms. “Uncle Tommy’s got you.”

      I kiss her forehead gently and look at her. Josie looks just like her mum – bright eyes and that smile that’s always one step ahead.

      “You’re good at this,” Owen comments, watching us.

      “If you get tired of playing fireman… we’re looking for someone to look after Josie a few days a week.”

      I laugh, looking down at Josie as she giggles, her little hands on my face.

      “Thanks for the offer. I’ll think about it.”

      Owen checks on the food while Anya brings sauces and snacks to the table.

      “Is there anything we can do to help?” I ask, referring to Josie and myself. She’s settled comfortably in my arms, her eyes wide as she takes in everything around her.

      “Well…” Anya starts, but a knock on the door interrupts her. “You might want to get that.”

      “Come on, Josie, let’s see who it is,” I say, heading for the door.

      I open it, and there she is – the last person I expected to see tonight, more radiant than ever.

      “You,” I say, grinning.

      “You,” she replies, shaking her head in surprise.

      Whether this was planned or a lucky accident, I’m incredibly happy.

      This is what I needed: a chance. Another chance, of course, but I’m not going to let this one slip away.

      “Here for Owen’s chicken wings?” I ask.

      “I think so. I was invited. And you?”

      “I’m the new babysitter for the O’Donnell-McKenna household.”

      “Really?” Ivy asks, confused.

      “No, I’m just taking advantage of Owen and his better half’s hospitality.” I step aside to let her in.

      Ivy enters, and Anya appears at the door.

      “I didn’t invite him,” Anya quickly clarifies. “He just showed up with wine and a chocolate cake.”

      “I brought wine too,” Ivy says, holding up a bottle. “And this,” she adds, showing Anya a thorny plant.

      “Looks like a weapon to me,” I comment, looking at it.

      “Then behave, or you might find it on your chair.”

      I laugh. Anya’s threats don’t scare me – well, they do, but I don’t let her know.

      She takes Josie out of my arms.

      “Looks like you’re settling in,” she says.

      “Sure.”

      Ivy follows Anya into the house. I follow her. I can’t help but look at her as she takes off her jacket and shows off one of her dresses – the one I love – clinging to her hips in a sexy and devastating way, showing off the perfect shape of her bottom, moving indecently in front of my eyes.

      I force myself to look away, coughing to regain my composure. “Would you like some wine, Ivy?”

      “Why not? Thank you.”

      I quietly approach Owen, who’s finishing dinner. “You set this up, didn’t you?” I whisper.

      “What if I did?”

      “Thank you, thank you, thank you. I owe you one.”

      Owen smiles. “Happy to help.”

      I grab a glass for Ivy, pour her some wine, and take a deep breath before turning back to her.

      Ivy is standing beside the table Anya has set, her perfect smile lighting up her face as she brushes her perfect hair from her perfect shoulders. I remind myself that if I keep staring, things will get very un-perfect, very quickly.

      I hand Ivy her wine.

      “Thanks, you’re kind.”

      “Right?” Anya teases, raising an eyebrow. “Such a kind and polite guy…”

      “I might need to wash my hands,” Ivy says quietly.

      “Sure, you know where the bathroom is,” Anya replies.

      Ivy moves towards the bathroom, and I try –really try – not to watch her walk away, but I’m weak. Anya notices immediately.

      “Not in front of my daughter!” she scolds.

      I rub my face, trying to erase the image.

      “I can hear your thoughts!” she exclaims.

      “Sorry, you’re right.”

      “I didn’t plan this,” she says with a sigh. “But now that you’re here… just don’t mess it up.”

      “No, ma’am, I won’t.”

      “As if I can trust a fireman,” she jokes.

      “Hey!” Owen groans as he walks over with a plate of chicken wings. He sets it down and looks at her.

      “You know I never talk about you.”

      “I forget sometimes.”

      “Anything I can do to help?” Ivy asks as she returns.

      “It’s all set,” Owen replies. “Make yourselves comfortable. I’ll get the beers and join you.”

      We all sit down.

      “I hear they’re spicy,” I warn Ivy, who’s now sitting next to me.

      “I don’t mind a bit of spice,” she replies politely.

      Kindly. I meant to say kindly!

      Bloody Anya.

      “Oh yeah? You like it… Er… spicy… the food, I mean.”

      We’ve just sat down, and I’m already being a total idiot.

      “I’d say so.”

      Anya hands Ivy a plate. She serves herself a portion of wings. “Good thing,” she says, “because Owen’s chicken wings will make you wish you were a vegetarian!”

      The whole table laughs. I have to admit, Anya’s presence helps a lot. Ivy seems more comfortable with her friend by her side. I take note of that and try to use it to my advantage.

      There’s something else I can use to my advantage too. You know what?

      “Hey, Anya,” I hold my arms out to her. “Why don’t you let me hold Josie for a while?”

      Anya scans my expression. Surely she’s figured out my game.

      “Take advantage for one night, yeah?”

      “I’m watching you. You know that, right?” she says, but lets me take her daughter.

      “I can feel your eyes on me even when I’m asleep, believe me.”

      Owen and Ivy laugh.

      “If you’re thinking about me while you’re in bed, that’s not good…” Anya comments.

      “Only in my nightmares, don’t worry.”

      “In that case… I hope I give you some really shitty nights.”
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      I help carry the empty plates into the kitchen and turn to Anya, who’s opening another bottle of wine.

      “Thank you.”

      “Hmm?”

      “Thanks for letting me stay, even though she was going to be here for dinner.”

      “Should I have kicked you out of the house?”

      “You might as well have kindly told me to fuck off.”

      “Don’t joke! I would never have told you kindly.”

      I laugh and shake my head.

      “You’re really good at it, though. Well done.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Your gift with children.”

      “Oh, well…” I shrug.

      “Although I’m not sure I want you using my daughter to make conquests.”

      “I don’t have to make conquests. Just one.”

      “Children are a magnet for women. When Owen takes Josie to the park alone, he needs bodyguards to keep the others away.”

      “Really? And you don’t mind?”

      “Why should I?”

      “I don’t know. You’re not… jealous?”

      “Jealous, me?”

      “You’d gouge everyone’s eyes out with your bare hands, wouldn’t you?”

      “You bet I would.”

      I laugh, then glance towards the dining area, where Ivy and Owen are chatting.

      “Thanks for tonight, really. I couldn’t have asked for anything better.”

      “Just so you know, we’re not friends.”

      “I know, but you’re helping me anyway.”

      “This is the last time. I can’t do all the work for you.”

      “I think I can manage on my own now.”

      “You’d better. Don’t waste any more chances.”

      “I won’t, I promise.”
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      Anya and I settle into the new garden lounge she and Owen got for their house. It’s a bit chilly tonight, but the pergola keeps us cosy. Besides, some fresh air will be nice after a few drinks.

      “I didn’t ambush you, in case you were wondering when you saw Tommy here,” Anya points out, handing me a slice of the double chocolate cake Tommy brought for dinner. “It was Owen who invited him.”

      “And Owen knew I was coming?”

      “Well, he’s the one who made dinner, so…” Anya shoves a piece of cake into her mouth. “When I decided to keep him around, I swear he was far more naïve and unwilling to be part of messy situations.”

      “When you lie down with dogs…” I tease her. Anya elbows me lightly. “It doesn’t matter. It was a pleasant evening.”

      “So… you enjoyed having him here.”

      “I guess so. It certainly didn’t bother me.”

      “That’s already a lot.”

      I laugh, then take a bite of cake.

      “God, this is good!” I exclaim, my mouth full.

      “When it comes to desserts, he definitely knows his stuff.”

      “And children too.”

      “Did you see that? Who would’ve guessed!”

      I must admit, seeing him with the baby did stir something in me, but I’m not jumping to conclusions just yet. Yes, I kissed him, no denying that. It was after my sister’s engagement party. I mean, it was just a moment – the drinks, the atmosphere, his touch, his scent, the way he had me pinned against the door… And that’s where it ended. The next day it was as if nothing had happened.

      Maybe we both messed up. Maybe he regretted not telling me to back off instead of kissing me in return. Maybe he was just being nice, and his presence tonight was nothing more than a way to reconnect without dealing with the awkwardness of everything left unsaid.

      “I’m probably not ready yet,” I say aloud.

      “For what?” Anya asks.

      I turn to her. “For a man. The disappointment is still fresh, and seeing them together, sharing their life… it’s as if it’s pushed me into someone else’s arms.”

      “I see.”

      “I don’t think the rebound thing works for me.”

      “So, you’re still thinking about your ex?”

      “I’m not sure. I’m not in love with him anymore, but seeing him still affects me.”

      “That’s understandable.”

      “It doesn’t feel right to jump into something if my mind and heart aren’t clear yet.”

      “I agree.”

      “But…”

      “I didn’t say anything.”

      “But I know you were going to.”

      “I understand your reasons, and I get how you feel, but Ivy, he’s marrying your sister. He doesn’t even deserve your confusion. Do you get what I’m saying?”

      “I do. You’re right. It’s just… I don’t think it was good for me to go to that damn party.”

      “Well, at least you got a kiss out of it. How long has it been since you kissed someone?”

      “Quite a while.”

      “I don’t even want to think about how long I might go without one.”

      I laugh. Anya always knows how to lighten the mood.

      “Can we join you, or is this a private conversation?” Owen asks, stepping out onto the patio.

      Anya looks at me and I nod.

      “Sure, have a seat,” Anya invites them over.

      “Is Josie asleep?” she asks Owen.

      Owen shows her the baby monitor. “Peacefully.” He sets it down on the coffee table next to the cake, then glances at Tommy, who’s still standing. “Aren’t you going to sit down?”

      “Of course,” Tommy says awkwardly.

      “Here, sit next to me,” I say, making room for him.

      “Thank you, gladly.” Tommy smiles and sits down. His thigh pressing against mine; the memory of that night floods back – the kiss, his hands on my back, sending an electric shock through me, in a way that’s completely obvious and inappropriate.

      “Are you cold? Shall I get your jacket?” Tommy asks quickly.

      “I’m fine, thanks.”

      I’m actually getting warm. His thigh pressed against my bare skin is making my temperature rise dangerously.

      I have to stop thinking about it. I just told Anya I wasn’t sure if I was ready for a man and now I’m fantasising about my backup boyfriend? What’s wrong with me?

      Maybe it’s just been too long since… well, since I’ve been with anyone. The constant touching, the looks – it’s like waking up something asleep for a while.

      “Piece of cake, mate?” Owen offers Tommy.

      “Why not? As long as we go for a run on Saturday morning.”

      “I’ve got the afternoon shift, so it’s doable.”

      “Another fitness fanatic?” Anya asks, nibbling at more cake.

      “Just trying to stay in shape.”

      “You’re one of the few who uses the fire station gym regularly,” Owen adds.

      “You use the gym too! Especially the bench press!” Tommy shoots back.

      “I’ve got to stay young, handsome, and fit,” Owen says, hugging Anya. “I promised my lady.”

      “What an idiot,” Anya laughs.

      “What about you, Ivy?” Tommy turns to me. “Do you like sports?”

      “Not really,” I say, feeling a little uncomfortable. “Let’s just say I prefer to relax.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with that,” Tommy replies quickly.

      I smile. “But I do go to Rian’s yoga classes with Anya and the girls, as I’m sure you already know.”

      “Everyone in this town knows everything about everyone,” Owen remarks, stuffing more cake into his mouth. “You shouldn’t be surprised.”

      “Maybe… Sometimes I don’t know… Do you fancy a walk?” Tommy asks, a little uncertain.

      “A walk?”

      “I guess a run would be too much if you’re not used to it, but maybe a brisk walk in the park…”

      “Oh, you mean… Y-you and me?”

      He smiles and nods.

      “A walk? Really?” Anya raises her voice, incredulous.

      “Honey…” Owen tries to stop her, but once Anya starts, nothing can hold her back.

      “Is this the best you can offer a woman?”

      “We were talking about sports…”

      “You can’t reason with a fireman,” she looks at Owen. “A fireman who isn’t mine,” she clarifies.

      “Thanks, babe,” Owen chuckles.

      “No problem.”

      “I think it’s time to go,” I say, trying to save Tommy and myself from further embarrassment.

      Tommy stands up as I do.

      “Yeah, I should get going too.” He glances at me. “Maybe I could drive you home?”

      “That’s not necessary.”

      “You walked here, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “And it’s dark out. I should give you a lift.”

      I look at Anya, who nods slowly. I take a deep breath and accept his offer.

      

      We don’t exchange a single word during the car ride, just like last time when we were alone. I’m not entirely sure why I agreed to let him drive me home. Maybe it felt rude to refuse, or maybe I was hoping to apologise for my behaviour after the party. The truth is, once we’re alone, the silence settles in, only broken when we finally have to say goodbye.

      “Well, thanks,” I tell him, my hand already on the door handle, ready to make a quick escape.

      “You’re welcome.”

      “So…”

      “I’ll walk you to your door.”

      “That’s unnecessary.”

      “It is.” Tommy steps out of the car and walks around to my side before I can object. He opens the door and holds out his hand. I take it and stand up.

      “It’s just one flight of stairs.”

      “But it’s dark, and the stairs aren’t well-lit.”

      “The bulb on the landing must have burnt out again. It happens a lot.”

      We climb the stairs side by side, my hand clutching the keys. When we reach the landing, silence lingers between us. I’m about to put the key in the lock when I decide to turn and face him, encouraged by the darkness that surrounds us.

      “If you don’t want to go to the wedding with me anymore, I’ll understand.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “After the way I acted… after my behaviour. If you want to back out, I’d get it.”

      “Your behaviour?”

      I take a deep breath and try to get it all out. “The way I threw myself at you – the way I kissed you.”

      “And you think I want to back out because of that?”

      “That wasn’t part of our arrangement.”

      “Ivy, listen⁠—”

      “I made you uncomfortable,” I blurt out. “I took advantage of your kindness.”

      “That’s not true. Well, okay, I did feel a little uncomfortable… especially when you slammed the door in my face.”

      I wince. “I’m mortified.”

      Tommy smiles. “Don’t be. The embarrassment only lasted for about three seconds. Actually, no, it probably lasted until a few minutes ago, but that’s only because we didn’t talk about it, and things got awkward between us.”

      “Yeah…”

      “We had a great time at the party. And tonight… I had a good time tonight, too.”

      I bite my lip, feeling nervous.

      “And I’d still like to go to the wedding with you.”

      “Really?” I ask, surprised at how relieved I suddenly feel. I hadn’t realised how much I wanted him to say yes until now.

      “Of course. Besides, I gave you my word, didn’t I?”

      And just like that, my hope falls flat, dragging my pride down with it.

      “Your word?”

      “A fireman never backs down from a promise.”

      “Right. I get it.”

      “So…”

      “So, if it’s just about keeping your word…” I lower my gaze, feeling foolish.

      “Ivy…”

      I turn, click the lock open and say good night before stepping inside. The door closes behind me, and I lean against it, determined to drown the disappointment I shouldn’t even be feeling in a tub of whiskey-soaked ice cream will have to do for now.
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      This is the second time someone has slammed a door in my face, and once again, I can’t shake the feeling that I’ve made a mistake, even though I’m not sure what it is.

      Confused, I scratch the back of my neck and make my way down the steps to the street, where my car is parked. I get in and sit behind the wheel, glancing back at Ivy’s apartment. The lights still haven’t come on.

      What should I do? Should I just go home and sleep on it, like I did the last time I felt like this, or should I try to figure it out?

      I glance towards Myra’s place and see that all the lights are out, which means she hasn’t come back yet. I’ve just come from Owen’s, and if I go back, Anya will probably make me test one of her knives.

      So, what now?

      I take out my phone and stare at it. I can’t believe I’ve sunk this low, I tell myself. But here I am, typing a bloody message into this bloody Useless Fire Brigade group with bonus – obviously bloody useless too.

      Me: I think I screwed up.

      I drop my phone onto the passenger seat and start the car. Before I even leave the parking lot, a reply comes through.

      Tyler: I had no doubt.

      Niall: Neither did I.

      I snort and lean back in my seat, resting my head on the headrest. I know I’m about to screw up again, but this time it’s all on me.

      I pick up my phone and start typing.

      Me: I think I’m ready.

      Niall: Ready to listen only to our advice?

      Me: Only if you stop taking the piss out of me.

      Niall: We can’t make promises we can’t keep.

      Tyler: Tell us where you are.

      Me: I’m outside Ivy’s house.

      Niall: Fifteen minutes at McCafferty’s.

      Niall: We’re on our way.

      Niall: Hang tight, my friend of little faith.

      Tyler: Are you done?

      Niall: Just trying to give him a little courage.

      Tyler: Get your arse in the car and pick me up.

      I throw my phone back on the passenger seat and pull out of the parking lot, heading to The Diamond, where all the clubs and bars are, including McCafferty’s – the bar where my backup friends have decided we’ll meet.

      Backup friends. Yeah, you heard that right.

      If I had other options, I’d have called someone else. But it’s too late for that now. My first choices were busy, so I’m stuck with these guys.

      I park near the pub, get out and walk a few meters to the entrance. Inside, I grab a beer, find a table, and wait for Niall and Tyler – my lunchmates, who are probably thrilled to screw up my life as much as they’ve screwed up their own.

      

      About twenty minutes later, Niall and Tyler show up, grabbing beers before joining me at the table.

      “Your loyal and only friends are here,” Niall announces.

      “Only?” Tyler echoes.

      “Only,” Niall confirms, sipping his beer and leaving a creamy moustache. “The only ones you can trust and the only ones you’ll listen to from now on.”

      “He’s pissed at your colleague,” Tyler informs me, grabbing a napkin from the dispenser and sticking it on Niall’s beer-stache. “I don’t think he liked her involvement.”

      “First of all, Myra’s also your colleague,” I point out.

      Tyler shrugs, completely indifferent.

      “And second, Myra had no involvement. This is all you.”

      “Forget what this guy says,” Tyler cuts in. “Let’s talk about what happened tonight.”

      “Actually, let’s talk about what didn’t happen,” Niall corrects.

      “How do you even know about tonight?” I ask.

      “Owen said you had dinner at his place,” Tyler replies.

      “And Anya told Jordan she invited Ivy over for dinner.”

      “And your wife told you that?”

      “Nah, my wife never tells me anything. I was eavesdropping,” Niall says without a trace of guilt. In fact, he sounds quite pleased with himself.

      “We deduced that nothing had happened between you two,” Tyler continues, “as soon as we saw your message.”

      “Am I that obvious?” I ask, feeling dejected.

      “Don’t beat yourself up, friend of little faith,” Niall says. “We men are all a little… dickish, childish…”

      “And a bit of a screw-up,” Tyler adds. “But even the biggest mess-ups can get it right with the right woman.”

      “Or the right friends.”

      “Are you two talking about yourselves?” Parker asks as he approaches the table.

      “What brings you here?” Tyler asks.

      “I read the chat too, you know?” Parker sits down, and Niall scoots over to make room.

      “What did I miss?”

      “The joy of living,” Niall deadpans.

      “Why did I even read your messages?” Parker sighs. “I was doing fine at home without you.”

      “And we were fine without you,” Niall retorts. “We were doing great, weren’t we?” he asks, turning to me.

      “Actually, I wouldn’t mind a third opinion,” I admit.

      “But you haven’t even had ours yet,” Tyler points out.

      “Exactly,” I say.

      Parker laughs.

      “Why do we even bother?” Tyler mutters to himself.

      “We’re friends,” Niall says, taking another gulp of beer before putting it down and giving me his full attention. “We’ve got your back. So, what happened?”

      “I think I screwed up it again.”

      “You think?” Parker asks.

      “I wasn’t sure at first, but the door slamming in my face kind of gave it away.”

      “Are you telling us she shut you out again?” Niall asks, sounding incredulous.

      I shrug. “Shit happens.”

      “‘Shit happens’, he says.” Niall shakes his head in exaggerated disappointment.

      “Don’t you think you’re dragging this out a bit?” Parker asks.

      “And if he says so… Man, he was so slow when he was in your shoes,” Niall says with a grin. “My sister was freaking out, but luckily, I stepped in…”

      Parker rolls his eyes. He’s in a relationship with Niall’s sister, Rian. It wasn’t easy for him – he’s divorced with twin girls, and he didn’t want to jump into another relationship. He wasn’t sure about dating Rian because of the age gap, but they’re in love, and they make a great couple. Of course, having Niall as a brother-in-law? Well, no family’s perfect.

      “Anyway,” I say, “we had a great night. She smiled at me multiple times – I swear.” I look at them as if I need them to believe me. “We sat together at dinner and later in the garden for dessert. When it was time to go, I offered to drive her home.”

      “Nice move,” Tyler says.

      “But things got weird between us in the car –just like after the party. That awkward silence…”

      “Hmm…” Niall strokes his chin thoughtfully.

      “And when we got to her door, she asked if I still wanted to go to the wedding with her.”

      “And you told her you did, right?” Tyler asks.

      “I said I gave my word and I won’t back down.”

      Silence hangs between us. I look at my friends, but none of them look optimistic.

      “I suppose I could’ve tried…”

      “Try,” Tyler says. “We’re still at that stage… not quite there,” he adds to the others.

      “Can I ask you a question?” Parker turns directly to me.

      “Sure.”

      “Why didn’t you just tell her you wanted to be her date?”

      “Well, I didn’t really think about it at the time. I didn’t want to rush anything, and…” I glance at them again. Their expressions show that they aren’t impressed by my explanation. “I knew it. I totally screwed up.”

      “Maybe we can still fix it,” Parker says. “We’ll create another opportunity.”

      “And you’re not going to let this one slip away,” Tyler adds, pointing at me.

      “Hell, no!” I state firmly, slamming my fist on the table to emphasise the point.

      “Finally, some testosterone!” Niall exclaims, his phone ringing as he jumps up. “Sorry, I have to head home. My lady’s calling.”

      “Speaking of testosterone!” Tyler teases, but Niall ignores him.

      “We’ve got this covered, right?” Niall asks for reassurance.

      “We’re just getting started…” I say, not wanting to be left alone with my missed chances.

      “I’m sure you’ve got this, but keep me posted.” Niall waves goodbye and walks across the room, leaving the pub.

      “I should probably get going too,” Parker announces as he stands up. “I was only supposed to grab some milk.”

      “Can you give me a ride home?” Tyler asks his brother. “I came with Niall.”

      “I can do that,” I offer.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow then,” Parker says before disappearing like Niall.

      “I think it’s time for everyone to go home. Besides, my wife’s waiting for me,” Tyler remarks as we both get up and head for the exit.

      “Are you trying to rub it in?” I ask with a smirk.

      Tyler opens the door, motioning for me to go through. I gesture towards my car in the distance, and we both make our way to the car park as night falls.

      “We’ve all been there,” Tyler says in a friendly tone. We open the doors and get in the car. “And let me tell you, it doesn’t always go smoothly the first time. You just have to keep trying and trying… until you find the perfect picture.”

      “The perfect picture?” I ask as I start the car.

      “When everything falls into place.”

      I think about it for a moment. “You and Holly… how did you find your picture?”

      “Oh, I didn’t exactly find it. I messed up one thing after another and almost lost her for good. Lucky for me, Niall and my brother were there to keep me from spiraling into self-pity. But don’t tell anyone I said that, okay?”

      “I didn’t hear a thing.”

      “Just play it straight, my dear backup fireman.”

      “You think so?”

      “Women don’t like games. I know that from experience.”

      “Understood.”

      “Make sure she knows you’re into her. And if she doesn’t get the message, write it down. If necessary, put it on a billboard.”

      “Isn’t that a bit extreme?” I ask as I pull up outside his house.

      Tyler opens the door but drops one last bit of wisdom before he leaves.

      “Love is never too extreme, Tommy.”

      He gets out and closes the door. I roll down the window, sticking my head out.

      “Hey, Tyler?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Thanks for coming over tonight… thanks for being my friend, even though I didn’t ask.”

      “You would’ve done the same for me.”

      I’m not so sure, but I don’t tell him that. It wouldn’t be right. He’s been there for me. He listened, he gave advice… Best to call it a night.

      “Good night, Tyler.”

      “See you tomorrow. And don’t do anything stupid while I’m not around.”

      “I can’t make any promises.”
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      The next day, at the fire station, I’m pacing, waiting for Myra to show up like I’m waiting for a paycheck.

      “Finally, you’re here!” I blurt out as soon as she approaches for the start-of-shift briefing. “Where the hell have you been?”

      “Getting coffee and donuts, as usual,” she replies, handing me a cup.

      “Oh, right. Thanks.” I take the cup and sit at the back of the ambulance. Myra sets the box of donuts in front of me, and I figure, why not? I’m anxious, but that doesn’t mean I can’t eat.

      I take a bite as Myra offers donuts to the others before finally sitting down across from me.

      “I need some last-minute advice.”

      “And you came to me?” she teases.

      “Yes. You were my first choice.”

      “Normally, I’d be flattered, but I know the other options weren’t even worth considering.”

      “I’ve decided to ask Ivy out.”

      “Oh my… What did they put in that coffee? Confidence and self-esteem?”

      “I’m serious. It’s time for me to make my move.”

      “You say…” she teases.

      “All right, I deserve that,” I confess. “I messed up again last night. I need to fix it before it’s too late.”

      “What exactly did you do?”

      “Forget it. That’s not the point.”

      “And what is the point?”

      “I have to do it now.”

      “Yeah, it’d be good to ask her before the wedding.”

      “No, I mean ASAP. Like right now.”

      “Going from zero to a hundred in three minutes? That’s crazy! I love it!”

      “Really?”

      Myra stands in front of me, dead serious. “Do it now, before you change your mind. And suggest something that can happen soon—like tonight or tomorrow at the latest.”

      “Already?”

      “You’re not giving her a chance to back out, are you?”

      “I like the way you think.”

      Myra shrugs. “Glad I could help.”

      “Thanks, Myra. I appreciate you pushing me without making me feel like an idiot.”

      “I’d never do that.”

      “You really are my best friend.”

      “You know that. Now, pick up the phone and call her.”

      “Wouldn’t texting be better? She’s at school; I don’t want to bother⁠—”

      “Don’t be a coward.”

      “I’m not being a⁠—”

      “You’re backing out already!”

      “I’m not!”

      “Don’t send a stupid message. You can’t ask a woman out by text! Are you fifteen or something?”

      I stand up, squaring my shoulders. “No, ma’am.”

      “Then pick up the bloody phone and be a man!”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “And do it before the Chief catches us standing around.”

      “Got it.” I take a deep breath, wipe my sweaty palms on my uniform, pull out my phone, and steel myself. “I’m calling her right now.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            Ivy

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Jordan walks into my office and closes the door. She sits across from me and places a bag of muffins and a cup of coffee on my desk.

      “You’re the best boss anyone could ask for.”

      “I just thought an early morning meeting deserved a little boost,” she replies.

      This morning, Jordan and I have scheduled a meeting to discuss my recent sessions with the seniors who are about to embark on their journey as young adults. They aren’t confidential; they’re counselling sessions where we discuss their plans, aspirations, and their skills.

      “What have we got here?” Jordan asks, peering at the pile of reports on my desk.

      “Let’s start in order, shall we? I’m ready to go with the assessments for 6A.”

      “Sounds perfect.”

      I hand Jordan the first set of assessments, but just as I do, my phone – locked in my bag – starts ringing.

      “Sorry, I’ll turn it off.”

