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But Stacie’s stay is temporary. Are they on a collision course to a long-distance dating disaster or will love find a way?
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CHAPTER ONE
    
CLAIRE BRENNAN
Nine a.m. meetings were never a good way to start the day, were they? But on a Monday, nine in the morning was just a whole other level of torture. Add that to the fact that this meeting was only put in my diary on Friday afternoon? Alarm bells. It was hard to not feel anxious. And it was with two directors, one of whom was my manager, Marty, and the other was his boss, Ciaran. Lest I forget, HR was also going to be present.
So naturally, my question was, how badly did I fuck up?
The impending doom of that meeting was going to make my weekend unenjoyable. I couldn’t even stomach heading to the pub after work with my colleagues, practically a Friday ritual. Instead, I went straight home, opened a bottle of wine, and retraced my steps. I thought about every client meeting, project, and interaction. I did the same thing on Saturday. And on Sunday, I took a break from my agonising wallowing and did some cleaning.
I still managed to think about work.
Having worked for Connect Global for years, I had been promoted to account manager for Europe just last year. My job was to promote investment and business opportunities in Europe to foreign companies, and so far, I was meeting my targets, exceeding deadlines, and pulling in my fair share of new business. Other account managers were probably pulling in more new clients, but that was because of their region. Promoting the US, especially New York or San Francisco, was a much easier sell than Serbia or the Isle of Man. I knew from experience. Before becoming an account manager for the European territories, I was a consultant for North America, and companies were literally biting at the opportunity to expand into the US.
However, the effects of 2020 were still being felt. Mentally, physically, and financially. The pandemic had hit some places harder than others. It just so happened that I’d accepted the account manager job coming out of it, and I couldn’t help but feel that I’d drawn the short straw. My colleagues who were account managers in the Asian and Middle Eastern territories saw business as usual, while the US was reluctant to let the virus slow down capitalism. Whereas in Europe, business ground to a halt for a long time. After the countless lockdowns, it made investment the last thing on anyone’s mind.
Even when things had started to look up, there were more hardships on the horizon. Just as the economy began moving again, the war in Ukraine struck, causing political instability, and then, we added in a bit of climate change and price inflation, and my job hadn’t exactly been easy. Despite the market conditions, I still found a way to get the job done, making this meeting all the more confusing
“Hi, Claire, thanks for meeting with us.” Marty said as I closed the boardroom door behind me and took a seat. He was wearing a tie, which made me a little uneasy. Most days, he barely remembered to tuck his shirt into his trousers.
I had a good relationship with him. Marty was hardworking and expected that of his team, but at the same time, he was fair and more understanding than my last line manager. Especially when there were problems at home. In my last position, family emergencies were seen as a detriment and seemed to be held against my work merits. Kind of like in a game show where they decreased points for every wrong answer. Ten points for securing ten-thousand dollars’ worth of business, minus twenty points for having to leave work abruptly. Which happened from time to time, given that I was my mother’s carer and power of attorney.
“Would you like some water?” Diana, the HR coordinator, offered.
I nodded. I had never been a fan of our HR department. The small team was always pleasant when I ran into them in the kitchen, but I couldn’t help but feel like they could turn into corporate drones at any time.
I took a sip of the water that did absolutely nothing to ease my dry mouth.
“We’re just looking to touch base with you, Claire.” Marty forced a smile through a heightened tone that seemed nervous. That put me on edge. It didn’t help that Ciaran, one of the top directors in the company, was avoiding eye contact. His frown certainly wasn’t helping, either. “You’ve been an account manager for what, a little over a year?”
“Eighteen months.”
“Right. And how have you been finding the role?”
All eyes snapped to me like a blaring spotlight. Like in an auditorium before the act starts, that silence and anticipation for the show to begin. I felt like I didn’t know my lines. “Good,” I stuttered before forcing myself to at least appear confident. My eyes jumped from Marty to Diana, who smiled in the most artificial way, doing nothing to ease the tension. “I mean, it’s challenging,” I added when Ciaran’s expression hardened. “You know, with the pandemic and all. And soaring prices affecting supply chains.”
Marty nodded. He looked pleased with my answer, though I was regretting every word coming out of my mouth. I knew I wasn’t selling myself properly. “Well, coronavirus definitely hit business in Europe. And the war hasn’t helped our figures.” He looked to Ciaran as if for agreement, but it never came. “The Europe team is…not, you know, we’re…the market is just very reluctant to invest,” he stammered, and I could have sworn I saw a light sheen of sweat on his forehead. “We’re not exactly coping as well as other markets.”
“Europe is underperforming,” Ciaran cut in. His deep voice was a stark transition from Marty’s. It caused me to sit up a little straighter. “The European account managers are not bringing in new business, and overall, they’re not performing to the level expected.” My heart rate spiked in panic while Marty stared down ashamedly. “Business is suffering.”
Diana continued to smile, which was borderline disturbing, given the serious tone of conversation.
“Across all lines of business, Europe is haemorrhaging some of the biggest losses, and honestly, it’s unsustainable. Everyone in the European team is failing to meet their targets.”
My mind was spiralling with fears that I was going to lose my job, terrified that the European division was going to be dissolved. I’d have to find a new job, a new career, a new apartment. Why’d I buy my first home in the middle of a pandemic? I’d lose my home, my income, and maybe even, my cat.
“Except you.” The room stilled as Ciaran’s harsh features seemed to thaw. I even detected a slight smirk. It wasn’t intimidating; he looked impressed. Tension felt like it was deflating from the room, not unlike a balloon. Marty grinned back at me in what appeared to be gratitude. As if I was the only reason he wasn’t about to be fired.
“Good work.” Diana said, that smile permanently glued to her expression. Like a robot.
“Thanks,” I said, though I realised it came out as more of a question. I was even more confused as to why I was here.
“No, thank you,” Ciaran leaned back in his chair, a lot more relaxed. “It’s clear you’re very good at your job. It’s no easy task convincing companies to expand, especially in this climate.”
I couldn’t contain the smile tugging at my lips. I wasn’t being fired. I was being praised. I felt flattered and validated. It wasn’t often that the senior team took the time to recognise us little guys.
“In fact, I spoke to your last line manager in the Americas team, and he sang your praises too.”
I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. It sounded too good to be true.
“That’s why we are meeting today to discuss a new and exciting opportunity.”
Because it was too good to be true. Dread filled my stomach.
“The company would like to harness those skills of yours. It seems a shame not to share your talents with the wider team.”
I didn’t like where this was going. “Okay.”
“We would like you to be our in-house account management guru,” Ciaran said, and I was already cringing. Why did it have to sound like a fucking genie? “You would be our go-to person for training account managers, and they would come to you for advice and help. It’s a really exciting opportunity, and we’ve never actually invested in someone like this. But you’ve earned it.”
Call me pessimistic, but it didn’t really seem like a prize for being good at my job. It sounded more like “you’re doing well, let’s give you more work for no extra money.” I couldn’t help but have my reservations. I’d worked at Connect Global for long enough to have seen them pull this shit with other people. I needed more information before I could actually see this as a good thing. I was harder working than some of my colleagues who worked from home in their underwear playing computer games all day but they certainly weren’t being subjected to this “exciting opportunity.” I needed reassurance that this guru thing was mutually beneficial before I’d celebrate.
“So what do you think, Claire?” Marty asked, dipping his eyes to meet mine.
“I don’t know what to say,” I returned, still processing it all. Ciaran grinned, perhaps assuming I was pleased, while Marty looked more hesitant. He knew me better. “I just don’t really understand what a…guru”—I couldn’t hide my detachment—“actually is.”
“Well, guru is just something I came up with.” Ciaran said proudly, like he was acknowledging a bright strike of genius. I cringed again. “It wouldn’t be a new title, just, like, a cool little nickname.”
I was right to have my reservations; this was definitely sounding like more work with no extra recognition. Or money.
“We can talk about that later. Your main role would be training account managers with the skills needed to secure business. While Europe isn’t performing as well as we’d like, there is one other division whose performance is worse. In fact, much worse.” That frown returned and seemed to inflate the room with tension again. “While the US is thriving right now, the same can’t be said about their Canadian neighbours.”
The Vancouver office was the newest addition to the company. They’d opened the office about six months ago. I remembered corporate had done this whole unveiling after pumping tons of money into it. It was their first physical presence in the Canadian market, but rumours had been circulating. I had a feeling they weren’t meeting expectations, and Ciaran had basically just confirmed those suspicions.
“They need someone like you for guidance.” Marty said, stroking my ego. “Professionally and socially.”
That had me on the back foot a little. Socially sounded like something negative.
“You’re friendly and outgoing. People like you, Claire. The younger team members look up to you.”
Thanks for pointing out that I’m not in my twenties anymore.
“And, well, the Vancouver office is lacking that team spirit that the Belfast office is so good at.”
“That’s a big issue for morale,” Ciaran stressed. “Diana will tell you, turnover of staff in Vancouver has been insane. We can’t seem to hold on to people.”
“Well, I can’t discuss individual resignations,” Diana said mechanically. “Policy.”
Marty and Ciaran actually rolled their eyes, and I had to stifle a snigger. I was glad I wasn’t the only one fed up with the lack of a straight answer. Why was she here again?
“The Canadian team don’t go out to the pub after work or go for lunch with their colleagues,” Ciaran explained. “Most of them work from home, even though they have a high spec office to go to. We pay thousands in rent for a downtown office, and it’s a ghost town.” He sighed almost defeatedly. Diana also looked disappointed in the situation, and it made me feel bad for them. The people pleaser in me was coming around to the idea. “From what everyone has told me about you, Claire, if anyone can whip the Vancouverites into shape, it’s you.”
There was a pause, and Ciaran sat back again to wait for my response. I felt flattered that I was being considered, but it didn’t escape me either just how big of a feat this actually was. To change the mentality of an entire office. The responsibility of turning around the abysmal output of a workforce and somehow creating a space that boosted staff retention. I had never managed people before, even though I had been trying to gain that sort of responsibility for years. But I had hoped to get some practice first with managing one or two people. This would be corralling an office-load of people who potentially had very little interest in working together. It was a lot of pressure, and it wasn’t exactly something I was going to accept on a whim.
“I’m flattered, really, I am,” I said, inhaling deeply, readying myself. “But I’m going to have to think about this. I need to be clear on a couple of things.” They eagerly waited, and it was at that moment that I knew how much they needed me. Their expressions revealed desperation, and just like that, I knew I held the power here. This was my opportunity to ask for what I wanted and deserved. In a workplace where it was easy to sometimes feel unappreciated, this was one of those rare moments to take liberties because of my years of hard work and loyalty to this company. “It sounds like you want me to focus on the Vancouver account managers first. The entire office, actually.” They nodded. “You would be looking for me to transfer to Vancouver?”
“Yes, temporarily,” Ciaran said, creating an excitement in the pit of my belly I couldn’t ignore, but I had to play this smart. “For six months or so.”
“Is this a promotion?” I asked the blunt question, and of course, HR sprung to attention.
“Not exactly,” Diana said in her cheery voice. “The next division upward in the lateral structure for a manager like yourself would be director. Corporate isn’t in a position to consider such a progression at this time.” HR strikes again with the pedantic jargon.
“Right, so this opportunity comes with more responsibility but without the title.” The disappointment in my tone was intentionally loud. Even Ciaran looked to be taking notice as he grappled to salvage the downward direction of the talks.
“You will still technically work for the Irish office and report to Marty, but there will be another manager over in Vancouver for any concerns you may have.”
“What about my salary?” That left them all doing a bit of back-and-forth. Sounds were coming out, but nothing was sensical. The lack of answer told me that more money wasn’t part of the “exciting new opportunity,” either. It created a fire in me to fight for what I wanted. “You expect me to not only move across the world, but you’re also asking me to take on a new position, more responsibilities, and pressures than my current job. And you’re not even going to compensate me?”
“Well, there would be a moving fee…for inconvenience,” Diana spoke up. “I don’t have the exact figures now.” Of course not. “But it is very competitive.”
I would believe that when it hit my bank account. I wasn’t backing down. “Vancouver has one of the highest living costs in the world,” I said and watched as they all turned a little paler. They didn’t expect me to pull that one, I could tell. When I was a US consultant, it was my job to get companies to invest in North America, including Vancouver. Google had provided me with the facts, and now, they were somehow coming back to me in my hour of need. “How do you expect me to live on Belfast salary standards, which as we all know, are significantly below the UK and Ireland average?”
It was an awkward silence but not for me. They all looked embarrassed and flustered by the turn of conversation. I was impressed with my gall as well; usually, I was too quiet to press this hard for anything.
“Well, that is something we could perhaps negotiate.” Ciaran tapered off, looking to Diana, who didn’t seem to agree. “We just need to know your decision soon. We need someone over there in a couple of weeks.”
“Couple of weeks?” I said, finding even more leverage. “That’s a big upheaval.” My even tone touted a confidence that wasn’t there. I decided to go with it. “And in such a short space of time, I’d have to find someone to rent my place. Mind my cat, take care of my mother.”
Ciaran sighed and glanced to Diana as if having a silent conversation.
“I don’t think I would be able to commit to something like that without seeing this compensation.”
Marty smirked, looking proud of me for putting pressure on them. Diana and Ciaran didn’t look happy, but they begrudgingly nodded.
“Would a ten percent increase help make the decision?” Ciaran leaned onto his elbows, eager to get the deal signed. It was an act of intimidation, and I could feel the heat.
My confidence dipped. It wasn’t a bad offer, though I’d hoped for more. Perhaps I was being greedy. My silence must have been interpreted as hesitation or something else because before I knew it, Ciaran’s brow had hardened.
“Fine.” He was on his feet with Diana following suit. “We’ll talk and get another offer over to you this afternoon. One that we hope will lessen the disruption in your personal life.” He gave a curt nod, signalling the meeting was over. He looked a little mad, making me regret not accepting the offer of ten percent. “And Claire?” He stared down at me. “This won’t be a bidding war. You have until tomorrow morning to accept, or we will move on to someone else.”
I took that as a stern warning. I didn’t feel like I had the power anymore, but perhaps this was a negotiating technique. Either way, I could barely focus on work. I kept staring off into space in a daze. I was worried I was in trouble with the higher-ups. Though, I mightn’t be here for much longer. And that was an exciting, yet terrifying, train of thought.
It took my friend, Jonny, who sat at the desk opposite me, to grab my attention. Actually, he could have been trying to do that for some time, but I’d been oblivious. “Cuppa?” he said, nodding with wide eyes to the kitchen, as if the offer of a cup of tea was non-negotiable.
I followed him into the kitchen slowly, trying to figure out if I should tell him about the job offer. Perhaps if I turned it down, they would offer it to him. That made me apprehensive. I trusted Jonny, I told him everything, but I would have been disappointed if he got this opportunity over me. It made me think that, maybe, I really did want to go to Vancouver.
“What happened?” He popped on the kettle, most likely to drown out our conversation from the person having their break at the table in the corner.
I decided to go with my gut. “They offered me a job.” Besides, I needed his advice.
He gasped in an over-the-top Jonny fashion. It made me giggle before I hushed him. “A promotion?”
“No.”
“Figures.” He tutted. “Cheap bastards.”
“Well, it comes with more money.”
“Good.” He started pouring hot water into our two waiting cups before he grimaced. “Wait, am I gonna have to call you boss?”
“Only if you move to Canada.”
He slammed down the kettle with a bang and turned to me in almost horror. “What?” His voice was so loud that I was sure the whole office heard. I hushed him again. He didn’t care. I knew his mind was racing. “They’re transferring you?” The disappointment was written across his face, fuelling my reluctance to accept the job. We were work spouses. We’d probably have been married in real life too, if we weren’t both hugely homosexual. “We just got Nuala back, and now I have to say good-bye to you. Is someone out to get me or what?”
I had to laugh at his absurdity. Our foursome was comprised of me, Jonny, Nuala, and Jane. Nuala and Jane were secretly dating, but no one knew. We did everything together. Then, Nuala had been transferred to London temporarily, and it had felt like our little gang had been severed. I couldn’t help but agree that it felt like it was happening all over again.
“When do you go?” he said, his voice sad and small.
“I have to accept it first. The account manager guru job is—”
“Wait. Gross, is that what they’re calling it?” His face scrunched up in disgust.
“I know, it makes me feel the ick too.”
“What about your mum?” Concern laced his tone. He was the only person in work who really knew the ins and outs of Mum’s medical history. He’d been my rock these last few years and helped me take care of her at times. Mum really liked Jonny. He was so compassionate with her. Never once did he show any stigma toward her mental illness, and I loved him for that.
“I don’t know.” And just like that, he knew the source of my hesitation. “I’ve never left her before. Not for six months. And never to go this far away. I’m worried about her.”
“You’re always going to worry about your mum, Claire. Whether you’re half an hour down the road or you’re a plane ride away. She seems to be doing well.”
“She is,” I agreed, and it made me feel a little lighter.
He smiled optimistically. “As much as I don’t want you to go”—he sighed reluctantly before something melted across his expression—“I think it could be really good for you.”
“And it’s only for six months.” The length of time didn’t seem so bad with Jonny on my side.
“I really think you should go.” It would seem his mind was made up, perhaps because he knew I’d be coming back. “Go and sleep with as many hotties as you can, and then, come back here, and tell me all about it.”
I still had my reservations, but that was how we left it.
I’d gotten Jonny’s blessing, and that somewhat swayed me in favour of the job. Especially the part about hot Canadian lesbians. Maybe it would be good for me. It was only when I was driving to my mum’s house after work that the notion of moving to Canada really started to settle in. It was exciting to get wrapped up in the adventure. A new city. A new job. New people. Especially people who didn’t know my family. It made me really nervous too. I’d never lived anywhere other than Northern Ireland. I didn’t know the first thing about uprooting my life.
I hadn’t heard back from Ciaran with the official offer and salary. That email was fundamental in making this decision. I told myself I’d decide when I got it.
When I arrived at Mum’s house, I spotted both of my sisters’ cars in the driveway. A full house. For the first time in a while. It was surprising that Paula, my younger sister, insisted I came over to Mum’s after work. We hadn’t met up in a few weeks, but we usually went longer.
When it came to my sisters, I always kind of felt like the odd one out. My sisters were twins, so naturally, they did everything together. It didn’t exactly help that they were almost eight years younger than me. And identical. I had memories of changing their nappies and getting their bottles ready; it made our relationship a little more mother-daughter-like rather than sisters. Having different dads might have also created a distance. It wasn’t like I saw their dad as a stepdad, though. He was very much my father. He was the only one I’d ever known. They’d separated a couple of years ago, though I still had a good relationship with my “technical” stepdad. We’d had lunch just last weekend.
As soon as I passed through the threshold, I could hear laughter flowing from the kitchen. My sisters even giggled in sync.
“Claire, is that you?” Mum called and poked her head around the door. She gave a warm smile and moved back into the kitchen.
I waved to Paula and Jessica, who were nursing two cups of coffee at the table. They were both wearing purple, making me feel, once again, out of the loop. They didn’t even live together, and yet, they still managed to coordinate. “What’s the craic? Does anyone want a top-up?” I asked, popping on the kettle and hopping up onto the kitchen counter. The space was a little outdated, and sometimes, I wished we could do it up for Mum. She couldn’t afford to do it herself. After she was declared unfit to work, any scarce savings we had as a family dried up.
“No, we’re good.” Mum said and turned back to Paula. “She’s here now, so go on. What’s the news?”
Paula blushed, dropping her eyes to the table. She was the shyer of the two. While some people still couldn’t tell Paula and Jessica apart, I could. They both looked a lot like their dad with their dark hair, but then again, Mum had dark hair too. My red hair, inherited from my dad, was a standout. As if I didn’t already feel like an outsider.
Jessica spoke up, “Go on.” She nudged her twin’s arm, reinforcing that whatever the news was, she already knew.
Paula grinned in delight as she pulled her arm out from under the table and thrust it out for Mum to see.
“Oh my God,” Mum called, practically in hysterics, latching on to Paula’s left hand. “My baby girl is getting married.”
Being overwhelmed seemed to paralyse me. Mum was on her feet before I even had time to process it.
“That is brilliant. Paula, congratulations, honey, I am so proud of you.” She rounded the table, pulling Paula into a hug.
I was, of course, happy for her. Though I was certainly shocked. She was only twenty-five. Sure, she wasn’t the first of us to get married, but when Jessica had announced she was engaged at twenty-three, I was just as shell-shocked. In my twenties, I was still partying all weekend. Couldn’t have dreamed of settling down. I still struggled with the notion. Besides, it felt like yesterday that it was all about Jessica and her big day. Her wedding was last year, and the way my family got on, it had been the event of the century. Sue me if I wasn’t necessarily thrilled about the prospect of another year of going to bridal shops and talking about a wedding every waking moment.
Everything was running through my mind, and I wasn’t really sure what my expression showed. It mustn’t have been good because next thing I heard was Jessica’s voice:
“Claire.” She threw me a look as if to say, “At least, pretend you’re okay.” “It’s great, isn’t it?” Jessica said through a stiff smile. I managed to switch quickly into a smile in time for Paula and Mum to break apart.
“I’m ecstatic.” I’d never used that word in my life, but there was a first for everything. I hopped down from the counter and hurried toward Paula, who seemed perfectly happy to accept a hug. “Congratulations, I’m so happy for you both.”
I liked Paula’s boyfriend, or rather, soon-to-be husband, Cillian. He was a thoughtful and kind guy, a little quiet but good-natured. I knew he would be good to her, even if I thought they were too young.
She gave an extra squeeze before pulling back. “I can’t believe it either.” She grinned before a flash of hesitancy etched her features. “Be honest. Do you think it’s too soon?” Her tone was low, as if looking for guidance. She’d always come to me for advice. I’d practically raised her.
“Of course it’s not too soon.” Jessica reassured her, and Paula threw an unsure glance in her direction.
“You know when it feels right.” I said and watched a smile of pure content appear on her features. She wanted to marry him. It was clear for everyone to see. Perhaps she just needed my support. “See, you know what the right decision is.” That made her smile double in size, and it brought me back to a very important decision of my own.
“Let me see the ring again?” Jessica ordered as she yanked Paula back to her seat.
I moved in the direction of the kettle to make myself a cuppa. I barely listened to the conversation. Jessica was gushing over the ring and offering suggestions on venues, suppliers for flowers, etcetera. I zoned out as the familiar feeling of being “stuck” settled within me again.
I wasn’t dating; in fact, it had been almost a year since I’d met anyone new. While I took pride in my apartment—which I’d bought last year without needing anyone’s help—I still felt like life was getting away from me. Watching my two younger sisters reach these milestones eight years younger made me feel like I wasn’t “progressing.” It made me feel like some kind of old maid. Left on the shelf. Stuck. I knew it was absurd, but it didn’t change the way I felt.
“You’ll be like me in no time,” Jessica said to Paula. “Soon, your family will be getting a little bigger.” She patted her swollen belly, reminding the table she was expecting. As if we could forget. I said nothing, sipped my tea, and side-eyed Paula, who did in fact, have the gumption to throw me an eyeroll. Jessica missed it entirely, still staring at her belly, which just made it even funnier.
“My baby girls are growing up so fast,” Mum said, reaching across grabbing the twins’ hands, making me feel a little invisible. “I couldn’t be prouder. It really is just wonderful.” Her voice rose excitedly. “Another wedding. We should celebrate. Let’s get some bubbly, my treat. I’m sure there’s something around here.”
My eyes snapped up, on alert. The twins looked to me in almost fear. “You’re not supposed to be drinking, Mum,” I said calmly, but she waved me off.
“It’s not every day your sister gets engaged.”
“Mum, the doctors said—”
“I can have a drink, Claire.” A nastiness clouded her eyes, the monster surfacing. I hated that side of her; everyone did. Like a villain inside her body who could appear at any moment. I was sure my mother despised it as well. How could she not? It had ruined her life countless times.
Paula was breathing heavily; I could hear it. She was clearly panicked by Mum’s raised voice. I was too but could hide it better. Mum yelling was a trigger for her. It was for all of us. Jessica shifted closer to her, most likely in an effort to calm her. She even managed to show some bravery.
“I can’t even drink, Mum,” Jessica said in a cheery voice. Underneath, I could hear the fear in her tone. “And sure, Claire and Paula have the cars. They can’t even enjoy a drink.” That seemed to ease Mum. “We can get a drink another time.”
“Sorry, girls, I just—” She took a seat and looked at me ashamedly. A shaky breath left her. “I wanted to celebrate.”
We didn’t drink in front of Mum anymore. Paula refused to drink altogether. She’d seen firsthand what drink did to people. Even the mere suggestion of bubbly had startled all of us. Mum didn’t drink, or at least, she wasn’t supposed to be. Not after her last breakdown. The doctors had determined alcohol was interfering with her meds, making her unstable. Took them years to figure out something I could have told them when I was ten. Maybe if they’d figured it out sooner, Dad would have still been there. He hadn’t been able to take it anymore. The drinking, her outbursts, the paranoia that had affected her behaviour so deeply.
She hadn’t always been hard to be around. Most of the time, she was fine. Great. Witty and lovely. As long as she took her medication and stayed clear of stressful environments, there weren’t any shifts in her personality. She was usually in complete control.
“We don’t need alcohol to celebrate,” I said softly.
“You’re right.” Mum sighed defeatedly. “I don’t know what I was thinking.”
“It’s okay,” Jessica was quick to reassure her.
“It’s just all the excitement, you know. I’m sorry, girls.” The guilt was there, and I was just relieved it hadn’t escalated. “I think I need my medication.”
I nodded and rubbed her arm before getting up. I came back to the table with a glass of water and Mum’s pills. Jessica steered the topic back to Paula’s engagement.
When I was younger, I used to get so upset about mum’s mental illness. I’d hated it. I’d wished she could be like my friends’ mums. I was embarrassed by her drinking. Ashamed of her paranoia, and when I was a teenager, I used to be so hard on her. Now that I was older, I’d gained that compassion my younger self lacked. With a bit of perspective, I understood why Mum was the way she was. If I’d watched my husband get shot outside my front door by paramilitaries, I would have lost it too. It wasn’t like they caught my father’s murderers, either. Justice wasn’t a luxury people got back then. He was just another casualty of the Troubles. Hardly anyone even remembered him. Not even me. I wasn’t even a year old when he was killed. I knew nothing of him, and sadly, I could never really ask much for that very reason. His murder was one of Mum’s triggers. To even ask about him wasn’t worth the risk. It was easier to know very little than to see her go to that dark place.
I was filled with relief to see the conversation flowed again, as if Mum’s outburst had never happened. We were well-versed in moving on quickly from those situations.
An email notification appeared on my phone. I couldn’t help but eagerly swipe to open it. It was from Ciaran. The very email I’d been waiting on all day. My heart rate picked up. The excitement filled my insides. I scanned the room, and no one seemed to be paying me any attention. I started reading. A lot of it was formalities about the role, all things we had already discussed in the meeting, until I got to the bottom. My salary.
My jaw popped open in shock. It was almost a twenty-five percent increase on my current salary, and then, I saw the compensation. It was more than a months’ wage.
I was speechless, breathless, unable to fully comprehend what I was reading. I half thought that once I knew the salary, I would still have concerns, but it turned out, I didn’t. Perhaps I’d already made up my mind. Paula’s good news from today should have made me feel complete and happy, though selfishly, it made me feel so stuck. I was static when others were doing something with their lives. I hated that I felt like that way when I should have been more comfortable in myself to be happy for her.
Hearing them all discuss their excitement surrounding the wedding and the new baby had left me feeling dejected. The feelings weren’t right and acted as just another reason why I needed to accept the offer. Even the thought of moving country felt righter than anything else. Maybe it would make me happy. It couldn’t make me feel any worse. Maybe Jonny was right. It would be good for me. Getting out of Northern Ireland. The feeling that I was letting life pass me by seemed to be all the motivation I needed.
“What’s up, Claire?” Paula pulled my attention back into the room. “Good news?” She nodded to my phone.
Excitement coursed through my veins, and I couldn’t help it spilling out in a laugh that left them all a little confused. “I’m moving to Canada.”