      I reach down to pick up the bag from the floor and take out my phone. When I see the name on the display, I freeze.

      “Is something wrong?” Jordan asks.

      “No, it’s just…” I look at her. “It’s Tommy.”

      “Tommy, your backup boyfriend?”

      I nod.

      “What are you waiting for? Answer it!”

      “We’re in the middle of a meeting, and I’m at work, and…”

      “And it’s going to stop ringing soon.”

      I glance at the phone again, then nervously press the button and bring it to my ear.

      “Hey, Ivy,” he says, sounding as nervous as I am.

      “Hi, Tommy.”

      “I know you’re at work, and I really don’t want to bother you…”

      “It’s okay, I can talk. What’s up?”

      I look at Jordan, who raises two thumbs in support.

      “I’ve been thinking about how we said goodbye last night,” he begins.

      “Uh-huh,” I reply, my heart racing.

      “And I realised that’s not how I wanted the night to end.”

      “It wasn’t?” I ask, anxiety creeping into my voice.

      “No… I wanted to ask if you’d like to go out with me.”

      “Oh… You mean you and me… alone?”

      Jordan’s eyes widen in surprise.

      “Yes. You and I. Alone.”

      “To discuss the wedding arrangements?”

      I hear him sigh, his tone changing ⎼ deeper, more intimate.

      “No, Ivy. Not to discuss the wedding. I want to… I want to take you out.”

      Jordan quickly scribbles something on a piece of paper and shows it to me.

      Is this a date? it says.

      I clear my throat and ask, “Is this a date?”

      I hear him smile. “A proper date. Tonight. I’ll pick you up at seven.”

      “Tonight?” I repeat, feeling slightly panicked.

      Jordan writes again, flashing another note at me: Don’t waste this chance. Tell him yes.

      “I think I’m free,” I say cautiously.

      “Good.”

      I smile, seeing Jordan’s excited expression.

      “See you tonight, then?”

      “See you tonight.”

      I end the call and look at Jordan. “He asked me out.” I shake my head slowly. “I don’t get it.”

      “Are you sure you don’t get it?”

      “Just last night, he told me he was only going to the wedding to keep his word, and now…”

      “And now he seems to be back on track.”

      “Do you think…”

      “That our fireman/backup boyfriend likes you quite a lot? Yes.”

      “What are you saying…” I avoid her gaze. “It’s been a long time since anyone’s shown any interest in me.”

      “That’s because you shut yourself off from the world, Ivy. You’ve been blaming yourself for what happened with your ex and your sister.”

      “I suppose that could be true.”

      “And yet, look… As soon as you open your eyes and let someone in, you find a handsome fireman ready to take you out and maybe…” Jordan lets the sentence trail off, hiding behind her coffee.

      I blush, covering my face with both hands. “Do I really have a date?”

      “You definitely do.”

      “Oh my God, what now?”

      “Huh?”

      “What do I do? What do I say? How do I pull this off?”

      “First, let’s get one thing straight.”

      “What’s that?”

      “You like him?”

      I blush again, lowering my gaze.

      “I’d say yes.”

      “He’s definitely good-looking,” I admit, trying to ignore how just thinking about him, the pool, and the water tracing his perfect body makes me flush. “And he’s nice. Kind.”

      “Ivy…”

      “Okay, okay. He’s really… attractive.”

      Jordan laughs. “I get it.”

      “I don’t know any better. I’m not like you or Anya.”

      “And you don’t have to be. Don’t pretend to be someone you’re not – with your girlfriends or with a man.”

      I force a smile, thinking of how many times I’ve tried to be the person he wants me to be.

      “If someone didn’t understand that, if someone couldn’t appreciate you, it’s their loss. Believe me.”

      “I’d like to think so.”

      “I’m sure you’ll get there one day.”

      I let out a sigh and spill the truth. “I’m kind of  into him.”

      “Hmm?”

      “Tommy. I think I… I really like him.”

      “Well, in that case… Yay!”

      I laugh. “I mean, with the whole fake date and backup boyfriend situation, I thought he wasn’t interested.”

      “Turns out our fireman is showing us the opposite.”

      I can’t help but feel hopeful.

      I thought it was wrong to like someone who had only agreed to be my date as a favour. I assumed he was just being nice – maybe because Myra asked him, or maybe because he wanted to make me look good at the party. But now, he’s asked me out, and I’ve said yes. I’m feeling so many emotions – nervous, excited, scared, and happy.

      Definitely happy.

      It’s amazing to just focus on the present and not dwell on the past.

      Right now, I have a job, I have friends, I have a social life.

      And I have a date.

      I have a date.

      I’ve come a long way, and I’m going to keep going – all on my own.
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      “Are you sure you don’t want to wear the first one you tried on? That one looked so good on you.”

      “And this one doesn’t?” I ask, turning to Myra, who’s sitting on the bed in my room.

      She showed up at my apartment about an hour ago, asking if I needed some company or a few words of encouragement before my date tonight.

      “They all look great on you. The problem isn’t the dress. It’s up here,” she says, tapping her forehead. I sigh.

      “It’s been a while since my last date.”

      “And you’re nervous. I understand, but I promise it’s going to be fine.”

      “How can you tell?”

      “I know him, and I know you – just a little.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “That you’re made for each other.”

      I shake my head and turn back to the mirror. “We barely know each other.”

      “And how long does it take to figure that out?”

      “I don’t know.” I look at the mirror again. “With Cooper, my ex, it took a few dates to find out.”

      “That you weren’t meant to be together?”

      I look at Myra through the mirror. “That I was falling in love with him.”

      “You don’t love him anymore, do you?” She pauses, then adds, “Look, I’m all for girl power, but Tommy’s my friend, and he’s a great guy. I wouldn’t want you to go out with him if you’re not really interested.”

      “Cooper left me with nothing but disappointment. It’s a letdown I can’t seem to shake. It still affects me every day. I’m always scared that if I open up to someone else, it might…”

      “Hey.” Myra steps closer and appears next to me. “I get it. It’s hard to realise you weren’t someone’s first choice. I’ve been there, and I know how it feels.”

      “It really sucks.”

      “It sure does, but look at yourself, Ivy.” I take her advice and look at myself in the mirror. “Only a fool would choose someone else over you.”

      I hesitate. “Do you really think so?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Do you think someone like me is worth looking at?”

      “Someone like you? My dear, sweet, naïve Ivy, I would never let someone like you leave my bed.”

      I blush, but I smile.

      “We get it.”

      Myra pulls away and sits back down on the mattress. I stare at the clothes hanging on the wardrobe door, the ones I’ve already tried on.

      “So… the first one?”

      “Now we’re on the same page.”

      I laugh and grab the dress, slipping into the bathroom to change.

      “Myra?” I call through the door.

      “I’m here.”

      “Thank you.”

      “All I did was tell the truth.”

      “Thanks for rushing over to make sure I didn’t freak out.”

      There’s a long pause, then I hear her voice.

      “You never abandon a friend in need.”
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      I make my way up the stairs to her apartment, going two steps at a time, before stopping for a moment in front of her door. I inhale deeply, fix my hair with one hand and knock. I step back and patiently wait for Ivy to open the door. The sound of heels clicking from inside is followed by a brief pause, and then the door swings open.

      “Oh God, help me.”

      Ivy immediately furrows her brow.

      “Forgive me, that wasn’t supposed to come out loud.”

      My apology doesn’t make the situation any better.

      “It was for me. The plea to God was for me.” I offer her the flowers I brought. “These are actually for you. Sorry for my terrible approach, but you’re gorgeous, and I’m an idiot. And I’m totally into you. Oh, and I’m just a useless backup fireman.”

      Thankfully, she laughs and accepts my flowers.

      “Thank you.”

      “Thanks for not throwing them at me.”

      She laughs again, then opens the door completely. “Do you want to come in while I put them in a vase?”

      “Sure.” I walk into her place and shut the door, but I linger in the doorway as Ivy heads to the kitchen. She returns two minutes later with a vase full of flowers. She places them on the coffee table next to the couch and then looks at me.

      “Did you really say you’re into me?”

      “Totally. I said I’m totally into you.”

      Ivy bites her full red lip, her eyes bright, emotional, and surprised. The perfume she’s wearing wafts through the air, making me lose my lucidity for a moment, and…

      And she’s already messed up my head.

      You know that, right?

      All I need is that twinkle in her eye, that slight flush on her face as she realises I can’t take my eyes off her. All I need is that anxious breath that seems to be a reflection of my own. All I need is this silence, filled with images to capture and moments to write about. All I need is to know that she wanted this as much as I wanted it.

      I don’t know how long it takes to realise that the person in front of you is the one you want next to you. I’m already there.

      Am I completely insane, or am I unexpectedly wise?

      Only time will tell.

      “Thank you.”

      I tilt my head. “For what?”

      “For the things you said.”

      “You mean for the nonsense I said? Or because I said I like you so much?”

      I repeat myself, just in case the message didn’t get through.

      She laughs. “I was nervous about going out with you.”

      I don’t tell her I was too – and still am.

      “Better now?”

      “Definitely better now.”

      “Ready to go?” I hold out my hand towards her.

      Ivy takes her bag from the couch and reaches out for me, our fingers barely touching.

      “Ready.”

      Maybe for this dinner, for tonight. I don’t think she can handle what I’m really planning to do with her.

      

      The waiter leads us to our table, pulls out a chair for Ivy, and she takes a seat. I sit down at the same time. He gives us the menu and the wine list, then disappears.

      I booked a table at Quay West, one of the most romantic restaurants in town. Parker recommended it to me this morning when he saw me – his words – disturbingly euphoric.

      I had never been there before. He suggested I request a table on the roof terrace overlooking the bay, and luckily, I found one available.

      “What a wonderful view,” Ivy says, looking outside. “I’ve never been here before.”

      “Do you like it?”

      “This place is really nice, and it looks… er… romantic.”

      Thanks, Parker. I never thought you’d turn out to be the most helpful of all.

      “I love Donegal,” Ivy continues, opening the menu.

      “Yeah?”

      “I love where I grew up, but this county… it’s pretty magical, you know? It’s just something… wild,” her tone drops as she utters that word, while another feeling – something I’m not here to identify – shamelessly rises. “Evocative,” she whispers, her lips moving slowly and seductively, a taste I now know.

      “I haven’t seen much, but you can totally feel the vibe. And the people… they make you feel at home.”

      I smile at her. “And you feel that way?”

      “The first few months were rough, no doubt, but once I started getting used to things…” She thinks for a moment, her eyes returning to the bay below. “I don’t know if I want to go back.”

      Back? Back how? Oh my God, don’t tell me you’re planning to go back to Limerick!

      She turns her gaze back to me. “I don’t think I want to move back to Limerick any time soon.”

      Any time soon. Okay. It’s not immediate, is it?

      “You have a job here.”

      “A job I love.”

      The waiter comes over and asks if we would like a drink.

      I look at Ivy. “What do you say?”

      “I say a gin and tonic would be perfect.”

      “Make that two,” I reply.

      The waiter turns away, and I ask Ivy what she would like to eat.

      “Don’t worry, there’s plenty to choose from,” I tell her, knowing she’s not a fan of fish. “I checked it out.”

      I consulted Parker, of course, who assured me we could have a wide selection here – not just fish, even though we’re on the bay.

      Ivy takes the menu and scans it, then gives me a flirty look with her gorgeous green eyes and long, luscious lashes.

      “Thank you for thinking of me.”

      I smile at her, and she goes back to studying the menu, so I decide to do the same.

      We also order starters: a grilled goat cheese salad for her, and vegetable canapés for me. Then Ivy chooses a glass of Merlot from the wine list, and I opt for a bottled beer.

      “You were telling me about your job.” I quickly pick up the conversation.

      I don’t want any downtime where she might think, ‘What the hell am I doing? Dating a fireman?’

      “As you know,” she says, taking a sip of her drink, “I’m the school counsellor.”

      “So, what does a school counsellor actually do?”

      “Oh, well, I’m there for the kids, for any problems – school or otherwise.”

      “Are you by any chance some kind of psychologist?” I ask, curious.

      “Something like that. But I also help them with their studies and choices. I guide them in figuring out what works for them. I’m there to listen and understand.”

      “An enormous responsibility.”

      “It is. Their minds are young and easily influenced. You have to be very careful.”

      “I’m sure you’re very good at it.”

      She smiles at me.

      “I mean, I can tell you’re good at it. You always have that calm tone and a smile on your face. I’m sure the kids feel better just seeing you open the door to your office. I know I would feel that way If I were them.”

      And inappropriately turned on. Without a doubt.

      “Thank you for your trust.”

      “Well placed.” I take a sip of my drink. “And is it a permanent position?”

      Ivy tilts her head.

      “Is it a short-term contract? Is it renewable, or…”

      “What strange questions for a first date,” Ivy says, looking at me. “I mean… I thought it was since last time…”

      “It is,” I quickly reassure her, my hand resting on hers on the table. “A first date. At the party… it wasn’t us.”

      “No?”

      “Let’s just say it was a beta version of us.”

      She smiles at me, my hand still on hers.

      “This is the official version.”

      “I like the official version.”

      “I like it too.”

      We remain silent for a few moments, just long enough for the waiter to set our starters on the table. Then Ivy speaks again.

      “Like I said, I’m not planning on leaving anytime soon.”

      “Hmm?”

      “You asked me if my job was permanent. My contract was for a year.”

      “Was it?”

      “The headmistress asked me if I wanted to stay for another year.”

      I wait, excitement running through every part of my body.

      Ivy takes another sip of her drink, her eyes growing darker and more intense.

      “I signed this morning.”

      Hiding my excitement is impossible, and it’s not my intention to do so either.

      “Here’s to your contract, then.” I raise my glass to her.

      Ivy mimics my gesture.

      “To another year at Abbey,” I say, clinking my glass against hers.

      And to many more chances for me to prove that I’m the man for you.
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      “I probably shouldn’t have another glass,” I whisper to Tommy, as the waiter fills my glass. “I’m working tomorrow.”

      “I should’ve asked you out some other day.”

      “That’s okay. I don’t go out much during the week, except for yoga and after-class drinks.”

      “After-class drinks?”

      “The girls and I always go out after class. We shouldn’t, but our teacher approves, so…”

      “Sorry, it took me forever to ask you out,” Tommy says.

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “The thing is, Ivy, I’ve been dreaming about taking you out ever since I saw you holding that plant on your landing, ready to welcome your new neighbour.”

      I immediately blush, putting my hand on my neck to cool off from the embarrassment.

      “What… what does that mean?”

      “I was helping Myra to move. I had two boxes in my hands and you were wearing a University of Limerick sweatshirt and skinny jeans. You had pink socks on, your hair was up at the back of your neck, and you were shy when you were introduced to Myra because you wanted to make her feel welcome.”

      “I don’t remember all those details.”

      “I do.”

      “Why didn’t you do it?”

      “Hmm?”

      “Why didn’t you ask me out sooner?”

      “I immediately thought you were unapproachable.”

      “I’m not sure I understand.”

      “Out of the reach of someone like me.”

      “What makes you think that?”

      “Someone as amazing as you would never look at a humble fireman like me.”

      “What are you saying?” I shake my head and look away. His words make me uncomfortable.

      “It’s just the truth, but if it’s awkward for you…”

      “A little, yes. I wasn’t expecting this.”

      “Why?”

      I don’t want to tell Tommy what happened with Cooper right now. I do want to, just not tonight. I want to feel good and receive some attention tonight.

      From him.

      “I don’t know. I rarely think about things like that.”

      “Things like… being liked by a man?”

      This time, I blush violently.

      “Wow, that’s some real honesty…”

      “I’m terrible at lying. In fact, I often speak my mind, even if it may sound like bullshit.”

      I stay silent because I don’t know what to say. Tommy’s not hiding the fact that he likes me and I… I like him, no doubt. But the last time I opened up to a man, he chose someone else. I haven’t dated anyone since and I don’t know what to do or how to act; I don’t know if I can really trust him, let go, and just live this moment as it is, without asking myself too many questions or getting stuck in doubts about the past.

      “It’s been a long time since I’ve been on a date.”

      “Long… how long?”

      “Trust me, you don’t want to know.”

      “Is that why you were nervous about going out with me?”

      “I wasn’t sure if I remembered how to do it.”

      “You’re doing pretty well.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “I told you I don’t lie, so…”

      “Thank you. I’m a lot less nervous than before.”

      “I’m glad to hear that.”

      I feel more comfortable now. I almost feel like I can take this night to the next level. I like him and I like the way he makes me feel. Maybe… maybe I could feel even better if…

      “Do you know what we need right now?”

      Tommy interrupts my thoughts.

      “What?”

      “Dessert.”

      “You think so?”

      “Trust me. Dessert is always the right choice.”

      “Dessert it is.”

      

      Tommy was right. Dessert was just what we needed. I’m not a big fan of desserts; I eat some, but they’re not essential. Tommy seems almost addicted to them.

      “How’s your ice cream?”

      I had vanilla ice cream topped with hot coffee and coffee liqueur. Tommy had the house cake with ice cream.

      “Delicious. It was just what I needed.”

      “Then I’m not full of bullshit.”

      “I never thought so.”

      I sink my teaspoon into the ice cream and bring it to my mouth, his eyes still on me.

      “I’m sorry about that confession. I made the night weird.”

      “It was for the best.”

      “Seriously?”

      “I’d rather know the truth. I’ve been told so many lies before,” I say, lowering my gaze. “I wouldn’t put up with any more.”

      I can’t help but think about my sister and Cooper, how they kept their attraction a secret for months and hid their affair in the early stages.

      “You won’t have any.”

      I look at him again and give him a weak smile.

      “Not from me.”

      I sigh, nervous again.

      “I’m really marking you tight, aren’t I?”

      “A little.”

      “I feel like I’ve missed so many chances lately to tell you… how beautiful you are, for example.”

      “Stop it,” I barely shake my head, then brush the hair tickling my neck behind my shoulders.

      “Especially when you do that thing with your fingers,” Tommy says, and I smile, feeling both nervous and flattered. “And now I’m totally overdoing it. I’m not good at this stuff.”

      “At this stuff…?”

      “Flirting.”

      “Oh…”

      Is that what he’s doing?

      “My brothers are the best at it.”

      “Are they heartbreakers?”

      “That was kind of you to call them that, but yes, they are.”

      “And you...”

      “I am…” He shrugs. “Just myself.”

      I frown. I’m not sure I understand what he means.

      “That’s just who I am, Ivy – how you see me. With all the bullshit and the embarrassment.”

      I bite my lip, then tell him. “I like that.”

      “The bullshit and the embarrassment?”

      “That too.”

      His eyes widen, bright with surprise.

      “I like you being the way you are.”

      I don’t know if I’m giving him hope. I don’t even know if I want to give him hope. I mean, I like him, no doubt, but do I like him enough to want to give it a try?

      Do I like him enough to trust him?

      “How about I drive you home? I think the restaurant is about to close. The waiter keeps giving me weird looks.”

      I laugh. “I think that would be for the best, yes. Like I said, I have to work tomorrow.”

      “I’ll take you home then.”

      “Thanks.”

      Tommy pulls out my chair and helps me with my coat. Then we walk to the reception desk where he pays the bill, his hand resting gently on my lower back as I walk past him to go outside.

      “May I?” He offers me his arm and I take it. “I couldn’t help but notice your fancy heels.”

      “Thanks, you’re nice.” I lean on his arm and we finally make it to the other side of the street, where his car is parked. “I love high heels.”

      “They look amazing on you, trust me.”

      We share a look; in the moonlight, one of those moments you want to remember long after they’re gone.

      A few more steps into the silence of the night and we reach his car.

      Tommy opens the door, and I slide into the seat. He joins me soon after.

      We’re too full of emotions from the evening to say anything during the short car ride home, so we stay quiet, holding back our breath and all the feelings swirling inside.

      Tommy insists on walking me to the door, and I accept. I lean on his arm as we climb the stairs together. I let him search my purse for the keys, grab them, and then we lock eyes for another moment. I want to kiss him, like it happened after my sister’s party. I want to feel his lips again, his warmth, his hands on my back, pulling me close, holding me tight.

      I should probably invite him in, offer him a coffee or something to drink, and then…

      “Thanks for tonight, Ivy.” Tommy steps back, making it difficult for me to approach him unless I physically throw myself into his arms. “I had a great time.”

      “Me too.”

      More silence follows, then I sigh heavily, and he takes a deep breath.

      “Good night.”

      Okay. Hang on. Maybe I missed something along the way. What’s going on? What happened to the landing, the moving, the plant, and the pink socks?

      “Good night,” I mutter, still confused.

      “I’ll wait until you’re inside.” He points to the door which I haven’t opened yet, but tonight I feel like slamming it in his face more than ever.

      “Sure.” I turn and slip the key into the lock.

      I’m definitely not going to throw myself at him like I’ve been on a diet for a month and he’s a juicy burger. I gather my pride and turn slightly to the side. “See you soon,” I say coldly, almost icy.

      I sneak into the house and shut the door. I wait, hoping he wants to end the night differently. All I hear is his footsteps on the stairs, his car door closing, and the engine telling me that Tommy’s gone and no one’s going to kiss me.

      Not tonight, not anytime soon.

      I kick off my shoes and leave them on the living room floor. Then I head to the kitchen and open the freezer, thinking that a bit more ice cream won’t hurt. I try to scoop it out, but it’s frozen, and I can’t get any.

      Apparently, I have no comfort tonight.

      I make myself comfortable on the sofa, waiting for my ice cream to defrost, going over every word, every gesture, and every glance in my head, trying to understand what went wrong and why such a perfect night like this didn’t come to a proper conclusion.
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      “What do you mean, he didn’t kiss you?” Anya asks outrageously the next day at school, in her office. She has come in for a couple of hours to start getting back to work. Officially, she’s still on maternity leave, but it won’t be long before she’s back for good.

      I’m glad she’s here. I really needed her today.

      “He said good night and left.”

      “I can’t believe it.”

      “Believe it, because that’s exactly what happened. And I can’t understand what could have gone wrong.”

      “What could have gone wrong? We’re talking about a fireman!”

      “Let me remind you, you’re in a relationship with a fireman. And you also had a baby with him.”

      “And I do speak from a place of knowledge.”

      “Maybe I was sending him mixed signals.”

      “I highly doubt that.”

      “I didn’t show much interest when he said all those nice things to me. I was surprised and also afraid of how I felt. I reacted too coldly.”

      “You couldn’t just throw yourself into his arms!”

      “No, but he opened up to me. I could have done the same.”

      “Just words, words, and more words.” Anya shakes her head. “Don’t even go there, Ivy. Stop overthinking whether you did something or not.”

      I’m not so convinced. When he expressed his interest, I didn’t show as much interest as he did. I let him know I was flattered by his words, but I think my indecision and insecurity made him back off.

      “I know what’s going on in your head. Stop it now,” Anya tells me, pulling my focus back to her. “We need to see this whole thing through.”

      “Please don’t. This is already beyond awkward.”

      “Are you telling me you don’t want your friend to investigate for you?”

      “I’d better pass.”

      “Hmm… I may not agree, but I’ll respect your wishes.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I would gladly throw a fire hydrant at his head, though.”

      I laugh.

      “What are you going to do?”

      “What do you want me to do?” I shrug. “There’s a wedding in a few days…” My mood darkens further at the mere thought. “I can’t think about that too. All my energy will be spent pretending I’m happy for them,” I say.

      “That’s not a good thing. You know that, right?”

      “What else can I do?”

      “I can’t tell you what to do, but trust me, holding it all in will make you explode unexpectedly, and that can lead to worse consequences than telling your sister and her future spouse to shove their joy.”

      I give her a smile. Anya always has my back, ready to give advice or step out of the way. I never thought I’d have such an amazing bond with someone.

      “I thank my lucky stars that I ended up here.”

      Anya looks at me with a gaze filled with love.

      “I know you want to help me, but you already do so much every day.”

      “You can always do more.”

      “That’s not the case.” I get up and fix my dress, ready to go back to my office and work. “It’s time to face reality. I have to deal with this on my own.”

      “Whatever you say, but if you change your mind…”

      “If I change my mind, I’ll know where to find you.”
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      “What do you mean, you didn’t kiss her?” Owen asks, confused.

      “I said good night to her and then⁠—”

      “And then you just left? You turned on your heel and poof, disappeared into the night?” My friend asks for confirmation.

      I thought I had made myself quite clear.

      “Huh…” I shrug.

      “What’s going on here?” Tyler asks, joining us. “I can hear you from the basketball court.”

      Owen and I are actually hiding in the fire station backyard. I saw Tyler taking two shots on the basketball court and didn’t want to run into him.

      “He didn’t kiss her,” Owen says quickly, his hands on his hips. “Can you believe that?”

      Tyler looks at me. “What do you mean, you didn’t kiss her?”

      He asks the same question again.

      These firemen aren’t so bright. Yet we speak the same language. Maybe next time I should use gestures.

      “I don’t get why you’re so mad. The night was nice.”

      “Nice? Just… nice?” Tyler asks.

      Apparently, I have to repeat everything at least twice.

      “That’s what I said.”

      Tyler turns to Owen. “That’s why he didn’t kiss her. A ‘nice’ night,” he makes air quotes with his fingers, “is not something you feel the need to seal with a passionate kiss.”

      “Indeed,” Owen agrees.

      “You’re just confusing me. I shouldn’t be talking to you at all!”

      “Would you rather talk to her?” Tyler points to Myra, who has just parked her car. She gets out, puts her bag on her shoulder and then slowly walks over to us.

      “Don’t tell me you’re still listening to those questionable firemen!”

      “He didn’t kiss her,” Tyler announces loudly.

      If the guys playing basketball hadn’t figured out what’s going on, yet, they certainly have now.

      Myra takes off her sunglasses, her expression telling me I might have missed something.

      “What do you mean, you didn’t kiss her?”

      And that’s three.

      Now I understand why the repetition.

      “He says it was a nice night,” Owen adds.

      Myra looks at him for a moment, then back at me. “Nice.”

      “It was,” I confirm, now uncertain.

      “Do you want her to spell it out for you, or did you figure it out yourself? You’re in deep shit, mate!” Tyler says.

      “What do you mean, I’m in deep shit?”

      “Maybe he needs a briefing,” Tyler says, turning to Myra. “Are you on it?”

      “Are you asking me because I’m a woman or because you know you’re no good at it?”

      Tyler shrugs. “Both.”

      Myra shakes her head, then sits down on the bench by the side entrance of the fire station and invites me to do the same. I take a seat. Tyler remains standing, facing us, as does Owen.

      “What have I done? I don’t understand…”

      “The problem isn’t what you did or didn’t do; it’s why you did what you did.”

      I lean my back against the wall and think for a moment. I wanted to kiss her. Damn it! I wanted to! I spent the entire night staring at her mouth, waiting for the perfect moment to have her for me again, but then she told me she hadn’t been on a date for a long time, and I simply wanted to be a gentleman.

      “I think I was going at a slow pace.”

      “That’s not going at a slow pace, man. That’s going backwards,” Tyler comments.

      “Do you think so too?” I ask Myra.

      “You’ve already kissed each other. Going out a second time and ending the night with a handshake…”

      “But I was just trying to be respectful.”

      “God, please! Let me shut up!” Tyler exclaims.

      “Respectful in what way?”

      “She told me it’s been a while since her last date, so…” I shrug. “I didn’t want her to think I was hitting on her.”