  

CHAPTER TWO
    
STACIE FARRAN
The Skytrain pulled up, and I could already see little pockets of people inching closer to the edge. Some were even crossing the yellow line, which was in place to stop us all from hurling ourselves in front of the high-speed trains. Morning commuters’ eagerness to get to work always baffled me. I had forgotten just how much I hated commuting.
Working from home had made me lazy. I knew it. For six months, I’d rolled out of bed at 8:55 a.m. and hit the power button on my laptop. After showering and making coffee, I only really started work closer to ten than nine. It was a pretty good setup. My manager at Connect Global checked in maybe once a week at best. And while it was an established company in foreign direct investment and trade, it was a newbie in Canada. It had offices all over the world, but I’d never heard of it until I accepted the position six months ago. Vancouver was its first Canadian office, and for the most part, I loved my job. The people, not so much. Well, that was a little harsh. I was sure they were nice enough.
Everyone kind of kept to themselves. I talked more with people in the New York and London offices than people in my own time zone. People in other offices seemed to have a really fun workplace, and that actually made me a little envious.
I made it onto the train last, which was fine by me. I lived off Commercial Drive, therefore, I only had four stops to ride to work. As I passed by the Vancouver landmarks I’d seen a thousand times, I couldn’t help but speculate about today. All Vancouver employees had received an email yesterday saying we must come into the office today. It was from HR back in Ireland, and I figured it must be important. They’d even sent one of Irish directors to speak with us. That hadn’t happened since opening week. Maybe we were going to be rewarded for all our hard work. Perhaps our little account manager team of five would be increasing because of that success. That thought alone put an eager bounce from Burrard station to Hornby Street.
Once in the building, I moved to the elevator. Luke snuck in behind me. “Hey, Stacie.”
I liked him. He was younger than me, maybe late-twenties, but acted older. He looked older too. Perhaps that was what came with marriage. We seemed to come into the office the most out of the rest of the AMs, and therefore, we’d become friendly. He was a hard worker, which I very much appreciated, especially compared to the rest of the team. “How’s things?”
“Good, well, nervous.”
“Why?”
“All of us being called into the office. It’s weird, no?” he said anxiously. “What do you think today’s about?”
“I’m sure it’s nothing. Maybe a new project.”
“Maybe.” I didn’t miss the uneasiness in his tone. “I don’t know, Jake and Ray were talking on messenger about it. They freaked me out a bit.”
“Why?” I said as the elevator doors opened.
“Apparently, this Ciaran guy from Belfast is one scary dude.” We moved into the office. “They only send him when it’s bad news.”
“I don’t know about that.” I tried to remain optimistic, my superpower in most situations. “I think it’s a good thing. I mean, we’re all meeting our targets, right? Try not to worry too much.” My optimism didn’t seem to change his mind, but he didn’t say any more on it.
We went straight into the meeting room and took a seat. There was nervous chitchat about the place. It felt oddly like speed dating. I knew a couple of people, but there were a lot of new faces, some of whom had only been working here a couple of weeks. In fact, two people had just started yesterday, according to Luke. I was in the minority because I’d been here since the office opened. Along with Luke and our manager, Charlie.
The room was tense. There wasn’t any coffee or snacks, which was odd. Usually in group meetings, we got something to keep us happy. Charlie entered the room along with an older, balding man. He looked to be in his fifties, along with a blond woman in her forties. She had a smile that was welcoming and calming. I instantly warmed to her, though the man looked a little intimidating. Perhaps he was the scary director Luke mentioned.
“Hello, everyone,” Charlie started, oozing charisma. “Thanks for coming in at such short notice. We have with us today, all the way from Belfast, Ciaran, the Global FDI director and Diana, HR coordinator.”
Charlie started to clap as way of welcoming them. Everyone joined in, and I couldn’t help but notice how uncomfortable it made Ciaran. He seemed a little grumpy. Diana’s smile tightened. Their strained body language had me worrying that maybe there was some truth to Luke’s concerns. Charlie looked like he was about to say something, but Ciaran stepped ahead and cut in unapologetically.
“Thanks…for that,” he said awkwardly in a broad Irish accent. I struggled to fully understand it. “It’s nice to see some of you again and to meet some of you for the first time. When we first opened this office, it was supposed to be our first of many offices across Canada. However, corporate has expressed serious concerns about the productivity of this segment of the business.” I didn’t miss the way Charlie gulped, and a couple of others around the table shifted uncomfortably in their seats. “Diana and I plan to get to know you all better today with a review.” This definitely wasn’t good. “I know many of you work from home but not today. Get comfortable and find a desk. We will be having face-to-face meetings with all of you.” Diana passed him some papers. “Starting with…” He flipped through the pages as I internally begged that they weren’t starting with me. “Stacie Farran.”
Shit.
I nodded, and he caught my eye. “All right,” he almost grunted. “Everyone else, we will see you soon.”
People silently got up from their chairs and exited the room. Fast. Luke threw me a sympathetic smile. It made me more nervous, if that was even possible. After everyone left, Charlie appeared to be lingering near the doorway as if not sure if he was supposed to stay or not. Ciaran and Diana took a seat opposite me at the table.
“Charlie, can we get two coffees, please?” Diana asked. “When you have a chance.”
“Yes.” He smiled, eager to please. “Where from? Timmy’s or Starbucks? Or an independent, maybe? There’s a place, uh—”
“Is there not a coffee machine in the kitchen?”
“I don’t know.” He laughed. “I usually go out for coffee.”
“You go out for coffee every day? During work?” I didn’t miss the disapproval lingering in Ciaran’s voice. Charlie looked terrified and stunned. It was awkward, and I would have felt bad for him, but to be honest, he was a very absent boss. Aside from my interview, this was the second time I’d met him in person. He never answered the phone. It took him at least two days to reply to any of my emails. While it was nice to not have a boss riding me, so to speak, he wasn’t exactly doing his job, either. It looked as though that aloofness would be catching up on him.
“Well, I…I’ll be right back with your coffees.” Charlie revealed a strained smile.
He didn’t bother asking if I wanted one. Then again, he didn’t care about impressing me. Once he was gone, Ciaran and Diana shared a very disapproving glare. I might have even seen Ciaran shake his head.
“Stacie, is it?” he asked, and I nodded. “How are you getting on?”
“Good.” I nodded a couple of times. “It’s not raining today so that’s always good. Unless you’re a plant.” He frowned, clearly confused. “You know, because plants drink water.” I felt like a complete idiot for the joke in the first place.
“Right,” he said, telling me he didn’t get it. It was a bad joke. I just wanted to break the tension. I failed. “You’ve been here since the beginning, right?”
“Yes,” I said, springing into “interview” mode in order to impress. I wasn’t about to lose my job because I worked with a bunch of slackers. “I started back in December. Prior to Connect Global, I worked for Canada’s trade department for three years.”
Ciaran stopped shuffling his paperwork to listen to what I had to say, and I was relieved to find him looking impressed.
“At the trade department, my role evolved from project management to more hands-on client work with individual businesses looking to set up in South America and Europe. I graduated with an economics degree in the top ten percent of my class and—”
“Thanks, Stacie,” He leaned back in his chair. “That’s all very impressive, but you can relax, you’re not in any trouble.”
That left me a little lost. Surely, Ciaran was here because Vancouver was underperforming. Did I hallucinate that earlier?
“Other people are, but we’ve spoke to Magda in the New York office, and she says you’re excellent.” I breathed a sigh of relief that must have even made it onto my face. “In fact, she said if we close the Vancouver office, she calls dibs on you.”
I laughed, though that made me a little sad. I didn’t want to live in New York. I had lived in Toronto for a couple of years. I wasn’t built for the busy city life. I liked outdoor hikes and nature too much. It was why Vancouver suited me so well, and besides, I did not do well in extreme weather patterns. The east coast’s winter and summer would kill me. “Are you going to close our office?” I said, sounding like a small child.
“Hopefully not,” Ciaran said, giving very little away. “But something’s got to change. We have a strategy that we hope will change things around here. It will be implemented soon. We will review the situation at the end of the year and decide whether this office is still feasible.”
“Whatever I can do to help.”
Ciaran and Diana shared a smile at that. “Well, actually, there is an opportunity coming up. From your recommendations, we think you’d be perfect for it.”
I felt curious, nervous, and flattered all in one.
“We’re sending one of our European account managers, Claire, over here to provide training to the team. She will be here for about six months, and she will have her work cut out.”
“I understand. I can help to show her around if you’d like.”
“That won’t be necessary, Stacie,” Diana said just as Charlie creaked open the door. He walked to our table with two coffee cups. He’d even pulled out the good ones. “You see, the way short-term business visas work is that in the Commonwealth countries, a trade is easier and more cost effective than an outright one-way visa.”
“I’m not sure I follow,” I said.
Charlie lingered by the table, obviously in an effort to eavesdrop.
“Basically, we’re looking at a trade,” Ciaran replied bluntly, glancing at Charlie. “We give you one of ours, and in exchange, we take one of yours. The visas are tied to each other, and it basically means the Canadian border control won’t have concerns with Claire being here because she’s taking, well, Stacie, your place in Canada. Just like the UK government won’t have any concerns about you because you’ll be taking Claire’s spot in Northern Ireland. Make sense?”
I was reeling. My brain wasn’t processing information anymore. The technicalities of visas and border control weren’t even on my radar. It was boring, and I didn’t care. All I was hearing was a transfer to HQ. The mothership. Belfast. The fun zone. The party office. The office where opportunities lived. Countless departments to choose from. Endless opportunities to go to other European offices. Any client, any project, anything was on the table. My New York colleagues never stopped talking about how great Belfast was.
“You want me to transfer to Belfast?” It came out about as shell-shocked and breathless as I felt.
“She can’t,” Charlie butted in, and all eyes landed on him. “She’s got projects to finish. Accounts to manage. Important accounts, you know. We rely on those—”
“A little too much,” Ciaran snapped. “You have five account managers here, right?”
Charlie thought for a moment and nodded. It was clear he didn’t actually know, but he was a fake-it-until-you-make-it kind of guy.
“Then explain to us, why is she managing more than fifty percent of client revenues?”
I was instantly furious. “Wait, what? I’m managing more accounts than those idiots combined? Excluding Luke,” I got in, making sure they didn’t lump him in with the rest. The other three were seriously lacking in any drive.
“Uh, well,” Charlie stuttered, “there were a couple of leavers and new starts, so we didn’t want to put too much on the newbies. Especially with big clients.”
“So I was the chump taking on more every time you lost an account manager?” My voice rose, and it seemed to shock everyone. “How’s that fair?”
“My question, exactly,” Ciaran said staring fiercely at Charlie. “Close the door on your way out. We’ll be speaking to you last.” It was a warning.
Charlie looked scared. Rightly so. I was still angry and frustrated when the door closed behind him. I felt taken for granted. I had been getting assigned more work and new clients. I’d no idea it wasn’t being evenly split. I figured if I did well with these clients, then I could use it as leverage for a promotion at my review. I had no idea that I was carrying the slack for a lazy team just because I was good at my job.
“Stacie,” Ciaran said, his tone softening slightly. “You’re good. Very good. We don’t want your clients to suffer, and we will do everything we can to mitigate that, but we really can’t afford Claire’s European clients to suffer, either. While she is here, we need you to take over her clients.”
“Now, obviously,” Diana started, “you might need some time before you make a decision. And there will be compensation for the move—”
“I’m in.” They stared at me shocked, but I didn’t need time to think. I wasn’t going to let the experience of a lifetime pass me by. “When do I start?”
The details on the transfer to Belfast would come through in an email over the next couple of days. The rest of the day, I was already mentally preparing for what I was going to pack. I watched my fellow colleagues come out of the boardroom a little paler than when they went in. I took comfort in seeing them worried. It was about time they knuckled down and did some work. My upcoming transfer was evidence of my hard work. I had been handpicked to cover Claire’s clients, someone I’d never met but had heard was great at her job from other account managers. While my excitement was enough to light up the city, there was one thing causing me mild concern. I had to tell my girlfriend.
I was quite confident that Melissa would be happy for me. We had been together for eight months; however, seven months of that had been long-distance. I was a lesbian cliché, but I didn’t really care. Melissa and I had met through a friend of a friend at Vancouver Pride last summer. She was passionate, smart, and quirky. She was in the middle of her PhD in art history. We’d started out as friends for a few weeks until I’d asked her out. We’d only managed to date in person a handful of times before she secured new funding to finish her PhD. While she’d completed two years in Vancouver, the new funding meant she had to move to Edmonton in Alberta.
Melissa had suggested long distance, even though I had my reservations. I hadn’t done long distance before, and I’d never heard of it working for any of my friends. I really didn’t like the idea of having to take a flight or drive fourteen hours every time we wanted to see each other, especially on those cross-border icy roads. Melissa was persuasive. In more ways than one. She maintained it would be short-term because she only had funding for one year. Then, she’d be back in Vancouver. I figured, how hard could it be?
After all those months, we had worked out a routine for calling each other every night, having date nights where we’d watch the same movie at the same time, and even overcoming the awkwardness of phone sex.
I’d done all that for Melissa, therefore, I was a little stunned when I didn’t get the same support back when I told her about Belfast.
“What do you mean you’re moving to Northern Ireland?”
Through the screen, her face scrunched up angrily. It was just after eight p.m., or after nine for her, but the shadows across her expression made her look a lot sterner than I think she meant. The lighting in her apartment wasn’t good. I’d told her months ago she needed a new smartphone as the camera quality was starting to deteriorate. One of the many challenges of long distance: barely being able to see her made it harder for me to interrupt how she was feeling.
“It’s an amazing opportunity,” I said, trying to sound upbeat. “I’ve always wanted to go to Europe and—”
“Don’t you think you should have talked to me first?” she said, sounding flabbergasted. “I mean, this is a huge thing to just agree to without even talking to your girlfriend about it.”
I couldn’t stop myself from growing defensive. “You didn’t tell me about Edmonton before you agreed to move.”
“That’s different.” Her voice rose, revealing her frustration. “We were only together a few weeks, and I didn’t have a choice. I needed funding.”
“To be honest, I don’t think I have a choice.” I tried to fight my case as the guilt started to settle in. Perhaps I should have waited to speak with her. I’d just assumed because we were already doing long distance that it wouldn’t be a big deal. “They have a specialist coming over from Belfast. They needed an account manager to fill her role. It was an honour because she is really good at her job, so even to be considered—”
“Yeah, I’d like to have been considered too.” Her expression showed her disappointment, but she looked away from the camera.
I let out a sigh. “I’m sorry, babe. I should have spoken to you first.”
“This long distance is already hard enough. We only see each other once every few months.” She left out the part about how it had been me who had driven the last two times to see her when she had no plans of making the gruelling trip to Vancouver. “You’re going to be in a completely different time zone.”
“Yeah, but—” I had a reasonable argument, but she wouldn’t even entertain me.
“And is Ireland even safe for you?” She paused suggestively.
“Because I’m a lesbian, or is this a Muslim thing?”
“Well…” She sounded embarrassed, like maybe she knew it was a weak argument. It annoyed me that she was poking poles in a trip I was so excited for. “Both. They’re super Catholic.”
“This is so stupid. I’m not going to a third world country, you know.” What a ridiculous argument. The conversation was draining me to the point I couldn’t be bothered even talking to her.
“I thought they didn’t have marriage equality?”
“They do. I think they got it a couple of years ago.”
“Jesus.” She sighed disapprovingly. I wasn’t doing a great job at reassuring her, it seemed. “They just seem really religious or something. I just worry about you is all. What if they’re not friendly?”
“I’ll be fine.” I tried to lighten her concerns. “It’s only for six months. I’ll be home a couple of weeks before your funding is up. I’ll be back in Vancouver. So will you. It couldn’t work out any better if we tried.”
She leaned back on her bed, making me feel more detached from her. Melissa always moved back from the camera in order to hide her emotions from me. I hated it. Anytime we had a disagreement, she would withhold herself from the camera, the only avenue I had of connecting with her. It always left me feeling lost and frustrated. Like I didn’t know the way to comfort her. Long distance was hard enough when I couldn’t touch the person I loved during a disagreement. When she made it hard to even see her, it just made it ten times worse.
“When do you leave?” The sadness clouded her voice and made her sound so very far away.
I took a deep breath, knowing my response wasn’t going to help matters. “About two weeks.”
She folded her arms, showing yet another sign that she wasn’t happy. “I guess you’re not coming for Pride, are you?” she asked bitterly, making me feel worse. “What’s going to happen to your place? I thought your lease wasn’t up until end of the year.”
“I messaged that girl Claire today who is transferring here, and I offered her my place.”
Melissa looked somewhat surprised at that. It was a little unorthodox, just handing over my apartment to a perfect stranger, but it didn’t feel suss.
“She said I could stay at hers. That way, we will both keep paying rent without having to find somewhere short-term.” I was relieved that Claire had turned out to be friendly in our short instant messenger exchange today. She’d given me her address in case I wanted to ship anything ahead of the move. She’d also sent me directions to her place from the airport and the amenities located around her apartment. It was really thoughtful and helpful. She even had a cat, who I was super pumped to meet. It felt like things were falling into place. Well, almost everything.
“Seems like you got it all planned out.” She sighed, reminding me of the one person who wasn’t on board.
“Melissa.” I waited until she met my eyes again. “It’s six months. What’s the worst that could happen?” Like, nothing bad could happen in that amount of time, could it?




  

CHAPTER THREE
    
CLAIRE BRENNAN
The move didn’t feel quite real. Like a dream, or like I was watching someone else. I didn’t get the nervous jitters when I was packing. Fitting my life into one suitcase was not an easy task, either. It still didn’t feel real when I said good-bye to my family and friends. Not even when I boarded the flight to Vancouver. Perhaps that was because it felt right.
I watched movie after movie onboard, and that still felt surreal, as if I could have just as easily been on my couch with my cat, Freddie, bingeing Netflix. The arrivals gate was like a mirage, and even when I passed through border control, I still couldn’t believe I was really doing it. Gorgeously warm temperatures engulfed me as I got outside. While the taxi ride to Stacie’s home hit my bank account hard, it wasn’t until I was standing outside my new apartment block on Victoria Dr. and 6th Avenue East that I really felt the weight of what I’d done.
Moving to a place where I knew no one. Not one soul. It was petrifying and exhilarating. I shifted my backpack on my shoulder and wheeled my suitcase to the front entrance. It was a two-story, bulky building, a lot smaller than the skyscrapers I’d spotted when I was flying into the city. It wasn’t a new build but looked homey. Stacie’s key was exactly where she’d said it would be, under the third pot from the right. The key granted me access to the front door and into her ground floor apartment.
Standing in Stacie’s place made me feel somewhat close to her, a woman I’d only spoken with via email and one phone call last week. That was interesting, to say the least. Out of the blue, she’d sent me a Teams invitation for a video call. It was scheduled for four p.m., which I wasn’t thrilled about, given how close it was to the end of the day, but I’d realised it was actually eight a.m. her time. I had to give her a little credit for that, especially when it spared me having to stay late:
“Hi, Claire, right?” Stacie said, but it took another second for her to appear on the screen.
“Yes, hey. You must be Stacie.”
She was not what I’d pictured. I hadn’t really thought too much about her physical appearance while we were emailing each other, and because of the many emojis and overuse of an exclamation point, I’d figured she was in her early twenties. A little green, inexperienced, but friendly. When I saw her on my screen, I couldn’t get over how beautiful she was. Her complexion was flawless with thick dark waves in her hair tucked behind her ear.
“That’s me.” Her smile grew into a grin. It faltered as she stared a bit expectantly. That surprised me because she’d been the one to suggest the call in the first place. Perhaps I wasn’t what she was expecting, either.
“Hey,” I repeated awkwardly. “Sorry. I just said that.” Again, awkwardly.
“This is weird.” She laughed, making me want to laugh. “It’s weird, right? I guess I just wanted to meet the person who…well, I have to become you. I will be you. Practically.” Her head tilt was adorable. “Your job, your house. It’s weird that we haven’t talked.” Her laugh and animated expressions were full of energy. It was hard not to feel good just talking to her. “I figured we should maybe have, I don’t know, one single conversation.”
“I agree,” I barely got in before Stacie was talking again. It was clear she was a little nervous. Or maybe had a little too much coffee. Perhaps she was always this energetic.
“I know we’ve never worked together directly, but your reputation is flawless. I’ve only heard great things about you.”
“I don’t know about that.” I said somewhat bashfully. All the pressure was starting to stress me out. What if I couldn’t deliver what I was being shipped across the world to do?
“Come on. You’re the AM guru.”
“Please don’t say that. Somehow, it sounds worse in a Canadian accent.”
“Wait, you didn’t come up with that title?”
“God, no, it’s bloody woeful.”
“Thank God.” Relief passed over her features. “I had serious concerns for you. As a person.” I couldn’t contain my laughter, and it seemed to make her join me. “Tell me, Claire. What do I need to do to be prepared with your clients? I’m excited but a little nervous. The European region is pretty important.”
“Yes, they are. But honestly, don’t stress. Jonny will keep you on the right track. He sits next to me. Well, you, now. And I already emailed over my client engagement logs.” Stacie was nodding and taking notes. “Everything will be there, from contact details to previous projects and current projects in the pipeline. Stay on top of it, and if you have any questions, I’m only a Teams call away. Bearing in mind the time difference,” I added playfully. “Thanks for coming on early to talk to me.”
“Of course, you’re essentially saving my workplace, so it was the least I could do.”
Her words made me feel appreciated in a way I didn’t know I was lacking. The fact that she was recognising my transfer, and it’s benefits for the company, showed that she was a team player. A bit like myself. That made me like her more. “How much do you know about the state of the Vancouver office?”
“More than most, I think,” she said. “I don’t believe they have shared much information about budget deficits with those underperforming. Basically, the rest of the AMs.” As she continued to speak, she pulled back her hair into a messy updo. I struggled to focus on what she was saying after that. I didn’t know how anyone could look that good first thing in the morning. “Hopefully, they’ll be nice to you.”
“I don’t really care if they’re nice.” My candid response caused her to smile. Almost proudly, and she followed it with a mischievous giggle.
“These AMs aren’t gonna know what hit them once Claire Brennan is through with them.” I really liked the way she said my name. She had me blushing a little at that, and I was surprised at the effect she was having on me. “When do you fly out?”
“Saturday afternoon. You?”
“I fly out Saturday morning,” Stacie said. “Hey, maybe we will pass each other in the air.”
“Maybe.”
“I’ll wave to you.”
First impressions were tough to figure someone out, and on the phone were even harder. But I liked Stacie. She was fun, light, and seemed very capable of doing my job. I got the feeling we would have gotten on really well together.
We talked a little bit about our work experience. Just to get to know one another better. Like me, she was probably in her early thirties, though her experience made me think she was ten years older. She was more qualified than me, and I’d been working for Connect Global for the last six years. I was glad to see that she didn’t seem to take herself too seriously. She was gracious and easy to talk to.
I knew one thing for sure: she would definitely be the office’s new “hottie.” I almost pitied her because I knew everyone in Belfast would be chatting her up from day one.
Our call hadn’t lasted too long, but we’d promised to message each other when we got to our new homes. That was exactly what I’d done the second the cab had come to a halt.
Stacie’s apartment was simple, tidy, with what I would describe as a Scandinavian style to it: whitewashed walls with a couple of bright prints dotted about the kitchen area. It was a studio apartment, so it didn’t take long to explore. Once I was past the kitchen, I was into the bedroom with a queen-sized bed in the centre of the space. She didn’t have a couch; there probably wasn’t room for one. She had a TV and a small table and chairs nestled in the corner. A bike was hoisted onto the wall just before the bathroom, making it feel just that little bit more claustrophobic.
One thing that stood out: the plants. There were dozens all over. They brightened the space and made me feel more at ease, despite leaving me feeling a little under pressure to keep them all alive. Plants and I didn’t go well together; they ended up in the bin most of the time. Or shredded by Freddie.
Stacie had explained on the phone how relieved she was that I would be looking after her place. I couldn’t believe just how expensive her rent was and how she managed to pay it all on her own. Then again, she’d stared at me, mouth ajar, when I’d revealed I owned a two-bedroom apartment in the city. It made me feel quite proud of myself. Obviously, we lived in two very different housing markets.
After dropping my bags off by the bed, I took a couple of steps and arrived in the kitchen where I spotted something a little unexpected. A note on the countertop.
 
Hello Claire,
Welcome to Canada! And to my apartment. Fresh linens are in the closet with a ton of toiletries and cleaning products. My mom says I horde it, but hey, I survived a pandemic. I have a list of places nearby including good takeout, great sushi, and the best mom and pop stores to save a few bucks on groceries. Help yourself to anything in the pantry. The Wi-Fi password is gocanucks. And if you can, please water my plants. They’re my babies.
If you need anything, call me, you have my number already.
Enjoy my place, I already can’t wait to see Belfast!
Stacie
 
Stacie had struck once again with her kindness. Her note made me smile and also a little sad. It would have been nice to have met her. I imagined she would be a great person to help show me around.
A little later, I decided to head out into the late afternoon. I explored Commercial Drive a little bit, my new hub, before I grabbed some groceries and bought takeaway from one of the places Stacie had recommended. I barely unpacked before I was into bed. Jet lag had set in, and I needed to be fully rested in time for Monday morning.
I was nervous about the new role but looking forward to the challenge. There was a lot to do. I just prayed the account managers were welcoming.




  

CHAPTER FOUR
    
STACIE FARRAN
The flight to London seemed to take forever. I started what felt like four different movies on the plane and lost interest in all of them. Nothing could hold my attention. Nothing could switch off my brain or more accurately, lessen my regret. Not after my huge argument with Melissa last night.
It had been one of our worst fights to date. She was worried because she had read about a spike in a new variant of Covid-19. The pandemic, in general, had made her anxious. The thought of me travelling to London, where the new variant was, put her on edge. A lot. I’d tried to be as reassuring as possible that I would be safe, but I’d quickly realised that the only way to make her happy would have been to postpone the trip.
That wasn’t an option.
She didn’t like it, and therein lay the cause of our fight.
I was fully vaccinated, and to be honest, I was tired of living in fear. Covid had already robbed me of the end of my twenties, and I refused to let it spoil this opportunity. They were expecting me in Belfast on Monday morning, and not to mention, Claire was already mid-flight on her way here. Melissa’s concerns were fuelled by her disappointment with me leaving. We must have argued for over an hour before she hung up on me. I still hadn’t heard from her, which was disheartening. Not the farewell I’d hoped for.
I always felt like my positive attitude caused a rift between us. Melissa was totally risk averse, while I embraced the unknown. The possible exposure to the virus was the main reason she hadn’t flown back to Vancouver to visit during our entire relationship. Airplanes terrified her because of the enclosed space. When I suggested she fly to Belfast when I was settled, she couldn’t bear the thought of it.
I couldn’t help but feel disconnected from her. It wasn’t the first time I’d felt like we were on two different wavelengths. While it was easy to blame the friction on this new transfer, I had to admit, I had been feeling the distance from her for a few weeks. Perhaps it was the lack of in-person contact. It had been three months since we’d touched each other, and when I factored in that I wouldn’t see her until I was home again, that would be our entire relationship length again. I was beginning to think that the saying “absence makes the heart grow fonder” was mocking me. It felt impossible to make room for each other in our lives when we weren’t actually in each other’s lives.
I feared that might only get harder on separate continents.
“This is you, love.” The cab driver pulled me from my thoughts. He offered a weak smile and gestured to the row of townhouses.
“Thanks.” I paid up, and he helped get my bags from the trunk.
The row of houses was adorable. Cute little red brick homes with a yellow brick trim around the edges of the windows and front doors. Each door was a little different, some brown, while others were black or white. Some doors had paint chipping off, while others had been replaced with something sleek and modern. It had such charm, and there were even some red, blue, and white bunting hanging farther down the street. There must have been a party coming up.
“You gonna be all right around here?” the driver asked when I didn’t make any sudden moves away from the cab.
I smiled, having lost myself taking it all in. “Yes, I will be fine. My friend lives here.”
“Okay. Mind yourself now.” He waved before driving off. I wasn’t quite sure how I could “mind myself,” but I assumed it was a friendly phrase.
Claire’s home was just off Lisburn Road, which the driver explained was a great area. We had driven down it on the way into town from the airport, and there seemed to be a lot going on, from bars to cafés and shopping. It was almost ten p.m., therefore I was glad to see some life about my new neighbourhood. It gave me an excited energy to explore tomorrow. I already felt at home.
Door number 14 was one of the newly updated front doors. It was grey and stood out above the rest because of the shiny fixtures. True to Claire’s word, the key was located under the mat. As soon as I entered, I saw a long narrow hallway leading to a pair of stairs. The communal hallway was plainly decorated, with just one door, which must have led to the first-floor apartment. Claire’s apartment was upstairs, and I had to say, it was a stark contrast to the communal areas, given the cute little welcome mat and colourful shoe rack.
Colour was something that Claire was definitely not afraid of. The front door opened into a small hallway that led into the living room. From the funky wallpaper to the unusual artwork, it told me a lot about her personality. She was someone I could have been friends with. The huge bookcase, mounted TV, and L-shaped couch created a welcoming environment, and I could see myself fitting in very nicely. The woodburning stove in the corner made me very excited about cosy nights in. The kitchen looked newly renovated. In fact, the whole apartment was newly renovated. It made the juxtaposition of the older exterior with the modern interior a real surprise. Her bathroom was spacious and actually had a bath, which made me really happy, considering my bathroom barely had enough room to swing a cat in.
Speaking of felines, it was time to go in search of Freddie. I found a bedroom that had a bed but it also looked more like Claire’s home office if the large desk was anything to go by. It took up most of the space, telling me that she likely didn’t get many guests. I knew she didn’t have a roommate. It was astonishing to think that she could afford a palace like this all by herself.
At the bottom of the hallway, I found the master bedroom. Claire’s bedroom was beautifully decorated in a neutral palette, making it a pleasant change from the rest of the home. It had what looked like original hardwood floors and a plush rug that made it a bit cosier. There wasn’t much of a view out the back of the house, but there was a park a few blocks away, so I could live with it.
I heard Freddie before I saw him. The purring was coming from underneath the bed, though with each step, it got a little quieter. I got the feeling he was hesitant of my presence. I hunkered down to meet my new pal for the next six months. Claire had explained that Freddie could be a little standoffish with new people. I sat cross-legged on the floor, fully prepared to wait him out.
Thankfully, it wasn’t necessary.
He emerged very elegantly so that his tail sprung up once he was fully out from underneath the bed. His markings were majestically dark, with touches of caramel running throughout the coat. His eyes were green, and they watched me curiously while he circled my sitting position as if trying to size me up. He sat and puffed out his chest, making him look taller and more striking. I couldn’t tell if he was trying to hypnotise me or lull me into a false sense of security.
“Hi, Freddie.” His ears perked, as if he was taken aback that I knew his name. “I’m Stacie.” I decided to introduce myself, and as if hearing all he needed to know, he dashed out of the bedroom without so much as a glance back.
He warmed up to me after I’d fed him. When he was done, he followed me into the living room. I was happy to see that he was interested in me. He took station at the other end of the couch. I could hear him purring and took that as a success. I flicked on the TV, too tired to unpack and too wired to sleep. Yet again, TV did nothing to slow my thoughts. I thought about Melissa. It was an unusual mixture of emotions. I’d tried calling, knowing it was Sunday afternoon, and she should have been free, but I got nothing. I’d sent a couple of texts earlier with no reply, and I resisted the urge to text again. It would only make me look like I’d done something wrong. The truth was, being here didn’t feel wrong. It felt right on a level I couldn’t explain.
I turned on the kettle in the kitchen. Tea usually cheered me up. While I waited for it to boil, some photographs on the fridge grabbed my attention. If the pictures were anything to go by, Claire’s life looked fun. She had this big grin that made me want to be around her.
She was attractive, there was no doubt about it. Her long hair was an unusual copper colour. When we’d spoken on the call last week, she had it tied back, and because it was the evening, I had no idea just how bright it was in real life.
One picture on the fridge showed her outside at some kind of festival. The sunshine made her hair stand out in the crowd. Another photograph was up close, providing a better look into those bright blue eyes. On the call, they didn’t shine like I imagined they would in person. Her bright hair and eyes, combined with her tiny frame, made her seem more like some kind of mystical creature, too captivating to exist in real life.
In another picture, Claire was standing in the middle of a set of identical twins, perhaps friends, as I didn’t quite see a family resemblance. The last picture showed her with an older man and woman who I assumed were her parents, even though they were both brunette. Her smile wasn’t quite as big; I noticed that instantly. Weirdly, and it might have just been an off day, but she didn’t seem like herself with them. Not to mention, I would have thought at least one of her parents would be ginger too. Maybe they were other relatives.
The kettle coming to a boil interrupted my thoughts. After searching around a couple of cupboards, I found her stash of tea and was glad to see she was also an herbal tea drinker. As soon as I found the jasmine tea, I knew she and I would have been great friends. I didn’t know anyone else who drank it.
Being in Claire’s home was comforting and calming. I liked being here more than in most places, ironically. Perhaps it was just the newness of it all. Even Freddie was warming up to me. By the time I’d made it back to the couch, he had inched closer. I sat, and he surprised me in the best way possible by snuggling up beside me. I started stroking his head rhythmically and was pleased he didn’t get up. The calming presence of Claire’s home stayed with me until I was climbing into bed. Even the fabric softener of the sheets seemed to put me at ease, making the anticipation of my new job tomorrow appear much less daunting.




  

CHAPTER FIVE
    
CLAIRE BRENNAN
On Monday morning, I arrived at the office fully prepared to get to work. I had taken the train downtown yesterday to explore the city a little and locate my office block. That way, I knew exactly how to get back here on Monday. The elevator doors opened onto my floor, but I was surprised to find no else had arrived. I doubted myself for a moment, but the Connect Global signage told me I was on the right floor. Perhaps my punctuality would impress my new team, or it would make me look like a “keen bean.” Either way, I took a desk and set up camp for the day.
Half an hour in, I’d already read my emails. Most of them I’d forwarded to Stacie and explained what she had to do. Most clients knew to go through her in the short-term, however, there were the odd few who’d forgotten the job change. A couple of emails were standard company-wide notices and newsletters, but after that, I was pretty much twiddling my thumbs. Stacie’s clients seemed to be taking care of themselves, and I wasn’t about to go cold-calling out of boredom when my main priority in Vancouver was to train the account managers. Who were still nowhere in sight.
I went into the kitchen and made a coffee from their very fancy machine, and by the time I arrived back at my desk, it was ten a.m. And I was still alone. The seed of doubt set in, and it was clear that no one was coming in today.
The lack of morale and hospitality was startling. I wasn’t expecting a welcome parade, far from it, but I thought at least someone would give a shit. I couldn’t help but feel deflated. I had been really looking forward to today after spending all weekend in solitary confinement. I knew from Ciaran and Stacie that most people here worked from home, but honestly, I was expecting at least one or two from my new team.
I decided to give the office manager, Charlie, a call. I’d spoken to him a little through email last week but figured this would be quicker. At least it would have been if he’d answered. I started writing an email to him when the elevator doors opened. To my relief, a tall lean man stepped out. He looked flustered and wide-eyed and noticed me instantly.
“You must be Claire,” he said, but I couldn’t help but home in on the slurred speech.
“Yeah, hi.” I got up as he stopped at the end of my desk.
“I’m Luke, one of the account managers,” The incoherent speech continued, and I noticed only half his jaw was moving. “Where is everyone?” He threw his bag on the floor, taking the empty desk beside me.
“It’s just me.”
“Are you serious? Aw, man.” He sighed and retrieved his laptop from the backpack. “All the AMs were told to come in today for training with you. Charlie sent an email last week about it. Have you tried calling him?”
“Yep, he’s not answering.”
“Figures.” There was a bite to his voice. My first impression of Charlie was pretty negative, and it would seem that no one had been able to tell me otherwise. Luke rubbed his face as if not sure what to do next and winced. “I had the dentist this morning. Root canal.” He gestured to his fat cheek. “That’s why I’m late. I can’t believe no one bothered to show up. You must think the worst of us Canucks.”
“That’s the second time I’ve heard that word,” I thought back on Stacie’s Wi-Fi password. “What is it?”
“Oh, it’s just another word for a Canadian.” He laughed. “But also, Vancouver’s hockey team are called the Canucks,” he said, searching in his backpack. “They suck, but you know, gotta show ’em some support.” Luke seemed like a nice guy, even with a swollen face. “Anyway, I’m really sorry I’m the only one who showed up to the training session.”
“It’s okay,” I turned back to my screen to avoid revealing my disappointment. “It just shows me what I’m up against. Training everyone. Considering they don’t even want to show up…” I struggled to hide my irritation. I didn’t want to bad-mouth his colleagues, but I was far from impressed at the lack of management in the office. His disappointment resurfaced, and I got the feeling he didn’t share the same demotivation as his colleagues. “I assume you’re not close with the other AMs?” He looked indifferent. “Otherwise, you would have known they weren’t coming in.”
“Not really.” He let out a sigh while loading up his laptop. “The other AMs aren’t really that friendly. I barely talk to anyone. Except Stacie.”
“You and Stacie worked together a lot?” I asked, wanting to know more about her.
“Yeah, she’s really nice, though the other AMs don’t really like her,” he explained as if it was common knowledge.
“Why?”
He seemed to close up, like he was ashamed. “They, uh, well, not me, but some of the other AMs say she’s a killjoy.” I could feel my face scrunching up in disagreement, even though I barely knew her. “That she’s a know-it-all or something.” He rolled his eyes as if not agreeing.
“Well, from what I’ve heard, she’s one of the best in the company.”
“You don’t have to tell me that. She’s taught me more than anyone else. Even my own manager.” He looked flabbergasted. “On my first day, I was trained by Charlie, and he had no idea what he was talking about. It lasted an hour, and then he sent me off to lunch. When I came back, he was gone.”
“Fuck.” I had to laugh at the absurdity of it. Connect Global had me in training for an entire week. It was rigorous information overload, but considering these AMs had the bare minimum, it wasn’t surprising that they were underperforming. I actually felt sorry for them until I remembered they’d boycotted my first day.
“You might have been stood up on your first day, but I got ditched halfway through mine.”
“You win.”
Another email landed in my inbox. It was from Charlie saying a family emergency had come up, and he wouldn’t be in for the rest of the week. After hearing what Luke had to say, my trust in Charlie was sinking like a shipwreck. I tried to always give everyone the benefit of the doubt, but it was hard. Ciaran had expressed his concerns at how badly run the Vancouver office was. Now, I understood the root cause. No one seemed to care, and those who did were almost persecuted for it. Stacie was a prime example. Working hard was definitely seen as more of a hinderance. In the Belfast office, if someone didn’t pull their weight, they were out the door.
I didn’t bother to reply to Charlie’s email. Instead, with Luke’s help, I compiled a new email to the Vancouver AMs. I requested, no, I demanded they be present in the office tomorrow for an all-day training session. Luke giggled when I used some scare tactics, but I didn’t want to spend another day wasting my time on people who, frankly, couldn’t be arsed. Their lack of motivation reflected badly on me, and I refused to be held responsible.
I spent the rest of the day helping Luke with his current project. He wasn’t a bad worker; he just had so little experience in account management. He’d been given very few tools to succeed. That was why I was here, and I took pride in helping him. His eagerness to learn and take my advice made me feel like I was making a difference, even if it was with just one person.
    
The next day, things were looking up. All the AMs showed up, to my surprise. However, it became apparent that none of them had a clue what they were doing. They didn’t know how to log communication with clients, how to navigate our lead generator database, or where to find the internal libraries of primary data. I couldn’t understand how any of them were delivering projects to the high standard expected.
I was forced to go back to basics.
While individually, I could place some of the blame on the AMs, overall, it was becoming very clear the more time I spent with them that Charlie was the reason for their failings. A lack of training in processes and poor leadership were the biggest issues.
I was enjoying the challenge of retraining the team, and I got job satisfaction out of interacting with the AMs who wanted my help, especially Luke. I wasn’t stupid, though, and it was clear that some AMs were just appeasing me until my time was up. Next week, they would be working from home again, and it would be more difficult to track progress. It worried me that some would be harder to get through to.
Perhaps building the social aspect of the office would convert some of the pessimists. And that was right up my alley. I could have the craic with anyone, even the AMs who couldn’t stand me.