      “Like… to get her into bed?” Myra asks.

      “I didn’t want to give her that impression.”

      “So you gave her a completely different impression, though,” Owen confirms my now obvious fears.

      Did I really not come up with that myself?

      “Maybe after waiting so long for a date, a girl expects something to fantasise about,” Myra suggests, leading me to reflect on my poor judgment.

      “Are you saying she was expecting an after-dinner?”

      “I can’t say for sure,” Myra says diplomatically.

      “Of course she was expecting an after-dinner!” Tyler gets heated. “But where have you been until today? In a monastery?”

      “Taking it slow is fine, but like this…” Owen adds.

      “Is it too much?” I ask.

      “Eh…”

      I rub my face with both hands.

      “I was convinced I was doing the right thing, behaving like a perfect gentleman.”

      “A gentleman is absolutely fine. You have all my respect,” Tyler says, now calmer, “but this is really too much.”

      I look at him. His expression seems sincere, and there isn’t even a hint of mockery in his tone.

      “I’ve messed up again, haven’t I?”

      They all nod.

      “What should I do?” I ask, looking at them.

      “You get up and go fix it.”

      “Now?”

      “Ten minutes ago would have been better,” Tyler adds.

      “I could wait until tonight and⁠—”

      My colleagues shake their heads.

      “No?”

      “Your shift ends in fifteen minutes,” Tyler informs me.

      “It might be late already, man.” Owen grabs me by the arm and forces me to stand up. “Go now.” He pushes me away, towards the car park.

      “At least let me change first!”

      “No change! Go for it, uniform charm. It always impresses,” Tyler urges me.

      I look at myself, unconvinced.

      “Make sure she knows you couldn’t wait another second,” he suggests. “And make sure to let her know, my dear backup fireman, that there are no other lips you want to touch.”

      I’m taking Tyler Hayes’ advice.

      I’m so fucked you have no idea.

      “And how am I supposed to do that?” I ask nonchalantly. Maybe Tyler really does know some secrets he could share with his trustworthy friend here.

      “That’s not for me to say. Everyone has their own tricks up their sleeve. I’m sure yours is hidden somewhere.”

      

      I park outside Ivy’s house, swing the door wide open, rush up the stairs, and immediately knock on the door. I wait outside without anxiety or fear, as stoic as only a fireman can be. Then Ivy appears, wearing shorts, a sweatshirt, and those weird, bloody pink socks on her feet, and I instantly feel like a worthless, hopeless small-town fireman.

      “What are you doing here?” she asks, tucking a lock of hair behind her ear.

      I wish I had one of those movie lines that girls would dream about forever, but I’m just an ordinary guy who’s fallen hard for a stunning woman who seems out of my league. But I’ll do whatever it takes to win her heart.

      “I’ve been such an idiot.”

      Ivy tilts her head and keeps listening.

      “Last night, after our date, I should have wrapped my arms around you and…”

      “And…” Ivy holds her breath.

      Now or never.

      “And then this…” One step and my hands are on her face. One breath and my mouth is on hers. One instant and her skin becomes hot under my fingers. Her hands slide over my uniform, mine continuing to caress her face as Ivy parts her lips and I plunge into her warmth. My tongue darts around hers, my body wrapping completely around hers. I lift her into my arms. Ivy hooks her legs around my hips.

      And then there are more steps, more breaths and more instants as we enter her apartment like this. The door closes with one foot; her hands clutching my neck as mine trembling squeeze the exposed skin of her bottom.

      “Took you long enough,” she tells me, between her seductive panting and my awkward moans.

      I smile at her, one hand brushing her hair away from her burning face, the other holding her up to me, even though Ivy is holding on tightly.

      She has no intention of letting go, and neither do I.

      “You’re right. I’ll make it up to you, I promise.”

      The embarrassment from earlier travels down to the lower floor as Ivy nervously bites her lip.

      “Starting now?”

      God, this woman is really getting under my skin.

      “Starting with…” My mouth still presses against hers, and her body still shakes, my grip still tight. Then, there’s more kissing, more breathing and more moaning – all from me – until we both collapse onto her couch. Her thigh remains wrapped around me, my fingers tangled in her hair, and the desire to take this moment beyond Ivy’s wildest dreams.
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      Tommy pulls away from me to catch his breath. We have done nothing but kiss since he showed up at my door.

      I like him. My body definitely likes him. I haven’t felt this good and excited in such a long time.

      “So, I’m forgiven?” he asks, giving me a little kiss on the nose.

      “You’re heading in the right direction.”

      His fingers gently touch my warm face, his eyes filled with longing as they search for mine.

      “If I don’t get up now…” He lets out a sigh. “Believe me, I really don’t want to.”

      I smile nervously.

      Although I loved his entrance and everything, I think we should stop here for tonight.

      I lift myself up just enough to free him. Tommy starts to get up from my couch but then reconsiders. “I don’t think I can get up right now.”

      “Why?”

      He gives me a charming smile.

      “Oh…” I cover my mouth with my hand to stifle a laugh. “Sorry?”

      “Not at all,” he slides his hand behind my head, his lips brushing mine again. “I love the way you turn me on.”

      And I like it, but I don’t think this is the time to encourage him. We’ve only been on one date so far, and while I enjoy his presence on my couch, cuddling with me, I’m not ready to take it to the next level.

      “What do you say if I get up and order some food while you get yourself together?”

      “I say that sounds like a great idea.”

      I get up from the couch and look for my phone, which I must have left in the kitchen.

      “Chinese okay?”

      Tommy gets up too and sits down. “Chinese is great. Order whatever you want. I eat everything.”

      “Are you sure?”

      He glances at me with a look that suggests he might have me for dinner tonight.

      “All right then.” I take the menu from the kitchen drawer and study the list. “Rice or noodles?”

      “Noodles.”

      “Pork, chicken or beef?”

      “I’d say… pork.”

      I look at him again. “Sweet and sour or spicy?”

      “Spicy.”

      A shiver runs down my spine.

      “Spring rolls or dumplings?”

      “Both.”

      “I can’t believe it.”

      “What is it?”

      “You chose exactly what I would have chosen.”

      Tommy stands and gives me a look filled with everything: hope, longing to share, desire, happiness, and endless possibilities.

      “We are made for each other.”

      I want to believe that. I really, really want to.

      

      Tommy has taken off his uniform jacket. He’s wearing a T-shirt, one of those tight ones that shows off his arm muscles.

      I like him in uniform. I really like him. Tommy in a suit was charming, but Tommy in uniform brings sleepless, restless nights.

      “Are you sure it’s okay for me to stay here?” he asks, shaking me out of my unconventional thoughts about him.

      I uncork a beer and hand it to him. “Of course.”

      “You know I would never do anything to make you uncomfortable, right?”

      “I get that you’re a good guy, Tommy. Don’t worry.”

      “Do you mind I am?”

      “Not at all.”

      He smiles at me happily.

      “Your noodles.” I hand him a cardboard box and chopsticks. “And here’s the spicy pork.” I pass it to him, his fingers brushing mine, and I sigh softly.

      “Thank you. And thanks for dinner.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      We make ourselves comfortable on the couch; I cross my legs over the cushions, and Tommy leans his back. We decide to watch a movie together. He lets me choose, and I pick up a romantic comedy. He doesn’t seem to mind at all.

      “I should have invited you out,” he says, chopsticks in his noodles.

      “I like it that way.”

      “Really?”

      “I told you I love Chinese food, especially takeout.”

      “And I like you.”

      I laugh.

      “I’m serious. And I like this. I enjoy sitting on your couch, eating food out of cardboard containers. But you know what I enjoy more than anything else?”

      “What?”

      “That you feel comfortable with me.”

      And I do. I feel comfortable with him. It’s not easy for me to open up, to make friends, let alone be with a man, but with him, it’s all spontaneous, natural and healthy.

      “That’s just the way it is. I feel comfortable and I enjoy feeling that way. But do you know what I like more than anything else?”

      He shakes his head slowly.

      “I like that it’s you.”

      Tommy puts his box on the coffee table, then moves across the sofa towards me. His hand slides from my cheek to the nape of my neck, his eyes diving into mine for a long, endless moment before moving to my mouth. He doesn’t give me time to catch my breath; his full, hungry mouth slams down on mine. I slide down onto the couch, his hands on my face, his body pressing lightly against mine, without crushing it, without dominating it, as if to say, ‘I only want you if you want me too’.

      The warmth of his hands, his deep breath, and his powerful, firm kiss, the desire that finds its way into my body as it moves in search of his. It is all so magnificently hot and sexy, wanted, ached and desperate, that my head spins and my breath falters.

      “Too much?” Tommy asks, his mouth brushing against mine softly now.

      “I’m afraid I might catch fire.”

      He flashes me a smile. “Luckily, your backup fireman is here, ready to rescue you. All you have to do is ask.”

      I bite my lip, nervous, then my hand moves behind the back of his neck, my body rising just enough to call his back, and my mouth boldly asking him to let me burn again, mercilessly, beneath him.

      

      When Tommy leaves a few hours later, after an hour of kissing on my couch like two teenagers, I’m so full of euphoria and restlessness that I can only pick up my phone and text my friends. To avoid upsetting anyone, I compose a single message and send it to them all.

      Me: I have something to share...

      The first to reply is Holly.

      Holly: I’m all eyes.

      I collapse onto the bed, laughing, with my phone in hand, typing quickly.

      Me: Someone has made a move.

      The answer comes immediately.

      Holly: No way! I want to know everything right away.

      I bit my lip, still nervous from the evening just passed, trying to figure out how to tell Holly what happened, but then another friend texts back.

      Anya: I hope that’s X-rated for your sake.

      My fingers tremble as I reply.

      Me: It might be.

      Within seconds, I receive a notification that I’ve been added to a group chat.

      Its name is Drinking Girlfriends.

      I laugh and lie down on the bed, leaning against the pillows to make myself comfortable.

      Anya: I thought I’d save you from writing this story five times.

      I laugh again.

      Me: You thought right, as always.

      Jordan: What’s going on?

      Anya: Gossip emergency.

      Myra: ???

      Holly: My eyes are glued to my phone, still waiting...

      Rian: Where am I?

      Anya: @Rian You’re in hell but you’re with your girlfriends so…

      Rian: @Anya I’m in an iron barrel.

      Holly: @Rian @Anya I’d rather say in a barrel of gin.

      I laugh so loudly that if Myra was in the house, she would definitely have heard me.

      Anya: We’re all dying to know if the Christmas miracle happened or not.

      Jordan: @Anya What do you think?

      Anya: @Ivy I say I want to know everything and I want to know now.

      Holly: Have you noticed how quiet a certain friend is?

      Anya: Of course I’ve noticed!

      Rian: I’ve noticed even I’m doing class.

      Me: @Rian I’m sorry! I didn’t mean to disturb you while you’re working!

      Rian: @Ivy I’m covering for my spinning colleague. I just have to cycle. I can write, and most importantly, read!

      Myra: If you’re talking about me, FYI, I’m at work too…

      Anya: @Myra That doesn’t count because you’re a firefighter!

      Jordan: @Ivy Don’t leave your friends hanging!

      Me: You’re right.

      Holly: So? What happened?

      I take a deep breath and start typing.

      Me: Tommy was here tonight.

      Anya: Tell me you slept with him.

      Rian: @Anya Always straight to the point!

      Anya: After all he’s putting us through with his polite manners and gentlemanly ways… I’d say it’s the least.

      Holly: Indeed…

      Jordan: Let Ivy write. I guess it’s not easy for her to go into detail, especially when it comes to sex.

      I smile. Jordan is also going down that road, although she is less direct than Anya.

      Me: I haven’t slept with him, but something happened.

      Myra: I hope it was something memorable or I swear I’ll leave him to the advice and care of his bullshit friends from now on.

      Me: I would say yes.

      Rian: Would you say yes in the sense of memorable?

      Holly: Don’t leave us like this! Please speak up!

      Me: He showed up at my door this evening, unannounced. He said he had to do something and then… then he kissed me.

      Jordan: Ooh!

      Myra: Thank goodness!

      Anya: Always behind schedule with these firemen!

      Holly: And how was it?

      Me: We kissed on the doorstep, then he pushed me into the apartment… But first, he lifted me into his arms.

      Holly: It’s getting hot in this group chat.

      Anya: Finally, we’re making progress! Keep going, you’re doing good, don’t stop now!

      Me: We fell on my couch...

      Jordan: With or without clothes?

      Me: With clothes on. But we kissed for a long time. My lips were blue.

      Anya: And he had something else blue, I guess.

      I laugh and cover my face with my hand as if to hide my blush.

      Rian: And then?

      Me: And then he said it would be better to stop because he didn’t want me to think he was there for something else.

      Anya: Dream’s over.

      Jordan: He acted like a good guy. We have to give him credit.

      Anya: Maybe Ivy didn’t want a good guy for once.

      I hadn’t really thought about it. I was into him at the time and maybe… maybe I would have gone further with him, but when he backed out, I knew it was the right thing.

      I don’t type all this to my friends.

      Me: I appreciated his move.

      Myra: Don’t tell me he then left, that we’re back to a kiss and run!

      Me: We ordered Chinese food, ate on the couch and watched a comedy.

      Holly: And then you moved on to round two?

      Me: That’s right.

      Rian: And then?

      Me: He kissed me at the door and said he would call me tomorrow.

      Anya: Not bad for a fireman.

      Myra: I was starting to lose hope.

      Holly: Our backup boyfriend is doing just fine!

      Jordan: So, what’s happening with the wedding? Did you discuss it? Will he accompany you as…?

      I think about it for a moment. We actually talked very little, and certainly not about the wedding.

      Me: We haven’t brought up the subject.

      Holly: But you will ask him to accompany you, right?

      Me: Didn’t I already ask him?

      Myra: Actually, we asked him.

      Me: Do you think I need to ask him again?

      Jordan: You should figure yourself out first. Think about whether you actually like him.

      Holly: And if you want him to accompany you, or if you need him to accompany you.

      Anya: Don’t confuse her. Ivy has to figure out if she likes him enough to drop the pretence and move on to the real thing.

      Me: I didn’t pretend anything. I never told anyone we were together, nor did I introduce him as my boyfriend.

      Myra: Maybe he might have a different opinion now. Have you thought about that?

      Rian: Isn’t it a bit early to be thinking about these things? Let’s let Ivy process these new emotions.

      I smile at my phone. I can still feel the emotions Rian is talking about as if Tommy hasn’t left.

      Jordan: Rian is right. We’re happy for you, Ivy. Enjoy this moment.

      Anya: We’re here if you need a second, third, or fifth opinion.

      Myra: I’m next door. Or rather, I will be in a few hours. You can always knock on my door.

      Me: Thank you all. You’re the best.

      Anya: Remember that at Christmas too.

      I laugh and say goodbye to everyone, leaving my phone on the bedside table. I sink back into the pillows and roll over onto my side, closing my eyes as the images of the night ran through my mind as if I could touch them, as if I could feel those shivers on my skin again, his hands again; as if I could feel his breath tickling me and his body turning me on. I turn on the other side, open my eyes, pick up the phone and think about it for a few moments. As I open our group chat to type, I notice that he’s already typing.

      Tommy: I didn’t want to sound like a loser, but I couldn’t wait until tomorrow to write to you.

      Me: You’re not a loser at all and besides, I was going to write to you too.

      Tommy: And what were you going to write?

      Me: That all I do is think about you.

      Tommy: That’s good because that’s all I’ve been doing since I left. I didn’t want to. I forced myself to go.

      Now I wish he hadn’t, but I don’t write it down.

      Tommy: I think it was for the best in the end. I don’t want to mess anything up.

      Me: I don’t want to either.

      Tommy: We agree on a lot of things.

      Me: So it seems.

      Tommy: I’d say we’re really made for each other.

      I smile. I’m starting to think so too.
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      “So you’re going to the wedding together?” Niall asks, his mouth full of jam donut.

      I grab a donut from the box and take a big bite, eating almost half of it. “We’re already going to the wedding, Niall. It was you who set it up. Did you forget? Is age taking its toll?”

      Niall looks at Tyler. “Are you going to explain this to Mr Know-it-all?”

      “Let him figure it out on his own,” Tyler replies, sipping his coffee; leaning against the ambulance I’m assigned to today, a smug look on his face, as if he thinks he’s so much smarter than me.

      That is completely false.

      “You came here to confuse me, didn’t you?” I ask annoyed, as I sit next to Owen in the back of the ambulance.

      I should’ve known that their presence, this early, would only mean trouble for me.

      “And for free donuts.” Niall takes another one from the box. “But let’s not lose sight of today’s major topic.”

      “What topic?” I ask, feigning ignorance.

      “Career advancement,” Niall replies.

      “Which career advancement are we talking about?”

      Tyler laughs. Owen can’t hide his laughter either.

      “Has everyone agreed to this?” I ask, a little disappointed. I was hoping Owen would be on my side.

      “It’s not like that,” my only legit friend says. “It’s just that we’ve already been there.”

      “Been there… where?” I press him for an explanation.

      “He’s basically saying that we’ve messed up a lot, all because of us, and it’s our fault.” Parker grabs a donut and a coffee, looking like he just woke up. “Sorry, I’m late. What did I miss?” he asks everyone.

      Niall opens his mouth to answer, then desists and looks at Tyler. “Do you want to take over this time?”

      “You missed Niall’s chit-chat, which, as always, is a pointless intro to any discussion,” Tyler informs him.

      “Then I missed nothing,” Parker agrees.

      Niall grimaces at him.

      “We were wondering if Ivy had asked Tommy to go to the wedding with her…” Owen says calmly to Parker. “And he naively informed us that they were already going together.”

      “Ah!” Parker exclaims. “I see.”

      “You understand what they are saying?” I ask, surprised.

      Parker laughs. “It sounds weird, doesn’t it? And yet…”

      “I don’t understand why you keep saying the same thing. Ivy and I are already going to the wedding together. It was planned weeks ago. I don’t get what’s different now.”

      “He doesn’t get it,” Niall comments, shaking his head.

      “Oh, poor backup boyfriend. I don’t see any career advancement in your future.”

      I sigh and glance at Owen, hoping he can help me out. Owen looks at me. He probably understands how lost I am in this pointless conversation.

      “You’ve been at her place.”

      “I’ve been there,” I admit.

      “And you’ve… how do I say this…” Owen ponders.

      “Consummated?” Niall suggests.

      “Explored?” Tyler offers.

      “Deepened,” Parker tries.

      “You got close,” Owen continues.

      I haven’t spilled the beans to my friends – or supposed friends – about Ivy and me, but I suspect they’re not clueless enough to miss what happened between us.

      “Maybe,” I say vaguely.

      “Your relationship has gone from fake to a work in progress,” Tyler suggests.

      I look at him.

      “There’s been a big change,” Parker says.

      “Yeah, I suppose... I still don’t really understand what the problem is.”

      “The problem is that you don’t even see the problem!” Niall raises his voice impatiently.

      Is he losing his patience? What about mine?

      “Don’t worry. I’ve got this.” Tyler stands up and turns his attention to me. “If you both didn’t feel the need to straighten things out after being so close, maybe things aren’t going as smoothly as you think.”

      “N-no?” I ask, suddenly insecure.

      “You should do something,” Tyler suggests.

      “I thought I already did.”

      “What? Run to her and make up for the missed kiss?” my colleague asks for confirmation.

      I shrug. I don’t even know what I’m trying to say anymore.

      “You must have a plan,” Tyler states.

      “A plan? And for what?”

      “To achieve the career advancement you desire,” he responds, allusively.

      “I don’t know if…”

      “There’s only one thing to do,” Niall announces loudly, taking charge of the situation. “You must consummate.”

      Parker and Owen burst out laughing.

      “You’re obsessed with it,” Tyler replies to him. “What is that, the word of the day?”

      “Go ahead. Make fun of me,” Niall approaches me, determined. “But we all know that there’s only one way to make things more serious.”

      “Let me guess,” Parker interjects. “Consummate?”

      Everyone laughs, and even I can’t help but smile.

      “Sex is the key to stability,” Niall continues. “If a woman sleeps with you, you have a chance.”

      “A chance? What does that mean?”

      “It means she sees your relationship as something special and, if you’re lucky, she might even introduce you to her family as more than just an escort.”

      “And don’t even start with the ‘I’ve already met her family’ excuse,” Tyler adds, but I cut him off.

      I won’t be that naïve around them anymore.

      “She needs to introduce you to her family as her real boyfriend, not just some backup.” Parker agrees with the others’ theory.

      “She didn’t mention me to her family,” I say, feeling less and less sure that I’ve made any progress since I arrived at work this morning. “She simply said, ‘He’s Tommy.’”

      “Ouch,” Niall says, getting a dirty look from everyone else.

      “Believe me, mate, it’s painful to say,” Owen finally speaks up. ⎼ It was about time! ⎼ “But I guess they’re right.” ⎼ It would have been better if he hadn’t. ⎼ “You must have a game plan.”

      “You have to be ready to play all your cards and do it well. You can’t risk a bad hand,” Tyler added.

      “I will not set up a plan to get her into bed. Forget it!” I assert firmly.

      “A plan to get her into bed?” Niall asks indignantly. Wasn’t that the suggestion he made just three minutes ago? “But seriously, have you seen us?”

      I’ve seen them, yes, but it doesn’t feel nice to rub it in their faces.

      “We’re not here for that plan, but for one that will get us there,” Niall insists.

      “I’m completely lost, honestly.”

      “We’re here to figure out how to… catch and keep,” he continues.

      “Sorry, what?” I’m getting more and more confused.

      “The opposite of kiss and run!” Parker exclaims.

      “Some days, you really make me happy,” Niall says, looking at him. “There are a few, which is why I trusted you with my sister…”

      “Don’t forget the goal!” Tyler shouts at Niall. “We’re not here because of your messed up and confusing relationship.”

      “He’s just jealous,” Niall tells me. “The friendship between Parker and I is unique because it holds the promise of future relatedness, you know…”

      “Are you done?” His potential future relative asks him.

      Niall raises his hands and takes a step back. “Speak up. I won’t say a word.”

      “I haven’t seen that one yet,” Owen comments, making us laugh.

      “Let’s get back to Tommy, shall we?” Myra’s voice startles us all.

      “How long have you been here?” Parker asks her, his hand resting on his chest, probably because his heart is racing.

      “Who do you think brought donuts for everyone?” Myra bites into one as if to prove her point.

      “And you stayed silent the whole time?” Owen asks.

      “You actually seemed determined for once. I thought you were on track. Clearly, I was wrong. Never be too positive, especially with men. If these men are also firemen…”

      “Can you give us a heads up on anything?” Niall asks.

      “It depends.”

      “On what?” I ask.

      “You’re not seriously trying to get her into bed, are you?” she asks.

      “No, ma’am. Just… catch and keep.” I use the words they’ve just said. “The opposite of kiss and run.”

      “We really don’t want a runaway damsel,” Niall says, casually placing his unwanted hand on my shoulder.

      “I seriously want you to run away,” I say directly to him.

      “Now that Myra’s here, you think you can talk like that and get rid of us?”

      “Yes.”

      Everyone laughs, even Niall. The only good thing about this backup friend is how well he can take a hit.

      “So, do you have a plan or not?” Myra asks.

      “We thought you did,” Tyler replies.

      Myra shoots him a dirty look.

      “I get it. We have to do all the work, as always,” Tyler says.

      “No one asked you for anything,” I protest half-heartedly.

      “Do you, by any chance, want to do it yourself?” Tyler asks me.

      “Well, I could…”

      This time, everyone laughs their heads off. Even Owen cracks up.

      “You too?” I ask him worriedly.

      “Sorry, mate. Laughter is contagious.”

      “So are catastrophes,” Niall retorts, still making everyone laugh. “Thank goodness your trustworthy friends are here to save the day.”

      “Hey, we try our best,” Tyler adds. “We try really hard, but there’s no telling what will happen at the end. Especially if the main character doesn’t play along.”

      “Are you talking about me?” I point out.

      “If there were other main characters, we’d be screwed,” Tyler responds.

      “I mean, let’s sort this out.” Myra steps up. “We need to make a plan for our backup boyfriend’s career advancement and ensure no damsels get away, you know?”

      “Something like that,” Tyler agrees.

      “But the wedding is in a few days,” Myra comments. “And your shifts are pretty full, given the days off you asked for the weekend.”

      “Exactly.”

      “So we’ll just have to focus on your weekend together,” Myra ponders for a moment. “At least we have a couple of days to plan.”

      “We can do this,” Owen says with conviction.

      “Piece of cake,” Parker comments.

      “I can already picture the wedding invites,” Tyler says.

      “And I can totally picture myself as your best man,” Niall adds.

      I want to express that everything feels rushed and their enthusiasm seems like a setup for impending disaster, but my phone vibrates in my pocket, signalling a new message, so I discreetly step aside to check who it is.

      Anya: I’ve got my eyes on you, fireman my heels!

      Me: What are you talking about?

      Anya: Stay away from those trouble-making firemen and their wild plans.

      How the hell would she know?

      I lift my head up and turn around. I can see someone at the window of the headmistress’ office.

      Me: Are you spying on me?

      Anya: I have eyes and ears everywhere.

      Me: There is nothing to worry about.

      Anya: Says the man who had to run for cover with an emergency kiss the day after his date.

      I can’t blame her.

      Me: What do you want me to do?

      Anya: Be the man.

      I laugh and shake my head.

      Anya: But if it’s too much, I understand. At least try not to get carried away by bad company.

      I turn to my colleagues and the intruder, who are busy discussing plans, strategies and opportunities to be created, and sigh.

      Me: Can you save me from this disaster?

      Anya: I could.

      Me: Will you save me from this disaster?

      Anya: I have to think about it.

      Me: Please think fast. It’s a complete mess.

      Anya: Finally something we agree on.
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      During our shift, Myra approaches me with suspicion.

      “Tell me what you have to tell me. Go ahead.”

      She sits next to me in the semi-deserted common room and clears her throat. “I would prefer not to draw the attention of certain questionable individuals…”

      “Parker left half an hour ago. Tyler is playing pool with Owen and the others. I hope Niall has finally gone his own way.”

      “They’re giving you a hard time, aren’t they?”

      “A little, yes, but I suppose I’m the one who let them do it.”

      “The problem is, you’re way too clean and easy to get to.”

      “So, like a fancy toilet?”

      Myra laughs and I sigh.

      “They’ve got a point.”

      “Not about everything.”

      “I should’ve taken things to the next level before the wedding.”

      “Well, you did take a few steps forward.”

      “Tiny and clumsy.”

      “May I ask why?”

      “Why… what?”

      “Come on, you’re a good-looking guy, and you certainly have your qualities.”

      “Well, thank you.”

      “You could have tried an approach long before.”

      “I have no idea. It never seemed like the right moment.”

      “You’ve had plenty of chances. You’re always at my place. She lives right next door. You must have bumped into her so many times.”

      “So many… Let’s not exaggerate.”

      “Plus, she works close to the fire station, and it’s not hard to run into people in this small town.”

      “Maybe…”

      “Are you lacking self-esteem or what?”

      “Nah…”

      “Courage?"

      “Neither.”

      “I don’t get it.”

      “Sometimes I don’t get it either.” I laugh and shake my head. “I suppose it’s all my family’s fault.”

      “What does your family have to do with this whole thing?”

      “You know my brothers?”