  

CHAPTER SIX
    
STACIE FARRAN
My first day at Connect Global HQ was not what I was expecting. Well, to be fair, I didn’t know what I was expecting, but I didn’t think the people would be so friendly, welcoming, nice, and eager to help. On my first day, Marty, my new manager, greeted me with a coffee, and because I didn’t want to offend him, I took it. I would take it to the grave that I wasn’t actually a big coffee drinker.
The office was fresh, modern, and had one thing the Vancouver office seriously lacked: humans. The office was nearly at full capacity, creating a healthy buzz. I really liked my desk neighbour, Jonny. His desk faced mine—or rather, Claire’s desk—and he kept me laughing most of the day. It wasn’t just him, though. There was a great atmosphere, with people hard at work one minute and the next, joking and laughing.
Claire’s desk was spotless, and I found everything I could have needed. I especially loved the photo of my new best friend, Freddie. Her desk drawers even had a healthy stock of jasmine tea, which I was delighted about. Marty informed me that jasmine tea was also Claire’s favourite. That led to an odd feeling of disappointment. The missed opportunity. A sadness that was complicated to explain. I think it was because I hadn’t gotten to meet Claire before we’d traded places. I didn’t expect to feel that way, and the more I got to know her through others, the disappointment kept returning.
By the time lunch rolled around, I was surprised to be invited out with Jonny and two others from my floor. It was clear that he, along with Jane and Nuala, were in a tight-knit group with Claire.
“If I get nachos, will someone help me eat them?” Nuala asked as she stared at the board above the till. The woman serving her looked tired and done with indecisive customers. Her grumpiness made me a little anxious to place my order.
“Always,” Jonny said from behind me.
“Grand, add nachos on to that,” she told the woman behind the till. “What do you want?” she asked Jane.
“I’m too nervous to eat.” Jane said, placing a can of Diet Coke next to Nuala’s tray and moving to a free table. Jane had barely said two words all day. She seemed the quietest out of them all. It also seemed like her head was elsewhere, and by the looks exchanged between Jonny and Nuala, they were obviously concerned about it.
“Make that two portions of nachos,” Nuala said, tossing Jonny another look of concern. Nuala tapped her phone on the card machine to pay and moved to the table Jane was already seated at.
“Next,” the woman behind the till barked, making me jump.
“Oh, right,” I said, still scanning the menu frantically. It was a Mexican café, or so it appeared. Though I couldn’t understand why there were “cowboy suppers,” burgers, and something called a “chick-idee” burger on the menu. “What do you recommend?” I asked but regretted it immediately.
“Is she for real?” she said to Jonny angrily.
“She’s new, Nicola, give her a break.” Jonny sidestepped me, taking control of what seemed like a hostile situation. “Give us two big boy buddies with extra siracha and guac.” He threw me a wink while Nicola rang in the order. “You’ll thank me later.” He tapped his card, paying for my lunch in a gesture I wasn’t expecting.
“You didn’t have to do that.”
“Wise up,” he said bashfully, making me smile a little.
“Thank you, Jonny.”
“What are work husbands for?” he said, as we made it over to the table where Nuala and Jane were waiting. “Well, you’re more like my work mistress. Sorry, I’m married to Claire.”
“Claire’s married?” I asked, resulting in the three of them bursting out laughing.
“Oh, honey, she’s my work wife. I’m a homo. A raging one at that.”
I had to laugh. I had half guessed from spending my first thirty seconds with him, but I never assumed anyone’s sexuality. I’d been assumed straight too many times to do it to anyone else.
“Besides, Claire would have to actually date in order to meet someone to marry,” Nuala said playfully.
“She’s a little picky,” Jane added shyly, almost like she was ashamed to have said anything at all.
“It’s not her fault,” Jonny chimed in. “Claire has diddled all the lesbians in Belfast. There’s no one left.”
They laughed mischievously while I took a beat to process that information. I couldn’t quite pinpoint how it made me feel. I was happy to know Claire was gay. However, I couldn’t deny that I had mixed feelings about her having a lot of “interest.” It didn’t feel unlike jealousy, which was confusing on numerous levels. I laughed along with them to avoid thinking too much about it. It was giving me a sore head.
“Will you please calm the fuck down?” Jonny grumbled, and at first, I panicked, thinking he was talking to me, but it was Jane who his frustrations were aimed at. “You’re ruining lunch.”
“I hate roundtable,” Jane said, pushing her can of soda around on the table, causing an annoying scrapping noise.
“You hate all meetings,” Jonny said, stopping the can in its path.
“Hey,” she returned, offended, and looked to Nuala for support.
“He’s right. You hate all meetings.”
“I like the meetings that get cancelled.”
“What’s roundtable?” I asked.
All three of them turned to me in confusion. “You don’t do roundtables in Vancouver?” Nuala asked. I shrugged, and she looked a little shocked. “Wow, Vancouver really is a Micky Mouse camp.”
I wasn’t sure what that meant, but it didn’t sound good. “Is that what people think? That we’re like Disneyland or something?” Nuala wasn’t being mean, but her revelations still made me nervous about the longevity of my workplace. And embarrassed that our reputation was so poor. “I’m not Micky Mouse.” Laughter erupted from them, and I had to laugh as well. I hadn’t thought it was going to come out so absurd. “You know what I mean.”
“Chill out, Micky.” Jonny nudged my shoulder. “No one thinks you’re a numpty.”
“What’s a numpty?” That just caused them to laugh even more. I decided to give up on the conversation when our food arrived. Nicola was back again, and she set my plate down with a bang. “Thank you.” I smiled, but she was already gone, making me feel like she hated me. “Is she okay?”
“Nicola’s a moody bitch, but her food is the best,” Nuala whispered, placing one portion of nachos in the middle of the table and passing the other to Jane.
“I can’t,” Jane said and followed it up with a gagging noise. “How can you guys eat at a time like this?”
“Roundtables happen every week, how can you still be so nervous about them?” Jonny asked.
“Because this week, I have nothing.” Jane looked stressed out. “Not a thought. Not an idea or anything to put forward. Marty is going to kill me.”
Jonny must have caught my confusion and piped up. “Roundtables are for the account managers. Like a knowledge sharing activity. It’s when everyone has to put forward our leads. Basically, new clients or business we are trying to poach for that week. Or if you got a client from this previous week, you get a stupid little applause.” He took a bite of his burrito while I stared at mine, sceptical. It looked messy and unappealing.
“It’s kinda like you’re bragging,” Nuala added, “especially if you signed someone new.” She grinned, looking very pleased with herself.
“All right, keep it in your pants,” Jonny said, goading her. “We all know you got TRU to sign on the dotted line last week. Don’t let it go to your head.”
“Firstly, there’s nothing wrong with my head.” Nuala wiggled her eyebrows suggestively. It made me laugh when I caught on to what she’d meant. “And secondly, jealousy is a nasty colour on you, Jay.”
He rolled his eyes playfully at her. I liked the competitive edge between them. They seemed to tease each other a lot, though it was all in good fun. I found myself really enjoying that kind of back-and-forth. Jonny had referred to it as banter earlier today, and I liked that I wasn’t exempt from it. It made me feel like I was really part of the gang.
They all seemed to have ambition, or at least pride in their work. It was something that we lacked so much in Vancouver, and I always felt like I was the only one who wanted to do well. In Belfast, they were supportive of each other during downfalls but also built up each other’s success. It was refreshing.
“Listen, Stacie, you’re gonna have to eat that,” Nuala said before nodding in Nicola’s direction behind the counter, “or she’ll be over here giving you an earful.” I had assumed she was just teasing. “Seriously, I’ve seen her throw someone out for asking for a receipt.”
I lifted the burrito, not caring that it was seeping onto my hands, and quickly took a bite. It was a bite in fear, as I really didn’t want another interaction, ever again, with Nicola. Jonny watched me in anticipation. Nuala and Jane did as well. The unusual flavours that should never have gone together somehow worked. A saltiness transitioned into a spiciness, then was overpowered by a sweetness. None of it should have ever been shoved into a tortilla, and yet, as it all melded together in my mouth, I was confounded to discover, I liked it. The burrito, as disgusting as it looked, was unbelievably delicious.
“I told you,” Jonny said before digging into his food again.
The table entered a comfortable lull while we enjoyed our meal. That was until I spotted Jane visibly shaking. I took it as my civic duty to make her feel a little better. They’d been so kind to me, I wanted to do something back.
“If it helps, I have nothing to report either. I didn’t even know a roundtable existed.” Jane looked optimistic for a moment. “I’ll sit next to you and go first. It might lessen the blow on you.” She smiled back at me in relief and seemed to relax enough to start picking over some nachos.
I didn’t miss the way Jonny and Nuala shared a look. It wasn’t for my eyes, but it looked like approval. As if they silently agreed that I was cool. I couldn’t help but smile to myself. I was fitting in already.




  

CHAPTER SEVEN
    
CLAIRE BRENNAN
I was most definitely not fitting in.
There was a heat wave, and to say I was not cut out for West Coast sizzling temperatures was an understatement. The buses were hot and sticky, I was constantly sweaty, and it felt like my hair was growing bigger by the second. The humidity and lack of air circulating in the city was the hardest part. It felt like I was suffocating. The studio apartment was stifling when I got home from work, and at night, it was worse. I could barely sleep, and it was definitely affecting my patience.
It was the end of my first week. The four AMs had showed up every day, which was a blessing as much a curse. If I heard the phrase “that’s not how we do things around here” one more time, I was going to explode. Jake and Ray appeared to be my biggest obstacles. They were the class clowns, goading me or just point-blank disagreeing with my methods. They had done it all week. Testing my patience like the heat wave. By the time it had reached half past four on Friday, I was past my breaking point.
They were itching to leave. Practically begging me to let them go home early. It was as clear as day, but I refused. I was on the final slide. I just had to get through this, and then, I could go home without feeling like a complete failure. I already felt like I was out of my depth, and I just needed to complete this one week of training to feel any sort of victory. I wondered if Stacie was having as tough of a time transitioning to a new country as I was. It didn’t help that I was missing Freddie. He always knew how to cheer me up.
“I just don’t get why you’d negotiate with a start-up.” Jake leaned back in his chair with a scrunched face. I was getting so sick of that arrogant look. “We have set prices for projects. We sat here all day yesterday listening to you go on about it.” He was really testing me. “And now, you’re saying we can drop prices for these little baby companies that probably won’t even be around in a couple of years? They’re broke. Move on to someone bigger, and screw the little guys who can’t afford to pay.” He folded his arms smugly.
We had been in the meeting room all day as I went through sales techniques that they should have already known. I hadn’t gotten through one slide without an objection by someone. To be fair, sometimes, it was just clarification or an example. When it was from Luke or Rita, I had no problem elaborating, but when it was from the other two, it was to undermine me. I was sure of it. It was really pissing me off. I’d had a hard enough week with the heat and sleep deprivation without these numpties making my life harder.
“Connect Global was a little guy,” I snapped back. “Did you know that?” He was silent. “When I started six years ago, there were three AMs. One in Europe, one for America, and one for China. That was the humble beginnings of Connect Global.”
“Yeah, but we’re not like that anymore,” Jake argued.
“If it wasn’t for start-ups back then, who were using our company for their business partners, we wouldn’t be the global brand we are today.” He had no response, and I caught Luke smiling at me proudly. “That’s why it matters.”
“It’s okay if we go below the minimum premium for a project?” Rita asked, ready to jot down my answer.
“Depending on the scope,” I clarified. “Explain to the client our limitations with reduced budgets. Entice them to go the extra mile. They will find the budget if they think it’s value for money. Our jobs are to make the client think we are the solution to all their problems, and we deliver that promise as best we can.” While Jake still stubbornly folded his arms, the rest of the team was taking notes, and that gave me a small glimmer of satisfaction that I wasn’t just wasting my breath. “We have to upsell all that Connect Global can offer. The extras they get when they fork out a little more cash for our delivery. But it’s also fundamental to have wider conversations about business. Find out what else they are doing, like exporting to another continent, because maybe they need help in that area too. And that generates leads for another team elsewhere in the company.”
“Why does that matter to us?” Jake said negatively, like an annoying fly that just wouldn’t buzz off. “We don’t get credit for that.”
“True, it doesn’t add to your commission, but you can use it in your roundtables.”
“Oh, yeah, those.” He shook his head, making it clear that he didn’t think they were a real thing.
Back in Belfast, and in every other region, the roundtable kept AMs focused and driven to meet new business targets. They had to be continuously chasing new business and clients, or their manager would be on them like a ton weight. It was that peer pressure and competitive edge that meant everyone was always trying to outdo themselves.
“Are roundtables really going to become a weekly thing?” Rita asked nervously, and I caught Jake having the audacity to shake his head in her direction, overtly undermining me.
“Yes, they will,” I said, noting the volume of my voice.
He sniggered as if he didn’t agree. “Only until you leave.” He said it under his breath, but it was loud enough for everyone to hear. Ray let out a chuckle as well, and just like that, and without warning, a switch flipped inside me. Perhaps the heat wave had finally spiked me to boiling point.
“Get out.” All eyes snapped to me. “You think this is a joke, Jake?” The colour drained from his face. “Then go home. You’re wasting our time.” I glanced in Ray’s direction. “Both of you.”
Silence engulfed the boardroom. No one knew what to say or where to look. I stared at Jake as he avoided all eye contact. It was clear he was panicking. He wasn’t the only one.
“I’m sorry, Claire,” Ray said softly, and while I had doubts as to whether he meant it, the look on his face and his body language showed it was the most genuine thing he had said all week. I enjoyed the look on Jake’s face when he discovered he was on his own. The bad boy in the classroom didn’t have his buddy to back him up anymore because unlike Jake, Ray cared about keeping his job. “It won’t happen again.” Ray added sheepishly.
The silence was telling. I could see how embarrassed Jake was. He had tested me all week, and now was my time to put things into perspective for him and anyone else who thought that things would go back to the way they were when I left again.
“Do you have any idea how bad things are for this office?” I asked Jake before glancing around the room to the rest. “Ciaran doesn’t travel to other offices unless it’s for an opening or a closure. Sending me here to help you is your last chance.” I stressed every word firmly because fear was the only thing that would get through to them. I’d exhausted everything else. “If I can’t make you all better, in six months’ time, Vancouver will be dissolved, and with it, your jobs.” Each of the AMs had a different reaction, but all of them showed worry in varying degrees. “So if you want to make jokes and point out how things are done here”—I looked to Jake, and his eyes deflected to the floor—“maybe bring in some goddamn money and show me that you know how to do your fucking jobs.”
Before I knew what was happening, I’d walked out. Only when I was in the toilets did I realise that I was shaking with adrenaline. I felt raw, charged, and in hindsight, I probably shouldn’t have cursed at them. I had never felt that passionate about account management in my old job. It was just something I did day-to-day, but when it came to motivating and training these AMs, I had to admit, I felt more passionate.
By the time I arrived back, composed and less frazzled, I found them all still seated and waiting on me. The clock revealed 5:15. I’d assumed they would have skedaddled by now. That confused me.
“Claire.” Jake stood before I made it too far into the meeting room. Part of me was expecting a fight, but his expression didn’t mirror the disruption I was used to from him. “I’m really sorry. I didn’t want to admit I needed help, and I’ve given you a hard time because of it.”
“You could have just told me that next week,” I said, hearing the defeat in my voice. I moved to my bags to pack up. “You all are usually gone by five. Sometimes earlier.”
“You’re doing a lot for us.” Luke said with a small smile. “I can’t speak for everyone, but I really appreciate it.” Rita nodded with him. “We didn’t want to just leave when you’re out on a limb.” I felt a tug in my chest. That appreciation seemed genuine.
“Besides.” Ray craned his neck around Jake’s standing frame. “I think we could all benefit from you going over that last slide again, if you don’t mind.”
“This time, I’ll shut my mouth and listen,” Jake said, resulting in a small laugh from the others. He took his seat, and every one of them showed me their full attention.
I was touched. Like a teacher who had finally gotten through to a group of troublesome teens. They had tested me this week, and perhaps they were making up for it now. It was a start, at least.
“Okay,” I smiled, feeling a little brighter. I went back to my laptop, and the last slide appeared on the big screen. “This one?” I asked, and Ray eagerly nodded. “Okay. Negotiations with start-ups.”




  

CHAPTER EIGHT
    
STACIE FARRAN
I half expected the welcoming nature of the people in the office to fade after my first day. I was incredibly happy when it didn’t. I was invited out for lunch every day during my first week. Jonny, Nuala, and Jane had indoctrinated me into their group without a second thought. They were funny, outgoing, and didn’t take themselves too seriously. We even went back to that insane Mexican café, and Nicola didn’t rip my head off. I was practically one of the locals by Friday. Perhaps that was why I got an invitation to drinks.
After work, I went with my colleagues into the city centre, the Cathedral Quarter, to be exact. Belfast’s energy was lively, with plenty of beer gardens already bursting to capacity. I ordered a pint of beer on draught, not familiar with much else behind the bar, and sipped it while chatting with a couple of colleagues I hadn’t spoken much with. I wasn’t even halfway through when another pint was put down in front of me. It quickly became apparent I was the slow one, with round after round hurrying my drinking along.
As the evening ticked by and my inhabitations started to relax, I couldn’t help but feel gratitude at having moved to Belfast. It had been a gamble, especially when I didn’t exactly have the support of friends and family. I grew up in Winnipeg in a pretty traditional family. My parents were retired and lived a very simple life, one that I never fitted into. They never holidayed out of North America unless it was to visit family in the Middle East, and for that reason, hadn’t really supported me going. I took their concerns about moving into consideration, but I had stopped letting them tell me what to do a long time ago.
My phone started vibrating on the table. It might have been ringing, but it was impossible to hear over the band. I could barely hear what the person next to me was saying. I got up and shimmied out from the booth. The uneasiness in my knees made me knock into the table. Glasses didn’t fall, but some drinks spilled, and that created an excitement with my colleagues. Some cheered, seemingly pleased that I was a little drunk. I wasn’t the only one.
By the time I got outside, my phone had stopped ringing. It was a missed call from Melissa. Actually, the third missed call from her. I redialled the video call, and she answered, looking a little disgruntled.
“Hey, is everything all right?”
“Where are you?” The irritation in her tone was like a gunshot. Ready for battle.
“I’m just out.” My response caused a long, drawn-out sigh. I couldn’t actually hear the sigh because of the people moving from bar to bar, but I could see the frustration on her face. I moved to a quieter part of the street in the entryway of a closed store. It was still hard to hear, given the heavy footfalls.
“It’s Friday, we always have lunch together on Friday.”
“Oh, sorry,” I said and moved the camera to see the sky. “It’s dinnertime here.”
“Are you drunk?”
“No,” I started, but she looked as though she wasn’t buying it. “I’ve had a couple of drinks, but I’m not—”
“Who are you with?”
“Some people from work invited me out to the pub.”
“The pub? You’re even talking like them now.” The sigh returned, and it annoyed me.
“They’re actually really nice, I don’t know why you’re being so…”
“So what, Stacie?” she asked angrily.
The alcohol combined with the fun I had been having was making this conversation really difficult. She was upset with me even though we hadn’t agreed to call each other. She had been frosty all week. Like she was waiting for a reason to fight, and this was it. I couldn’t be bothered arguing. I actually wanted to end the call and go back into the bar. I knew that would do nothing good for my relationship, and I didn’t want to leave things with her on a bad note. I tried from another angle.
“I’m just trying to make friends. I don’t know anyone out here—”
“Well, no one made you move.” Her tone was nasty, and it hurt.
She was dampening my night, and I didn’t want to have to explain myself. I didn’t think I needed to. I was sick of trying to explain my reasoning for wanting to come. I didn’t have regrets, I was loving it, but every time I talked to Melissa, she held it over me. Like I’d moved here deliberately to hurt her.
“We have to stop arguing about this,” I said and heard the defeat in my voice. “It’s just for six months.” Her expression eased, as if the tension was seeping out of her shoulders again. “I’ll be home, and you’ll be home. We will be together.”
“I’m sorry,” she said, “the anxiety of you being there is just a lot sometimes. And you’re out drinking in a crowded bar. What if you get sick and…”
“I’m good, I promise. Please don’t worry about me.”
“I just miss you,” she murmured, and it caused an ache in my chest.
“I miss you too.” I offered a small smile, and it was one she returned, surrendering whatever argument this was. Or perhaps we were just putting it on hold for another time. “Let’s have lunch together tomorrow.”
“Or dinner for you.” She gave a head tilt, leaving me feeling that she was making progress. “Have a good night.”
“You too.” I said before the screen turned black, and she was gone.
I let out a sigh of indifference. I was glad we’d resolved the tension that had been brewing for a couple of days, but I knew deep down, it would come back to haunt us. In my experience, Melissa’s anxieties would surface elsewhere. Regardless, I wasn’t about to let it ruin my evening.
By the time I made it into the bar and to my seat, the table looked a lot quieter. Jonny was still there, along with Nuala and Jane and another consultant, Eoin. I didn’t know him that well, but we had chatted a fair bit this evening.
“There she is. We thought you’d done an Irish exit.” Jonny grinned as I took the seat next to him. He’d ditched his glasses, and his dark, swept-back hair was looking a little more unruly after a couple of drinks. “Everyone else did.” He took a swig of his pint.
“That’s for you, by the way.” Nuala said, gesturing to the pint in front of me. I still had a half pint waiting to be finished.
“It was my round.” Eoin said, showing me a wide smile and a gaze that lingered.
“When is it my round?” I said, sounding more outraged than I intended. “You all keep buying me drinks.”
“It was your round a while ago, love,” Jonny said playfully, “but you’re a sponger and you’re shite at keeping up.” They all seemed to find some comedy in that, and I just rolled my eyes, barely understanding what he was saying. His accent had thickened with each drink. I rarely knew what he was teasing me about half the time anyway, but with drink involved, it was nearly impossible.
“Who were you on the phone to?” Nuala asked.
“Just my girlfriend back in Canada.”
There was a brief pause. Eyes bounced around as if in deliberation, and it made me panic slightly. I knew Jonny was gay, but no one had asked me. Perhaps they were surprised. I always figured it was obvious, but people had disagreed with me in the past.
“I fucking told you she was one of us,” Nuala yelled in glee, pointing to Eoin. His head fell into his hands ashamedly. The rest of the table started laughing loudly in his direction. “Why are you always attracted to lesbians? Fuck’s sake, Eoin, there’s plenty of straight girls out there.”
“And gay men,” Jonny heckled as Eoin shook his head, hiding a grin. “You know, if you ever want to test the waters.”
“Who thought I was straight?” I played along, looking at Eoin, who was clearly blushing.
“I didn’t,” Jonny said, pleased with himself. “But don’t take it personally, Stacie, he hit on Claire too a few years back.”
“And me,” Nuala chimed.
“You wish,” Eoin joked, resulting in her batting his arm. “Well, she’s taken anyway, Nuls, so you don’t have a chance, either.”
“Fuck off.” She rolled her eyes. It was time for her to look embarrassed, and I had to admit, I felt the secondhand embarrassment too. It wasn’t that she wasn’t attractive. I just didn’t see her that way, mainly because I wasn’t exactly looking.
“Well.” Jonny pulled attention back to him and away from the playful, awkward energy. “I’m just glad we have another gay in the village.” Another reference I didn’t get. “Cheers to Stacie.” I raised my glass in toast with them and was relieved when the conversation moved on to something else.
I had no idea Eoin was hitting on me. Thankfully, the cat was out of the bag. I didn’t think Nuala was flirting, either, but why else would Jonny have made that suggestion? Nuala was good-looking, and I really liked her alternative look, but I had a girlfriend. Case closed.
The rest of the evening turned into a bit of a blur. We moved to another pub, perhaps another after that, and then of course, there was dancing. After that, it turned into a series of snapshots, nothing consistent or clear. Nowhere familiar. It was even more of a mystery when I woke up in Claire’s bed the next day, but I wasn’t alone.
It was the snoring that woke me. A startling way to be woken. It had been years since I’d heard snoring, and that was from my dad when I lived at home. I craned my neck to see who on earth it was, but all I could see was dark hair. The curtains were drawn, and the bedroom door was closed, so there wasn’t much light to get a good look. The musky scent told me it was a man, and that had me panicking more. I gently slid out of the bed and was glad to find myself in the oversized T-shirt I slept in. Clothing was a good sign, at least. I didn’t think anything like that had happened. How drunk was I?
I crept around to the other side of the bed but kept my distance in case they were awake. His face was shielded under the covers, and with one more step, I finally saw him. It just so happened that my final step landed on a tail, and the sound of Freddie’s squealing erupted.
Jonny shot up in bed and screamed at a volume that was so loud, I started screaming. And because my foot was still on Freddie’s tail, well, everyone was yelling. The bedroom door burst open, allowing Freddie to dash out, and Nuala appeared, causing us to scream again.
“Why is everyone shouting?” She covered her ears.
“Why are you in my bed?” I said, pointing at Jonny.
“Why did you try to kill Freddie?” He pointed at me accusingly.
“What is all the racket?” Jane appeared at the bedroom door next to Nuala. “What time is it?”
The room stilled as everyone took a breather, but I was still in panic mode. “Did we?” I gently asked Jonny. “You know…” Jane and Nuala giggled.
“No! What do you take me for?” His face scrunched up in disgust. “I wasn’t that fucking pissed.” I breathed a sigh of relief as he rolled over and pulled the sheets over his head. “Someone make me coffee,” he demanded. “And make sure Freddie’s alive.”
I followed Nuala and Jane out of the bedroom and closed the door behind me.
Freddie was at the top of the hallway and sent me a dirty look before disappearing into the living room. I knew I was in trouble. There would have to be plenty of cuddles later. Which, considering the banging in my head, sounded really good about now.
“Imagine if you two had slept together,” Jane said to me, nodding toward my bedroom. Nuala popped on the kettle as we made it to the kitchen. “How awkward would that be? Not to mention, really…” Her face scrunched up before she shook her head as if to get rid of the mental image.
“It would be really bad.” I plunked down at the kitchen table and held my sore head in my hands. “For him and me.”
“Jonny’s boyfriend wouldn’t be too thrilled,” Nuala joked.
“Don’t think Melissa would be throwing a party, either.” I could hear my own voice sounding grumbly from behind my hands.
“Thought you were breaking up with her?”
“What?” My head sprung up, but the quick movement made it feel like my brain had spasmed. I couldn’t recall talking about Melissa, at least not in that way.
“That’s what you said last night.” Jane took a seat opposite me. Her voice was soft and caring. “How she never makes an effort and how detached you’ve been feeling.”
“I told you that?” I asked in complete shock. Nuala and Jane both nodded, looking sad. It made me surprised but also a little glad I’d opened up. I never normally talked about personal things; therefore, I must have felt as though I could be open with them. “It’s something I’ve been feeling…for a while.” I felt ashamed.
“Hey, long distance is hard,” Jane said genuinely. “You can’t be one hundred percent in it all the time. I mean, look at us. We almost didn’t make it.” She glanced at Nuala.
I slowly put two and two together. The shock almost wiped out my hangover. “Hold on, you two are together?”
They shared a knowing smile. “How drunk were you last night?” Nuala asked.
“Very. Clearly,” I said while gesturing to the pair of them. And then thought back on the last week. “But you two are so not PDA. You barely even talk at work.”
“Company policy.” Nuala rolled her eyes. “Can’t date your coworkers, and besides, we didn’t want to be another office fling. Then, I was transferred to London for a year, and it was easy to hide. I’ve only been back a couple of weeks, and other than Claire and Jonny, you’re the only other person who knows.”
“I won’t say a word.”
Jane smiled sadly. “You really can’t.” But it was clear by her darker tone that there was more at stake. “I’m not out yet.” She sounded a little embarrassed too. “There’s a couple of guys in work from Larne, and they go to church with my family. They would definitely not be okay with it.” Her voice dropped, and Nuala moved to her side, pecking her forehead. Jane’s frown seemed to melt away with the gesture, and it was nice to witness.
I felt touched that she would share her secret with me. I knew what it was like to be afraid to come out. My family were super traditional. I still remembered the day I had to come out to them. I’d had to. It had got out that I was dating a girl at school. Most of my classmates didn’t care, thankfully. Though some of the kids from our mosque definitely weren’t okay with it. It was either tell my parents or wait for it to get back to them.
It wasn’t an easy conversation. Our relationship had never really recovered from it. I had to create distance with them. I’d moved to Toronto for university and then on to Vancouver. I checked in with them from time to time, and I knew they loved me, but I didn’t think they’d ever really accept me. It still hurt sometimes, even though I had worked hard to come to terms with it.
“No one’s going to know.” Nuala rubbed Jane’s shoulder before sweeping her own blond hair behind her ear. “But we get it, Stacie, long distance is hard.” She moved away from the table to make hot drinks, looking very comfortable in Claire’s kitchen. As if she was here frequently. They all seemed that way. “No offense, but if you’re feeling the distance after a week, I don’t know how you’ll make it six months.”
I couldn’t help but agree. And it filled me with unbearable dread that maybe Melissa and I weren’t going to make it. I didn’t want to give up, but perhaps the distance would do that for me.
“Why is everyone talking so loudly?” Jonny poked his head into the kitchen. I couldn’t help but laugh when I saw him shuffle into the kitchen wrapped in Claire’s duvet. “Your lesbian drama is enough to pull me from bed. Well done, ladies.” He threw the corner of the duvet over his shoulder as if it was a designer scarf and took a seat next to Jane.
She leaned closer to his side, and he wrapped the duvet around her as well. It wasn’t cold in the apartment, but it was clear everyone was feeling a little fragile.
“We have a problem,” Nuala said, her head still inside the fridge. She slammed the door shut and looked back at us. “There’s no almond milk.” Jonny gasped dramatically.
“There’s regular milk, right?” Jane asked, but Nuala shook her head, adding to the dramatization. “What kind of monster…” Jane turned to me.
“I don’t drink milk.” My response caused a sea of gasps.
“You’re a terrible host,” Jonny squawked.
“None of you are even supposed to be here.”
“We sleep over every Friday,” Nuala informed me. “Claire always has milk, even though she only drinks that shite jasmine tea.”
“Do not diss jasmine tea, it’s the best.”
All three of them groaned in disapproval. “You and Claire are like bloody soulmates,” Nuala said in disgust before she had thought of something even better. “Right, that’s it, everyone pull yourself together, and let’s go get brunch. Stacie’s paying.”
I spent the rest of the morning at brunch with them. It was wonderful. Like I’d always been part of their friendship and Claire was only missing temporarily. I felt close to them, and hearing them speak so highly of Claire made me feel closer to her.




  

CHAPTER NINE
    
CLAIRE BRENNAN
I was glad to see myself settling more into Vancouver life. Especially after the heat subsided, though in saying that, it was still very much shorts and T-shirt weather. I was enjoying the city, exploring and trying new restaurants. I’d been here almost a month.
I hadn’t admitted it, but the loneliness was quite overwhelming at times. The only person I could call a friend was Luke, and friend was probably a stretch. He was kind and generous with his time, but he had a wife…and a life.
I’d figured I would become friends with my colleagues, people like Jonny, Nuala, and Jane, but no one was all that interested. No lunches or after-work drinks or anything, really. It felt as if I was some kind of corporate spy, brought here to report bad behaviour and monitor people’s fun metres. It was a little exhausting. I wasn’t really enjoying being the bad guy, either. I had to be sometimes, especially when I wasn’t seeing progress.
After the first week of training, most people went back to working from home, and that made it harder for me to check in. It didn’t help that I had Ciaran breathing down my neck every week wanting an update. At least the Belfast office hadn’t burned down yet. Ciaran said it was business as usual back home. Jonny said that Stacie was doing really well in my job too. They seemed to really like her. Which made me a little sad, like maybe my friends had ditched me for someone better.
In terms of work productivity, I’d witnessed a slight boost. I gladly took any win I could get. Luke had reeled in a new client with a little help from me, while Rita had actually delivered a project on time. I was feeling proud of the achievements. Ray had warmed up a bit too, and I even saw him in the office a couple of times, allowing me to get to know him better. Jake was still a hard nut to crack, and out of all of them, he wasn’t coming to me for help.
But I wasn’t a quitter.
Training people was hard because I had to put so much energy into it. And I never really knew if I was getting through to them. There were instances when I felt like I was, and the job satisfaction was euphoric. That must have been behind my latest brain wave. With access to the company credit card on a fine Friday afternoon, I decided enough was enough. If I couldn’t charm my way into team spirit, I was going to buy them off.
It was just after three p.m., and I could already see some of the AMs switching off from my presentation. It was a full crowd today. I had invited a couple of the consultants who worked closely with the AMs as well, and they looked somehow more bored. I had forced everyone to be in the office today, and even I could recognise that my presentations were tiresome. Especially this close to the weekend.
“Okay”—I switched off the projector—“grab your things and come with me.”
The room of AMs and consultants looked surprised and intrigued. One by one, they stood and followed me out into the main office floor.
Charlie was long gone. I’d met him three times, less than once a week at best. I still hadn’t figured out what his role was. He seemed to talk on the phone a lot or have meetings out of office, which didn’t make sense to me. Even when I spoke to the admin and finance team in Vancouver, no one seemed to have any dealings with him, expect the odd catch-up meeting. He had claimed that he had “worked up” enough hours this week to leave early. I didn’t buy it, but babysitting Charlie wasn’t my job, nor did I want it to be.
“Where are we going?” Luke asked as we got inside the elevator.
“Know any good pubs?” I asked and watched as surprise warped their faces. “You’re all making great progress,” I lied, “and that deserves a reward.” They looked pleased and started throwing out suggestions for bars nearby.
I let the biggest thorn in my side, Jake, decide where we went. He was the alpha of the group, after all. The consultants were clearly a big fan of his. I figured that if I could convert him to like me, I’d convert the pack, and with it, see more results from the wider team.
By the second round, I could see the tension lifting like steam evaporating. I was relieved that my hypothesis turned out to be true. Alcohol increased morale. Team members who I’d never seen talk to one another were interacting. I could feel the resistance against me thawing. My plan was working. Even Jake and I were talking, and by some miracle, I discovered we had things in common. I mean, it was Netflix shows, but I would take anything to get him on my good side.
Everyone appeared to be in good spirits. However, I hadn’t thought about the overconsumption of alcohol and its disruptive effect on morale.
Something happened when we moved bars. I couldn’t put my finger on it. Perhaps it was the change of scenery, or maybe it was the dimmed lights and pumping music. Perhaps it was the round of shots Luke ordered. Before I knew it, they were drunk.
I was drinking too, but I clearly had stamina. One of the consultants could barely hold his head up, another one disappeared an hour ago, and then, there was Ray and Rita, who appeared to be flirting with each other. It was turning into a slippery slope, and to think, the company credit card helped get them to this state. I shuddered to imagine what HR would say. Oh God, Diana would be on the phone first thing Monday morning. This was definitely not going to plan. Maybe it was time to call it a night. Or get some water. Maybe a round of coffees.
I only realised the sheer volume of chaos when I returned from the bar with a jug of water and saw Jake and Luke arguing. God knew what it was over, but it looked heated. Very heated, in fact. It was my job to break it up, I’d gotten them into this, and if I didn’t deescalate things I’d be in trouble with the higher-ups. I was supposed to be forming company relations, not starting a fight club. In the blink of an eye and before anything too damaging could happen, I was stepping between them.
“That’s enough, you two,” I said in my sternest tone.
“Fuck you,” Jake said through gritted teeth before reaching around me and shoving Luke. It didn’t help that they were both towering over me.
“Is there a problem here?” A woman appeared in front of us. Her accent touted she was from home, but it was more southern, perhaps County Kerry. “Because we’ve got some lovely, burly bouncers standing outside just itching to beat someone.” While it seemed sarcastic, there was clearly a threat there. She couldn’t have been much taller than me, but both Jake and Luke appeared to listen. She was brave, confident, and…well, hot.
“Jake, walk it off,” I said. I gently nudged his shoulder when he failed to move. “Luke, sit down.” My eyes remained glued to Jake, and eventually, he walked out of the bar.
“Turns out, you didn’t need any help,” she said with a smile that drew me closer.
“I think you scared them a little.”
“It’s not hard. Besides, I worked in Temple Bar for over ten years, Vancouver is a piece of piss next to that.” Her eyes darted between my eyes and lips, making me a little nervous. In a good way. “I’m Sian. The manager. Let me guess, you’re fresh off the boat?” I could feel my face scrunching up in confusion, and it caused her to chuckle. “I’ll take that as a yes. When’d you get here?”
“A couple of weeks ago.” Her smile got a little more excited, and I couldn’t help but let the change in energy shift me into flirting. “You?”
“Three years,” she said proudly. “Surprised?”
“No…you look like you’re pretty experienced.”
She liked that. “It’s the best. Snowboarding one day and the beach the next. Why would you ever want to leave?”
I didn’t feel the same way; it caused my mood to crash, and perhaps that showed on my face.
“You’re not loving it, are you?”
Stacie’s apartment was fine, but it had nothing on my place. Apart from the home comforts, there was more pulling me away from Vancouver. I missed Freddie, I missed my friends and my home. I was worried about Mum. I’d barely heard from her since I’d left. Paula had been texting saying she was behaving a little “off’.” It had been playing on my mind, making it hard for me to settle. Paula and Jessica didn’t know the signs of changes in Mum’s behaviour as well as I did, and I felt a sense of disservice that I wasn’t there.
Sian broke me from my thoughts by tilting her head thoughtfully. Her eyes were soft, and she looked genuinely interested.
“I guess I’m still getting used to the place,” I said, and she nodded a couple of times but didn’t look like she believed me.
“Well, if you’re ever looking a tour guide, I know the place pretty well.” Her voice sounded smooth and suggestive, like she was flirting, and I had to admit, I was into it. “I better get back.” She nodded to the bar. “My shift is nearly over. It was nice meeting you…” She paused for my name.
“Claire.”
“Claire,” she repeated with a thoughtful smile. I could get used to her saying my name. She went back behind the bar while I took my seat next to Luke.
“I’m drunk, okay.” He watched me with a playful smirk. “But it kinda looked like she was into you.”
I shook my head and searched for anything to distract myself from looking in her direction.
“And,” he continued, “it looked like you were into her too.”
“Very observant,” I said, unimpressed, before looking around the table. Mainly for someone else to change the topic, but we were alone. “Where is everyone?”
“Away home is my guess.” He checked his watch. “It’s getting late.” It was barely nine. “I might grab a cab. Want to share?”
I wasn’t ready to go yet. I could feel Sian’s eyes on me from behind the bar, making me want to stick around. When I made eye contact, she gave me another sexy smile. I did what anyone else would do in that situation. “I think I’m gonna have another and then go.”
“You want me to stay?”
“No. That’s okay.”
“Are you sure you’re gonna be okay?” he asked, rising and collecting his things, though he drunkenly dropped his phone in the process.
“Are you gonna be okay?” I handed his phone back to him, and he flashed me a goofy grin. I said my good-byes to Luke and took a spot at the bar.
“Hello,” Sian said, coming to a halt in front of me. “Again.” There were other people waiting to be served, but she looked much more interested in me. “Your buddies ditch you?”
“Lightweights.”
She laughed, leaning on her elbows. I knew she was interested. I think it brought on a strange confidence in me, well, that and it had been a while since I’d had sex. Oh, and I’d been drinking.
“What time do you get off?”
“In about ten minutes, why?” She leaned forward, getting closer. Close enough that I could smell her perfume and see the cute little birthmark on her chin.
“Do you want to have dinner with me?”
She watched me momentarily before her eyes drifted to my lips. “Yeah. Do you like Mexican?”
My mind flashed to Nicola’s café, where the service was terrible, but the food was fantastic. Hardly authentic, though. It wasn’t the point. There was a hallow ache in my chest. I missed my life. I nodded and made myself bury those feelings.
“Okay, give me a few minutes,” Sian said. Soon enough, she had finished her shift and was walking me out of the bar.
I gladly let her take the lead in conversation. She was a good talker, very friendly, and I liked hearing what she had to say. Mostly, it was about the city. Some were facts, and others were actually helpful tips. Her accent was familiar as well; it reminded me of home. Which was a nice feeling, though a little bittersweet. The price of being homesick.
We arrived at a taco restaurant. It was vibrant and busy. The food smelled amazing. I took an interest in one of her menu recommendations, and to my surprise, she went ahead and ordered for me. It was something no one had ever done before. I wasn’t sure I liked it. Ordering for someone felt a little too assertive for my liking. Or too intimate? I wasn’t really sure how I felt. I was a little drunk, therefore, I didn’t make a big deal out of it.
A pitcher of margaritas arrived—once again, Sian’s recommendation—but I told myself to let it go. I let her show off, brag about her life, which usually, I would have been turned off by. But I was in a new city and not exactly drowning in dinner invitations. She was funny, outgoing, and really sexy. She projected charisma no matter the topic of conversation. I was attracted to her, and her flirting indicated the feeling was mutual.
Besides, I was lonely, and she was available.
We shared a couple of drinks, and I got to witness her strong efforts of seduction. She’d already bragged about her bedroom skills, which was bold and assuming. It didn’t turn me off, though. In fact, I wanted it. I wanted her. To feel something good. She already had me, and all I was waiting for was an invitation back to her place.
That eventually followed, and soon enough, the taxi was pulling up to her place in the Mount Pleasant area. We were making out so much in the back seat that I didn’t see much of the neighbourhood. Sian’s basement suite was neat and simple, but she was removing my clothes before I could really survey it properly.
She’d boasted about being a “top” at the restaurant, and I could report that she wasn’t exaggerating. Don’t get me wrong, the sex was good. In my top ten, I was sure, but when it came time to reciprocate, I was surprised that she wasn’t open to it. I respected her boundaries, of course, but I couldn’t help but feel a little greedy afterward. Like the whole experience was cut short. Call me old-fashioned, but I enjoyed returning the favour, and I liked being with women who felt the same.
When we were finished, or, rather, I was finished, I also didn’t get the feeling there was an invitation to stay. In fact, it felt a little like she was pushing me out the door. Perhaps that was how things were in Vancouver. I was partial to a one-nighter—I’d had plenty over the years—but I felt like our chemistry would have warranted something more than a one-time deal.
We exchanged numbers before my taxi arrived. While I had very little hope of hearing from her ever again, she texted me the next day, and we made plans to meet. She came around to my apartment the following night.
It was very much a repeat of the night before, which I had no complaints about. Well, no new complaints. I was still a little disappointed that she wasn’t interested in anything in return.
“Do you have work tomorrow?” I asked, feeling the need to make conversation. She was still naked in my bed, after all.
“Nope.” She sighed in contentment. “Why? Are you up for round three already?” That cocky smirk was all I could see from the bedside table glow, and honestly, it made me want to roll my eyes.
“You’re not that good.”
She seemed to enjoy my sarcasm. “You doing anything?”
“I might call home. Check up on my sisters.”
“Are you close with them?” Sian asked.
“Kinda, they’re younger—”
“And let me guess, straight?”
“Yeah.” I couldn’t understand what that had to do with anything, but Sian rolled her eyes as if it was a huge inconvenience.
“I’ve two sisters too, both of them are playing happy families with their husbands. Popping out little brats flat out. I can think of nothing worse.” At that moment, it became clear that she had no intention of settling down.
It didn’t really bother me, we’d just met, and besides, I wasn’t going to be here in a few months. “My sister is due soon.”
Sian’s dismay was clearly written across her face.
“So, no wife and kids for you?”
“Hell, no. Kids are fun sponges that spend all your money.”
I disagreed and probably would have told her as much if she’d bothered to ask.
“They also get in the way of romance,” she said suggestively, and I felt her hand creep onto my waist. She leaned in to kiss me.
I had to cut it short. She was hot, but we had little in common, other than we were Irish and queer. I pecked her once on the lips. I didn’t want to be rude, but I didn’t really want her sticking around, either. After pulling back the covers, I reached for my dressing gown. “Do you want tea?” I asked to be polite and hoped she said no.
“Tea?” She grimaced before a daring nature took over her expression. “Oh yeah. I forgot, you Brits love tea.” She was teasing, but it was definitely a jab.
I could feel myself getting annoyed, and it must have been on my expression because Sian was laughing a little more at my expense. I’d referred to myself as Irish last night at dinner, and she’d teased that because I was from Northern Ireland, I was British. I figured it was a one-time joke in poor taste. Of all the people, she should have known our history. Apparently not. It had pissed me off last night, but I was drinking and wanted to hook up with her, and had taken it on the chin.
But now, we weren’t drinking, and we’d already slept together. I wasn’t willing to be disrespected again. “The Irish love tea too,” I said as a test to see just how far she would take it.
“Strike a nerve, did I?”
“I’m not British, so yeah,” I said and crossed my arms, waiting for her to recognise I wasn’t happy. I was glad I was no longer lying next to her in bed. Because I was standing, she looked a little self-conscious. As if she didn’t know how to respond.
“Jesus, it was a joke,” she said, visibly disgruntled. She sat up and reached for her jeans, getting dressed. I hadn’t expected things to take a turn like this. I guess it just demonstrated how different we were. “Way to ruin a nice night.”
“I ruined it?” I asked, perplexed by her immaturity. “Okay.” I left her to sulk.
Instead, I spent my energy making a cup of tea. For one. I could have gotten annoyed. But to be honest, it wasn’t worth it, and it wasn’t like I was fighting for anything. Sian was good in bed but not that good.
She appeared at my kitchen door, dressed again. She had a cocky smirk, telling me that she wasn’t harbouring any hard feelings. “Same time next week?” she had the audacity to ask, following it with a wink.
I could literally feel my jaw falling. She laughed, seemingly having gotten the reaction she wanted.
“You can let me know.” She left, not bothering to wait for a response.
I was completely in awe of her boldness. I didn’t think people like Sian existed outside of maybe, The L Word. Though she bothered me, I couldn’t deny that she kept things interesting. Something to take my mind off work and Mum. A distraction. Something noncommittal and casual.