      “I’ve met them on a couple of occasions.”

      “What about my mother?”

      “She scares me to death.”

      “Everyone knows Patrick and Ciaran are total playboys. Charming, sassy, and with two jobs that attract women like magnets.”

      “That may be correct.”

      “And all they do is push me and poke me, and make me feel like a loser, just because I’m not like them.”

      “They’re just two idiots.”

      “Two idiots who could win Ivy over without so much trouble and, most importantly, without any help.”

      “I don’t think Ivy likes that kind of guy.”

      I look at her. “Really?”

      “She hasn’t straight out told me, but you can tell. She’s got more… classy likes.”

      “Then I’m so fucked.”

      “I mean… more cultured. Sophisticated.”

      “You’re not helping me.”

      “You’re right; terrible choice of words. Sorry.”

      “My mother. All her fault.”

      “What does she have to do with it now?”

      “She directed her energy towards me a bit excessively. That’s how I ended up conscientious and respectful.”

      “And is that bad?”

      “You tell me if it’s bad.”

      “I don’t know about men. Never had one.”

      I huff and lean back in the chair.

      “I’m… stuck.”

      “Hmm… Interesting choice of words.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I shouldn’t tell you this, but I think Ivy feels the same way.”

      “Ivy feels that way?”

      “She’s an introvert. She’s not really one to open up, trust, or be adventurous, you know? I think she’s kind of rigid, always on her own… It made her close herself off and feel stuck.”

      I think about it for a bit, then find myself smiling, thinking of her. “I like it that way. It makes everything more important, like every step is really worth it.”

      “You like difficult things.”

      “I’m a fireman, right?”

      “Right.”

      “We’re so different, she and I, and maybe, just maybe, that’s what I like.”

      “You’re weird, you know that?”

      I laugh.

      “But you’re a good guy.”

      “I’m naïve, is that what you mean?” I snort and straighten up. I rest my elbows on the table and lean towards Myra. “I want to be more proactive, more… The game-face, that’s the key. Being quick-witted, making timely decisions, and avoiding self-doubt the next day.”

      “You can’t pretend to be something you’re not. You can tell the difference.”

      “Should I just hope for a positive outcome?”

      Myra shrugs. “I understand, you know? I’ve always had a thing for people who aren’t for me.”

      “Are you saying Ivy isn’t for me?”

      “I was talking about me. It was just to make you feel my sympathy.”

      “Are you saying she and I aren’t right for each other?”

      “That I can’t tell.”

      “Even less honest is fine, you know?”

      Myra laughs. “Sorry.”

      “The wedding is only a few days away. I don’t want to get there and start all over again. I want to actually date her.”

      “Tell her.”

      I look at Myra.

      “It’s the only way. Don’t even think about those guys’ insane ideas.”

      “I should go to her place and…”

      “And ask her to go to the wedding with you.”

      I sit up. “You’re right.”

      “Where are you going?”

      “To ask her if I can be her white knight at the wedding.”

      “Your shift ends in…” Myra looks at her watch.

      “I was hoping for help from my dearest friend.”

      “I can’t cover for you. There are only two of us on ambulance duty tonight.”

      “I’m on it,” Tyler says in surprise.

      How long had he been there?

      “My shift just ended. I can cover for you.”

      “Why?”

      “I liked your speech.”

      “Did you hear… everything?”

      “It was inspiring. Sincere, very much so. You could feel it coming from the heart. Right, Owen?” He asks Owen, who has magically appeared beside him.

      “You too?” I ask my friend, who smiles at me.

      “I liked it. That’s exactly what I was talking about. Just being you.”

      I smile at Owen.

      “Now go before I change my mind.” Tyler signals for me to get out of the way. “You’re lucky my wife is busy tonight; otherwise, like hell I’d be filling in for you.”

      I laugh, then walk over to Tyler, grab him by the arms and pull him close to me, give him a kiss on the cheek before smiling at him. “You’re not as bad as they say.”

      “What, and who says that?”

      “Wish me luck.” I hurry to the dressing room, grab my things, and leave the fire station. I’m going straight to the house of the woman I want to be with, no doubts or second thoughts.

      

      Indecision and confusion flood through me as Anya opens the door to Ivy’s house.

      “You? What are you…” I point at her.

      Anya crosses her arms. “Are you lost by any chance?”

      “You shouldn’t… This isn’t your house.”

      “Is this our dinner?” Ivy’s voice comes from the living room.

      “Mine certainly isn’t, but maybe it can be yours.” Anya opens the door completely, revealing my presence.

      Ivy immediately gets up from the couch she was sitting on with Holly.

      So Tyler knew. He sent me here on purpose. And I even gave him a kiss!

      “Tommy…”

      “Ivy…”

      Anya rolls her eyes before pushing me into the house.

      “Come on, you can do better than that,” she whispers in my ear.

      She’s right. And that’s exactly what I’m going to do.

      “Hi.”

      I like to take things one step at a time.

      What did you think?

      “What are you doing here?” Ivy asks, her face flushed, fingers intertwined with a strand of hair falling over her shoulder. She’s wearing a pair of shorts and a T-shirt, soft against her form, but not too soft to hide her bare breasts beneath, nipples pressing against the fabric. An image I will fantasise about until dementia kicks in.

      “I didn’t mean to disturb.”

      “You’re not disturbing at all.”

      “I’d have something to say about that…” Anya interjects, but Holly promptly shuts her down.

      “Just a girls’ night in.”

      “I don’t want to ruin it.”

      “You’re not.”

      “Don’t talk, for goodness’ sake!” Holly intimates to Anya before she tries again.

      “Is there anything I can do for you?” she asks, biting her lip.

      There would be things you could do for me, my dear Ivy, but I’m here to take a nice big step forward, not get kicked out.

      “I was just dropping by… to see if everything’s all right for our trip.”

      “Are we supposed to pretend nothing’s wrong?” Anya asks Holly, but then we all hear the baby crying through the baby monitor in the living room. “Saved by my daughter, but this isn’t over.”

      “I had no doubt.”

      Anya walks away towards the bedroom. Holly stands up and clears her throat. “I’ll go give her a hand.” She disappears too, leaving me and Ivy alone.

      “Hi,” I say again, feeling like the useless jerk I am.

      “Hi,” she replies, like the wonderful creature she is.

      “I’m sorry if I barged in here unannounced. I didn’t mean to invade your privacy. I just… just wanted to spend some time with you, if you feel like it.”

      “Really?”

      I nod, the air stuck in my throat.

      “The girls are here. It would be rude…”

      “I don’t want you to cancel your plans for me. I should have called first.”

      “Maybe you’d like to stay.”

      “You mean with you?”

      “We ordered pizza.”

      “Pizza.”

      “If you feel like it.”

      “Who says no to pizza?”

      I know, I know. You don’t need to point it out to me.

      I’m the kind of idiot who doesn’t even deserve the benefit of the doubt.

      Ivy smiles in a polite… kind way.

      Kind, for crying out loud!

      “Do you want to…” She points to the couch behind her.

      “Sure.” I walk over and slip off my jacket, laying it against the backrest and glancing at myself. “I haven’t even changed. I’m sorry.”

      “It’s fine.”

      “It’s just that I was in a hurry.”

      “Hurry?”

      “I was in a hurry to come to you.”

      A new warmth spreads across her face. While I can’t sense it on my fingers, I can feel it in my body, as if it passes from her to me.

      “I couldn’t waste time changing.”

      “I like it.”

      “Hmm?”

      She slowly slides her eyes over me. “The uniform. On you. I like the uniform on you.”
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      While I prepare drinks for everyone, Holly enters the kitchen.

      “If you prefer, Anya and I can leave,” she says discreetly.

      “What? Why?”

      “Well, Tommy’s here.”

      “I didn’t expect him to come.”

      “This is a pleasant surprise, isn’t it?”

      “Yes, it is.”

      “Maybe you want to spend some time alone with him.”

      I look towards the living room. Tommy is cuddling Josie, who is now awake. He really has a way with children. It warms my heart to see Josie in his strong arms, so tiny and defenceless.

      “Or maybe not.” Holly draws my attention back.

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “We could use tonight as a test.”

      “Test? What kind of test?”

      “What are you two talking about?” Anya joins us in the kitchen.

      “I was just telling Ivy we could use tonight to test out our backup boyfriend.”

      “Hmm,” Anya ponders, tapping her finger against her lips. “Are you suggesting we try out a ‘best friend test’?”

      “Exactly that,” Holly affirms.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “It’s crucial to see how a man engages with your best friends.”

      “Crucial for what?” I ask, confused.

      “To find out if he’s the man for you. I couldn’t be with a guy who doesn’t get along with my friends or, you know, acts like a jerk to them.”

      I glance again towards the living room. Tommy has stood up; he’s showing Josie my apartment now.

      “I didn’t even know this was a thing,” I say, clueless. “But seriously, who are you guys?”

      My friends burst out laughing.

      “No worries, Ivy, we’ve got this,” Holly says, trying to reassure me, but I think she’s actually making it worse.

      Maybe it wasn’t such a good idea to invite Tommy to stay with us.

      There’s a knock at the door and Tommy immediately looks in our direction.

      “It must be dinner,” Anya says promptly. “I’ll get it.”

      Anya goes to open it while Holly brings back two glasses of wine for us. I grab the Coke for Anya, who’s not drinking tonight, and the beer I opened for Tommy, then head to the living room.

      “Pizza’s here!” Anya says, putting the boxes on the table.

      “I hope you find something you like.” I look at Tommy, who obviously wasn’t around when we picked.

      “You don’t have to worry. Like I said, I eat everything. Plus, I’ve totally crashed.”

      “Being flexible? We like that.” Anya sits down. “You want to give me the baby?” She reaches out her arms to Tommy to take Josie.

      “Why don’t you take advantage of your backup babysitter and enjoy your dinner?”

      Anya raises an eyebrow, scrutinising him.

      “I’m serious. Also,” he looks at Josie, her little hands on his face. “She’s perfectly fine with Uncle Tommy, isn’t she?”

      I can’t help but smile as I look at them.

      “Sure,” Anya replies before grabbing a slice of pizza from the carton on the coffee table. “But if you’re trying to use my daughter to impress…”

      I blush violently.

      “None of that, I assure you,” he replies.

      Anya watches him for a moment, then gives in. “Whatever.” She stares at her pizza, but before she takes a bite, she coughs to clear her throat. “Thank you.”

      Tommy smiles at her.

      Holly and I watch the whole scene, then our eyes meet.

      “He’s the one, believe me,” she mouths.

      I can’t help but hope a little.

      

      “Only one slice left,” Holly says, pushing the box towards me and Tommy, who are sitting close together. Anya stepped out to change Josie. Holly said she’s full, but still up for some ice cream.

      “It’s just between you and me,” Tommy says, challenging me.

      “If you’re a true gentleman, you’ll surrender your slice,” Holly says, but Tommy grins at me.

      “A kiss-arse would hand it over. A proper gentleman would split it in half.” He grabs the slice and brings it over to me. “But he’d save the first bite for you.”

      I lean in just close enough to bite into the slice under Tommy’s attentive and hungry eyes, then chew slowly as he brings the slice of pizza to his mouth. He takes a big bite without taking his eyes off mine, then hands it to me again. I don’t even try to take it between my fingers. I like it that way; I like him to do it.

      I think it’s the most erotic and exciting thing I’ve ever experienced.

      And I’ve said it all.

      His eyes light up the moment I take another bite, then turn dark and frighteningly deep.

      “God, it’s hot in here,” my friend comments, before getting up from the couch and walking away.

      Tommy and I don’t let ourselves be distracted. He brings the slice to his mouth and bites into it again. I hold my breath until the slice comes back to me.

      “I’ve never had pizza this good before,” he says, his tone seductive.

      “Neither have I.”

      “I might give you the rest just to see you bite into that slice again.”

      “Oh Jesus,” Holly says, I think from the kitchen.

      “I might do the same,” I say.

      “I think I’ll excuse myself for a few minutes.” My friend disappears quickly.

      Tommy laughs. Sexy wrinkles appear at the corners of his eyes. I had no idea he was so charming and funny, and I never thought he was good with people or had such a pleasant and wholesome manner. Maybe I didn’t look around enough. Maybe, as my friends say, I closed myself off to the world around me, keeping my head down and my eyes half-closed, missing so much, and risking missing this too, this beautiful, pure feeling I have for this man sitting on my couch, with a piece of pizza between his fingers and the brightest, truest smile I have ever seen.

      Without further thought, I reach over and bite into the rest of the pizza. “Mine!” I say with my mouth full.

      Tommy laughs. “I can’t believe you robbed me of my last bite!”

      And I can’t believe this night has turned into one of the best nights of my entire life.

      “You got me, Ivy Moloney.”

      “You hesitated too much.”

      I wipe my mouth with a napkin, then take a sip of wine.

      “I’ve been told that recently.”

      I look at him.

      “But I’ll be more careful from now on and not let anything slip away from my fingers again.”

      

      “Hazelnut and vanilla.” I show two tubs to my guests.

      “Tell me you also have whipped cream?” Anya asks. I nod. “You’re the best.”

      I laugh as I place the tubs on the countertop. I open them both, then lift myself up on my toes to grab bowls from the cupboard.

      “Need a hand there?” His voice comes from behind me, his warmth wrapping around my body.

      “I-I think I can manage, but thanks.” I pick up the bowls and place them on the countertop.

      “What do you say we make this ice cream… interesting?”

      “I hope that’s not a sexual innuendo or you’ll see me running away on my heels faster than light!” Anya yells from the living room.

      We both laugh.

      “What do you have in mind?”

      “We could use some coffee liqueur.”

      I turn around and open one of the kitchen cupboard doors. I grab a bottle and show it to him.

      “I knew you and I would hit it off right away.”

      I bite my lip, inappropriately excited for a girls’ night with a plus one.

      “Can I do it?”

      “The kitchen is all yours.”

      I leave Tommy in charge of the ice cream and return to my friends.

      “He seems comfortable here,” Holly comments, giving him a quick glance.

      “He’s a fast fit,” Anya says.

      “I suppose so.”

      “How about you? Are you fitting in?” she asks allusively.

      I laugh, my hand over my mouth. I feel like a teenager with her first crush.

      “I’d say yes,” Anya comments.

      “For the ladies.” Tommy comes back with our ice cream. “No liquor for you, right?” he asks Anya, who sneaks a glance at him. “I noticed you didn’t drink tonight.”

      “You noticed right,” she replies, taking the bowl. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      He sits down with us, bowl in his hand. “Anyway, if anyone needs a lift…” He looks at my friends. “It’s very late.”

      “Thanks for the offer, but we can take care of ourselves,” Anya replies, far too diplomatic for her usual self.

      “The offer stays on the table, in case you reconsider.” He shoves a spoonful of ice cream into his mouth. “Hmm… now that’s ice cream.”

      He looks at me. I am entranced, staring at him. He laughs, then sticks the spoon into the ice cream again, and spreads it on my nose.

      “What the hell…” I jump up immediately, surprised.

      “You were totally hooked and all…”

      I sink the spoon into the ice cream and spread it on his face.

      Tommy is taken by surprise. He didn’t expect my reaction and, to be honest, neither did I.

      He laughs, the ice cream dripping down his face and onto his shirt.

      “You asked for it,” I defend myself.

      Tommy wipes his face with a napkin, then his eyes catch mine. “I wanted it, yes,” his voice is piercing and sensual. “You have no idea how much.”

      

      When it’s time to go, I walk my friends to the door while Tommy is wearing his jacket in the living room.

      “So?” I ask anxiously.

      “So… what?” Holly replies.

      “Your test…”

      “Oh, that!” She smiles, then looks at Anya. Josie is asleep in her arms.

      “He did really well, considering he’s a fireman.”

      I laugh. I know Anya made a great effort and I appreciate it.

      “Talk to you tomorrow?” She gives me a kiss. I nod.

      “Thanks for the evening,” Holly adds, before hugging me.

      “Thank you.”

      I watch my friends walk down the stairs as Tommy comes closer.

      “I had a great time with you girls. Thanks for asking me to stay.”

      “It was my pleasure.”

      Tommy watches my friends get into the car, then turns back to me. “I’d love to stay, but my duty as a fireman and a gentleman tells me I’d better escort them home.”

      My heart fills with emotion at the thought of him caring so much about the girls.

      “It was… you are…” He sighs, then leans down to place a kiss on my lips. “You’re a continuous discovery, Ivy Moloney.”

      “No one has ever said that to me before,” I tell him honestly.

      His expression softens. “I don’t know who you’ve met, but I’m pretty sure they didn’t deserve this.” He touches my face, softly caressing my smiling mouth with his thumb.

      “Good night.”

      “Good night.”

      He walks down the first few steps, pauses, and faces me. “I’m looking forward to the weekend.”

      I can’t wait either, but I’m too overwhelmed to organise my thoughts at the moment. I watch him leave, get in the car, and then follow my friend’s car. This night still lingers in my mind, and these new emotions are ready to keep me company until morning.
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      When Tommy shows up at my door on the Thursday afternoon of the wedding weekend, I feel a rush of emotions. I am thrilled to see him again, but I am also nervous about spending the weekend together.

      We’ve been texting each other. He was busy with work and so was I. We didn’t meet up. And when he suggested we leave on Thursday afternoon instead of Friday morning, I immediately agreed, eager to see what was actually going on between us.

      “Are you ready?” he asks me at the door.

      “Just give me three seconds.”

      I leave the door open as I enter the house to gather my stuff. Tommy stands in the doorway, waiting for me to invite him in.

      “Do you want to…”

      “Only if you want to.”

      I want so many things right now, but I’m afraid I’m not even ready for half of them.

      “That’s fine with me.”

      “Okay.” He steps inside and the door closes behind him.

      We are alone again. After these days spent thinking about him, my couch, his kisses, the pizza we shared, and the ice cream on his face.

      “You look… beautiful as ever.”

      I instinctively look at myself. I’m wearing jeans and a polka dot blouse, with sneakers on my feet.

      “You don’t believe me?”

      I look at him for an explanation.

      “You’re looking at yourself like you don’t believe my words.”

      I can’t admit that it’s difficult to believe such things. I just give him a half smile before lowering my gaze.

      “Why do you do this?”

      “What… what do I do?”

      “You’re denying yourself and hiding.”

      I move a strand of hair behind my ear for no reason. “I don’t.”

      “You’re so far away sometimes, even though I’m right in front of you.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be.” He moves closer, his fingers searching for mine.

      “I know it sounds strange, but whenever I see you, all I want is to be closer to you.”

      I look at him again.

      “And when I succeed… I feel… I feel I’m good for something.”

      “What are you saying? Why do you think that?”

      “I don’t know. I always get that feeling and maybe I shouldn’t even mention it. It doesn’t make me look good.”

      I take a step towards him, let go of his hand and place mine on his chest. “I like it when you look for me.”

      “Really?”

      I nod. “Nobody does.”

      “I do, though. A lot.” His fingers brush my face. “I want to kiss you so badly right now.”

      I bite my lip, tense.

      “God, I want to.” His fingers curl under my chin, my face moving closer to his, his mouth bending over mine. “I want it so bad.” Our lips meet, his hand on my hip, his kiss growing urgent, the heat overwhelming me, causing me to surrender against his body. “I’ve done nothing but think about this moment,” he says against my mouth before biting it gently. “And now I can’t let you go,” he adds, kissing me again. His breath grows heavy as he presses his hands firmly on my hips, urging me to press myself against him.

      His clear and awkward excitement between us makes me instinctively pull away.

      “Sorry,” he says immediately, taking a step back. “That was a bit much.”

      I shake my head. “It’s fine. It’s just that we should go.”

      “You’re right.”

      I leave him standing in the middle of my living room as I retrieve my bag and jacket. I try to look at him, but I can’t.

      “I’ve gone too far, haven’t I?”

      “No, I’m just…”

      What am I? Scared for sure. Unsure, confused and… on edge. Damn it! Now I have to spend hours stuck in the car with him.

      “You’re excited about the wedding.”

      Excited for sure, but the wedding is the least of my thoughts.

      “Is that your suitcase?” He points to the trolley I left by the couch.

      “Yes.”

      “I’ll take it to the car. Whenever you’re ready…”

      “I’ll be right behind you.”

      “Okay.”

      He picks it up and lifts it, then turns and leaves my apartment.

      I grab my keys and my phone, reach for the door, close it, and walk down the stairs just as Tommy closes the boot of his car. He opens the door for me. I thank him and sit down. Tommy gets into the driver’s seat and closes the door. He slips the key in and starts the car.

      “Ready?” he asks me before we leave the car park.

      No, not at all.

      Not for you. Not for this. Not to try again. Not for another disappointment.

      But I’ve learned how to lie. Remember?

      I knew it would come in handy.

      “Ready as I’ll ever be.”

      

      “Did you inform your family that we’d be coming early?” Tommy asks me in the car.

      “I called my mother this morning. She assured me that they would take care of notifying the hotel.”

      “They didn’t have to bother.”

      “They had already made the reservations. It was easier that way.”

      “What about you? Are you nervous?”

      “About the wedding? A bit.”

      “Social event, right?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “May I ask how you come to dislike public events?”

      “I guess I’ve always been like that.”

      “Like…?”

      “Shy, insecure, introverted…” I sigh. “I struggle with crowds and socialising. I shut down, get stiff, and almost look like a snob. I don’t do it on purpose, I swear.”

      “Nobody thinks you do it on purpose, I’m sure.”

      “Tell that to my old schoolmates.”

      “Why? Were they mean to you?”

      I don’t want to go through my life with him.

      “We simply didn’t understand each other.”

      “You don’t want to talk about it, do you? You don’t have to if you don’t feel like it.”

      “That’s my old life.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Since I moved, I feel like someone else.” I glare at him. He must feel my eyes on him because he looks back at me. “Don’t get me wrong; I haven’t changed. I’m still me. However, something has clicked inside me, like a switch I couldn’t see before.”

      He looks at me again and smiles.

      “Sometimes changes shake you up. They make you feel stronger and braver.”

      “I feel so good and balanced, you know? I realised people aren’t that scary. At least not all of them.”

      “And I am one of the scary ones, or…”

      “A bit at first,” I gauge his reaction. Tommy’s eyes are on the road. “But it wasn’t your fault. It was just me.”

      “There’s no fault in that, Ivy. Certainly not on your part.”

      I ponder this for a few moments then decide to be completely honest. We’re about to spend this weekend together after getting close – very close. I think it’s only fair.

      “Men,” I say embarrassed. I turn my head to the car window. I can’t meet his gaze, not even for a moment. “I’m not… good with men.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I can’t get close to them.”

      “You don’t trust them?”

      “Not very much.”

      “You let me get close to you. Not right away, of course. And believe me when I say that I’ve been trying to get close to you for the last few months.”

      “What?” I turn back to him.

      “If you hadn’t noticed, I’d say they’ve all gone to shit.”

      “Oh my God, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to… Was I being rude?”

      “No, that’s never the case. You were… difficult to approach.”

      I think that’s exactly what happened.

      “But now,” his hand brushes against mine, resting on my thigh, “it’s better now. Definitely better.”

      I can’t help but smile.

      “Was there someone who made you stop trusting men?”

      I sigh and look out the window again. “Yes, there was someone.”

      “Would you like to tell me what happened?”

      “Not really.”

      “I see.”

      “It’s not for you, it’s for me. I don’t want my past to interfere with my present.”

      That’s difficult since we are going to his wedding together. I should tell him everything before the event. However, I don’t want my past to disrupt the beautiful dream I’m living now.

      “Then we won’t talk about it.”

      “Thank you. You’re always so thoughtful.”

      He shrugs. “I have it easy with you. I couldn’t act any other way.”

      “Why? What’s so special about me?”

      I see him smile as if the answer is already in his mind.

      “I wish you could see it, but I’m afraid it doesn’t work that way.”

      I smile too. I think he’s right.

      “Maybe one day I’ll be able to show it to you.”

      “Maybe,” I whisper, before leaning against the car window and turning my gaze outside again.

      

      At the hotel reception, the staff inform us that they have only booked one room for us: a king-size bed.

      “What do you mean, only one room?” I ask anxiously.

      “Those were Mrs Moloney’s arrangement.”

      “But I don’t… We don’t…” I look at Tommy, who doesn’t flinch. Apparently, it doesn’t bother him at all. “Can’t you book another room?” I turn to the receptionist and ask again.

      “I’m sorry, but we’re fully booked. We have three weddings this weekend.”

      “Oh, my God!” I undo two buttons on my blouse. “It’s hot in here, isn’t it?” I ask Tommy, who smiles at me.

      “Thank you for being so helpful,” he says to the receptionist as he takes the key to our room. “I’m sure we’ll be fine.”

      “But we… you and I don’t…”

      “Come on,” Tommy encourages me as we leave the hall and head for the lifts. “You don’t have to worry about anything, Ivy.”

      We enter the lift, the doors closing in front of us.

      “I’m not worried. Who says I’m worried?”

      The doors open again. Tommy signals me to go first, and we walk down the corridor. We stop in front of our room, and Tommy inserts the key card before we settle in. He takes a few steps into the room as I feel the words mounting along with anxiety in my throat, so powerful that I can’t stop them before it’s too late.

      “I’m not worried. I’m terrified.”

      Tommy drops his bags on the carpet and turns to me.

      “I haven’t been with a man in a long, long time.”

      “You mean…”

      “That’s right.”

      Tommy raises an eyebrow.

      “I think it’s been… I can’t remember how long it’s been, actually. And if I don’t remember…”

      He opens his mouth to speak, but immediately closes it again.

      “And even before that, I don’t… It’s not like I…” I wave my hands as if to explain myself in gestures, but I don’t think it works. “I haven’t been with many men in my life.”

      His expression softens.

      “I’ve only been with one man.”

      And I was already more than an adult when it happened, and it wasn’t easy at first, but I keep that to myself.

      I think I’ve talked too much.

      Tommy thinks about it for a moment, then walks past me and into the bathroom. He turns on the light and looks around, then asks me to follow him.

      Dazed, I join him. He points to the bathtub.

      “I can sleep there.”

      I look at him, blinking several times, not sure I understand.

      “All I need is a couple of pillows and a blanket.”

      “You can’t be serious.”

      “I am dead serious.”

      “Why?”

      He gives me the most genuine and beautiful smile on the entire planet.

      “Because I would do anything to make you happy.”

      “I don’t know what to say.”

      “You don’t have to say anything; just relax and…” I grab his shirt and pull him to me. I kiss him in the bathroom of our room. Tommy runs his hands over my face. I tilt my head and he claims my mouth, my breaths and my warmth. I surrender everything to him, abandoning myself against him. His hands slide over my shoulders, down my arms. He takes my hands and brings them to his neck. I cling to him. He holds me tight. His arms wrap around my body completely and in an instant, I feel safe, I feel good and I feel I can do a lot of things.

      All beautiful. All promising. And all with him.

      In that moment, in the bathroom of our hotel, I realise Tommy O’Doherty is going to be more than just a backup boyfriend, and I am going to be more than just a favour to him.

      

      When Tommy gives me some time to settle down without him in the way ⎼ his words, not mine ⎼ I take my phone out of my bag and immediately text my friends.

      Me: Room emergency.

      The first reply comes almost immediately.

      Jordan: What’s going on?

      Me: My mother only booked one room.

      Anya: ???

      Me: A double.

      Anya: ???