  

CHAPTER TEN
    
STACIE FARRAN
Two months in Belfast. In some ways, it hadn’t felt that long, and in other ways, it had felt longer. I was allowing myself to enjoy life. Something new for me. It was as if I’d borrowed someone else’s life that was way better than mine. It wasn’t like when you borrowed a pair of shoes and they didn’t really fit. In my case, these shoes were moulded perfectly to me.
Work was going great. I felt like I’d really fit into this role and the work ethic. I even got a round of applause this week at roundtable. Jonny poked fun at me for it, but I didn’t care, I loved my moment of glory.
Along with Jonny, Nuala and Jane were now the people I spent most weekends with. It wasn’t all alcohol-fuelled, either. They’d taken me sightseeing to the Giant’s Causeway a few weeks back, we were doing the Titanic Museum next week, and the black taxi tours remained one of my top memories from my time here.
I’d done a lot.
The only niggly little thing playing on my mind was Claire. They spoke so highly of her, and while I felt at home in their presence, I couldn’t help but wonder if they were just putting up with the replacement. Hanging with me until their real friend came back. Not because of a lack of interest but more because they loved her. Fiercely. It was the only way I could describe it. A fierce and loyal friendship.
Claire was my age, a few years older than them. Therefore, I got the feeling she was the big sister of the group. Perhaps they were substituting me as the new big sister. I had no reason to think this way, of course. It was just an insecurity. Probably because I’d never had friends like them. Claire sounded pretty great, though. Even I was starting to miss her, and I didn’t even know her.
From what Jonny told me of Claire’s homelife, she’d basically been a mom to her sisters while they were growing up. Perhaps that poured out into her friendships too. From our brief interactions via email and the odd call, I felt like we would hit it off.
I had a call with Claire this afternoon, and honestly, I was really excited about it. The meeting was to discuss a client of hers whom I was getting very little engagement with. I wanted to make sure I was doing my all to look after these important clients.
I was nervous when I first saw her appear on screen. She was prettier today than the first time we’d talked. And those eyes. They were captivating and made all my intelligent thoughts disappear. Claire sitting on my bed also did weird things to me that I couldn’t explain. Nor did I want to think too much about that.
I was glad when we got on topic quick. She talked a bit about the client and reassured me that they were very independent. They only really reached out when there was a problem. That helped relieve me of my stress and made me thankful I’d reached out to talk.
We moved on to her workload, some of her challenges in Vancouver. Pushback from the AMs, which didn’t surprise me but did leave me somewhat irritated. Why couldn’t they just see the good Claire was trying to do? Learning from someone as qualified as her sometimes made me a little envious of my colleagues.
In spite of our work problems, I was really enjoying talking with her. While it should have only been a twenty-minute conversation, we’d somehow surpassed an hour, and I was in no rush to end it anytime soon.
“And don’t worry, I haven’t killed your plants,” Claire said, offering a head tilt before adding, “yet.”
“Please don’t murder Persephone!”
She must have caught the edge of panic in my voice, and her brows rose in defence. “She’s not the problem, it’s Zachery. His roots are starting to pop out.” She brought the camera over so that I could see my ficus. It had grown so much since I was gone. It made me a little sad. I missed them.
“He’s a growing boy,” I whined playfully, and Claire laughed. I loved hearing her laugh. It was light and infectious and seemed to have a chemical reaction in my gut, making me want to laugh as well. “Seriously, though, what are you feeding them? They’re all getting so big.”
“It’s just my presence. They love me. But I will have to get Zachery a bigger pot. Any preference on colour?” She settled on my bed again, my headboard behind her shoulders.
“You don’t have to do that, Claire. I’ll do it when I’m home.”
“You’re keeping Freddie alive for me, it’s the least I can do. Can I please see him again?” She leaned closer, and the way the sunlight caught her features made me a little slow to respond.
I eventually snapped out of the hypnosis her eyes had cast and repositioned the camera to point to my lap where Freddie was curled up. Purring loudly. I held my breath so she could hear him.
“Fredster.” She sighed, her voice turning small. “I miss him so much.” I smiled. “And honestly, I can’t believe he likes you.”
“He has great taste.” I brought the camera back up to my face, and I caught Claire’s brow quirk mischievously.
“He’s not the only one. Nice shirt.”
I didn’t miss the way her tone dropped, and I could feel my face flushing. Mortified, perhaps. I was supposed to have changed out of her shirt before our call.
It wasn’t as weird as it sounded, I promise. I had been super busy with work this week and kept putting off doing my laundry. I didn’t really have an excuse. The washing machine was literally in the kitchen. I passed it multiple times a day, but I was having a lazy week and had run out of clothes. I was a terrible thief, parading around in the shirt I’d stolen, but it really was my first offence. I didn’t make a habit of borrowing her clothes.
“I’m so sorry—oh God, this is so embarrassing.” I face-palmed and began removing the shirt. Thankfully, I had a tank top on underneath.
“No, I’m joking. Stace, keep it on.”
I caught her eye and saw that she wasn’t annoyed, just teasing.
“It looks really good on you.” The lower tone returned. I knew when someone was flirting with me, and to my surprise, I enjoyed it. That worried me. “Besides, I’ve borrowed a pair of your socks on occasion, so it’s all good.” Her smile returned, and it seemed more platonic. It put my guilt at ease until I remembered that my socks were kept in the same drawer as my underwear. And that thought alone caused a wave in my stomach that I wasn’t expecting. “Also, I just remembered, what do you want me to do with your post? I haven’t opened it or anything.” I was glad for the change in topic. She walked to the table and fanned out a stack of mail. She held the camera in front of each envelop so I could read them.
“Those three white ones are just promo crap. You can throw them in the trash,” I explained as she shimmied them out of the way. “That looks like a bank statement, just leave to the side.” I was busy craning my neck to read one envelop in particular when she snatched it out of reach.
“Oh, don’t worry about that one. It must be a wrong address.” She brought the camera to her face, but she was still looking away, perhaps at the letter. “It’s addressed to Melissa Byrne. I was just going to write, return to sender, on it.”
“No, wait,” I said, and she met my eyes. I felt a little ashamed, and I couldn’t pinpoint why. Perhaps it was because I enjoyed the attention from her, or maybe it was because I was attracted to her. Regardless, I wasn’t really in the position to analyse my feelings on the matter, given that I wasn’t single. “Melissa is my girlfriend. Sometimes, her mail comes there.”
Tension seeped into the call as a series of emotions passed across Claire’s expression. I couldn’t be sure what they meant because this was only my second video call with her. I could have been wrong, but she looked surprised. Perhaps she didn’t know I was gay, or maybe it was because I had a girlfriend. She looked a little disappointed too. Bizarrely, I felt it as well. And that definitely wasn’t right.
“Cool.” She moved on quickly, forcing me to do so. “Good thing you told me. I nearly chucked it out.” She laughed, but it didn’t sound as genuine as it had before. More awkward than cheery. I didn’t like the change.
“You don’t really get mail,” I said.
“Yeah, a lot of my bills are paperless, and anything else probably still goes to my mum’s.”
“How is your mom?” I asked and then regretted it.
Claire’s face dropped, and I could see her mind racing behind her eyes. She’d never told me anything about her mother. She almost looked betrayed. Jonny had filled me in on some of her family problems, and I had just revealed that I had learned something about her that she didn’t feel comfortable telling me. “She’s okay.”
“Sorry, I didn’t mean to pry.”
She looked away from the camera at something in the distance. “It’s okay.” She cleared her throat, clearly uncomfortable, and that made me annoyed at myself. “Do you miss your family?” she asked, giving me an opportunity to talk. Perhaps if I opened up, she would feel comfortable.
“Not really.”
My response surprised her. It had surprised Jonny as well when he’d asked a few weeks ago. Her eyes found me again, and she tilted her head in what I took to be intrigue. “You’re not close?”
“Not really.” It was complicated. I would have to start at the beginning. “I moved from Winnipeg to Toronto for college and then to Vancouver. So I’m used to not seeing my parents often. I haven’t stayed in Winnipeg for more than, maybe, a weekend in, like, thirteen years.”
“Whoa,” she murmured, and it looked to have truly stunned her. As if she couldn’t possibly imagine seeing so little of her family. “How often do you see them?”
“Once a year. Sometimes more, sometimes less,” I said, making Claire look somehow more shocked. “I call them every few weeks.”
“Jesus,” she breathed out, followed by what could only be described as a flabbergasted laugh. “I get a phone call from my sisters every other day. And if I didn’t go see my mum at least once a week, there would be a riot.”
“That’s crazy,” I said, and she nodded knowingly. “You must really miss them?”
She looked thoughtful and a little sad. “Yeah.” She sighed. “More than I thought I would.” She watched me for a moment as if weighing if she could say what she was thinking. She seemed to come out with it anyway. “I thought I would love it here. I would barely think about home and just enjoy the lifestyle. It could be the amazing adventure I’d missed out on when I was young because I was too busy with—” she deliberately froze, holding back from saying too much, which I understood—“but it’s actually been really lonely.”
“I’m sorry,” I said, feeling sad for her, as if it was my fault, and that seemed to cause her to shake it off.
“Don’t be, I’m clearly just far too reliant on my family.”
“Doesn’t sound so terrible. I can’t remember the last time my brother even talked to me. He’s not great with the gay thing.” I shrugged and didn’t miss the dejection in my voice. My lack of emotion could have been the cause for the new crease in her brow. Perhaps my lack of family connection made her feel sorry for me. “I’m just more used to being alone.”
“Do you miss your girlfriend?”
I paused. It was unintentional, but Claire no doubt didn’t miss it. “Yeah,” I got out but only because I felt like I had to. What kind of person would I be if I didn’t? “She moved to Edmonton last year, so we’ve been doing long distance for a while.”
“Ah, right, well, moving halfway across the world was nothing new for you two.”
“I thought it wouldn’t be.” I shook my head, not wanting to get into it, and Claire nodded as if knowing my struggles, even though I never voiced them. She just seemed to get me.
“Relationships are shite, especially long-distance ones.”
“You’re not seeing anyone?” I asked, and a strange look appeared on her face. It almost looked like she wasn’t sure of the answer. A coy smile followed, and I doubled down. “Wait, you are,” I said, already hooked on the answer.
“I don’t know. Maybe?”
“Okay, tell me everything.”
She laughed at my intrigue. “There’s nothing to tell. She’s a bartender from Ireland. Lived here for a while. A little grungy, which isn’t normally my type, but she’s hot.”
“And are you guys, like, together—”
“God, no. It’s super casual. She’s actually a little annoying.” She had lost that cheery tone in her voice that I liked. She didn’t seem excited about this woman, and something about that made me feel more at ease. “We haven’t even really been on a date, and it’s been, like, six weeks. Which is kind of weird. Are all lesbians in Vancouver like that? Really distant to the point you don’t even know if they like you?” She sounded so dejected, and now, I was annoyed at this woman who was clearly messing her around.
“First of all, she’s Irish, so she’s one of your kind.”
Claire laughed at that.
“And secondly, if I’m into someone, she knows. I make sure of it. But I will say, I have been on quite a few friend dates in my time. Vancouver lesbians love that crap.”
“Friend dates?”
“It’s like a pre-date to see if they want to date you,” I said, and Claire looked completely lost. “You’ll know what it is when it’s happening, but it’s hard to explain. Hopefully, this bartender isn’t a fuck boy.”
Claire groaned in despair. “Must make you glad you’re not single.”
That caused a pit in my stomach. “Yeah.”
“It’s getting late.” She seemed to check herself. “For you, I mean. Besides, I need to make lunch before my next call. These fucking AMs.” She rubbed her face tiredly.
“You’re doing great, though. I overheard Ciaran talking to Marty last week.”
She gave a small smile, and it made me happy.
“And you’re getting those lazy assholes on my team to work so that’s got to count for something.”
“Well, I couldn’t have done it without you managing my whiny clients.” Her smile got a little bigger. “Thanks, Stace.” She frowned. “Is it okay I keep calling you Stace?”
“Yes.” I couldn’t hold back the grin taking over my face. “I like it.” It was at that moment, just before I said good-bye to Claire, that I realised something. I liked her. More than platonically. Maybe it was living in her space or being around her friends. Maybe it was just because Claire Brennan was a really good person, but regardless, it was wrong. Even if it was just a crush. Especially because it was making me question my affection for Melissa.
If Melissa and I stopped messaging and talking tomorrow, I got the feeling that I would be upset, yes, but I’d get over it. That wasn’t how I should have been feeling. I would have to figure out what exactly I was going to do about my relationship with Melissa. I knew for sure I couldn’t weather this out until I was back on Canadian soil.
It would eat me alive long before that.




  

CHAPTER ELEVEN
    
CLAIRE BRENNAN
“Hey, love. Fancy hearing from you,” Dad said.
“Sorry, I know it’s been a few weeks.” I sat on the bed to make myself more comfortable. It was morning for me, evening for him. I was just glad I hadn’t interrupted his dinner. “How are you?”
“I’m fine, same as always. How’s it going in Toronto?”
I cracked a smile. “Vancouver, Dad.” I let out a small sigh. I must have told him ten times that I wasn’t in Toronto. It was a running joke at this stage.
“I’m just teasing. Are you having fun? It’s great to hear from you.” His voice was cheery, and though I could hear the TV in the background, it seemed like I was getting his full attention. For now, at least.
“Yeah,” I struggled to lie, to hide how worried I was. “I’m okay.”
“Uh-oh,” he said in a disapproval. “What’s wrong?”
I rolled my eyes. It frustrated and impressed me that he could always tell when I was upset about something. We weren’t even on video. He must have been able to tell by my voice. “Nothing, I just—”
“You can’t lie to me, love. I’m your dad.” He wasn’t, but he would never know how much I appreciated it every time he said it. Like a reaffirmation I didn’t know I needed. “Is it work? Friends? A new girl?”
“It’s Mum.”
“Oh.” That was it. His tone was abrupt, curt and final. Silence followed. Dad didn’t ask about Mum, and we didn’t talk about her, but I was desperate.
I’d gotten a call from Paula at the beginning of the week. The twins hadn’t heard from Mum in a few days. When they went by to check on her, she wasn’t home. Hadn’t been in days. Paula was really worried. I’d tried my best to reassure her. Her wedding was in a couple of months, and she didn’t need the added strain. I’d tried to take some of the burden by calling Mum, but nothing.
I couldn’t be sure why she wasn’t speaking to me, or anyone for that matter. Sometimes she behaved this way with no rhyme or reason. At least before, I could always pop round the house and clear the air. I couldn’t exactly do that now, and the lack of communication was terrifying. I didn’t know her mental state. I’d resorted to calling Dad, against my better judgement.
“I know you don’t like to talk about her,” I said sheepishly.
He let out a long, drawn-out sigh. “It must be bad,” he said, sounding a little angry. I waited for him to elaborate, but the game show on the TV was all I could hear. “Jess already asked if I’d heard from her.”
“Have you?”
“No.” His answer provided some relief because I knew he wouldn’t have had anything nice to say if Mum had arrived at his door.
I felt hopeless. “Okay, we just don’t know where she is. I’m worried about her.”
He didn’t say anything. For a moment, it made me regret calling him. I wanted support or sympathy. I’d have settled for a conversation about her, but the fact that he couldn’t was really disappointing. Deep down, I’d known the conversation would come to a standstill when I brought her up. I understood why he couldn’t give more. He had all the time in the world for me and my sisters, but he had closed himself off to his ex-wife. It had been too painful to always be her punching bag. His therapist had advised against contact, and we had to respect his boundaries. Even if that did leave me with some resentment at times.
My silence must have prompted him to ease a little. “Look, sweetheart, I’m sorry.” I could hear the softer tone, providing me some comfort. “I will always be here for you. I just can’t get involved in your mother’s affairs anymore. I don’t have it in me…I’m old.”
“You’re not old.”
“I’m too old for that.” By that, he meant Mum. “I’ve tried. If you only knew just how much I’d tried to help her over the years…” His voice broke, his breathing getting emotional. “It’s so hard to watch her do these things to herself and not be able to help.”
“Dad, it’s okay.” I found myself getting emotional as well. Guilty that I’d brought her up, disregarding his boundaries. I was sad for him as well because even after these years apart, he still felt so hurt by her actions. “I didn’t mean to upset you.”
“It’s not you. She does this. She upsets me because she upsets my girls.” He sighed in frustration, and I could hear sniffling. “Can we talk about you? I want to hear about your life. Please.”
“Of course.” I didn’t really feel like talking about me, but I didn’t want that to be the way we left our conversation.
    
I didn’t have the luxury of cutting Mum out. Not when I was her carer and legal guardian. Her power of attorney. Not when I was all she had. Dad couldn’t do it anymore, and the twins were the babies. They didn’t have to make the hard decisions to ensure Mum didn’t hurt herself or anyone else.
I’d felt something shifting with Mum for a couple of weeks, even though we weren’t communicating as frequently. It was like intuition. I could sense that she was going down a bad road, but selfishly, I hadn’t wanted to believe it. Because then, I would have had to do something about it.
In recent weeks, Mum’s erratic behaviour had been warnings, red flags that the twins could see, and I could feel. I’d felt this unease brewing in my gut before, years ago. She had been losing her grip on reality, and I couldn’t help holding myself somewhat responsible now.
I spent most of my morning calling hospitals and police stations. Our mother was crafty, for lack of a better word, and texted back the odd time, meaning that technically, she wasn’t a missing person. Yet. Bureaucratic loopholes ensured the police didn’t have to do anything about it. Not until she broke the law. Or worse. The system made me so mad sometimes.
We didn’t know where she was, if she was sober, how her mental state was. Nothing. Paula was even staying in Mum’s house to make sure someone was there when she finally came to her senses. Even that made me feel uneasy. Paula wasn’t strong enough to deal with Mum. That was a cruel responsibility reserved for me. Maybe it was better that I wasn’t there. At least I got a break from it, and the twins could see the toll it takes to be mum’s carer. But that selfish thought alone made me feel so much worse. No, I couldn’t live with the guilt of washing my hands of my responsibilities.
I had to push the situation out of my mind. It came with years of compartmentalising my life. I placed all my concerns and troubles surrounding Mum and her whereabouts in a box and placed that box in a deep corner of my mind. I could stress about her later. For now, I had to be present. For my own mental health. Forget about home and just enjoy an evening with Sian.
I wasn’t expecting the date invitation, especially because I figured I had Sian pegged: noncommittal was her middle name. Late-night rendezvouses were the extent of our interactions. And I’d accepted that, and then, she went and changed the game by asking me out, our first date in nearly two months. It made me a little excited, a hard thing to achieve, considering the distress of the last three days.
It took me most of the afternoon to get ready. I wanted to make an effort, and it wasn’t like I had anything else on, other than worrying about Mum. I settled on one of my few dresses, the floral one, which I’d always thought was a little girly for me. But Sian had never seen it, and this was a “special occasion.” It was either that or another pair of jeans. I still had my Doc Martins on, so it helped make me not too dressy. I slung on my leather jacket and made my way downtown to meet her. She’d suggested somewhere in Gastown, and I was excited. My first date in a long, long time, and it was someone I was starting to like.
She had her flaws, of course. I still wasn’t over the British remark, but I had to hand it to her, she was straight to the point, and I always knew where I stood. I admired that there was no bullshit. Along with her outgoing nature, she could be sweet. We’d kept things casual up until this point, but tonight could mark the change to something more serious. I wasn’t entirely sure if I wanted something serious, but I was happy to see where it was going and lonely enough to give it a shot.
Pinkly, our date location, wasn’t somewhere I was familiar with. I had figured it had to be a restaurant. As soon as I walked in, I realised it was a dive bar and most certainly not a typical date venue. The music was far too loud, it was crowded, and lacked air-con. Stale and humid air surrounded me, off-putting. The smell made my nose twitch, like they’d been using the same dirty mop to clean the floors for years.
I struggled to find Sian over the rowdiness until she called my name. She waved me over, and to my alarm, she wasn’t alone. “You made it.” An oddly phrased greeting. Of course I’d made it; it was supposed to be a date. “This is Ace, Tamara, Leah…” She went on, pointing and introducing me to all the people around the table, who quite frankly, didn’t even halt their conversations long enough to register me. Rude, and it made me feel like I was invisible, uninvited, and unwanted at the table.
“Hi,” I said to the table, unable to hide my disappointment. Not that they noticed.
“You look great,” Sian said, and I wished I could have said the same, but she was slumming it in a pair of sweatpants. They were nice ones, but they still made me feel embarrassingly overdressed.
She sported one of her cocky smiles, and I usually liked seeing it because it was always followed with some flirting after we’d had a couple of drinks. However, standing in front of her, stone-cold sober, made that cocky smirk look at a little sleazy. Her hand caressing my waist made me feel a little creeped out. She looked a bit drunk so probably couldn’t tell that I wasn’t into it.
Disappointment merged with frustration, and I wished I was literally anywhere else. One or two drinks would have been fine, but it looked like they’d been drinking all day. The least she could have done was invite me to go day drinking too, not leave me at home all day picking out what I was going to wear on a date that wasn’t actually a date. I felt ridiculous.
“Are we going somewhere else?” I said, cutting right to the chase after noticing there were no free seats at the table.
“Maybe in a bit, yeah.” She shrugged and had a drink of her pint. “We can see how everyone feels.”
“Everyone?” I was past being polite. Sian frowned as if finally hearing the annoyance in my voice, and she stood to meet me. “I thought this was a date.”
“A date?” She looked back at me like it was a prosperous notion. “I just asked you come hang.”
“Yeah, but you left out the part about other people being here.” I scanned the table and didn’t miss how defensive Sian had gotten. “And you said dinner and drinks.”
“Why are you so mad?”
“I’m not mad.” I registered the volume of my voice had crept up, and I let out a sigh to try to calm myself. “I just thought…” I trailed off, feeling very foolish.
“Look, I thought I was clear on what this is. It’s casual, right.” She offered a tight-lipped smile. “If you read into something that wasn’t there, that’s on you. Just get a drink and relax.” That cocky smile returned as she took her seat again, the conversation abandoned.
A second barely passed before she started talking to her friends again, and I really felt invisible. I turned and walked toward the bar. While waiting in line, I couldn’t help but feel completely crushed. It was a real low point, and after the week I’d had, I didn’t need this. Perhaps I’d put too much hope into this date, or Sian in general. I had known what this was: sex. And yet, because of the shitty time I’d had recently, I’d built it up to be something more. I’d let her company contribute more to my joy than it should have. Sian was never supposed to be anything more than a quick fix at the weekends.
I was the fool who’d hoped for something unattainable with someone, who quite frankly, I didn’t even really like that much.
Loud laughter from their table pulled my eyes back to them. I homed in on Sian and realised I didn’t want to join them. Maybe if I’d liked her more, I would have wanted to try. But I wasn’t in the mood, and I’d already made too big an idiot out of myself to enjoy the evening.
“Hey, what can I get you?” the bartender asked, pulling me from my thoughts.
“Nothing.” I turned and walked straight out of Pinkly. I breathed a sigh of disappointment as I emerged into the evening air and was happy that it turned into a sigh of relief that I’d decided to walk away from Sian.
Talking to Stacie last week played on my mind. She’d literally warned me about a “friend” date. I had her to blame for jinxing me. It wasn’t the first time today I’d thought about her. I replayed our phone conversation like a rerun of a favourite TV show, fun and comforting.
I wanted to do it all over again.
I almost wanted to make up a problem with one of her clients just so I could talk to her again. However, that felt dishonest, and maybe my desire to speak to her wasn’t a good thing. She had a girlfriend, and we were never going to meet in real life. Once I returned home, she would be gone. That ended up being the most disappointing thought of all. As long as I was here, she was there.




  

CHAPTER TWELVE
    
STACIE FARRAN
Claire’s message appeared on my phone: I finally know what a friend date is. It was followed by an eye-roll emoji.
Things were bad. Claire didn’t really use emojis. I paused the show I was watching and picked up my phone. She was online, and before I could even think of a reply, I was calling her.
She answered almost immediately. “I feel like you cursed me,” she said jokingly. “Why did you have to tell me about a friend date?” I could see people moving behind her and cars passing by. She was on Commercial Drive, my local bookstore in the background.
I liked seeing her in my little neighbourhood. It was like being reacquainted with an old friend I hadn’t thought about in a while. I was a little surprised that it didn’t make me feel homesick. “I’m sorry.”
She looked deflated, and all signs of humour had vanished.
“I promise, I only wanted to warn you.” I sat up straighter on the couch. “What happened?”
“She invited me to dinner, and I stupidly got all dressed up.” She scanned the phone down her outfit. It was over in a flash, giving me no time to see her dress, but she looked beautiful. She always did. “And then, all her friends were there. Which I might have been okay with if they hadn’t been drinking all day.”
I couldn’t contain my annoyance. “How drunk are we talking?”
“Pissed,” she said, meaning “very drunk,” according to Jonny. I let out a groan. She lit up, seemingly pleased that I was just as irritated. “I know, what’s that about?”
“The least she could have done was invite you day drinking.”
“My thoughts exactly.” She shook her head, and all signs of light-heartedness were gone. “I’m so sick of this place.” I didn’t miss the crack in her voice and the way her eyes filled up.
Seeing her upset stirred something in me. It was heartbreaking, and though she kept a hold on her emotions, I could see just how homesick she was. She looked up and down the streets as if she hated the place, as if there was anywhere she’d rather be.
“Hey.” I lowered my voice, and it seemed like my compassion caused her expression to falter to the verge of tears. “It’s okay. She’s a wanker.” The slang caused her to smile.
“You’ve been spending too much time with Jonny.” Her smile was gone too quickly. “I just wish I was home.”
My heart was breaking for her. I hadn’t felt that kind of homesick. I didn’t think I’d ever really felt homesick, even when I’d left Winnipeg as a teenager. Claire seemed to refuse to break down and breathed through what she was feeling. She mustn’t have felt comfortable enough to cry in front of me, and while that hurt a little, I respected it. Maybe one day, we would be close enough for her to be truly vulnerable.
“If it helps, it’s raining here.” I said, and Claire seemed to perk up marginally.
“Yeah?”
“Look for yourself,” I brought her to the window. “It’s still a bit dark outside, but you can see it. It’s super foggy too.” I pointed the camera so she could see above the houses across the street.
“Wow, it really is. You can’t even see the mountains,” Claire said just as I panned the camera back to me. “Wait a minute, it’s like 9:30 here. That means—oh shit, I’m so sorry I woke you.”
“Don’t be silly, I was already awake.”
“At 5:30 in the morning?” she asked sceptically. “On a Saturday?”
“I don’t make a habit of it.” I rolled my eyes before making my way into the kitchen to put on the kettle. “I signed up to do this sunrise hike up Cavehill Mountain, but I got a message a little while ago from the organiser that it was too overcast to see the sunrise.”
“I always wanted to do that hike.” She nodded along just as she unlocked the front door. “That group started a couple of years ago, and I’ve made so many promises to do it. It’s supposed to be beautiful.”
“I know, I was actually really looking forward to it.” She made her way into my apartment. “Oh, can I see my place?” I asked, causing her to laugh, probably because of the excitement in my voice.
“Sure.” She spun the camera around, letting me see my place, and I felt a pang of sadness. I hadn’t really thought too much about my apartment since I’d been in Belfast. It looked so much smaller than I remembered, and weirdly, I found that I wasn’t longing to be there the way that Claire was longing to be home. But I missed my plants.
“Bring me to my babies,” I asked.
“Who do you want to see first?”
“Oscar and Benny.” It was a no-brainer. I loved my succulents. Oscar had been my first plant when I’d moved in, and shortly after, I’d gotten Benny. Both succulents were flourishing, their leaves bright green. I wondered if being around Claire would have had the same invigorating effect on me. “You have the gift when it comes to plants.”
“I wish I could have some of my own,” she said as she continued to bring me around the apartment to see the rest. “Freddie would destroy them.”
“Yeah, I wish you’d told me that two weeks ago.”
“Oh no, he didn’t.” Claire was back on the screen looking horrified.
“Like a murder scene when I got home from work. Poor thing didn’t stand a chance.”
“He’s a bad boy.”
That made me smile. “But he’s the best boy,” I interjected, and I was glad I did because she grinned. “I think I moved too fast. I think Fredrick just needs a gradual introduction to a new plant. I will try again.”
Her eyes lit up in the way that I loved to see. “Where is he anyway?”
“He’s in my bed,” I said, and Claire’s eyes widened. “I mean, our bed.” But that was even worse. I felt panic to a degree I’d never felt before. “I mean, your bed. He’s in your bed.” My voice sounded high-pitched, and I was embarrassed to the point that I moved the camera away. “I’ll show you.” I was practically running to the bedroom, all while cursing my wording. Technically, it was her bed, and because I was staying here, it was my bed, but it was never and had never been our bed. Seeing Claire’s stunned reaction made me feel like I’d overstepped. It felt too intimate, considering we’d never even been in the same room together.
As soon as I made it into the bedroom, Claire let out an “Aww,” as if she could already spot him on the bed. “He looks perfectly at home,” she said as I gave him a pet and kept the camera on him. “In our bed.” Hearing her repeat my words made me panic again, but I was too afraid to see her expression. What if she was poking fun, or worse, what if she was flirting? I couldn’t take it either way. “It’s really nice seeing him again. And seeing my place.”
I couldn’t escape her any longer, and I had to pan the camera back around to me. She had removed her leather jacket and revealed a beautiful dress. It was summery and really cute on her, even though I could only see her upper half. “I like your dress,” I said as she lay back on my bed.
“Thanks, it was a bit of a waste.”
I didn’t agree, but I would never say it out loud.
Claire propped herself up on an elbow. “Seeing my room makes me miss home a little less,” she said with a soft smile, and her eyes seemed to brighten. “Thank you for calling me.”
“Anytime.” And truly, I meant it.
“I better let you go and start your day.” She gave what looked like a disappointed smile.
“I’ll let you go and end yours.”
She laughed lightly, but that disappointment I’d seen earlier clouded her expression.
It led me to be honest about how I felt. “And Claire?” She looked back at me, hopeful. “Sian’s a fucking idiot.” There was a conviction to my tone I wasn’t expecting. “You deserve so much better.”
A silence followed as she stared at me. She looked touched and maybe even flattered. I was sure I could see rouge creep into her cheeks, and I liked that it was my words that provoked this softness. “Thanks, Stace.” The nickname gave my heart an excited flutter. “Bye.”
    
I thought about Claire most of the day, making me beyond sad. We would never meet. Never have the opportunity to be friends. To be anything other than substitutes in each other’s lives. It also made me uncomfortable. I was attracted to her in a way that was fading with Melissa.
Melissa had been working late most days this week. We hadn’t talked on the phone in days, and I wasn’t in a rush to pick up the phone and call her. Because I knew what I’d have to do when we spoke again. My feelings for someone else meant I had to end things because I couldn’t do that to Melissa. Even though I knew nothing would ever happen with Claire. I got out my phone and texted her:
Hey, I know you’re really busy with coursework. Can we have a call this weekend?
She wasn’t likely to reply. Too wrapped up in work. But her deadline was this Friday. I would end things after she handed in her coursework. She didn’t need the stress of a breakup to interfere with that. And, it would give me time to figure out how I could avoid breaking her heart. It filled me with devastation, but I had to end things. My conscience wouldn’t let me go on when I was only half in this.




  

CHAPTER THIRTEEN
    
CLAIRE BRENNAN
Somehow, I was almost three months in. The halfway mark. Ciaran had flown over earlier this week to meet with me for my appraisal, which was pretty nerve-racking. I think he wanted to see for himself how things had changed. I had prepped all weekend for his arrival. I was prepared for any shortfalls or criticism, but thankfully, they were kept to a minimum. I actually saw him smile, something I’d never witnessed with my own two eyes. He said productivity was up, new business was slowly but surely on the rise, and he’d noticed a general shift in office morale.
I’d noticed it too.
The office was rarely empty anymore, which I was glad for because it meant I didn’t have to spend all day, every day alone. Admin and finance were mixing inside and out of the office, while consulting and AMs were working in fluidity for the first time. Someone had even started a book club.
I was proud of my achievement, but of course, there was still a ways to go. Productivity needed to continue on this growth trajectory, and there was still some staff reluctant to change. Namely Charlie, who I’d not seen in three weeks. That was really saying something. considering he was my line manager.
Charlie had only two gears, slow and slower. He wasn’t hands-on, in fact, he was hands-off to the point of it being dysfunctional. I could do a better job in my sleep. People were starting to confide in me too, which I appreciated. There was still a little bit of friction between teams, but I had come up with a solution.
I arranged a staff training day in three weeks. I was going to muddle together different members of the teams for the day. I figured the best way to get people working together was for them to understand what it was everyone else did. We’d done it in the Belfast office a few years back, and I’d got a lot out of it. It definitely couldn’t hurt. And I would throw in some pizza, quizzes, and beers toward the end of the day to make it fun. Luke said he would help me run it on the day, which was a relief, because he was very good at taking charge.
I was in the office meeting room with him. He had a pitch for tomorrow that he was prepping for and wanted my input. Luke was my true success story in all of this. His projects had almost doubled, and his clients appeared happy. Every time I spoke with him, it felt like another ego boost. I loved seeing his confidence grow. He really didn’t need my help anymore.
“And then, I was going to finish with fees,” he said. I was about to interject, but he read my mind. “And don’t worry, I’ll make sure to breathe.”
“Good, no shaky voices when talking about money.”
“They will eat me alive.” He returned the same advice I’d given him almost three months ago.
“You got this.” I could hear the smile in my voice.
“I think so. And if I mess it up, drinks are on me this weekend.” He winked, followed by an even bigger grin. “You’re still on for the beach on Saturday?”
“I’ve never played volleyball in my life.” Except once, when I was a little kid on summer holidays, but that hardly seemed like it counted.
“Everyone will be there for the drinks, not volleyball. Besides, I’m so excited to introduce you to my friends.”
He was sweet for inviting me. I think after how things had fizzled out with Sian, Luke had been trying to include me more into his personal life so I didn’t feel lonely here. And it was working. We’d gone to the art gallery, and he’d driven me up and around North Vancouver. I could feel a solid friendship blooming. I would even miss him when I went back home.
My phone vibrated on the boardroom table, and Luke took that as his queue to leave. I spotted the call was from Paula, and that alarmed me because it was three in the afternoon, eleven p.m. back home. “Hello?”
“Hi.” Her voice was quick and high-pitched.
“You okay?” I couldn’t hide my urgency.
“Yeah.” It was a lie, and she sounded standoffish. “Eh, how are you?” She trailed off as if not knowing what to say.
“What happened?”
She sighed, sounding lost and sad. “I’m sorry.”
“What happened?” This time. I couldn’t hide my concern.
“We had to call the place today.”
My breath escaped as I raced through that information. The place, what I used to call the recovery hospital Mum had gone to when the twins were younger. It was easier telling two children that Mum was visiting “the place” for a couple of days rather than explain that she was detained there, unable to leave freely for fear that she could hurt herself or someone else. The twins were older now, and they knew it was called Glenavy Retreat, but over the years, we’d continued to call it the place. It made it feel less serious. As if Mum was on holiday or something.
When I’d picked them up from school after Mum had gone to the place, I was like another parent. Only I was dressed in a school uniform of my own. When I’d tucked them into bed, they’d asked when she would be home again, and I didn’t have the answers. I used to tell them about how much fun the place was. Like a holiday resort where Mum would come home better and well rested. At least they had Dad to turn to when the days felt long.
I had known this was coming, and yet, I was still painfully unprepared for it.
Perhaps I’d hoped she would come to her senses. A part of me was furious with her. Of course she would choose to go off the rails just as I was starting to enjoy Vancouver. Finally doing something on my own without fear that she would need me. Another part of me felt wretched for even thinking such horrible thoughts. As if Mum’s mental health surrounded me and my life.
“Claire, are you there?” Paula said, pulling me back into the present.
I wiped away the tears, shocked that my cheeks were wet in the first place. I cleared my throat and made sure my voice was impeccably even. “Yeah, I’m here.” I said, impressed with how collected I sounded. “It’s going to be okay. Where was she detained?”
“At the house.” I felt relieved that it wasn’t at the police station like last time. “Yesterday.”
“Why am I only hearing about—”
“Because we wanted to handle it ourselves.” Her voice sounded strained. “We didn’t want to ruin your trip.” The revelation broke my heart. They’d never had to handle Mum before, and the fact that they hadn’t told me showed just how much they didn’t want me to worry. “I’m sorry.” It was destroying me to hear her sound so unlike herself, so broken and tired. “I thought I could take care of her.” A sniffle followed. I had to bite my cheeks to stop myself from tearing up again. “But she lost it on me. The detoxing was awful. She wasn’t making any sense.”
I squeezed my eyes shut, angry at myself for not being there. They shouldn’t have had to see Mum in that state. It was too traumatising for them.
“I couldn’t…she just wouldn’t listen, and I didn’t know what else to do. She was…I don’t know why she was so angry. The things she said, Claire. I was scared—”
“Paula, it’s okay.” I did my best to soothe her sobbing and ignore the crushing pulses in my chest. I felt responsible for having put her through this to the point that I didn’t know if I could ever forgive myself. “You did the right thing, but you should have called me yesterday. I know how to handle Mum.”
“I’m not sure that was Mum.” She was crying so hard that she couldn’t speak anymore, and I just had to sit in this empty boardroom and listen.
I’d never felt more helpless in my life. I knew what it was like. The trauma of seeing Mum at her absolute worse. The distress of having to make that call to Glenavy Retreat. Then, there was the shame of having to tell me. It was horrible, and I knew in that moment I couldn’t stay here any longer. My place was at home with them. Even if, by some miracle, she was released from hospital tomorrow, I was the only person in the world who could properly care for her. I was her power of attorney for that reason.
“I don’t know what to do, Claire,” she whispered.
“It’s going to be okay. I’ll be on the first flight home.”
“No, Claire—”
“It’s not a discussion.”
“I can’t ask you to come home,” she said, and I knew she meant it.
“I don’t have a choice. And you know it,” I said, and she remained silent, understanding my words. “Neither of you can legally take responsibility for Mum.”
It wasn’t up for discussion, and she didn’t try to stop me again. Perhaps deep down, she was relieved. It had become my job to look after them all. I wondered if I would ever know what it felt like to be taken care of.




  

CHAPTER FOURTEEN
    
STACIE FARRAN
The familiar ringing of a Zoom call sounded, and I waited to see Melissa’s face appear. We hadn’t really talked since my text, and the time had come. I was nervous. In recent weeks, Melissa had been a little cold with me. I suspected that she was feeling the distance. Maybe she wanted to end things as well but couldn’t find the words.
I was still dreading it. I’d actually chickened out of calling her last night, and that didn’t go down well with the gang at lunch:
“What do you mean, you couldn’t do it?” Nuala said in outrage.
“Stacie, you can’t avoid her forever.”
“I’m not avoiding her,” I replied to Jonny as he took a generous bite of his burrito. “I just, I got myself so stressed out last night thinking about calling her. I think I had a migraine or something.”
“Don’t be so dramatic,” Nuala said.
“My head hurt, okay.” I could hear how pathetic my voice sounded, and I was ashamed. “I just couldn’t.”
“Talk to your own girlfriend?”
“Melissa is one lucky girl,” Jane added sarcastically, and Nuala giggled along with her. They were right to be giving me a hard time. Relationships weren’t meant to be this hard. “Is it ever a struggle for you to talk to me?” Jane asked Nuala.
“Never.”
“See?” Jane quirked an eyebrow before going back to her burrito bowl.
“I know, okay.” I groaned, throwing down my fork, and it landed somewhere in my salad. I’d lost my appetite. “Melissa is just so wrapped up in her PhD. Last time we talked, she spent forty-five minutes talking about art history.”
“Sounds boring.” Jonny barely got out through a full mouth.
“She’s passionate, and I used to love that about her. It was sexy, but now, it just feels like that’s all she cares about.” All three of them turned more serious.
“It’s not just an attention thing, is it?” Nuala asked.
I could feel myself growing defensive. “What do you mean?”
“You’re not breaking up with Melissa because she’s too busy for you,” Nuala pointed out. “The first week you were here, you said you weren’t feeling it with her anymore. You said that.”
“I know,” I said guiltily.
For months. I hadn’t been able to put my finger on what had changed between me and Melissa. We lacked intimacy, and while I recognised that in a long-distance relationship, it was difficult to be physically intimate, there were still ways. Melissa had all but given up in her engagement with me, and the less I got from her, the less I wanted to give. Sexting was a distant memory, our good-morning texts were few and far between, and it wasn’t normal. At least, it wasn’t the kind of relationship I wanted. Not anymore.
“Do you still love her?” Nuala asked, and when I struggled to reply, she threw me a knowing look, reinforcing that my heart wasn’t in the relationship.
“Why are you still with her?” Jane asked thoughtfully. “Especially if you barely have time for each other.”
“She hasn’t done anything wrong. Nothing is wrong.”
“But is it, right?” Jane’s question was so profound that it left me with some clarity. Finally.
“It feels like we’re friends, not girlfriends.” My revelation made me feel more vulnerable than anything I’d ever admitted. It was as if our relationship had run its course, but because neither of us was interested in anyone else, we had just continued to “date.” It felt like our relationship was just phasing out, and I was too afraid to end it. Melissa was my last real reason to go home again. I was enjoying Belfast so much that if I gave up her, I wasn’t sure I’d ever want to go back. That wasn’t a good enough reason to stay in a relationship.
“Life’s too short to be miserable, Stacie,” Jonny said. “And you’re too hot to be celibate.” Nuala and Jane laughed. “You need to grow a set of balls and break up with her. It’s not fair on either of you.”
He was right and deep down, I knew it. I was holding on to something that probably should have ended before I even left Vancouver.
“Hi,” Melissa said at the same time she appeared on the screen. She looked energised and full of excitement, unable to sit still in her chair.
“Hi, yourself.” Her smile intensified. “You look like you’re in a good mood.”
“I just got the best news ever,” she practically squealed. “I got an extension.” She waited for my response. My mood had plummeted, making words difficult. “Okay, that’s not the kind of energy I was expecting.” She looked annoyed. “What’s wrong now?”
I heard the disapproving edge to her tone and felt hurt. An extension meant more long distance. How was I not supposed to feel disappointed? And at that moment, I was certain we needed to break up. “An extension, Melissa?” I repeated. Her whole face soured in annoyance. “For how long?”
“Another twelve months.” When I let out an exacerbated sigh, it seemed like a switch went off in her head, and she let loose on me. “You know what, I don’t need this. I don’t need you constantly stifling my creativity.”
“What?” I was shocked and hurt that she would accuse me of such a thing when I’d been nothing but supportive.
“You have no idea the pressure and stress I’m under at work. This is a huge achievement, and your first reaction is to just completely grill me over it.” Her voice rose defensively, and it stirred frustration in me. “This is my career, and after how much I have supported you, I’m really disappointed that you can’t give me the same courtesy.”
“Are you serious right now? You gave me such a hard time about accepting this position in Belfast without talking to you first, and then, you go ahead and do the same thing. Hypocritical much?”
“That’s completely different,” she said angrily. “Funding is extremely rare in my field, and I managed to secure it off my hard work and dedication. You just wanted to fuck off across the world for six months.”
I was hurt and offended that she would diminish my hard work. I was asked to trade positions with Claire because I was good at my job. It seemed as though Melissa had become so wrapped up in herself that she’d forgotten that. “I can’t do this,” I whispered, and her brow furrowed. “This isn’t working. I can’t just keep waiting for you to come back to Vancouver…especially when I don’t even want to go back.” I’d said my truth, and she looked stunned. I felt relief at voicing it out loud.
“What are you saying?” she asked, and I couldn’t form the words. “You want to break up?” she asked in disbelief, as if this had come out of nowhere.
“You know this isn’t working.” I didn’t recognise my voice, and I could feel my heart breaking just watching her. She was blindsided, and I felt terrible for having done that to her. A part of me had thought that we were on the same page. That she was just as unhappy as I was, but it didn’t look that way.
She turned angry. “Because of my extension? This is a huge thing for me, and you’re breaking up with me because of it?” She looked furious, and I didn’t have a moment to explain. “Wow, Stacie. I knew you were self-centred, but you’ve really outdone yourself this time.”
I couldn’t believe the venomous words. “That’s not why we should break up.”
“Yeah, right.”
“Why are you being so hurtful?” I said, struggling to get a handle on my emotions. That seemed to cause her to simmer. “I can’t keep doing long distance, Melissa, it’s just too hard.” I sighed. “We barely talk, and I feel like you have no idea what’s going on in my life. You’re so wrapped up in your work that you don’t care about me anymore.”
“That’s not true, Stacie,” she said softly and moved closer to the screen. Her emotions had flipped, and there were tears filling in her eyes. “I love you.” The three words that set my heart on fire. Or at least, they used to. Now, they just made me feel empty. “Can you even say it back?” she asked in a small and uncertain voice, like she didn’t recognise who she was talking to, and that hurt all the more. “You can’t, can you?”
“I’m sorry,” I just about got out before the screen went black.
She’d hung up on me, and it felt like a kick to the chest. Conjuring a deep breath felt like a chore. My breathing was shallow as my chest heaved, and soon enough, the tears started. I felt horrible for hurting her so much. For thinking that we were both feeling the disconnect and landing the breakup on her out of nowhere. The upset on her face would be permanently scarred into my mind, I was sure of it. She’d hurt me too. Calling me self-centred was nasty, and it was the first time I’d seen this side of her. I couldn’t believe we were on such different wavelengths.
I could hear Freddie’s light paws pacing up and down the hallway, and it was followed with a low meow. I had ignored him as I’d cried softly on the couch. My emotions felt like they were so raw and deep. The tears couldn’t stop.
I heard another meow. Followed by a louder one. My upset was turning to annoyance. “Stop it, Freddie.” I said through the tears. He continued, and before I knew it, I was making my way out into the hallway. “You’re not allowed outside,” I reprimanded when I spotted he was scratching at the front door, something I’d never seen him do. He whined again, and it caused me to lose my temper. “For God’s sake, Freddie.” I lifted him and yanked open the front door. “There’s no one there.”
“Hi,” Claire said.