      Me: I haven’t had sex with a man in quite some time, as you know… I write, then delete and try again. I don’t feel comfortable sharing a room; we don’t know each other that well yet.

      Anya: How long do you usually take to get to know a man?

      I bite my lip. I’ve been vague with my friends about my past relationships. I’ve only been completely honest with Myra, although I think they’ve guessed my non-existent experience.

      Me: A little more than a few weeks.

      Rian: Are there no other rooms available?

      Me: The hotel is fully booked.

      Holly: Maybe you could use that to your advantage.

      Me: I don’t see how.

      Myra: Not by sleeping there for sure. But you could take advantage of this opportunity to get to know each other better.

      Holly: Myra is right. There’s no such thing as just sex!

      Jordan: Did you talk to him about it?

      Me: He offered to sleep in the bathtub.

      Anya: No way.

      Jordan: The last good guy left on earth.

      Myra: I knew we chose right.

      I smile, then type again.

      Me: He was kind.

      Holly: That was a nice gesture.

      Rian: You can tell he really likes you.

      Myra: How do you feel about that?

      Me: I don’t know. I appreciate his offer, but I’m not sure I want to accept it.

      Anya: Are you telling us you want to sleep with him?

      My face gets hot, even though no one can see me.

      Me: I’m not sure, but I’m not sure I don’t want to either.

      Jordan: It’s an important step.

      Rian: A decision to be made calmly and without pressure.

      Anya: And only if you really want to, not because you have to share a room and a bed.

      My friends are the best.

      Me: Thank you. Talking to you always helps me.

      Jordan: We’re happy to hear it.

      Me: I have to go now. Tommy is waiting for me at the bar for a drink before dinner.

      Myra: Keep us posted.

      Rian: If you need us, we’re all rooting for you.

      An unexpected tear slides down my face. I wipe it away with my fingers.

      Me: Thank you. I’ll talk to you later.

      I leave my mobile phone on the bedside table and get up, walk over to the wardrobe where we have arranged our clothes, and grab the dress I brought for tonight. I slip into the bathroom to change and get ready for the evening ahead, filled with anxiety, but also a strong desire to find out where all this will take me.
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      Tyler: You did… what?

      Parker: I don’t think I quite understand.

      Niall: Did you suggest sleeping in the bathtub? Are you insane?

      Owen: Don’t you think you were a little extreme?

      Texting my backup friends was a mistake. I already knew that.

      I never learn.

      Me: I was trying to be a gentleman.

      Niall: You want to be a virgin forever?

      Me: I’m not a virgin, Niall!

      Niall: At this rate, you’re going to be one.

      I snort and put my phone down on the bar. I spin around on my stool and scan the hall. Ivy is still MIA.

      I hope she hasn’t had second thoughts.

      She didn’t seem too sure about tonight – not after the story of the room, the bathtub, and the kiss we shared in the bathroom. That kiss made the hairs on my arms and neck stand up, not to mention something else that even now…

      I shift onto the uncomfortable stool and grab my phone once more. With nothing else to do and feeling nervous, I give in and read some more.

      Owen: I get what you’re trying to do, but you’re taking the ‘gentleman’ thing a bit too seriously.

      Me: What does that mean?

      Tyler: It means you’re blowing every opportunity that fate and dumb luck throw your way!

      “Hey.”

      Ivy’s voice behind me makes me jump and drop my phone.

      “Sorry, I scared you.”

      Getting off the stool, I pick up my phone from the floor and I stand up slowly to look at her bare legs.

      “H-hello.”

      We are back to square one, yes. I’m stuttering again – all because of those idiots. They really confuse me and stress me out and I’d rather not deal with it.

      Ivy smiles. “I kept you waiting.”

      “No, what…” I point to the stool next to her. “You came. Arrived! I mean… arrived.”

      Ivy sits down and I join her.

      “What are you drinking?”

      “A gin and tonic, please.”

      I signal the barman to bring two drinks. Then I look at her and she looks even more stunning tonight than all the other times I thought she looked stunning before.

      If my group chat mates heard me say that, they’d give me shit for the rest of my life. And if my brothers found out, they’d mess me up until I die and then laugh at my grave.

      “I spoke to the receptionist. He said the restaurant is full tonight, but there’s a pub nearby with live music and plenty of seats.”

      “Sounds good to me.”

      The barman sets our drinks down on the bar.

      “Do you like pubs with live music?”

      “Very much.” Ivy takes a sip. “I love dancing.” She looks at me, her thick, sexy eyelashes fluttering several times before she speaks. “I often do it when I’m alone in the house.”

      “Really?”

      She nods and lowers her gaze. “When I’m in a club, in public, I prefer to watch others.”

      “And you’re happy with that?”

      She drinks again, not looking at me.

      “You should never settle for anything in life, Ivy.”

      “I was told something like that recently.”

      She gives me this little smile as if she has some secret I’m not allowed to know yet.

      But I’d love to. How I’d love to know everything about her, every detail, every aspect. Most of all, I want her desire to share these things with me.

      Why, you ask?

      I mean, the last four hundred pages have pretty much covered it.

      I don’t know what it is about her that attracts me. Certain things have caught my attention as I have watched her walk up and down the stairs to her apartment, exchanging useless pleasantries that have led to nothing more than a simple acquaintance; or as we have crossed paths by chance ⎼ and not so chance ⎼ in the street, in the city.

      She is undeniably gorgeous. She has a subtle, genuine beauty that reveals itself through small gestures. For example, the way her fingers gently brush her neck, or the blush on her cheeks when she notices that I am staring at her for a long time. The way she moves, elegant and fluid, without making the slightest shift of air, as if she were afraid of being noticed. The fact that she always smiles kindly at everyone, even at those morons who are my backup friends; her politeness ⎼ this time was needed ⎼ and her tact; her discretion and the way she gives herself away little by little and only when she feels safe in your company. The way she looks at me now, as if she doesn’t believe in my real interest; and when she lays her sweet eyes on me, as she’s doing now, everything stirs in my body, in my head, even in my stomach – and even a little higher – because, let’s face it, if I’m here now with her, it’s because I feel more than just a simple ⎼ but intense ⎼ attraction.

      I think you just feel certain things. You don’t have to waste time asking questions or finding reasons. You have to go with it, whatever it is. You have to listen to what your gut is telling you. You have to take risks and jump into the fire.

      And that’s exactly what I’m doing right now.

      “Is that why you didn’t want to dance at the party?”

      She smiles shyly.

      “But that night, in the hotel lobby, you were the one who asked me to dance.”

      “I did.” She bites her lip. “We were alone and I’d had a few drinks. I felt less pressure, I had fewer eyes on me…”

      “You had mine.”

      Her gaze drops for a moment before meeting mine, her eyes now darkened with a glint.

      “I’d love to dance with you,” I say casually, taking her hand and gently stroking the back with my thumb. I want her to feel reassured and slowly open up to me.

      Ivy ponders for a moment. “Why do you care so much?”

      “I don’t know…” I shrug. “I feel like maybe, with baby steps, and the right person next to you…” I smile hopefully at her. “I don’t claim to be that person, but I’d like to hold your hand,” I squeeze it gently, emphasising my words, “while you enjoy the simple pleasures that make you happy.”

      “It’s nice what you said.”

      “I mean every word.”

      “I’m not sure I deserve so much attention.”

      I bring her hand to my lips and kiss it. “I’m right here, and I assure you that my attention is entirely on you.” I let her go slowly. Ivy rests her hands on her lap. She looks nervous now. That wasn’t my intention.

      “If you think I’m being pushy or putting pressure on you…”

      “No, I don’t.”

      “Okay. What do you say then?”

      “I say I would love to do something… crazy tonight.”

      How do I contain my indecorous joy?

      “With you. I would love to do something crazy with you.”

      

      Ivy leaves to wash her hands. I remain alone at the table in the pub the hotel recommended. I get so anxious and unsure that I end up doing something foolish and reckless: writing to the useless fire brigade.

      Me: I think I’ve gone too far.

      Tyler: Did you finally realise that offering to sleep in the bathtub was the bullshit of the year?

      I shake my head. I knew I’d regret it immediately.

      Me: I asked her to do something with me.

      Niall: Something naughty?

      I roll my eyes.

      Owen: Something to get her out of her comfort zone?

      Do you understand now why I’m putting all my eggs in Owen’s basket? He’s the only one who can claim the title of friend.

      Me: @Owen Good thing you’re here.

      Niall: If you want, we’ll leave you two alone.

      Parker: Don’t fall for it. It’s a trap! You’ll never get rid of them!

      I had unfortunately guessed that.

      Owen: You’re gaining trust, man.

      Me: @Owen You think?

      Tyler: Can we answer that too, or has this become a tête-à-tête?

      Me: You can answer, but only if you don’t spew any more bullshit.

      Niall: You know we can’t do that.

      “Here I am.” Ivy returns to the table and I quickly put my phone away.

      “They brought our drinks.” I push the cocktail she ordered towards her. “They said dinner will be here in a while.”

      Ivy takes her drink and sips it.

      “The band has already started playing,” I say cautiously.

      She smiles at me.

      “And there are already people on the dance floor.”

      “I see.”

      “We can wait or we can jump right in.”

      “There are a lot of people,” she points out. “The place is full.”

      “True. But we don’t know those people, and they’ll probably be a bit buzzed, too. No one will pay attention to us.”

      Ivy looks at me, her eyes veiled with sadness. I realise the problem isn’t the people, but one in particular – yours truly.

      Maybe she’s not so keen on doing something with me after all.

      “I’m sorry,” she justifies. She must have sensed my disappointment. “I shouldn’t have made promises and I shouldn’t have agreed to come to this club and…”

      “Hey,” I take her hand. “It’s okay.”

      “I keep promising I’m going to do something, and then I back out.”

      “You didn’t promise me anything.”

      “But you were hoping for it. I can see it in your eyes.”

      “A little, sure, but only because I wanted you to enjoy yourself.”

      “I’m always a disappointment to everyone.”

      “What? No!”

      “To my parents, my sister… men.”

      Men? Is she talking about plural? Weren’t we down to one man?

      “I try but… I’m sorry.”

      “You don’t have to apologise for anything.”

      “I’m like that. I can’t change, to be different, to be that person everyone wants me to be.”

      “Who wants you to be different?”

      She looks at me for a moment. I sense the words are there, ready to come out.

      “Talk to me, please.” I reach for her fingers. Ivy retracts them.

      I sigh. This time, I can’t hide my disappointment.

      “My sister asked me to give a speech on her wedding day, as maid of honour,” she begins, uncertain. “She knows I can’t do it, just like she knew I didn’t want to be a bridesmaid. I didn’t want all this attention on me.”

      I’m starting to see a little more clearly the whole picture.

      “My parents support her…” Now I notice something about her I hadn’t seen before, and it makes her even more stunning and fragile in my eyes. Sadness, so much and ancient sadness. And loneliness. Endless and devastating loneliness. “I am not like them. I never have been.”

      “You don’t have to be, Ivy.”

      “I didn’t want to be a teacher because I couldn’t talk in front of a whole class.” She looks at me, her eyes bright and pained. “I would have loved to. Teaching. Especially to children. But I couldn’t do it. The fear of not being up to it, of being just yet another disappointment…”

      “Don’t say that about yourself, please.”

      She takes a sip of her drink ⎼ or maybe two or three ⎼ probably to give herself courage.

      “Before I let a guy try to make a move…” she sighs heavily. “I was, like, so closed off and unapproachable, just like you said.”

      “I shouldn’t have said those things.”

      She shakes her head. “It was just the truth. That’s the truth.”

      “I’m sorry if I reopened an old wound.”

      “Old wound? It’s always here,” she touches her chest. “And it’s always open. I feel like no one can understand like I’m an alien.”

      I want to tell her I’m here, ready to understand, but she just needs to vent right now.

      “It’s like I’m watching my life as a viewer.”

      I can’t help but squeeze her hand to make her feel my closeness.

      “When I lived with my parents and my sister... Sometimes, they would even forget I was there, having dinner with them. It was so painful, and yet, I couldn’t do anything to avoid it.” She wipes away a tear with a finger. “I would watch them, listen to them talk to each other, understanding each other on the fly… It was like we were speaking two different languages. They love me; I know, but they don’t understand how it feels to be locked out all the time.” Another tear falls that I want to wipe away now with my kisses, but I realise it would be too much now. “I’m sorry, I don’t know what came over me.”

      “It was my fault. I pressured you and awakened something that was there, ready to explode.”

      She looks at me and gives me a sad smile. “My friends say I’ll explode eventually if I keep holding it all in.”

      “They are wise friends.”

      “I don’t know what I would have done if I hadn’t met them. They have been my salvation.”

      “I’m glad they are in your life, not least because thanks to them I am there too.”

      Now she smiles for real.

      “Because I’m there, aren’t I, Ivy?”

      She nods. “Do you want to be there?”

      “Are you seriously asking?”

      She laughs, wipes her eyes and takes a deep breath, trying to regain control. It’s time to shift the focus to me so she can feel comfortable again.

      “My brothers are two jerks. I already told you that. One is a doctor, the other a policeman, two established people with two important careers.” I smile at her. “I didn’t want to be a doctor like my father and Ciaran. I tried, though. I went to college.”

      “And then?”

      “And then… I couldn’t pass any exams in the first year.”

      “Oh no.”

      “And I ended up throwing away almost two years of my life because I wanted to succeed; I wanted to… I wanted to make them proud.”

      She gives me a tender look of understanding and support.

      “I couldn’t do it.”

      Her hand brushes against mine.

      “They never gave me a hard time about not being able to go down that road, but when I hear my dad and brother chatting, sharing thoughts and advice… having a good laugh over things only they get… I feel left out. Ciaran is one of the town’s doctors, but he’s studying for another specialisation. He’s really good at it, but I’m…”

      “I’m sorry you feel that way.”

      “Patrick, though, is in the police force and is studying to be a detective.” I shake my head. “Another milestone for another family member that I’m sure he will achieve.”

      “You are also a valued member of the community. You must be proud of what you do.”

      “I am, but sometimes…”

      “Sometimes it’s hard.”

      “I knew you would understand.”

      “I really admire what you do.”

      I smile at her, grateful.

      “I have great respect for firefighters and I have… I have great admiration for you.”

      “That’s nice of you to say.”

      “I only spoke the truth. You’re a person who gets liked quickly, I can see that, you know? How much your friends care about you. Plus… you’re a charming man, always full of surprises.”

      “Thank you, but you only say that because you don’t know my brothers. They are…” I sigh. “Brilliant, resourceful, successful in everything they do and successful with women.”

      “And you…”

      “I would like to be successful with one woman.”

      She bites her lip, flustered.

      “And this woman is sitting right in front of me.”
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      Me: Help! Drinking Girlfriends reporting for duty!

      I’m typing fast, standing against the wall of the pub’s toilet. I’ve locked myself in again and need my friends’ help.

      Myra: Don’t tell me you ran off to the toilet again.

      Me: I didn’t run away. I just absented myself for a few minutes.

      Anya: What happened this time?

      I take a deep breath, then start typing.

      Me: I may have gone too far.

      Myra: But aren’t you in a pub?

      My friends know where we are. It’s not the first time I’ve locked myself in the bathroom for help.

      I’m a hopeless mess.

      Holly: Too far...?

      Me: I talked too much.

      Anya: About interesting things?

      I laugh and shake my head.

      Me: I was in a flood. I don’t know what came over me. I started spilling my pathetic life all over the pub table before dinner even arrived.

      Holly: Your life is not pathetic at all.

      Me: The impression I made certainly is.

      Jordan: Let’s not jump to conclusions. I’m sure Tommy realised it was just a moment.

      Me: A pretty long moment.

      Rian: Who’s going to give me a recap?

      Anya: @Rian Ivy thinks she’s pathetic.

      Jordan: Too much recap.

      Rian: Are you back in the toilet again?

      Me: What do I do now?

      Anya: Go back in there and take charge.

      Jordan: Anya’s right. No need to feel bad; it was just a moment, I’m sure you can start from here and go straight for the result.

      Me: And what would that result be?

      Anya: Only you can decide that.

      Me: I think I want to tell him about Cooper.

      Holly: Good decision.

      Me: I want to ask him to come to the wedding with me.

      My heart is pounding as I type my last message.

      Rian: So our fireman broke through!

      Holly: Aww! I’m so happy!

      Jordan: We’re all happy for you.

      Myra: Tell him! Don’t waste your time with us!

      Anya: I’m finally expecting some action in this chat.

      I laugh and put my phone away. I glance at myself in the mirror, take a deep breath and walk quickly to our table where dinner is waiting.

      I sit down and smile at him. “Sorry to keep you waiting.”

      “Dinner just arrived.”

      We both ordered burgers and fries.

      “Finally. I was starving.”

      “Me too.”

      I take my bun and take a big bite. “We needed a burger,” I say, mouth full. “Sorry.”

      “A good burger can fix you right up, after dessert, of course.” He takes a bite of his, too.

      “You have some…” I point to his mouth, then put my burger down and grab a napkin, wiping the corner of his mouth where there’s some sauce left.

      “You seem more relaxed.”

      “I am.”

      “Opening up is good for you.”

      “Only if you do it with the right person,” I say.

      Tommy smiles. He doesn’t ask me if it’s him. I think he understands by now.

      “You don’t have to do it if you don’t feel like it,” he tells me, calmly. “The speech, I mean. You don’t have to feel obligated. It’s your sister’s wedding, that’s true, but that doesn’t mean you have to put yourself in an uncomfortable position just to make someone else happy.”

      “Thank you.”

      “That’s what I think.”

      “I haven’t actually decided yet. I tried to write something but…”

      “You still have some time to decide.”

      “My sister is going to give me a hard time about it tomorrow night.”

      “You don’t want to attend that party, do you?”

      “Is it that obvious?”

      He smiles kindly at me.

      “We’ve grown apart. We’re not as close as we used to be.”

      “I see.”

      “Sometimes you get lost and never find each other again.” I look at him, my expression serious. “I’m doing it again. I’m feeling sorry for myself. Please, let’s talk about something else.”

      “I could tell you something about me.”

      “That would please me very much. And if it’s something embarrassing, that’s even better.”

      Tommy thinks about it, then begins. “When I started at the fire station, I was determined to show everyone I belonged there. I was ready, almost euphoric…” He laughs and takes a sip of beer. “I didn’t know my colleagues were dickheads.”

      I laugh, my hand covering my mouth.

      “Alert and prepared, I quickly donned my emergency gear when I heard the warning siren. I rushed into the main hall where we usually assemble before facing danger. Tyler was there that day. He started shouting ‘Everybody to the pole, everybody to the pole, quick, quick!’” Tommy laughs again. “I started running back and forth across the fire station looking for the pole…” His contagious laughter makes me laugh, even without knowing the end of the story. “The fire station is only on one floor!” He laughs again, tapping his hand on the table. “There was no pole!”

      I burst out laughing too, so hard my abs hurt.

      “That bloody arsehole Tyler Hayes!” Tommy can’t contain himself. “He was the one who set off the alarm. It was just a way to fuck with me.”

      We both laugh loudly.

      “I can’t believe it!” I say, now close to tears.

      “Tell me about it!” He also cries with laughter. “I can’t believe I fell for that!”

      I grab a napkin to dry my eyes and fix my make-up, which is starting to run.

      “Apparently, it’s one of the most popular jokes reserved for newcomers.” His laughter slowly fades. “God, you’re pretty when you laugh, Ivy… I’m ready to tell you the entire repertoire of my shitshow if it helps to see you like this.”

      I think that’s the sweetest thing anyone has ever said to me.

      “I can’t wait to hear them all.”

      

      When we leave the pub and start walking to the hotel, we can still feel the magic of the evening. My initial outburst hasn’t changed anything between us. On the contrary, I think it has brought us closer, creating a link between us where we can meet halfway.

      We walk silently and slowly beside each other. Tommy’s fingers brush against mine several times in a less casual way. I gather courage and hold onto his little finger, restraining the overwhelming emotion in my chest. He immediately squeezes my hand, assuring me he won’t ever let go now that he has me.

      We don’t say anything, but we don’t let go of each other, not even when we return to the hotel and cross the hall. The moment the lift doors open, we have to let go of each other to enter and turn towards the closing doors. The anxiety of this moment is overwhelming. We don’t know how this evening will unfold; we feel pressured to share a bedroom. We eagerly await the moment when we can be alone again in the darkness, with only our breaths as witnesses to the night that envelops us.

      Tommy locks the door and kindly holds it open for me. I step through it, and then I feel his breath on my neck as the door closes, the silence swallowing us both up.

      “You know what I’m really sorry about?” His hand unwraps my jacket, fingers caressing my bare shoulder, my skin trembling at his touch.

      I barely turn my profile to face him. Tommy leans down and kisses my shoulder. A shiver of primal excitement runs through every fibre of my body.

      “W-what?”

      “That I couldn’t dance with you.”

      His lips brush lightly against my skin.

      “I’m sorry too.”

      “If you want, we can make it up.”

      I turn to him. “How?”

      His smile shines in the darkness. “Do you trust me?”

      I nod. I don’t even have to think about it.

      Tommy takes two steps back, pulls his phone out of his pocket, and reaches for something. Suddenly, a gentle and seductive melody fills the air between us. He places his phone on the small table in the corner and turns on the floor lamp, casting a soft, intimate light across the room. Next, he takes off his jacket and lays it on the back of the chair. I watch as he drops his shoes and socks, his footsteps silent on the carpet. I imitate his gestures, fascinated by his manner, eager to take many steps with him. I toss my jacket onto the bed, remove my shoes, and let my feet sink into the softness of the carpet. Halfway through, our hands find their places ⎼ his on my waist, mine on his shoulders ⎼ and I rest my head against his chest, remembering the night when we danced in the hotel lobby after the party. I was tipsy then, my senses altered by the alcohol that had loosened my inhibitions. Now I am sober. The effects of the drinks I had earlier have faded away, and I am fully present, consumed by the longing for this moment, and the overwhelming emotions that surround us.

      I really want him.

      My backup boyfriend has slowly transformed into the man I desire to hold me in his arms.

      “Is this okay?” he asks, his lips brushing against my hair.

      “That’s perfect.” I lift my head, my eyes mirroring his. His hands tighten around my waist, and my body instinctively presses against his.

      “When you’re so close to me, I…” His voice deepens, a sensual vibration seeping under my skin. “I don’t know if…” He leans to my neck. I hold my breath, feeling the intense heat of his breath against my sensitive skin, now in contact with his. He kisses my neck, moving to my ear, softly biting my earlobe. I sigh. He runs his hands down my dress, first up my back, then down to my hips. They move to my bottom, the fabric slipping between his fingers, his mouth pressing against mine as my hands clutch at his neck.

      “God, I want to kiss you.”

      I tremble in his arms with pure excitement.

      “Why haven’t you done it yet?”

      “Because I’m an idiot.”

      I laugh before Tommy’s mouth meets mine. His hands press down on my buttocks, crushing me against him; his erection pushing, his tongue slipping into my mouth in search of breaths and gasps. My fingers trace the sensitive skin of his neck, before losing themselves in his hair. Tommy lets out a sensual moan that is lost in my throat.

      I pull away from him, my breath heavy and laboured as I gasp for air. “I don’t want you sleeping in the bathroom.”

      Tommy flinches just enough to scan my eyes, looking for the confirmation he lacks. “And I don’t want to sleep in it.”

      “Then why did you offer to do it?”

      “Because it felt like the right thing to do.”

      I bite my lip, tense. “It’s not.”

      “Isn’t it?”

      I shake my head. “I’ve been cautious my whole life, afraid to do anything…” I confess to him, my racing heart beating so fast it even muffles my voice. “It’s as if I’ve lived with my eyes half closed.” His eyes open with hope and tenderness. “Now I want to keep them open and I want to keep them on you.”

      “Right on me?”

      “You make me feel like… like I can do anything.”

      “And you can.” He strokes my face. “But not for me. You don’t have to do anything for me.”

      “I don’t want to do it for you.” Emotion wells up; tears of joy sting my eyes. “I want to do it with you.”
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      “Are you sure about this? We don’t have to, you know. We’re sharing a room and there’s only one bed, that’s true, but…” She stops me with a finger to my lips.

      “I’m sure.” She slides it away, then lifts herself onto her toes and kisses me again. Her delicate hands caress my neck, her warm body pressing against mine, searching for a response that doesn’t take long to come.

      “I’ve been feeling turned on since we got in the car this afternoon,” I confess. She laughs against my mouth. “Nah, that’s bullshit. I have been since I walked into your apartment.” Ivy kisses me again, probably looking for a way to shut me up. “Nope, still not there. I’m from the landing and the pink socks.”

      “Really?”

      “You have no idea how much excitement I’ve had to hold in until tonight.”

      I feel her shiver in my arms.

      “I’ve been dying to get that dress off you ever since I saw you in the hotel bar.”

      Ivy sighs, her fingers playing sensually in my hair.

      “Not only that,” I lean down and kiss her, running my hand along her hip, then her thigh, grabbing some of the fabric with my fingers and slowly lifting her up. Her hot skin excites my bulky friend from downstairs even more.

      Not satisfied with the current devastation, I slide both hands down her bottom, lifting her dress and caressing the fabric of her underwear.

      “Take it off, please,” I whisper against her neck. “I don’t want to rip it off you.”

      Ivy lets out a nervous giggle.

      “I’m not joking. There is no longer a containment net. The only thing standing between us is this dress.”

      “And your clothes.”

      “Mine? You can tear, cut, burn ⎼ who cares? Besides, they’re my brother’s.”

      Ivy laughs, then shifts away from me and turns her back. “Would you help me?”

      God, if you are there, cover your eyes.

      I slide the zip down to her bottom, my fingers shaking as the dress opens to reveal her back with those sweet, sensual freckles.

      “I knew it.” My hands on her shoulders, the dress slipping down her arms.

      “What?”

      “You have some on your back, too.” I place my lips on the nape of her neck. Ivy sighs. “I love them. All of them.”

      “Are you talking about the freckles?”

      “They’re going to kill me. I can tell.” I stroke her back, my mouth trailing down her spine as I kneel at her feet. Grabbing the dress that slides down to her ankles, I lift her feet one at a time, and remove it, leaving it on the floor. I run my hands down her legs, up to her hips, taking in the moment; as I stand up, my hands continue their way down her stomach. Her skin shivers under my touch.

      Ivy turns around. She is wearing nothing but her pink lace underwear.

      I bring my fingers to the buttons of my shirt and undo them. Ivy’s lips part as she follows the movement of my fingers, her breathing getting heavier as mine stops for a moment. My shirt ends up on the floor, so I move to my trousers, which do the same in seconds.

      My erection, at its happiest, presses against my underwear.

      Ivy bites her lip as she scans my body like I did hers. Honestly, it makes me even harder.

      “Are you still sure about…?”

      “I am,” her voice trembles.

      “Come here.” I take her hand and pull her back to me. “I told you we don’t have to…” Her fingers press gently against my lips.

      “You firemen talk a lot.”

      “You think so?”

      She nods.

      “I’ll stop immediately. From now on, I will only express myself in gestures. And breaths.”

      Ivy laughs, now less tense; I take her face in my hands; her lips parting to allow me to explore the warmth within, my tongue eagerly searching for hers. She places her hands on my chest, palms open. Her nervous fingers draw small circles on my skin, light and discreet. I leave her face, my hands on her back, unclipping her bra and letting it fall to our feet; her full, milky breasts pressing against my skin. A mix of breaths, heat and desire leads me to squeeze her buttocks, pushing her towards the wardrobe, her back against it. I lift her leg, which grips my hip, my erection rubbing against her sex through our underwear.

      Ivy pulls away from me, gasping for air.

      “Sorry,” I tell her immediately. My hand on her face, stroking it, running my fingers over her wet lips. “I got carried away. I’m a little excited. Let’s just say a lot.”

      “It’s fine. I like it.”

      This is all I needed to hear.

      “I’m out of practice,” she says nervously.

      “Leave it to me. I’ll take care of it.”

      She nods, her eyes as dark as the longest night of your life.

      “Do you trust me?”

      “Well, you are a fireman, after all.”

      “I am, but I’m not here to extinguish a fire.”Ivy licks her lips and I instinctively push against her sex. “I’m here to set you on fire.”

      “I’m already very close.”

      I let go of her leg, her foot slowly settling on the carpet. “And you haven’t seen anything yet.” I take her in my arms and lift her up, her hands gripping my neck. I walk over to the bed and drop her onto the mattress. The sight of her almost completely naked body in the middle of the bed causes an obvious and not at all embarrassing spasm between my legs, a spasm that doesn’t escape her eyes either.

      I lie on top of her, sliding between her legs, my elbows resting on the mattress, my fingers in her hair. Our lips meet again, and I deepen the kiss, my tongue exploring the depths of her mouth. Her body moves, her legs relaxing to give me more access, my erection rubbing against her sex. My hand slides along her curves, fingers playing with her underwear.

      Ivy pulls away from my mouth so she can breathe.

      “All right?”

      She nods, firmly. I run my fingers over her wetness, making me spasm again.

      “You’re so turned on,” I whisper to her sensitive breasts.

      “Uh-huh.”

      “I like that.”

      I touch her there, my fingers making circles on her most sensitive spot. My mouth softly caresses her firm nipples, my tongue teasing them, my arousal ready to break free and conquer the last barrier: my unnecessary underwear.

      “I’d like to take this one off.” I lift myself up and drop to my knees. I grab onto the edge of her undies. Ivy nods, her panting filling my eardrums like the sweetest of melodies. I slide her underwear down her outstretched legs, throwing it behind me.

      Her snow-white, naked body is the only thing I’ll be thinking about from now on.

      “Is it okay if…” I point at my underwear.

      “It’s fine, but…” She covers herself with the sheet. “Could you please switch off the light?”

      The darkness won’t be enough to make me forget all this.

      “No problem.” I get up and switch off the light, then slip out of my underwear, leave it on the floor and return to her. “Better?”

      “Yes, thank you.”

      I slide onto her body, and she shivers at our touch.

      “We don’t need the light,” I reassure her, pressing my mouth to hers. “We don’t need anything.” I kiss her again, and Ivy sighs. “We just need…” My tongue slides into her warmth as my hand finds her breast, fingers pinching one of her nipples. “Oh God,” I breathe on her lips, my fingers still playing with her breasts. I lift myself, sliding over her; both hands open on her breasts, massaging and squeezing them. “Damn, you’re so hot.” I dive right in, sucking on her breasts and squeezing them hard. “I could eat you all up.”

      Ivy giggles nervously.

      “I’m dying to taste you,” I say as I slide over her again, sinking my teeth into her mouth; my hand moves from her face to her neck, her breasts, her stomach, her hip. I squeeze her bottom. Ivy gasps.

      I look at her. “Too much?”

      She shakes her head. “Not at all.”

      I smile. “If you want to slow down or…”

      “Don’t you dare!”

      I laugh and kiss her.

      “It’s fine, I like it. I… I feel so… excited and…”

      “And…”

      “I want to have… er… sex.”

      “Really?”

      “W-with you.”

      “And I’m more than happy to hear that!”

      She laughs again before I wrap her all up in my arms. My mouth presses against hers, my body pushing as hers relaxes. My cock tries to find its way inside her.

      I move to my side, taking her with me. Her leg wraps around my hip, my hand on her buttock, hers on my back. I move just enough to caress her sex with mine. Ivy sighs and shivers, aroused. Her nails scratch my skin every time I push against her opening.

      “I really want to…” I kiss her, my tongue seeking hers, my sex pressing against hers, her leg opening more for me. “God, if you do that…” Ivy moves in search of more. “I should… you know…  put something on first.”

      She looks at me.

      “A protection.”

      She nods. I pull away from her for a few moments, just long enough to get a condom out of my bag. I break the packet with my teeth, unroll it quickly, and fit it onto my fierce erection.

      I turn around and come back to her. I lie on the mattress next to Ivy, my hand back on her sex, stroking it, slowly playing with her opening, my fingers sliding in and then back to stroking. Ivy moves in time with my hand, urging me to continue. I try to slide into her, feeling her hold her breath for a few moments, then release it all at once.

      “Are you all right?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      I kiss her. I plunge my tongue into her mouth, then down her throat, taking both of our breaths away. My hand caresses her sex, and my fingers slowly penetrate her. Ivy clings to my shoulders, her nails digging into my skin, her mouth searching for air. I let her take a breath, then my hand slides off her sex. I press down on her tense thigh and slide between her legs, my cock pressing down, her nails digging into my flesh. I sink into her slowly but firmly, my hands resting on the mattress, hers still clinging to me. When I feel I am finally inside her and her grip on my shoulders becomes less tense, I envelop her completely with my body and begin to move. Her warmth welcomes me; her body lets go. Her eyes search mine as I search hers.

      My hips move, my thrusts are deep and steady; her legs wrap around my waist, her sex opening completely for me and I immediately lose myself in her.

      “God, God…” I moan into her mouth. “You have no idea how hot you are.” I bite her lips. Ivy lets out a sensual moan that drives me to the edge of sanity. “When you’re nearby, I’m always hard… like marble…” Her body moves in time with mine. “You don’t know how many times I’ve touched myself thinking about you…” I bite again. Ivy trembles beneath me. “And you?” I ask. Ivy looks at me. “Do you ever touch yourself thinking…” She trembles again and I squeeze her tighter, turning onto my side and taking her with me. Her leg wraps around me; I sink into her wet sex without pausing, her breasts pressed against my chest, her eyes half-closed, her hair scattered across her face and pillow. “So damn sexy…” I kiss her, squeeze her buttock and press her more into me until I’m buried completely inside her.

      “Oh God,” she whispers into my mouth. “Oh… God…” She closes her eyes, abandoning herself in my arms.

      “Yes, yes…” I urge her. My hips continue to pound repeatedly. “Let me feel you come… God, let me feel you come with me…”

      “Ah… Aah…” Ivy moans. “I… Ooh… I…”

      “Yeah. Fuck, me too…” Two more thrusts and her body gives way.

      “Oh God… Oh… Oh…” Ivy starts to tremble in my arms and I immediately follow her, my hips relentless, my hand clinging to her arse, my orgasm breaking me and reducing me to useless air. Her moans echo in the room, real, loud, sensual…

      This moment of pure ecstasy and perfection is forever imprinted in my memory ⎼ and I hope very much ⎼ in hers as well.
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      When I open my eyes because of the light streaming through the curtains, I see something wrapped around me and holding one of my breasts.

      A hand.

      A man’s hand.

      I turn slowly in his arms. Tommy is blissfully asleep, still clinging to me.

      Oh hell.

      It really happened.

      I gently lift his hand and let it slide down his side. Carefully, I slip out of bed, trying not to wake him; I pick up my dress from the floor and cover up as best as I can, reach into my bag, grab my phone – thankfully it’s not dead yet – and slip into the bathroom. I look at myself in the mirror, trying to fix my hair. Last night’s make-up is still visible under my eyes, making me look like someone who’s had a wild night out and needs to vent before exploding.

      I quickly type a message into the Drinking Girlfriends group chat, hoping someone is around. Then I place the phone on the edge of the sink, grab a towel, wet it under the water jet, and start scrubbing away the mess on my face. A few seconds later, my phone vibrates.

      My friends haven’t let me down this time either.

      Anya: How was your night?

      I feel a blush coming up.

      Holly: Considering we never heard from her again…

      Myra: I suppose the emergencies were over, or maybe someone else was ready to handle them.

      “I can’t believe those girls!” I whisper, not wanting Tommy to overhear.

      I drop the towel and pick up my phone. I sit on the toilet, still not wearing anything, just my dress to cover up.

      Me: The evening went by pretty quickly.

      Jordan: Don’t tell me that…

      Me: We spent the night together.

      Anya: And…???

      Holly: Please don’t leave us in the dark like that!

      Rian: What did I miss?

      Anya: @Rian Not now, wee Kerry. We’re about to find out if our escort boyfriend has turned into our nightly resolution man.

      I laugh, then go back to typing.

      Me: I didn’t see that coming.

      Anya: Did our fireman actually turn out to be useful for something?

      And how useful he turned out to be! I can’t remember the last time I had an orgasm with someone other than myself.

      Jordan: Did you sleep together?

      Such a direct question, and it makes me feel so anxious.

      Me: Yes, we did.

      Myra: Hallelujah!

      Anya: I’m really impressed.

      Holly: Was it what you expected?

      Me: To be honest I wasn’t expecting it at all.

      Rian: Was it a pleasant surprise?

      Me: It was great.

      Jordan: And that’s what your friends want to hear, nothing more.

      Holly: Unless you feel comfortable sharing, in which case…

      Anya: In that case, we won’t back down.

      Me: I still need to process it.

      Myra: And where’s our man now?

      Me: In bed. He’s still asleep.

      Anya: He’ll be exhausted…

      Jordan: And where are you?

      Me: In the bathroom.

      Myra: Have you locked yourself in the bathroom again to escape reality?

      Just as I’m about to type that I wanted to write to them privately, my nightly resolution man knocks on the bathroom door.

      “Everything okay in there?”

      I put my phone away and get up from the toilet. I grab my toothbrush and quickly brush my teeth, then let go of my dress and grab the towel still folded on the shelf to the right. I wrap it around me as tightly as I can – damn, it’s too short! ⎼ and put my hand on the handle. I can’t face the nightly resolution man who’s now become the man of the morning after with just a single breath.

      “Hey!” he says, smiling as soon as I open the door. “You’ve been in there for a while.”

      “I was just…” I point behind me for no particular reason.

      “Is everything okay?”

      “Sure. Why?”

      “Because you slipped out of bed and barricaded yourself in the bathroom.”

      “What are you saying…” I touch my neck and feel it getting hot under my fingers. I look away, feeling uncomfortable and unsure how to handle the man of the morning after. My eyes land on his erection, which seems to be greeting me with a cheerful, wide-awake look.

      “Oh my God!” I cover my eyes with my hands. “Sorry, that wasn’t my intention.”

      “What, look at me?”

      “You’re… you’re naked.”

      “Yes, I am.”

      “Could you…?”

      “You want me to cover up?”

      “That would be appropriate.”

      “Ivy,” he calls in a soft voice. “Look at me. Maybe in the eyes?”

      “What are you…?” I drop my hands from my face and look at him. “I wasn’t…”

      “It doesn’t matter if you look at me. Okay, that’s not true… actually, I do care.”

      I give a small smile.

      “Come here.”

      I step towards him, leaving my safe spot. My legs shake like they did last night, maybe even more. Now we have a history together. We’ve shared something personal, something just between us. I feel more vulnerable under his gaze than I did yesterday. He looked at me, listened to me, comforted me, and made me feel good and special. He made me want to be like that.

      “You’re gorgeous, you know that?”

      I take another step, and Tommy holds out his hand.

      “Let’s go back to bed.”

      “To b-bed?”

      He nods, his gaze a little sly.

      “I want to make you come again.”

      Oh my goodness! All this sincerity! It’s not like I’m used to it!

      “Too direct?” he asks as if he can read my mind.

      “A little,” I say, laughing nervously. “But I like it. I like it when it’s you doing it.”

      “Let’s just say that now that we’ve become… intimate.” I take his hand and Tommy pulls me towards him. “Nothing can stop me now.”

      He lifts me into his arms, and I immediately cling to him.

      “I want to take you to bed and make you happy.”

      I smile. “Make me happy?”

      “And make myself happy too, of course.”

      He carries me over to the bed and we both fall back onto it.

      “First, though, we should get rid of this,” he says, pointing to my towel.

      I glance at the window, where light filters in despite the closed curtains, then look back at him.

      “Do you want to get under the sheets?”

      The fact that he asked fills my heart with happiness.

      I shake my head slowly, take the towel off, and show him my naked body, which now just wants to be happy like my heart.

      “You are… Oh my God, you are…” He runs his hands over my body from top to bottom. “I’m not sure I can get you to leave this room.” His big hands are on my breasts. He pulls them closer, then dives between them, his hungry mouth demanding more skin, more moments and more moans – all mine. “Maybe we could skip the event and stay in the room instead.”

      “Would you like to have sex for the whole weekend?”

      “I want to consume you for the whole weekend.”

      His words fill me with shivers and emotion, with hope and new life. I feel free. I am free. I feel I can take risks. I feel like I want to. I feel like my shell is getting tighter by the moment.

      “I like the way you look at me.”

      He tilts his head and smiles.

      “It makes me feel… beautiful. Attractive.”

      “That’s because you are.”

      “Am I?”

      “Would you like me to show you?”

      “That would be perfect, thank you.”

      “I’m a fireman. I never back down from anything.”

      

      “You must’ve been starving,” I say, observing Tommy devour two sausages in thirty seconds.

      “I’ve burned a lot of calories. I need to pull myself together.”

      I blush at his words.

      Tommy ordered room service after our second encounter. He said he wanted to see me in bed, relaxed and naked.

      To be honest, I’m not really naked. Or rather, I am, but I am covered by the sheet. Tommy is also covered from the waist down.

      “Your eggs?”

      “Soft, exactly how I prefer them.”

      He smiles happily. We are both very happy. Let’s say we made each other happy.

      I’m dying to share everything with my friends, or at least the appropriate parts, but I’m so cosy in bed with him that I don’t want to leave any time soon.

      “Would you like some more coffee?” He lifts the carafe. I hand him my cup. He fills it, then pours some for himself as well.

      “What do you want to do today?”

      “Today?” I stick some eggs in my mouth.

      “We have some time off before you go to the party tonight.”

      I grimace with my mouth full. Tommy furrows his brow.

      “I really don’t feel like it.”

      He gives me an understanding smile.

      “I also have a dress rehearsal at five.”

      Tommy glances at the watch on his wrist. “We have plenty of time ahead of us.”

      “What if I don’t go?”

      “Although I really want to spend another night with you, I feel obligated to warn you that you would regret it if you skipped your sister’s hen party.”

      I know he’s right, but thinking about Audrey and everything else immediately puts me in a bad mood.

      “How about we go to the spa?”

      I look at him.

      “There’s a pool, a Jacuzzi, a sauna, and a couple of rooms where you can get a massage.”

      “I’m not a fan of massages.”

      “I’ll make a note of that right away.”

      “But I’d like to try the sauna and… er, maybe spend some time in the Jacuzzi?”

      Tommy smiles happily.

      “I’m sure they have bathing suits at the leisure centre.”

      “I brought mine.”

      Tommy raises an eyebrow. I shrug.

      “I didn’t want to be caught unprepared.”

      “God I like you, Ivy Moloney.”

      “I like you too, Tommy O’Doherty.”

      And quite a lot.

      “I’ll make a note of that, too.”
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      “Do you mind if I do a few laps?” he asks me after we have spent some time together in the sauna.

      “Not at all. I’ll wait for you there.” I point to the thankfully empty Jacuzzi.

      Tommy goes, then stops, turns around and comes back.

      “Did you forget something?”

      His lips press against mine before I can even realise it.

      “I don’t know how you feel about public gestures…”

      “I’ve never been a big fan.”

      “I suspected that. That’s why I wasn’t sure if you…”

      I stand on my toes and kiss him, catching him off guard. His surprise only lasts a few moments. His hand is immediately on the small of my back, the pressure of his fingers, the warmth of his mouth.

      “I’m sorry, I got carried away. I’ll go before I… you know… drag you back to the room.”

      I cover my mouth with my hand to hide my giggle. In fact, I almost wish he would. I don’t know how it’s possible, but this man can touch all the right spots, as if he knows me better than I know myself.

      I leave my towel on one of the recliners around the pool and jump into the Jacuzzi before anyone notices me. Thankfully, there aren’t many people there at this hour. I relax, my arms resting on the edge, my eyes fixed on Tommy who is about to enter the water. His perfect, sculpted, sexy back; the muscular thighs, the strong arms that held me last night and this morning. His confidence, his strength.

      God, I’m hot. I should do something to distract myself, but my eyes and thoughts are all on him.

      Where are my friends when I need them?

      I watch him swim a few laps, one after the other, without even stopping to catch his breath, then I see him approach the edge and pull himself up effortlessly. He comes towards me, sure of himself, of the effect he is now having on me, sure that I – like him – would like to spend the rest of the weekend in the bedroom.

      “Can I join you?” The smile of someone who has fooled you, and the voice of someone about to fool you again.

      “Uh-huh.”

      He comes down the steps and sits across from me. We are alone in the tub.

      “Why don’t you come over here?”

      I move into the tub and come closer. His arms grab me and pull me towards him. I can’t help but brush his erection with my backside.

      “Oh, God.”

      Tommy laughs, his huge hands sliding down my stomach.

      “Shouldn’t we…” I try to say, but the feel of his erection pressing down on me takes my concentration and intention.

      “I’m not doing anything bad.”

      “You’ve basically made me sit on you.”

      “How I wish you’d actually done that, without unnecessary clothing.”

      I swallow nervously. “Oh, yeah?”

      “You have no idea how many things I’d like to do to you.” His hands slide down my tight thighs.

      How can I relax like this?

      They do it again and again, caressing me lasciviously until I feel them brush against my sex.

      “Oh, bloody hell!” I exclaim loudly and stand up.

      Tommy laughs.

      “You’re really… Really…” I can’t find the words. I actually like him touching me, and I like him doing it even when we’re not alone. “You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?”

      “To death.”

      He stands up too, his erection pressing against his swimming trunks, reminding me of what we did and what I want to do again.

      I try to cover my eyes with one hand, but he takes them in his.

      “Let’s go away.”

      “What? Where?”

      He gives me an eloquent look.

      “A-again?”

      He half-smiles. “We firemen are highly trained, you know? We train hard, and we’re always ready to intervene. Do you want me to intervene on you?”

      “Please, yes.”

      Tommy laughs out loud. “I’ll be in the room in ten minutes.”

      “I can be there in five.”
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      I slip out of the leisure centre in my bathrobe and slippers, hoping no one will see me as I run to the lifts that will take me to the second floor where our room is. I press the button nervously and wait. When the doors open, I slip inside and push the button again, sighing in relief when the doors close before anyone else slips in. I hurry out as soon as the doors open again and walk down the corridor to my room. As I take the key from my bathrobe pocket and put it in the lock, the door swings open revealing Tommy’s figure.

      “You said five.” He grabs my arm and pulls me inside. My dressing gown lands on the carpet before the door closes behind me.

      “Didn’t take you long,” I point out, his hands on my hips.

      “Three minutes neat. I timed it.”

      He moves up my arms again, his fingers under the straps of my swimsuit. He slides them slowly down my shoulders, exposing my breasts. He lowers my swimsuit to my waist, his hands on my breasts, his thumbs squeezing my nipples, making my legs tremble.

      “God, God…” He leans over them, his hands cupping them, his mouth sucking one, greedy and excited, his fingers tormenting the other. He bites, then kisses, then his tongue tickles and I close my eyes, surrendering to his touch, his mouth. His hands on my shoulders, supporting me, torturing me for a moment before taking me to heaven.

      “I’ve closed the curtains,” he says. I open my eyes. “For you and for us.”

      I frown.

      “So no one will see what I have in mind for you.”

      His hands are on my hips, fingers gripping my swimsuit and pulling it down my legs.

      “What do you want…” His mouth is on my sex before I can speak or breathe. “Oh… Ooh…” His hand presses onto my thigh, his hot lips sliding over me.

      “You’re so wet…”

      I wish I could tell him it’s because I’ve been in the pool, but I don’t think he means that.

      He stands up and pulls me onto the bed. Tommy makes me lie down, then slides on top of me, his hands resting on my thighs, his breath setting my sex on fire.

      “I want to kiss you all over...” His lips press against me, and I sigh.

      It’s not the first time someone has kissed me like this, but this kiss is… It’s ridiculously hot and steamy and passionate. And I’m afraid I can only hold it for a few seconds.

      “Can I touch you like this?” he asks, slowly sliding his fingers inside me.

      “God, yes!”

      “And kiss you like this?” His mouth isn’t just kissing; it’s sucking my sex, hungry and urgent.

      “Please don’t… stop.”

      “Only when I get what I’m supposed to.”

      And so he goes back to literally eating me. His fingers continue to torture me, his insatiable mouth continues to devour me.

      “You can’t imagine how much I’ve dreamed of this,” his voice vibrates directly into my body. He slowly penetrates me, his fingers sliding firmly inside me as he tickles my most sensitive spot with his wonderful tongue. “I am here, at your service.”

      My hands are in his hair, my senses numb, the heat rising and then giving way to shivers of lust and exciting surprise.

      “And I’m also a very generous man.” His fingers press down and I gasp, just a step away.

      “Oh God, yes, bloody generous.”

      I feel him smile against my sex before he returns to sucking it voraciously, making me lose touch with reality, with this world, with everything I knew before I met him. I cling to his hair as he touches me, thrusts, presses; as he kisses, bites, and licks, my body shattered by spasms before a fire burns in and on me.

      “Oh God, God, God…”

      Tommy’s hand covers my mouth before I can scream again, his fingers guiding me to the edge of the cliff. Time to catch my breath before his mouth takes it away. His body on mine, his hands everywhere, his mouth swooping and demanding, my taste passing from his tongue to mine and vice versa.

      He caresses my face and looks at me, his dark eyes still wrapped in that wave of passion and lust.

      “You are beautiful.”

      I barely deny it as he echoes his words with another passionate kiss.

      “You’re the one who sees me that way.”

      “You just are.”

      “You are.”

      “Am I?” He takes me into his arms as if he knows that is what I need right now, reassurance, warmth, a sense of belonging.

      “Very much.”

      “And what else?”

      “M-muscular.”

      “Well, I work out a lot.”

      “And… sexy. Hot as hell. I’m afraid I might die of it next time.”

      Tommy laughs and kisses me again.

      “Now I really don’t want to go to that damn party.”

      “I promise I’ll stay here, in bed. Naked.”

      I laugh. “Really?”

      “You bet. I will not move from this bed, waiting for your return. Ready for another round of happiness.”

      I caress his face. “Thank you.”

      “You don’t have to thank me for orgasms. Those are a bonus.”

      I laugh again.

      “I’m here, Ivy. And I’m going to stay here. And when you come back…” He gives me an eloquent look.

      “I haven’t even left yet, and I can’t wait to get back to you.”
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      I thank the waiter for placing our pink drinks in front of us and take my glass. The other bridesmaids do the same, and then we all toast the bride, who is more excited than ever tonight. Audrey is like that, she gets excited easily and shows it, and above all, she tries to get everyone around her into the same enthusiasm.

      Why shouldn’t she be like that tonight? She is about to marry the man of her dreams ⎼ her words ⎼ so she has every reason to be excited.

      I open my bag and take out my phone to check for new messages. The Drinking Girlfriend group chat has been busy today, as has my day, spent almost entirely in the arms of the man waiting for me in my room.

      I smile at his latest message, reminding me how beautiful I look in the dress I’m wearing – although he prefers me without it – then put it away and turn my attention back to the night.

      “Don’t tell me there won’t be any boys to brighten our night,” one of the bridesmaids asks Audrey.

      “I hope you don’t mean strippers,” says another.

      “What do you have against strippers?” the first replies, stuffing two peanuts into her mouth.

      “Nothing, really. It’s just that it would be a cliché, and our Audrey is definitely not the cliché type.”

      I’d like to tell them that ‘our’ Audrey did indeed fall for the cliché of the century by sleeping with her sister’s boyfriend, but I’ll keep that to myself. I’m here to celebrate their happiness, and I will. After that… after that, we’ll all go our separate ways. She’s my sister, I love her, and although I have no feelings for her future husband, I can’t help but feel betrayed, and that’s something you don’t forget easily.

      “No strippers,” Audrey clarifies. “But there will be a show.” She points to the stage at the other side of the club. “Something classy.”

      I look around, trying to figure out what kind of club we’re in.

      “I’ve never been here before,” I tell my sister, raising my voice above the pounding music.

      Audrey slowly turns to face me, wearing the smile of someone who has already won but feels the need to inflict more, just for the sake of it. “I’m not surprised,” she says.

      I inhale through my nose and then slowly exhale through my mouth, just as Rian teaches us in class, as Audrey turns her attention back to the other bridesmaids, as if she hasn’t just deliberately hurt me again.

      “I’m going to be away for a few minutes,” I say, addressing them all. One of them nods, but the others don’t even look at me. I get up from the lounge, straighten my dress, and head for the club’s toilets in search of some privacy and a little less toxic air.

      Luckily, the toilets have a small lounge area, so I sit down and take my phone out of my handbag. I don’t want to tell Tommy that the evening is going exactly as I feared, so I text my friends.

      Me: Sister emergency!

      The first reply comes within seconds.

      Holly: What’s going on?

      Me: I don’t understand why she has to put me through this.

      Jordan: What do you mean?

      Me: She treats me like I’m the one who needs to make amends.

      Holly: Typical behaviour of someone who knows they have a guilty conscience.

      Anya: Typical behaviour of someone who wants to have a close and unpleasant encounter with your friends.

      I laugh. I knew that writing to them would make me feel better immediately.

      Me: It was just a stupid thing.

      Rian: But you write to us. We can feel that your mood has changed. Your friends know.

      I smile at the last one.

      Me: Thank you. I feel better now. I’m ready to go back to the party.

      Holly: And how’s your nightly resolution man doing without you?

      I blush.

      Me: He’s waiting for me in my room.

      I’m not going to tell my friends that he promised to wait for me naked. I don’t think I’m ready to talk so openly about this aspect of my life.

      Anya: I understand that this is your sister we’re talking about and that you’re there for her, but don’t let her or anyone else trample on your feelings.

      Me: I’m leaving now. I don’t want to be seen talking to you here.

      Rian: You’re locked in the toilet again, aren’t you?

      Me: Nobody knows me better than you.

      I drop the phone into my lap and lift my head, my eyes catching my reflection in the mirror on the opposite wall. I stand up and walk towards it, observing myself and thinking that this is really true. I have known these people for less than a year, and yet they are the ones who know me best – who know my fears and my weaknesses, who know how to cheer me up, calm me down, make me laugh, or dry my tears.

      I have lived most of my life at home, with my parents and my sister, but none of them really know me; none of them have ever tried to understand me, to put themselves in my shoes.

      Even with men!

      When I was younger, they didn’t even approach me, except to make fun of my shyness; when I started going to university, some started approaching me, but I was still reluctant and closed off. I was almost afraid of men.

      I went out with guys – a few disastrous dates, which I soon dismissed – until Cooper gave it a go.

      He was older than me, a professor. I had just started working for my father. Cooper had dialectic; he had elegance. He was cultured and well educated. He was embedded in the environment; he was bright and charismatic, and he was interested in me. He approached me slowly, in my own time. He courted me, took me out on dates, gave me flowers and left me cards with verses dedicated to me by the poets he discussed in class.

      The fact that he had waited for me for months convinced me of his genuine interest.

      When things got serious, when we started going to bed together, I wanted to tell my father. After all, we both worked at his university, but Cooper wanted to keep it quiet – for me, he said. So as not to put me in a difficult position.

      I believed him.

      I was naive. He was my first man. I was in love and thought it would last forever.

      Then came the criticism, the first fights, the unanswered messages. And then he asked for a break. I was too introverted, too cerebral, he said. I thought too much before I did anything. I didn’t want to try to change. The break lasted about a month, until the day I saw him kissing my sister on his desk, in his office. I should have confronted them, but I couldn’t. I kept quiet and waited until they told me they were together.

      My sister knew that I was in love with him. I had confided in her; I had opened up. I was afraid our father would find out and fire him. I needed advice. I never thought my sister would do such a thing. Sometimes I wonder if they were seeing each other behind my back. If our ‘break’ was planned. If I was stupid to the core and didn’t see what was really going on right under my nose.

      Useless to think about it now, you will tell me.

      I should have acted immediately, hot on my heels. Nothing makes sense. Looking at myself in the mirror, in my nicest dress and my favourite heels, I wonder if there’s any point in being here.

      I take the phone out of my pocket again and type a message for Tommy.

      Me: Are you still in bed?

      Tommy: A promise is a promise. I won’t move from here until you get back.

      Me: You’re not even going down to the restaurant for dinner?

      Tommy: They invented room service for situations like this.

      Me: I can’t wait to get back to you.

      My fingers tremble as I send my last message.

      Three seconds later, his reply arrives.

      Tommy: I can’t wait to hold you in my arms again.

      I take a deep breath and decide to return to the party. The show has just started. I sit down next to Audrey.

      “Where have you been?”

      “I was at the…”

      “You always have to do that. You never take part in anything. I wonder why you came if you spend all your time in the toilets.”

      I nod slowly. Audrey is right. My presence here is pointless, but I’m staying anyway because I promised her I’d be there, and because I need to put all this behind me before I can live my life peacefully and fully.

      What better way to come to terms with the past than to face it?

      

      After the dance show, where some girls unfortunately thought the dancers were overdressed, and after another round of drinks, I feel ready to conclude this evening on a positive note and without fuss. I’ve even discussed the roles we have been assigned with the other bridesmaids.

      I will be the maid of honour, the last to enter before the bride, the one who will stand beside her during the ceremony.

      I’m not excited. All eyes will be on me as I walk down the aisle before the bride, but I think I can do it. I can hold it together for a few minutes.

      This afternoon, before the party, we met for the last fitting. Although my dress was tight around the bust, the tailor assured me not to worry. It will be fixed by tomorrow.

      “Here’s our dinner!” my sister announces enthusiastically.

      She has reserved an entire room in the club for us – a sort of private lounge. As far as I know, she has also hired a chef for the evening.

      As the waiters place the food in front of us, I have to use all my patience not to blurt out.

      “Sushi,” I say, looking at her.

      “You know how much I love it.”

      I give her a tight smile.

      “Come on, what are we waiting for?” My sister serves herself. “After dinner, I have another surprise for you.”

      “You’re spoiling us, Audrey!” one of the girls comments. “I thought we were the ones who had to spoil you.”

      “Anything for my best friends!”

      I watch the girls serve themselves enthusiastically, then decide to take my phone out of my handbag and type for support.

      Me: Sushi for dinner.

      Anya: I’ll get in the car and come over.

      I laugh, then open a message from Tommy, who has just arrived.

      Tommy: I ordered a huge hamburger. Full of sauces. But there’s also salad and pickles. And fries. Do you think it will be enough to get me back on my feet?

      I look around as if someone might read our exchange, and then I answer.

      Me: You’ll have to do a lot more than that.

      Tommy: I also ordered a cheesecake. It’s a whisky one.

      I stroke my stomach, which I instinctively hear growling.

      Tommy: If you promise to come to bed naked, with only the high heels you’re wearing tonight, maybe I’ll let you have a slice.

      Me: Deal.

      I put the phone down. The girls are completely focused on their plates and drinks.

      I get up and disappear for a few minutes, heading for the bar, maybe to fill my stomach with peanuts. I sit down on a stool and ask for another drink, this time not a pink one. A whisky, neat. I have to get through the night. The barman serves me immediately. I pick up my glass and swallow, then slide it over to the barman and gesture for another pour. He quickly complies. I raise my glass in thanks, then bring it to my lips and take a few sips.

      “I knew you would.”

      Audrey’s voice makes me turn on my stool.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Are you trying to make this difficult?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “You’re estranging yourself. You disappear or stand there checking your phone.”

      I want to tell her I’m just doing this to get through the evening and the whole ‘marriage’ thing, but unfortunately, it doesn’t slip away like the whisky that’s going down my throat with the last gulp.

      “Since when do you drink whisky?”

      I laugh, annoyed. “You know nothing about me.”

      Audrey raises an eyebrow.

      “We grew up together. I know everything about you. This,” she points at me, “I don’t know; you’re weird.”

      “I’m weird?” I raise my voice and point at myself.

      “If you didn’t want to be part of this, you could have said so.”

      I nod slowly. “Could I really have got out?”

      “No one forced you.”

      My phone on the counter vibrates, drawing my attention. I open Tommy’s message. It’s a picture of him. He’s only covered by a sheet.

      I can’t help laughing.

      “Look at you! We’re in the middle of an argument and you’re looking at your phone! You don’t even look like yourself!”

      “Maybe you’re the one who’s so busy stealing other people’s boyfriends that you don’t even notice what’s going on around you.”

      Audrey’s mouth opens wide. “What… what are you saying?”

      I slip a note to the barman, then slide off my stool. “Forget it. You wouldn’t understand.” I back away slowly, but Audrey speaks again.

      “And now you’re just going to leave?”

      I turn around. “I’ve got a terrible headache. I’d better get back to the hotel. Say goodbye to the others for me.”

      “Ivy… Wait.” Audrey puts a hand on my shoulder, stopping me from leaving. “Why are you being like this?”

      Okay. My sister decided to have this conversation tonight, the night before her wedding.

      “Because…” I shake my head slightly. “Let’s see… Maybe because you’re marrying my ex-boyfriend. Maybe because you fooled around with him when we were still together.”

      “W-what…”

      I smile bitterly at her. “I’ve got there. Right now, this very night. And look at me,” I point with both hands. “I’m right here, in front of you.” High-pitched, confident voice. No sign of me flinching. “Funny, isn’t it?”

      “I don’t understand what’s going on.”

      “I didn’t understand either. It took me a while to come to terms with so much, but now… Now I’m finally there.”

      “Ivy, I…”

      “You’re my sister. You betrayed me. You hurt me. But you know what? I forgive you, Audrey.”

      “What…”

      “I don’t want to carry around that resentment, that part of my life that’s made me nothing but miserable. I’ve found my way and I’m fine, I’m really fine. I hope very much and with all my heart that it is yours.”
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      The door opens and I jump out of bed.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask Ivy in surprise. I hadn’t expected her back until late.

      Ivy stops in the middle of the room. Her eyes slide down my naked body with devastating slowness ⎼ I didn’t get dressed; a promise is a promise, after all ⎼ her lip caught between her teeth, that sparkle in her eyes heralding a night to be consumed to the core.

      “I couldn’t wait any longer.” She moves her fingers behind her back, her dress opening and sliding down her silhouette.

      “What are you…?”

      “I thought there was a piece of cake.”

      There is more than just cake on the line here. This is a matter of body, soul, and heart.

      “Y-you mean…”

      I’m stuttering again. I’d like to see someone else in my place. This is one of those plot twists that comes out of the blue, unexpected and devastating ⎼ for me, obviously.

      The bra also ends up discarded like her dress. When she’s about to take off her panties, I stop her.

      “Keep them on.”

      She shudders with lust at my words.

      How do I know?

      You have to trust me on this.

      “Come here.”

      Ivy moves, her legs trembling, the anxiety in her breath now close to me.

      “You’re a bloody heart attack, you know that?”

      She laughs nervously.

      “Luckily, I’m a paramedic. I know how to revive myself.” I touch her hips, the soft skin slipping like silk under my fingers. “Kill me, go ahead, my sexy, unpredictable woman with the sweetest smile in the world.”

      She smiles as if in response yo my unspoken request.

      I lean closer to her mouth and kiss it. I start at the right corner, then move slowly towards the centre, kissing just the outline, leaving her gasping with her own anxiety. When I reach the other corner, I pull back slowly, but this time, when I reach the centre, I kiss her fully on the lips. My hand is on her neck, running through her soft, perfumed hair, my fingers caressing her sensitive skin; her tongue slips sensually into my warmth, mine allowing itself to be found and hooked; her body now pressing against mine, her hands sliding over my hips, her fingers trailing down my back, her nails marking a territory that can only belong to her.

      I can feel it – the connection between us. That quiet, discreet understanding. This warmth that surrounds us like a single embrace. I feel her body adapting to mine and mine to hers. I feel my heart beating to the rhythm of hers. I feel my soul becoming softer and clearer as it discovers hers. I feel that this woman is made only for me and I feel that this man ⎼ that would be me ⎼ is made only for her.

      I sit on the mattress, her eyes burning into mine.

      “Sit on me, Ivy, will you?”

      She nods, her nervous fingers intertwined with mine.

      “Only if you want to,” I reassure her.

      Ivy thinks about it for a few seconds, then sits on top of me, her hands still in mine, her hair in my face, my sex pressed against her wet underwear.

      “You’re so sexy.” I release her hands and place mine on her buttocks, hers on my shoulders. Ivy moves slowly on top of me, her sex rubbing against my shaft, unaware of the danger she’s heading for.

      “One more movement like this, and we’ll have another embarrassing story about me that only you will laugh at.”

      Ivy barely holds back a laugh.

      “You want to do it like that?” I ask her. “You want to move on me while I…”

      “Yes,” her answer comes out like a breath held too long. “Yes.”

      I kiss her immediately, my fingers tightening on her skin.

      I am the one marking her now.

      Let the record show that this woman is no longer available.

      “I’m… I’m so turned on,” she says, her face flushed, embarrassment in her words, in her eyes.

      I love this. And it turns me on. Yes, the fact that she’s so shy makes me hard, and the fact that she’s always like this means that I’m basically always hard.

      Things happen.

      “Oh yeah?”

      She nods.

      “Can I…” I slip a hand between us. “Oh fuck, yeah…” I slide her panties aside, my fingers gently stroking her wet sex. I softly caress it, Ivy panting, her eyes glued to my hand as it moves.

      “If I’m not inside you in the next thirty seconds, there will be nothing left to revive, I swear.”

      Ivy bites her bottom lip. I take her face in both hands, my mouth devouring hers, her body moving, pushing, urgency pressing in.

      “I have to…”

      “Yes, you do.”

      “I only need three seconds.”

      “Okay.”

      I’m forced to get her off my lap so I can get up and put something on for the occasion. Ivy waits for me on the bed. I get a condom on in no time and I’m already back with her.

      “Come back to me, will you?” I hold out my hand and Ivy takes it, sitting back down on top of me without taking off her underwear. “Oh yes, like this,” I tell her as my cock presses against her. I pull her underwear off with my fingers and Ivy looks at me with parted lips, waiting. “You look so sexy in just your underwear and heels.” I push my sex into hers. Ivy plants her fingers in my shoulders. My cock slides into her body as if it knows the way home.

      I wrap this beautiful woman in my arms, my hands open on her bare back, my lips caressing hers, my tongue tracing her outline, her breath growing heavy as I move my hips to sink into her.

      “Move on me…” I bite into her mouth, my fingers pressing into her heated skin. “That’s it, yes.” I urge her as she moves, taking my thrusts all the way in, taking the air and the years out of me and giving me back passion and belonging, a desire to mingle with her, a desire not to be just me anymore.

      “We are perfect.” My voice rasps in her ear. “Together… We’re made for this. We’re made for each other.”

      “God…” Ivy gasps for breath. “Oh… God… God…”

      “Yes, honey. Yes… Fuck, fuck!” I hold her tight as we both collapse, breathless and moaning; the fire burning in and around us, the desire to ride out this storm of shivers and spasms.

      The need to stay like this, clinging to each other for fear of not coming back whole.
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      When Ivy opens her eyes the next morning, she finds me awake and staring at her.

      I smile. “Good morning.”

      Ivy rubs her eyes. “What were you doing?”

      “Making sure it was real.”

      She smiles now too.

      I’m not so bad after all. And I’m doing it all by myself. I didn’t need those useless donut eaters’ advice.

      “I want to be your date,” I tell her before anything else happens, and it just sits there as something unclear and indefinite.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I want to go with you to the wedding for real. Not as a backup boyfriend.”

      Ivy stands up, her back against the headboard, the sheet now tight against her breasts. It’s as if I hadn’t admired her body in all its glory last night and the night before.

      “Did I surprise you?”

      She shakes her head. “I couldn’t do it with anyone else but you.”

      I lean forward and kiss her immediately. Sentences like that need to be sealed. If I could tattoo them now, it would be even better.

      “Last night was… God, it was…”

      “It was.”

      “Shall we order breakfast? Or would you rather go downstairs?”

      “I want to have breakfast in bed.”

      I swear I see her eyes light up at the word ‘bed’.

      I think we’re going to be a bit late for the wedding. It’s a good thing it’s in the afternoon

      “Order whatever you want. You know I’ll eat anything.”

      I get up, still naked, because who would want to get dressed with a woman like that next to them?

      “I’m going to take a quick shower. Unless you want to go first?”

      “I’m fine where I am for now.”

      “Are you… er… tired?”

      “I’m exhausted.”

      I smile with satisfaction. “That’s good to hear.”

      Ivy laughs as I disappear into the shower. I immediately plunge into the warm water, letting it soothe my muscles which, let’s face it, have been working – not just a little. I run my hands over my body as I lather up, feeling Ivy’s scratches under my fingers, which make me proud and almost horny again.

      The best sex of my life. And of the next one.

      I knew this woman was made for me. I knew I had to hang in there, not throw in the towel. I knew there was a way to her; I just had to look harder.

      I turned off the shower, wrapped a towel around myself, stepped out, and looked at myself in the mirror. A stupid grin stretched from side to side greeting me.

      I wish my friends could see me now. Not really. It’s better to keep them in the dark for now. I don’t want them to start with their bullshit and ruin this magical moment for me.

      I put my hand on the doorknob to go back to Ivy and offer to wash her back. I open the door, but some voices coming from the doorway make me hesitate.

      “You shouldn’t be here,” I hear Ivy say in an agitated voice.

      “I wanted to talk. After what happened yesterday…”

      “I shouldn’t have said those things. This is your day,” Ivy replies, assuming the other person is her sister.

      “I talked to Cooper about it and…”

      “You did what?” Ivy raises her voice. She sounds angry.

      “We’re getting married in a couple of hours. I don’t want to keep secrets from him.”

      “Then why didn’t you tell Mum and Dad, too?” Ivy asks her.

      “What do they have to do with it?” Audrey replies.

      I shouldn’t be eavesdropping, it’s obviously a family matter, but it’s stronger than me. Something doesn’t feel right, and I suspect it’s related to her sister.

      “Leave them out of this.”

      “Why? Are you afraid they’ll change their minds about you? About him?”

      “Why would they?”

      “Maybe because you slept with your sister’s boyfriend and now you’re marrying him.”

      I wrap my hand around the handle. God, please don’t let this be what I think it is.

      “He didn’t want to be with you anymore,” Audrey tells her.

      The silence that follows is filled with resentment, hurt, questions, and disappointment. The last two things apparently belong to yours truly.

      That’s what was wrong with Ivy. That’s the reason for her nervousness and this strange atmosphere.

      “He wasn’t in love with you,” Audrey adds.

      “He could have told me and broken up with me instead of deciding to sleep with my sister.”

      “Oh my God,” Audrey says. “I can’t believe it. You’re still in love with him.”

      My heart stops, waiting for the answer I fear.

      “Don’t be silly!” Ivy replies firmly.

      “You brought your fireman here to do what? Make him jealous?”

      “Oh, my… How could you even think of that?”

      Without noticing, I’m out of the bathroom. Ivy notices my presence immediately.

      “Tommy,” she says nervously, “Audrey came by to⁠—”

      “Is that why I’m here?” I ask her immediately.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Did I come with you to the party and this weekend just to make your ex jealous?”

      “Absolutely not!”

      “Then why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I wanted to; I was going to, but then…”

      “You had so many opportunities to do it. Before the party, after the party, at your house, here.” I spread my arms wide. “You decided not to.”

      “I didn’t want you to get the wrong idea.”

      “Hmm… Curious, because that’s exactly what’s happening.”

      I move across the room, past them, to the wardrobe and pull out my duffle bag.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I’m leaving.”

      “No, please…”

      I start to pack my things into the duffle bag.

      “D-don’t go.”

      Her voice fades again, her words less firm. In another time I would have held her close, but now I can’t. I have to leave now, go back to my life, forget the smell of her body and the softness of her skin.

      Forget this weekend, the last few days, the half-smile, the blush on her face, the hands that let themselves be held, the light in her eyes.

      “Can we please talk about this?”

      “I don’t want to be anyone’s backup boyfriend, Ivy. Not even if it’s you.”
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      I got dressed in the corridor, grabbed everything I could before leaving the room. I had to get out immediately. I couldn’t even look at her.

      I can’t believe it.

      Ivy was using me. I was such a fool.

      I climb into my car and slam the door, starting the engine with the intention of driving away. Then I stop. My fingers drum nervously on the steering wheel.

      “No,” I say to myself. I will not ask them for advice. I will face the pain alone and head-on. I will not cry to my useless friends.

      I drive out of the hotel car park. It’s morning, and it’s Saturday. With the traffic, it’s going to take me forever to get out of town. I haven’t even had a coffee yet, but ‘fuck it’, I just needed to get out of there as fast as I could and not look back.

      I slip between the queuing cars, my arm resting against the door at the base of the window, my fingers massaging my throbbing temple.

      I’ve heard it with my own ears and yet a part of me doesn’t want to believe it. I can’t bear to think that what we shared was a lie, that she faked it so well that I fell for it like a fool. I believed her looks, her sweet caresses, her kisses, when she wanted to give all those things to someone else.

      That’s why she’s been so reluctant to dance with him at the party!

      I shake my head vigorously as if I could clear all the memories from my mind.

      Not an easy task.

      I believed it, you know? How gullible can a man in love be?

      Oh my God. I said it. Did you hear me? Do you think my crush may have become something more? A lot more?

      Now I could use some advice, damn it!

      Maybe I could stop at the first petrol station I come to on the way back, get a coffee and call Owen.

      That’s it, yeah. That’s the plan.

      I’m sure he won’t let me down at such a crucial time in my life.

      And I’m sure you, dear readers, won’t either.

      

      I sit on a bench with a coffee and a croissant ⎼ they’ve just broken my heart, not my appetite! ⎼ and my phone in hand. Just as I’m about to call Owen, the group chat The Useless Fire Brigade chimes in.

      I don’t want to give in and read, but the messages keep coming, a sign that something big is brewing.

      I open it and start reading, immediately regretting it.

      Niall: Tell me you didn’t do what you did.

      Tyler: With all the effort we put into getting him to where he is now!

      Parker: Hell, man! Everybody’s talking about it.

      Owen: You mean the girls are talking about it?

      Niall: I wouldn’t want to be you.

      Owen: I don’t see it going well for you.

      Me? What have I done? I’m the one who has been tricked!

      Tyler: We know you can read us. Avoiding us won’t help you.

      Parker: Also, because you know they’ll never get out of your way.

      I snort and decide to take part in this pointless discussion, as pointless as this group chat.

      Me: I’ve been used.

      Niall: Ehh… Such big words!

      Me: She tricked me.

      Tyler: And when did that happen?

      They are unbelievable. Why am I wasting my time with them?

      Me: Ivy lied to me.

      Owen: Nobody lied to you, man. Least of all Ivy.

      Wait. Owen said nobody? So my friends knew the whole time?

      Me: I feel betrayed by all of you.

      Parker: What does that have to do with us?

      Me: You knew everything, and you didn’t tell me.

      Tyler: What were we supposed to tell you?

      Me: Ivy needed someone to make her ex jealous, who will also be her brother-in-law in a few hours.

      Niall: What are you talking about?

      Me: No more games! I just want the truth!

      A few moments later, my phone starts ringing. I see my friend Owen’s number on the display.

      “Owen, what⁠—”

      “The truth is, you’re an arsehole!” It’s not my friend Owen on the other end of the line.

      “What… Niall? Is that you?”

      “Who else could ever talk some sense into you?”

      “What are you doing with Owen’s phone?”

      “So many questions and all pointless!” Niall flares up.

      “What’s going on? I don’t understand.”

      “And we had no doubt about that. If you had understood something about this whole story, we wouldn’t have reached this dead end!”

      “I don’t know what you think you’re doing, but⁠—”

      “What do you think you are doing? Ruining everything, our plans, our dreams.”

      “Dreams?”

      “Dreams, dreams! We had high hopes for you, Tommy. We had you handled. You just had to finish. But okay, I understand that you might have panicked…”

      “Niall…”

      “And that you said something you didn’t mean…”

      “Actually, that’s what I thought.”

      “You’re not helping your cause!”

      “Listen, Niall…”

      “Nothing’s lost yet, my friend.”

      I sigh heavily and press my fingers to the bridge of my nose, hoping to nip this headache in the bud, a headache caused by my useless, fake friends.

      “We’re on our way,” Niall continues.

      “You… what?”

      “We’re already in the car. Owen’s just leaving  town.”

      “We… who?”

      “All of us, what a question!”

      “I don’t…”

      “Hey everyone, say hi to Tommy!” Niall shouts, his voice in the distance, before my friends chant “Hi, Tommy!” in unison, making this nightmare so real that I’m tempted to bang my head on the petrol station coffee table to wake up.

      “You can’t be serious…”

      “We never leave a friend in his time of need, even if he is of little faith.”

      “I don’t believe that.”

      “You have about three hours to get used to the idea.”

      “Three hours?”

      “More or less, Owen says. He’s driving. I’m navigating.”

      “G-guys, I don’t think this is a good idea.”

      “It was in your hands, and see how it turned out. It’s time, Tommy.”

      “Time? Time for what?”

      “Time for you yo let your friends take the lead.”

      

      I didn’t know what to do while I waited for them to arrive. I went back to the city and hid in a quiet coffee shop not far from the hotel where the event would take place. In one of the many phone calls I received during their pointless journey, my friends suggested I go back to the hotel, but I have no intention of doing so. I don’t know what they think they can achieve by rushing here.

      To do what, then?

      I look out of the window, sipping another coffee on this long morning, when a car pulls up next to the sidewalk. I put my cup down on the table and sit up, expecting to see my friends get out of the car. But as a pair of vertiginous heels hit the asphalt, I realise I’m completely fucked and not even my rambunctious friends will be able to save my balls.

      I get up and walk out the moment Anya slams the car door. She takes off her sunglasses and looks at me with the expression of someone who’s already got my balls on the barbecue and can’t wait to see them reduced to ashes.

      “A-Anya… What are you doing here?”

      The other doors open and Anya’s drinking girlfriends, along with my friend and colleague Myra, appear all at once, all pissed off at my presence.

      “What I’m doing here, he says.” She looks at her friends.

      “I was expecting someone else.”

      “We lost them a long time ago,” Holly tells me. “Anya’s an ace driver. She should be competing.”

      “You mean you all left together?”

      “Before you called the happy loser brigade, we had already packed up.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Ivy had already called us,” Jordan interjected.

      “Oh… Of course, I should have guessed.”

      “And we didn’t like that call at all.” Myra places her hands on her hips. “You were a complete arsehole.”

      “Me? What’s that got to do with me? She’s the one who lied to me!”

      “She didn’t lie to you. She just didn’t tell you how things were,” Rian says.

      “And that’s not lying?”

      “If anything, it’s omission,” Myra replies, “but that’s not the point.”

      “Then what is it?”

      “You didn’t trust her,” Anya continues. “You didn’t give her time to explain, which is not what a gentleman does.”

      “What was there to explain? Her pathetic attempt to make her ex jealous had failed.”

      “You firemen can’t handle it alone,” Anya remarks, glancing at Myra. “Clearly, this has nothing to do with you.”

      “I know, but thank you for pointing that out.”

      “You’re very welcome,” Anya replies.

      “You don’t know anything about this story, how Ivy came to us, how much she’s suffered and how she’s kept it all inside all this time,” Jordan explains.

      “Well, I…”

      “And you don’t know how hard it was to convince her not to go to the party alone,” Holly adds. “She didn’t want to pretend. She didn’t want to lie to anyone, least of all you.”

      “She mentioned to me that she didn’t want to lie about us.”

      “And you were overcome by that insane jealousy we humble men feel when we see the woman of our dreams with another man,” Niall chimes in.

      But when did he arrive?

      “The thought that she might be with someone else,” Owen adds.

      Where did that come from?

      “The fact that she’s been with someone else,” Parker states.

      I look around and realise that my friends and Ivy’s friends are all here. They are here for me. Or rather, my useless friends are here for me, the girls I think are here for some other reason.

      I smile at the thought of how lucky Ivy and I are to have people like this willing to take action just for us.

      “Is he getting there?” Tyler’s voice brings me back to them. “He’s smiling.”

      “Let’s give him another minute,” Niall suggests. “The lad is a bit slow.”

      I laugh and shake my head, then run my hands through my hair, exhausted and still confused by this whole situation – their arrival, their explanations, and my obvious stupidity.

      Then again, I’m a fireman.

      That’s to be expected.

      “I think I messed up,” I announce to everyone.

      “Oh good. We’re getting there,” Niall says. “I was starting to worry that I would have to be the one to interrupt the wedding.”

      “Interrupt… What?” I ask, confused.

      “Isn’t that why we’re here?” Niall asks the others for confirmation.

      “It’s not like Ivy’s getting married,” Myra points out to him.

      “I thought we needed a dramatic gesture at this point,” Niall argues.

      “And questionable,” Tyler adds.

      “And public,” Owen suggests.

      “And completely out of line,” Parker concludes. “That’s how you get a woman, man.”

      What do I do? Do I trust them?

      “I think these dubious mates of bad reputation are your only chance,” Anya says, noticing my hesitation. “You’ve made it big now. It takes something…”

      “Stupid?” Myra suggests.

      “Embarrassing?” Holly asks.

      “Inappropriate?” Jordan adds.

      “Surprising?” Rian suggests.

      “Romantic,” Anya concludes in surprise.

      All eyes turn to her.

      “Don’t look at me like that! This is Ivy we’re talking about, not me! We need to think about her, what might melt her heart and, most importantly, what she deserves!”

      “Are you saying she deserves me?” I point at myself.

      “Don’t be silly; of course she deserves better! But again, it’s not about me, it’s about her. She’s the one who chose you.”

      “Did she?” I ask for confirmation.

      Anya shakes her head vigorously, then turns to the guys. “Take care of this, please. We have more important things to do than soothe The Sorrows of Young Werther.”

      “Don’t worry, honey,” Owen kisses Anya. “We’ll take care of everything.”

      “That’s exactly what worries me.”

      And if I’m really honest with you, dear readers, that’s what worries me, too.
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      “What’s wrong, dear?” Mum asks, as she helps me zip up my dress.

      “Nothing, everything’s fine.”

      “Hmm… I’m your mother. You don’t fool me.”

      I can’t help but think that I’ve been doing it all along, just like my sister.

      “I couldn’t help but notice that your date didn’t turn up for breakfast.”

      I feel something tighten in my chest. I instinctively touch it, my mother looking at me through the mirror.

      “Too tight?”

      I deny it, then lower my eyes. I don’t want to have this conversation with my mother. I don’t want to have it with anyone. I’m going to face this day, toast the bride and groom, and put it all behind me. Including him.

      I can’t believe he didn’t even give me time to explain. I should have told him about Cooper and me, and I wanted to, before the wedding, but I couldn’t find the right moment and things got out of hand.

      “Your sister told me you left the party early last night.”

      “Did she tell you why?”

      “She said you had a headache.”

      I nod slowly.

      “Did something happen between you two?”

      “Just sisterly stuff.”

      “I can feel something is wrong, you know? Your way of doing things isn’t… natural.”

      I turn and look at her. “What do you mean?”

      “I know you’ve grown apart, now that you live in another county and with the wedding preparations… But I feel there’s more to it.”

      “Nothing worth talking about.”

      “You can talk to me. I’m your mother. I love you and I just want you to be happy.”

      I grimace. My mother furrows her brow.

      “Is it about the wedding? The bridesmaid thing and the speech?”

      “Partly.”

      I can’t tell my mum about Cooper today. No matter how hurt I feel, I will not ruin Audrey’s day.

      “Let’s forget about it for now and focus on the wedding.” I give her a tight smile.

      “Whatever you say.”

      “So this is where you hide!”

      The most gorgeous voice calls out from the door while we’re getting ready.

      My mother turns around as I run into Anya’s arms, which hold me in a loving and needed embrace.

      “I’m so glad you’re here.”

      “I would never have left you alone, like they didn’t.”

      I slowly pull away from Anya and notice that my friends are all here. “What… what are you doing here?”

      “We came for you.” Holly smiles at me as Anya wipes away my tears.

      “We felt we were needed and so…” Rian adds.

      “You came for me?” I say incredulously.

      “We were in the car when we last texted,” Jordan tells me.

      “We met your father in the corridors. He was the one who brought us to you,” Myra says.

      “My father?”

      “He said he saw you looking down at brunch,” Anya says.

      When I saw Tommy leave, I burst into tears. My sister tried to console me, but I have to be honest, I kicked her out badly and put all the blame on her, and I’m not proud of that at all.

      I only have myself to blame for what happened.

      I should have been honest from the beginning, but I was ashamed. That’s the truth. I didn’t want Tommy to know that it was my ex-boyfriend who was marrying my sister. I didn’t want to be cast in the role of the heartbroken and pathetic ex.

      I was naïve. I should have known it would come out, and in the worst possible way.

      After crying all my tears and trying to call Tommy dozens of times with no answer, I pulled myself together, took a shower, put on my best smile, and got ready for the family brunch.

      My sister and I didn’t speak the whole time, and more than once, I had to wipe away a sneaky tear before anyone saw me.

      I must not have been very good at hiding my sadness.

      “Ivy, dear…” My mother approaches us. “Who are these people?”

      I turn to her, my friends gathering around me.

      “They’re my friends, Mum.”

      My mother looks at me, then at them. “Your friends?”

      “Yes, Mrs Moloney,” Anya replies. “We’re sorry to intrude.”

      My mother smiles, delighted. I’ve never introduced her to friends before, as I’ve never had any.

      “Ivy’s friends are always welcome. Please come in and have a drink. We’ve got champagne, mimosas… And there’s finger food if you’re hungry.”

      “Thank you. We don’t want to impose,” Jordan replies. “You’ll all be busy and buzzing…”

      “What’s five more people, dear?” My mother says.

      “Oh, but we’re not here to crash,” Myra adds.

      “You are here. You are with Ivy, and we are delighted to have you.”

      “Thank you, Mrs Moloney.” Holly smiles at her.

      “Call me Alice, please.”

      “Thanks for the welcome, Alice,” Jordan tells her.

      “And if you need anything, just ask.”

      My mother excuses herself, leaving us alone. The rest of the bridesmaids are getting ready in the adjacent room.

      “I still can’t believe it,” I tell my friends. “Having you here… I’m so happy.” I hug them all and they wrap themselves around me.

      “Are you sure you want us to stay for the wedding?” Rian asks. “We don’t want to interfere.”

      “We came to be there for you, to show our support,” Holly says. “Nothing more.”

      “You heard my mother.”

      “And what will the bride think?” Anya asks, oddly discreet.

      “She’ll be too busy to worry about five extra guests,” I say diplomatically.

      I certainly don’t want to talk about Audrey right now.

      “Have you heard anything more about our heartbroken fireman?” Myra asks.

      I lower my eyes and shake my head.

      “We don’t need firemen.” Anya puts an arm around my shoulders. “Your friends are here. And we’ll take care of you.”

      

      Two ⎼ or four ⎼ mimosas later, after laughing about absolutely nothing with my friends, I feel ready, or almost ready, to face this big event.

      I carefully avoided being alone with the bride throughout the morning and early afternoon. The other bridesmaids were very good at looking after her. None of them tried to involve me or speak to me other than for unnecessary pleasantries. I think my sister’s friends are aware of the whole situation, which I am not happy about at all.

      The thought of all those eyes on me as I walk down the aisle to support my sister marrying my ex-boyfriend doesn’t calm me down or make me feel at ease.

      “Come on,” Jordan urges me. “It’s only a matter of… how long? Half an hour, three-quarters of an hour at the most.”

      “But there’s the reception after the ceremony,” I point out.

      “I don’t think there’ll be a problem with that. You’ll be with your friends at the bar, getting drunk,” Anya tells me. “You’ll even forget where you are, I promise.”

      “Thank you. Thank you all. You’re the best.”

      “Now, walk down the aisle with your head held high. You don’t have to prove anything to anyone but yourself,” Myra adds, her hands on my shoulders, giving me courage.

      “I’m ready.”

      “We’ll be with you, in the back row, like the most undisciplined children in the class.” Holly winks at me, and then my friends leave me to take their places, right in the back row, as they said.

      I take a few slow breaths in and out, then pick up my bouquet and join the others who are busy arranging the bride’s veil.

      “Oh, there you are,” Audrey says nervously. “I was afraid you’d decided not to walk down the aisle.”

      “I would never do that to you,” I tell her, a genuine smile reassuring her. “This is your day, your moment.” Another breath and peace returns to me. “And I’m here for you.”

      Audrey’s eyes fill with tears.

      “Don’t cry or your make-up will melt.”

      One of the bridesmaids promptly hands me a tissue and I dab my sister’s eyes.

      “I’m sorry,” she says.

      “Hmm?”

      “For everything.”

      I nod. I’m glad to hear it.

      “I should have behaved better, been the sister you deserve.”

      “It’s in the past.”

      “And yet it’s not.”

      In that moment, as I see my sister’s surrender, her regret, and her sincere sorrow manifest as tears, I realise that it truly is all in the past. I can put this behind me and choose to forgive. There is no point in holding onto all this resentment in my heart.

      They met, they fell in love.

      And I can understand that. Now I know what it feels like.

      Did they misbehave? Absolutely.

      Have they betrayed my trust? No doubt.

      Did they do it on purpose? I don’t want to believe so.

      They are meant to be together, and all I have to do is step back and let them be happy without the shadow of my resentment clouding their future.

      “I’m happy for you.” I take her hands and look into her eyes. “I really am. You and Cooper are meant for each other.”

      “Do you think so?”

      “Yes, but please, no more tears or I won’t be able to stop the damage.” I wipe her eyes again.

      Audrey smiles at me. “What happened to you?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “When did you gain that confidence? When did you become so strong and wise and…” She sighs. “You’re beautiful, you know that?”

      “Thank you. You’re not bad yourself.”

      I squeeze her hands again, then our father interrupts us.

      “It’s time to go. Are you ready, darling?” My father asks Audrey.

      My sister gives me one last look, then turns to my father. “I am now.”

      

      Walking down the aisle, knowing that my friends are there to cheer me on, is reassuring. I can’t deny that my legs are shaking, or that I’m afraid of tripping, falling and making a fool of myself in front of everyone, and I can’t hide the heat rising to my face as I realise the guests’ eyes are all on me, but thankfully the worst is over. Audrey has made her triumphant entrance on our father’s arm. She and Cooper now face each other, ready to exchange their eternal vows. Here I am, watching them closely, wondering if there will ever be a man for me who will look at me like that, who will hold my hand and asks me to trust him, to follow him, to throw myself wholeheartedly into our adventure and never let go of his hand.

      Wait a moment. I had something like that. For a few hours, true, but I felt it so real and so mine that I hoped for it and believed in it. Now I am alone, wondering how I could let go of something so beautiful and healthy, and how I will go back to my days without him, without smiling.

      I sigh a little too loudly. Even the officiant notices my discomfort, particularly as it manifests at the very moment he utters the fateful words, “If anyone has any objections, speak now or forever hold your peace…”

      “Everybody stop!”

      A voice rings out from the hall, loud and clear.

      Everyone turns to face the door.

      “I can’t let this service continue.”

      “And who are you?” the officiant asks.

      “I am the man for her.”

      “What do you think you’re doing…?” Cooper steps forward, his gaze hard and his fists clenched at his sides, promising nothing good.

      “I’m the only one.”

      Cooper moves briskly down the aisle, clearly intending to bring the amount of drama expected at this ceremony.

      “And she’s the woman for me.”
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      The groom storms towards me visibly angry.

      What the hell does he want?

      He’s about to get married; he’s already found his soulmate. Maybe he could give me some space to find mine.

      “Hey, man, what’s your problem?” He grabs the collar of my jacket and pulls me closer.

      “What’s your problem?” Niall intervenes immediately.

      “And who are you?”

      “I’m his best friend.”

      “Hey!” Tyler complains.

      “Fine! One of many!” Niall points out, infuriating the groom even more.

      I break free from his grip and step forward, the groom trying to grab my arm, but my friends placate him like the best defenders in a scrappy neighbourhood rugby team.

      “Ivy,” I say aloud as I approach.

      “Tommy… what’s going on?”

      “I’m sorry. I’m an idiot.”

      “An arsehole!” Niall suggests.

      “Yeah,” I agree. “I shouldn’t have left like that. I felt hurt. I thought you were just using me to make someone else jealous.”

      “I-I would never have done that.”

      “I know, I know…” I take another step towards her. Ivy remains in her position. “And I swear I knew it in my heart, but the jealousy… that bastard! I couldn’t see clearly. I thought you were in love with someone else and that would have been a big problem because… you see, I’m in love with you.”

      “Ooh…” I hear a chorus of voices from the guest rows.

      “I got you these.” I hand her the bouquet I got for her.

      “Flowers at a wedding, really?” the groom says behind my back.

      “What do you know about romance?” Niall replies.

      “And desperate gestures,” Owen adds.

      “For you.” I try to hand them back to her, but she still doesn’t accept them.

      “This is my sister’s wedding,” she says, looking around.

      I’m probably embarrassing her. I should have thought this through better, but my friends said we needed something epic… and here we are, ready to be kicked out.

      “You should really go.”

      “I don’t think I will. Not until you listen to me.”

      “Why should I? You wouldn’t listen to me.”

      “You’re right, but like I said, I’m an idiot. I should have trusted you like you trusted me.”

      Ivy slowly shakes her head in denial.

      “Give me a chance. Let me make it up to you.”

      “I don’t think…”

      “You can’t just leave me like this. You can’t just say goodbye.”

      “Tommy, please…”

      “You can’t pretend I didn’t tell you I was in love with you. And you can’t pretend that you’re not in love with me.”

      “You don’t know what you’re saying…”

      “I do know. And I don’t give a damn if you’ve been using me as a backup boyfriend. And I don’t care if you loved someone else until the moment you met me.”

      Ivy blushes, then bites her lip.

      “I will not go away. And I will not allow anyone to treat you as a second choice. To me, you’re the only one who matters. And if anyone else hasn’t figured that out… well, they’re just a miserable arsehole. Any reference here is certainly not casual.”

      Ivy doesn’t hold back a laugh.

      “We were made for each other, Ivy. We’re so ridiculously different that we can only be together. We’re a perfect mix of sweetness, fun, randomness, and rationality, but most of all, Ivy, our hearts are in the right place.”

      “And where would that be?”

      “In each other’s hands. I know there’s no safer place for my heart. And you know there’s no safer place for yours. We’re made to last, Ivy. We were made to last forever.”

      I hold out my hand and stand, waiting. Ivy leaves the bouquet in the hands of the bridesmaid next to her, then walks down the stairs; she looks at me and smiles, holding out her trembling hand, which stops trembling the moment our fingers touch.

      I pull her towards me and take her in my arms.

      “This is my sister’s wedding.”

      “We’re leaving right now.”

      “Really? Where to?”

      “To live our lives, Ivy.”

      “Sounds like a good plan.”

      “Oh, you can’t imagine how much. And this is just the beginning.”

      “I can’t wait to see the rest.”
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      We didn’t leave, of course. It was still her sister’s wedding, and despite my entrance and my bullshit, the wedding went on. Although, I must say, in all honesty, that the attention of the guests shifted a little.

      Should I have considered the bride and groom, their moment, their happiness?

      I could have, but hey, someone taught me you have to do whatever it takes to win the woman you love, even if it’s sometimes questionable, because you never know if you’ll get a second chance and I certainly didn’t want to risk it.

      So here I am, in love, happy, pumped up, twirling my lady around the dance floor.

      And yes, we all crashed the wedding. Ivy’s mum was over the moon. I think she has a soft spot for me. Unfortunately, I can’t say the same about the newlyweds. Now that everything is out in the open ⎼ I don’t think there’s a guest who doesn’t know that Cooper was Ivy’s boyfriend ⎼ Audrey and Ivy’s parents don’t look too kindly on him.

      Whatever.

      He should have thought about that sooner.

      I’m not saying it can’t happen that you fall in love with someone else – I mean, not me; I’m fine where I am now – but there are ways of ending a relationship, and there is a way of being a man. He hasn’t got the memo yet, but I’m sure Audrey’s father ⎼ who never stops staring at him – will soon explain it to him and give him a crash course.

      “Are you happy?” I ask her as she slides her hands behind my neck. Mine are on her hips. Around us, our friends, all on the dance floor, give us the little privacy we need. They surround us, as if to protect us from the prying eyes of others, and I think there is no healthier, more discreet way to show affection.

      “Are you kidding? I’m dancing with a handsome, sexy fireman.”

      I laugh and twirl her around again.

      “A fireman who told me he loved me.”

      “I said it and I stand by it. If you’d like, I can put it on one of those billboards at the entrance to town.”

      “I don’t think that’s necessary.”

      “As you can see, I have plenty of ideas.”

      An idea I stole from my friend Tyler, but she doesn’t need to know.

      “Besides, all our friends are here.”

      I look around. “Sorry, I didn’t know they’d barge in like the screw-ups they are.”

      “I like it.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I like having these people around. I like them being part of my life.”

      “Our lives, you mean.”

      She smiles, then flutters her eyelashes sensuously.

      “Not too much, I hope.”

      Ivy wrinkles her forehead.

      “We still have a room to ourselves, or am I wrong?”

      “You’re not wrong.”

      “Sure, it’ll be hard to get rid of them, but I’ll think of something.”

      “I’m sure you’ll find a way.”

      “Am I the the nightly resolution man or not?”

      Ivy laughs, then lifts herself up on her toes to rest her soft lips on mine. “You are. Mine.”

      “Only yours.”
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      After eating, dancing, drinking, and being patted on the back and complimented on my courage, I sit at the bar with my friends, who are also exhausted from the day. The jackets and ties are now a distant memory, as are the heels and hairstyles, and I must say I prefer us like this, in all our natural tiredness and relaxation.

      “There is one thing I still don’t understand,” I say, the nightcap between my fingers. “How is it possible that none of you have been on duty today? I’m not talking about you, of course,” I tell Niall, “you don’t even work when you’re supposed to…”

      “Thank God I married the headmistress,” he says, while his wife Jordan rolls her eyes.

      “Let’s just say we were prepared, that’s all,” Parker replies.

      “Prepared in what way?”

      “We had a feeling you were going to screw it up,” Owen confesses. “So we kept ourselves free and ready.”

      “What the hell? What shitty friends you are!”

      Niall raises his glass in my direction and then swallows the rest of his drink.

      “Got that, love?” I say, turning to Ivy. “They didn’t trust me.”

      “You want to blame them?” she replies, making everyone burst out laughing.

      I guess I deserve it.

      “What about you?” I ask the girls. “Did you ever think that something might go wrong?”

      “We’re always prepared,” Jordan replies.

      “What about Josie?” I ask Anya.

      “It just so happened that Owen’s sister was in town, so she offered to stay with her.”

      “It happened, you say?”

      Anya shrugs.

      “What a bunch of scumbags!”

      “Scumbags, really?” Tyler bursts out laughing. “I expected something better.”

      “Does ‘arseholes’ sound appropriate?” I ask for confirmation.

      “We’ll make it work.” Tyler swallows his glass.

      “Speaking of friends and arseholes…” Niall chimes in. “How are you getting on with GAA?”

      “I played as a kid.”

      “Interesting…”

      I look at my other friends. “Should I be worried?”

      “It’s Niall. You always have to worry.”

      And I am worried! I mean, you know my backup friends? Who wouldn’t be in my shoes?
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      Myra sits down beside me on the stands and hands me a cup of coffee, which I happily take, along with a box of donuts; from which I gleefully grab one.

      “Tell me again, what are we doing here on a Saturday afternoon?”

      “We’re pretending to be interested in a tournament that no one really gives a shit about,” Anya informs us from the back row.

      “Okay. I’ll rephrase the question. Why am I here on a Saturday afternoon, pretending to care about a tournament that no one cares about?” Myra asks again.

      I laugh and take a bite of my donut.

      “The truth is, you can’t be without us,” Holly tells her. She sits with Anya, holding a very awake Josie in her arms.

      Myra pulls her sunglasses down over her eyes. “That might be partly true. It’s not easy to make friends these days.”

      “Especially if you sleep with them,” Jordan points out.

      We all laugh.

      Myra doesn’t mind at all. She shrugs and takes a sip of her coffee. “That’s why I feel comfortable with you,” she tells us. “I know I’m hopeless in that way, so I can concentrate on being a good friend.”

      “And you are,” Rian tells her. “And also a very good student.”

      “While I’m here, tell me, what kind of tournament is this?” Myra asks.

      “It’s like a city-wide tournament with teams from every sector. Today it’s firemen versus nurses.”

      “What is Niall doing on the sidelines? Isn’t he a teacher?”

      “He’s here for support,” Jordan explains.

      “He’s here because he’s everywhere,” Rian adds.

      “I see, I see… And after this game, is there anything else planned?”

      “Do you have any suggestions?” Anya asks immediately.

      “We could go to my place. If you’d like, I mean, if your duties for the day are over…”

      “I have nothing to do.” Jordan steps forward immediately.

      “I’m free. I have no lessons on Saturday,” Rian says. “We really need another girls’ night out.”

      “Agreed. Count me in.” Holly shows her agreement.

      “I won’t even ask you.” Myra turns to me.

      I’ve been spending a lot of time with her lately. Besides, Tommy and Myra have been close friends since before I arrived. They’re used to spending evenings together and I’m glad they’ve included me.

      “Shall I bring the wine?” I ask her.

      “You got it,” she winks at me.

      “I’ll bring the snacks,” Holly says.

      “I’ll bring dessert,” Rian offers.

      “I’ll get the food,” Jordan says.

      “I’ll get the gin,” Anya adds.

      “What about me?” Myra looks at us.

      “You’re offering us your home and hospitality. I’d say that’s enough,” Anya replies, and we all agree.

      “I think the first half is over,” Jordan informs us. We all turn our attention back to the now empty pitch. The boys are all on the sidelines.

      We get up to cheer them on ⎼ I think they’re down by a couple of points ⎼ and Tommy immediately comes over to me.

      “You should have come with a black bag over your head,” he tells me.

      “What is this?”

      “You’re distracting me. I can’t focus when you’re… When you’re looking so good.”

      “You know how it is. We always blame others for our own shortcomings,” Anya sneers.

      Tommy laughs, then comes closer. “I’m sweaty and dirty.” The tone drops sensuously, making me shiver with anticipation.

      “I can see that.”

      “I could really use a shower.”

      “You say?”

      “But Mr Patel has been complaining about my water consumption lately.”

      I brush my now burning neck. “How so?”

      “I spend too much time in the shower. And not just washing.”

      “You know we can hear everything, right?” Myra says, but Tommy ignores her.

      “The thing is, my girlfriend’s a hottie.”

      “Yeah?”

      “And I can’t stop thinking about her, and when she’s not around…”

      “Cover the baby’s ears now!” Anya says, turning to Owen.

      “That must be quite a problem,” I say, the heat now taking over my whole body.

      God, these firemen have a way with words. And with their hands, and with their mouths, and… with everything else.

      “I could use yours, perhaps…”

      “For the water, you say?”

      “Not just for that…”

      I hide a nervous chuckle behind my hand.

      “Okay, okay, that’s enough,” Niall interjects, grabbing Tommy’s arms and pulling him away from me. “These distractions are not good for you.”

      “Mind your own damn business! I’m not even on your team!”

      “No, but I’m here to help you win, not to watch you exchange embarrassing innuendo.”

      “Nobody asked you!” Tommy complains.

      “You don’t have to do that, my soon-to-be promoted friend.”

      “Can we get back to the game? I don’t want to spend the rest of the afternoon here,” Tommy says.

      “Why? What have you planned?” Niall teases him, as if he hasn’t just heard every word between us.

      We all laugh, even Tommy. After all, you can’t help it.

      They may be a crazy group of friends, but they’re sincere, good people who genuinely care about each other. And they are always willing to lend a hand, even if it means causing a lot of disasters.

      I feel good here. I feel good with them, and finally, for the first time, I feel good about myself. Sometimes you have to go away to find yourself, and sometimes you have to close one door before you can open another.

      And that is what I did. I closed the door on my past. I let go of the resentment, the disappointment, my fears and anxieties, and look at what a wonderful door opened for me.

      I have not changed; I am not a different person. I have only matured; I have grown. I have gained awareness and strength and even a little courage.

      I’m aware that the journey ahead is long and won’t always be easy, but I’m not worried. I am ready for whatever comes. And with Tommy around, what’s safer than a fireman?
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      “Pizza for everyone!” Jordan announces at Myra’s doorstep.

      “We were starving,” I tell her, as I let her in. Anya, Rian, and Holly follow right behind. “We were late. Sorry, we couldn’t shake them off.”

      “Shake… who?” I ask, helping the girls with the supplies.

      Before Jordan can answer, someone knocks on the door.

      “Is someone missing?” Myra asks as she goes to open it. “What the hell are you doing here?”

      “You thought you could get rid of us?” Niall replies as he enters the house.

      “What the…?” Myra shakes her head in confusion, watching the boys enter her apartment one by one.

      “I forgot how small it is,” Niall comments as he looks around.

      “You could have stayed in yours,” Myra retorts, crossing her arms over her chest. “I didn’t invite any of you.”

      “We figured you could use some company,” Tyler says, pulling out some snacks and drinks they brought.

      “And supplies,” Parker adds, helping him.

      “And Daddy.” Owen takes Josie from her mother’s arms. “Didn’t you miss Daddy?”

      “We thought we could all spend the evening together,” Tommy says, his arms around my waist, his chin resting on my shoulder.

      “You thought wrong,” Myra replies. “Anyway, why my house?”

      “We were just going with the flow,” Niall says, pointing at the girls.

      “Does that mean you were stalking us?” Anya asks.

      “If that’s how you see it…” Niall shrugs.

      “Why didn’t you just ask to come?” Holly asks.

      “Would you have let us?” Tyler retorts.

      “Well…” Holly hesitates.

      “I’ll tell you,” Myra replies. “No.”

      We all burst out laughing.

      Myra falls onto the couch. “What have I done wrong?”

      “You made friends with the wrong people.” Niall hands her a beer and Myra takes it. “Come on! You enjoy having us around,” he adds as he sits next to her.

      “Not really. And you least of all.”

      Niall laughs. “Actually, we’re here because we’re worried about you.”

      Myra scowls.

      “Don’t fall for that!” Anya warns her, but Myra asks anyway.

      “Worried… why?”

      “Well, just look around.”

      “No need. I already feel my privacy is being invaded in every possible way.”

      “You’re alone,” Niall assures her.

      “Do you think so? Have you seen my living room?” Myra retorts.

      “Single,” Niall replies.

      “Oh, God.” Myra rolls her eyes.

      “And we have… how shall I put it… taken your situation to heart,” Niall continues.

      “And we decided to help you find someone,” Tyler finishes.

      “Mind your own business,” Myra retorts.

      “You should know by now that we never will,” Niall tells her.

      Everyone laughs again.

      “Can I have a word?” Tommy says in my ear.

      I nod and we head outside while everyone’s still busy talking. He opens the door and we step out onto the landing.

      “I told my parents about you.”

      “Oh…”

      “They would like… well, they would like to meet you.”

      “Really?”

      “I met your family.”

      “That’s right.”

      “Unless you think it’s too soon and want to think about it more…”

      “Think about what?”

      “About me, about us. If you’re not sure, if you want to take your time… I understand.”

      “Didn’t you say we are meant to be together?”

      “I said it and I’ll say it again.”

      “Why would I want to think about it?”

      “Because maybe you don’t.”

      “Though,” I lean in, touching his chest. “Confident and resolute in your beliefs during the night and…”

      Tommy pulls me close. “I’m always confident, especially when it comes to us. Day, night, sunrise and sunset. Under the sheets or in the sun.”

      “I like that you are.”

      “And I like you like that I am.”

      We both laugh, then I run my hands over his face. “I’d like to meet your family.”

      “Are you sure?”

      I nod. Tommy leans in to kiss me.

      “I love you, my charming counsellor, with the sweetest smile I’ve ever seen and the sexiest arse I’ve ever…”

      I kiss him, his hands sliding slowly and lasciviously over the arse he just mentioned.

      “Shall we have a three-minute break… or maybe thirty?” he asks.

      “Make it an hour?” I suggest.

      Tommy takes my hand and leads me to my apartment right next door.

      “I always had a feeling that we were destined to be together. Since the very beginning.”

      “From the pink socks?”

      “Just those.”

      We slip into the house, into the darkness.

      “I still have them, you know.”

      “Hmm?”

      “The pink socks. They’re somewhere in my chest of drawers.”

      “God, please…”

      “You want me to wear just those?”

      “Yes, please.”

      I laugh nervously as we reach my room, his hands on my backside, his breath on my neck.

      “The underwear too. Keep the underwear too,” he whispers in my ear. “And then…”

      “And then I could sit on you.”

      Tommy presses his erection against my bottom.

      I bite my lip, tense and excited.

      “I knew it.”

      “That we were made for each other?”

      He turns me around, his hands tight on my hips, his eyes shining in the dark.

      “We aren’t just made for each other, Ivy. You and me. We’re made to last forever.”
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