  

CHAPTER FIFTEEN
    
CLAIRE BRENNAN
Stacie Farran was standing in the doorway of my apartment, holding my cat and looking like she’d just seen a ghost. She looked like she might have been crying, but now she was so shocked to see me that the tears had run dry.
“Claire?” She must have felt the need to double-check. “You’re here.” She couldn’t conceal her shock, and it was actually a little amusing. She was standing in a matching set of navy pyjamas. The shorts revealed her sun-kissed legs that distracted me for a second, and her hair seemed a little unruly but really luscious. Her dark eyes seemed red, and there appeared to be smudged mascara. It reinforced that she had most definitely been crying.
I wondered why. “Is this a bad time?”
“Why are you here?”
“I—” I hadn’t thought that part through. After spending the night with Paula at Mum’s house, I knew I couldn’t be there any longer. It was too difficult being in that space with Mum gone. And after three months away, I wanted to come home. To see Freddie, and yes, of course I recognised that Stacie was living there, but a part of me thought the idea of seeing her right now wouldn’t have been the worst thing in the world.
Though, in hindsight, I probably should have given her a heads-up.
Freddie let out a loud meow, clearly pissed that I hadn’t yet addressed him.
“Sorry, buddy,” I said and dropped my suitcases. Stacie passed him to me and took a step back to allow me in. “Hi, little man.” I pecked his head and revelled at his purring. He smelt the same, and finally, it felt like I was home. Holding his warm furry body close to my chest seemed to ease the tension. Stacie had lifted my suitcases and was carrying them into my hallway. “You don’t have to do that.”
“Don’t be silly,” she said, setting them down in the hallway. I smiled my thanks. “Can I get you something? Tea? Something to eat? Wine?”
I laughed. “Wine sounds…yes,” I said, too emotionally raw to articulate words.
She moved to the kitchen, and I couldn’t help but watch her go. Call it jet lag or serious emotional PTSD from the last few days, but Stacie was even prettier in real life. I stopped myself from staring. I had to remind myself that she had a girlfriend, and even if she didn’t, I wasn’t emotionally capable of handling anything romantic right now.
My mind jumped back to Mum again.
I was planning on visiting her in the hospital tomorrow. She was not fit for visitors today. That was all they’d said. I told them how far I’d come, but the doctor was insistent. Even knowing that information made me feel uncomfortable. I hoped they were treating her well.
Stacie joined me in the living room. She smiled when she spotted me still hugging Freddie on the sofa.
“That’s one happy boy.” She nodded to him before placing a glass of wine on the coffee table in front of me. She moved to the other sofa with her glass. “I’m not sure why you’re back, but I have to say, it’s really nice to meet you.”
“Same.” I raised my glass, and she mirrored it. “Thank you.” I could feel my tone mellowing, and I settled a little deeper into the sofa to get comfy. Freddie took my lapse in grip as an opportunity to move beside me rather than being smothered. “I’m sorry I just barged in on you like this.”
“You can’t really barge into your own house.” She smiled teasingly, and it stirred something in me. I’d always thought she had a great smile, one that could make a cloudy day a little brighter, but I couldn’t have anticipated just how powerful it was in the flesh. “Was this a planned trip home or…” She let it dangle for me to explain.
“No, it was very unplanned.” I took another drink. I savoured the taste this time, glad that she’d poured my favourite. I’d left a bottle in the fridge for her as a gift. “You could have had some.” She tilted her head in confusion. “I left you this bottle.” I gestured to the wineglass. “As a welcome to my home gift.”
“Oh.” She laughed and took another sip, “I drank that bottle long ago. I liked it so much, I went out to Tesco and found it. It’s my favourite.”
“Right?” I leant forward in excitement.
“It’s so much better than BC wine.”
“I didn’t want to say anything, but that shit is not wine.” My criticism caused her to laugh.
“I only figured that out when I came here. See, we don’t really get the French or Italian wines that you get here, and if we do, they’re imported at crazy prices.”
I took another sip adding, “I will not take quality wine for granted again, and I will certainly cherish it for as long as I am here.”
“Without sounding pushy…” she started, but I didn’t make her finish.
“I hope only a week or so. I want to go back.”
Stacie nodded.
“At least to finish what I started.”
“Of course.” she said, but her smile faded, and she looked a little disappointed. I wondered if maybe she was worried that me being home would mean she would have to leave again. I wondered about the same thing. Though, perhaps the red eyes indicated she was having other problems.
“Is everything okay? You looked a little upset.”
“Not really,” She ran a hand through her hair as she stared at a spot on the floor. I waited for her to continue at her own pace. “I broke up with Melissa.”
“I’m really sorry, Stace. What happened? You don’t have to talk about it if you—”
“It’s okay. It wasn’t working for a while,” she said, and I didn’t miss the way her voice dropped. “Our lives are just completely separate. They have been for most of our relationship, but we used to make an effort. Then, it was like she gave up. And I let her. I stopped caring, I guess.” She sighed and finally met my eyes. “You know that phrase, if it’s not broke, don’t fix it?” I nodded, and she threw me the most heartbreaking, lopsided smile. Full of regret and disappointment. “It was like that. Drawn out because it was ‘working.’” She used air quotes before shaking her head defeatedly. “But I don’t want to be just getting by, I want to be thriving. I want to be so in love that I’ll drop everything just to be there for her. In the end, Melissa and I were just like mates. There was love, yes, but we weren’t in love. At least, I wasn’t.”
My chest ached for her. I’d never done long distance. I’d also never got to the stage in a relationship where I’d just stopped loving the other person. It sounded lonely and perhaps more heartbreaking than if something pulled two people apart. At least I could pinpoint where the relationship fell apart. Lying, cheating, or something that I could attribute to the downfall, but it sounded like Stacie wasn’t even sure when she’d fallen out of love.
It was hard to see someone who was positive turn numb. I tried my best to be there for her with no judgement. By the sound of it, she was judging herself enough as it was. Breakups were hard, and she wasn’t asking for much. It just seemed as though they had outgrown each other. “It sounds like you probably did the right thing breaking up. Relationships are too hard, and if you don’t even love each other, then…” I trailed off as she nodded, looking like she understood.
Her silence made me look inward. Her vulnerability made me to want to let her in, and while I hadn’t known her long, something about our friendship made me trust that I could lean on her. Let her in on a part of me that so few knew anything about.
“My mum isn’t well.”
Her eyes met mine, but she didn’t say anything. Her eye contact was caring and made me feel a little braver. Like I wasn’t burdening her if I’d told her.
“She struggles,” I said, not really sure where to go next. “Mentally.” I could count on one hand how many times I’d told someone about Mum. It wasn’t easy for me, but Stacie’s presence was calming, and her eyes were kind. “It wasn’t always easy living here.”
“The Troubles.” I was glad she knew some of the history. “I learnt a thing or two being here.”
“The Troubles hurt a lot of people. On both sides. It destroyed lives.”
Stacie nodded, even though I knew she would probably never fully understand Northern Ireland’s history.
“My mum lost people. People she loved and cared about. My dad was one of them.”
Her eyes clouded over sadly, but she remained still. Listening intently.
“My nerves would be wrecked too, if I’d seen some of the stuff she did.” I stared at the wineglass on the coffee table while I bared it all. I was in too deep now to backtrack. “She had her first breakdown when my dad died. They were high school sweethearts. Married at nineteen, Mum told me once.” It was one of the few things she’d told me about Dad. “I don’t remember when he was killed. All I know is that she heard the gunshots out front. She went outside to check and found him on the doorstep.” Stacie looked horrified, but I felt emotionless. I knew I should have been feeling something, but it didn’t feel like it was my life. Perhaps it came from years of disassociation. “Died instantly, apparently. I was just a baby. I don’t remember anything.” Not even him. “I spent a lot of time being passed about my relatives until Mum was better. I didn’t really understand a lot back then.”
“How old were you?”
“Don’t know.” I shrugged, and Stacie watched me sadly. “I don’t have a relationship with my mum’s side of the family anymore to ask them. We haven’t talked for a couple of years.” I didn’t even want to get into the rows at family dinners when alcohol had been involved. The paranoia and arguments Mum started when she wasn’t herself. I’d lost contact with a lot of them because of it. “Things got better when she remarried. My dad, stepdad,” I corrected, “he shielded me from it a lot. And then, the twins came along, and things were okay. But he couldn’t deal with her demons forever. They broke up when I was seventeen. She had to go away for the second time shortly after. Ever since, I’ve been her power of attorney.”
“Your mom needs a power of attorney?” Stacie asked, perhaps now understanding the depths of my caregiving.
“Yeah. But only when she’s…” I found it difficult to say the words. Mainly because I had just been reappointed her power of attorney now that she was back at the place. “Not able.” I didn’t go into why it had to be court ordered. That was in the past.
“And she’s not able now?” Stacie asked delicately. I nodded, and I could see the cogs turning in her head. She breathed out a sigh, and it looked like I’d off-loaded a lot on to her.
I panicked. I didn’t want her to think I was some kind of basket case, or worse, that Mum was some kind of monster. “Most of time, she’s fine. She’s is actually really lovely, so kind and thoughtful. And witty.” I could feel myself grinning, and Stacie mirrored it. “Really, I think you two would get on so well…” I trailed off as she gave me a small smile. “If you ever met her.” I hadn’t realised a ball had formed in my throat.
“I’d love to meet her,” she said optimistically, even though she was probably only saying it to be polite. “Can I ask…” She waited, and I nodded. “Does she live here? You’re basically her caregiver right?”
I didn’t want to be rude, but I also was starting to feel overwhelmed. Like I shouldn’t have shared so much. I desperately wanted to change the topic. “No.” My breathing sped up as if I’d just been running, and I could feel myself closing up. A defensive mechanism. “She lives independently, and a carer comes by once a week to check in.” I waved it off like it was no big deal. “It’s only been in the last few weeks that she’s…” The words got caught in my throat, and I felt bare. Like I was in a spotlight. I didn’t know where it had come from, but it felt like a wave of embarrassment crashed over me. As if I’d overshared all my baggage. “Sorry,” I joked, reaching for the wine. “One glass of wine and I am airing all my skeletons. Must be the jet lag. Some flight, isn’t it? I can never sleep on planes. Can you?”
“Claire,” she said softly, refusing to humour me, and I begrudgingly met her eyes. They were caring and caused a stir in my chest. “You don’t have to be so strong all the time.”
Never in all of my life had words had such a profound impact on me. My throat tightened, and tears rushed to my eyes. Exhaustion hit my body like a ton weight. Everything over the past two days hit me. The scramble to get on the first flight home, packing up, going to the hospital, comforting my sisters. It overwhelmed my senses.
I didn’t even have a minute to hide the upset that was no doubt making its way onto my face before Stacie was beside on the sofa. She pulled me into a hug, and all of a sudden, I was crying. Unable to stop the tsunami of tears. I would have been embarrassed if it was anyone else, but there was something about Stacie. Being in my home again no doubt helped, but maybe it was her warm embrace or her scent that made me feel safe. Vanilla or honey was all I could take in through the sobbing.
I wasn’t this person. I’d never been emotional in front of friends, barely in relationships. Breaking down in front of the twins would alarm them, and therefore, I’d conditioned myself to always hide it. I cried alone. I didn’t like people seeing me vulnerable, and yet, it felt good to be held. To seek comfort from someone who was a third party.
“You don’t have to talk about this right now,” she murmured but didn’t let go. I felt her words vibrate in my chest. “But know that I am here and that I care.” She pulled back. Her eyes were so full of kindness that I could have easily felt unworthy of it.
“I’m really glad you’re here.” My voice cracked, but I was happy of the smile she gave, telling me she heard it.
“I’m actually really glad you’re here too.”
Her words reminded me of her own heartbreak. I felt terrible for being self-centred. “I’m sorry, here I am off-loading my baggage when you literally just broke up with your girlfriend.” She shook her head, telling me she was far from annoyed. “Are you okay?”
She laughed at the absurdity of my question. “No, I’m fucking not okay,” she said, comfortable enough to poke fun of herself. “But I think I’m in good company.” I laughed at that. “So we’re going to have another glass of wine, and I’m going to order us takeout.” The pain in my chest seemed to ease for the first time in the last week, and I couldn’t have felt happier to be in her company. “You’re more than welcome to join the pity party.”
“As long as I can be chairwoman.”
She frowned as if that was ridiculous. “Freddie is chairman. You can take minutes.”
We didn’t revisit the topic of Mum or her breakup that night, and I was glad for it. We drank wine and talked about anything else. Our conversation was light, touching on work and friends. She had me laughing at times, which was quite a feat, considering my week. I felt comfortable with Stacie, as if we’d always known each other. She was like a roommate I’d never known I needed. After dinner, we put on a movie and talked throughout most of it. Having her energy surrounding me felt like a healing source. I would be forever grateful to her for somehow managing to uplift me.
When the movie was done, she helped me change the sheets in my room. I protested and said I would sleep in the guest room, but she was insistent. We put new sheets on the guest room bed, as Stacie informed me they hadn’t been changed since Jane and Nuala had stayed the week before. God knew what they’d got up to.
Even her knowledge of my friends and secret relationships made me feel like we’d been friends for a lifetime. I was glad they’d welcomed her into the group so easily. I’d felt like we’d just clicked in our brief interactions online, and now that we had met in real life, it was clear that we were destined to know each other.
Lying in bed later that night, I couldn’t switch off. My thoughts jumped from Mum to work and back to Stacie again, pinging off each other until eventually, exhaustion overpowered me.




  

CHAPTER SIXTEEN
    
STACIE FARRAN
“Hey, what you making?” Claire appeared into the kitchen wearing slippers, dress pants, and an oversized fluffy dressing gown, making her look very comfy, if not a little ridiculous. She moved to the broom cupboard and removed the ironing board. “I can smell it all the way down in my room. It smells amazing.”
“It’s just oatmeal.”
“You mean porridge,” Claire quipped, smiling to herself out of the corner of my eye. She had started ironing a blouse and must have figured that I wasn’t watching. Honestly, I hadn’t stopped watching her since she’d arrived two days ago.
Her sense of humour seemed to match mine, and it had been a pleasure living with her over the weekend. I somewhat dreaded Monday morning because it meant we would have to go out into the real world again. She’d had many ups and downs since she’d arrived home, not surprising. She’d wanted to visit her mom but had been left disappointed every time she went to the hospital. I tried to be there for her as much as possible. The last thing I wanted was to overstay my welcome. Though I got the feeling she was enjoying having me here just as much as I was.
“No, porridge sounds like something out of a Charles Dickens novel. Gruel,” I grumbled in a Belfast accent that left Claire giggling. “This”—I pointed my wooden spoon at the pot simmering—“is my own special recipe.”
“Still looks like baby vomit to me.”
That did it for me, and with zero patience, I scooped a small helping onto the wooden spoon and brought it over to her. “Try it.”
She scrunched up her face adorably.
“Don’t be a wuss.”
She squinted in deliberation before seeming to give up. She took a step closer, and the air intensified around us. The extractor fan behind me was the only thing hiding my booming heart rate as she opened her mouth. She seemed to take a moment to taste the flavours, but her reluctance to break eye contact made it oddly intimate. She smiled, still looking perplexed, as if she was surprised to like it.
“Good, right?”
“That’s the nicest porridge I’ve ever had.”
“Oatmeal.”
“How do you get porridge to taste so nice?”
“Oatmeal.” I corrected once again, though Claire looked like she was now immune to hearing it. “I cook the oats with banana, peanut butter, maple syrup, little pinch of salt, and of course, cinnamon.”
“It’s like dessert,” she said, going back to ironing.
“Exactly.” I stirred the pot, and once it was done, I turned off the gas. “Do you want some?”
“Don’t worry. There’s probably not enough,”
“Of course there is.”
She looked stunned as she placed the iron upright and met my eyes. “You made me breakfast?”
It was a simple question and one which shouldn’t have been a big deal. Roommates cooked for each other all the time, and I guessed that was what we were. But I knew exactly why this meant something to her.
Yesterday, while out for lunch, Claire had mentioned how much she disliked cooking. How she’d never gotten the hang of it or enjoyed trying new recipes, whereas I loved that aspect of cooking. It wasn’t until she’d revealed that she used to have to cook for the twins when her mom wasn’t able. The cold silence that had followed that revelation told me everything I needed to know. She’d never had the opportunity to enjoy cooking because cooking was a chore. It was something she’d had to do in order to take care of herself and her siblings growing up. And while it wasn’t a conscious decision to make her breakfast, I had deliberately made extra just in case.
“Yeah.” I shrugged, deliberating not making a big deal out of it. I went about heaping the oatmeal into two bowls but stole a glance when she wasn’t watching. There was the faintest hint of a smile as she was ironing, and I hoped wishfully it was because of me. “Do you want tea?”
“Yes, please,” she said before lifting the blouse. “Can I get away with this?”
I looked it over, and there was barely any wrinkling. “Aye, go for it.”
“Aye,” she mocked and burst out laughing. “You’re starting to sound like us,” she teased, before, without warning, she untied her dressing gown, allowing it to drop to the floor and revealing her bra.
I had to avert my eyes or risk a very unflattering blush. I couldn’t help the excited flutter inside as my mind replayed the one second flash of Claire’s body on repeat. I distracted myself by making tea, but the images were imprinted in my head.
“I must be rubbing off on you,” Claire said.
God, why did that sound so good?
She sat at the table, tucking into breakfast, before I set down our jasmine teas.
“How you feeling about today?” I asked, taking a seat opposite her.
“Nervous.” I could tell by the creases on her forehead. “I just don’t want to get in trouble. Leaving Vancouver without warning and jeopardising the whole transfer program.”
I was a little bit worried too. I thought she could sense that. “We were never supposed to be in the same place,” I said and didn’t miss the quiver in my voice. I had been thinking about it all weekend. I hadn’t actually voiced my concerns. She had far too much on her plate to listen to my fears about deportation. I wasn’t ready to leave. I wondered if I ever would be. I wasn’t ready to leave the job I loved, Claire’s job, or in fact, the new friends I’d made. Claire’s friends. Even her apartment was like a safe haven. I was supposed to be here another three months. I knew it couldn’t last forever. I just wasn’t ready to say good-bye now, but with Claire here, my place in Belfast was at risk.
“I’m glad we are, though,” she said with a small, lopsided smile. “In the same place at the same time. I don’t know what I would have done if I was here all weekend by myself. Just with everything with my mum, Freddie would have been calling the police on me.”
“I would have probably cried all weekend if you weren’t here,” I said truthfully as my mind drifted back to Melissa. “And I only did that, like, twenty times.”
“Have you heard from Melissa?”
“Nope,” I said, ignoring the swell of disappointment in my belly. I didn’t regret the breakup, though that did nothing to detract from the sadness that came with losing someone I cared about. “She blocked me on social media too.”
Claire groaned sympathetically. “That’s bad. She really didn’t see the breakup coming, did she?”
“Apparently not.” Once again, I felt like the worst person alive.
“Don’t beat yourself up. In the long run, it sounds like you did the right thing. For both of you.”
“Maybe.” I nodded, knowing that was probably true, but it still didn’t take away my disappointment with hurting her. A silence fell over us as we ate. Claire’s rapid eye movements and fidgeting brought me back into the present, and I noticed the unmistakable signs of anxiety. “Hey, today will be fine.”
“I don’t know.” She nibbled the inside of her cheek. “This isn’t the first time a family emergency has interfered with work. Besides, I don’t know how much I could actually focus on work right now.”
“Then work isn’t where you should be.”
She frowned as if unsure. She looked open enough to hear me out.
“Maybe you need to be with your family. Your mom.”
“I tried,” she said in a small voice that was so heartbreaking, it made me want to hug her.
“I know you did.” Yesterday, she’d woken up early and driven to the facility her mom was staying at. However, the doctors had advised against visitors. Until she’d dried out, basically. Claire had been devastated and deflated. It was why I’d taken her for lunch, anything to distract her. “Maybe you try again this afternoon or tomorrow and the next day. She will come around eventually, and my guess is, she will be dying to see you.”
Her worried expression seemed to crumble into a small smile. One that didn’t look as full of sadness. It made me happy that I could get that kind of smile out of her. If I did nothing else today, I’d accomplished that.
We finished breakfast and left the house shortly after. We grabbed the train together, and I had to say, it was really nice to share my morning routine with someone. It was a time that I was usually in solitude, and even in Vancouver, the commute to work was one I’d do alone. I really enjoyed having company. Even if all we did was discuss the TV show we were watching last night. We were that consumed in our conversation that by the time we were walking into the office, Claire hadn’t registered the stares.
“What the actual fuck?” Jonny shrieked from his desk. Claire’s face spread into a huge grin, and they both seemed to close the gap. His eyes closed over as they hugged. “I missed you,” he said, too low for anyone else to really hear.
It was Nuala and Jane who appeared next with hugs, while others on the office floor turned in their chairs to give her a wave. Claire seemed to be one of those very likeable coworkers. I figured as much when I’d started in Belfast because everyone spoke highly of her, but having met her in real life, I knew it to be fact.
“When did you get back?” Nuala pulled her into a tight embrace. “It’s good to see you.”
“Missed you too. Thursday night,” she said once she’d pulled back. “Mum isn’t good. I had to come back.” It came out tense and standoffish. They all nodded understandingly, even though I got the feeling they didn’t know the full ins and outs of her mom’s condition. “I stayed with Paula on Thursday and moved back into my apartment on Friday.” Claire found me, and her eyes seemed to light up. “Then I met this one, and you guys are right, she’s pretty cool.” I couldn’t help but smile a little proudly.
“I think we should keep her.” Jonny’s teasing comment caused me to frown.
“I’m not a stray, thank you very much,” I said, continuing the joke.
“No,” Nuala said before adding, “not now that we’ve taken you in.”
“I’m surprised you haven’t taken her home yet,” Claire said to Nuala. Of course, she knew Nuala and Jane were dating, but to keep them a secret, she decided to goad Nuala a little. Jonny did this often while we were in an office setting, mainly to throw off any suspicion about her and Jane. I often wondered how Jane didn’t get jealous that everyone thought her girlfriend was some kind of womaniser, chasing new women every week, but perhaps she was so afraid of people finding out that she just let it go over her head.
Nuala kept the joke going. “I’ve tried, but alas, Stacie is a taken woman.” She even added a wink in my direction.
I didn’t have the heart to tell them about my breakup yet. I would tell them at lunch, and I was glad Claire didn’t feel the need to point it out either.
“But if you’re ever single,” Nuala teased, wiggling her brows suggestively. I giggled bashfully, knowing it was all innocent.
That was until I spotted the hardening of Jane’s brow, followed by a pout. Because of her position behind Nuala and Claire, they didn’t see. I felt bad for flirting, and I knew that if Nuala had thought the suggestion would hurt Jane, she would have never said it.
Interestingly, Claire didn’t seem to find the humour in it, either. I could have delved into the reasoning behind her frostiness, but there wasn’t really an opportunity to do so.
“Claire?” Marty came out of the kitchen and looked borderline horrified that she was standing in the office. “Hi, I mean…what are—how are you?” It was as if he didn’t even know where to start. It was awkward, and the room seemed to plunge into tension. “Can we talk?” He was gesturing toward the boardroom.
She threw me a nervous glance, one which I returned with a confident nod, as if to say “you can do this.” I was glad she interpreted it because without saying a word, she nodded back at me bravely and seemed to ease into her stride.
Jane moved into the kitchen to make a coffee, and I followed, wanting to clear the air. I was glad no one else was in there. “Hey.” I moved beside her, keeping my voice low just in case. “I was only messing about with Nuala. You know that, right?”
She glanced up at me, distress on her face. Her watery eyes met mine before she went back to making coffee. “It’s fine.” But everything about her tone and body language told me she was not fine.
“It was just a joke.”
She laughed bitterly. “Bit like my fucking relationship.” She sighed and gripped the countertop as if searching for strength. Her reaction left me grappling for the source.
“Jane, is everything all right?”
“I am so sick of all this. Do you have any idea what it feels like to have your girlfriend flirt right in front of you?” She shook her head, and while her tone made me feel like she was angry with me, her body language indicated it was more frustration at the situation. “Pretending we’re not together and double thinking every time I want to go and speak to her about work in case people find out. I feel like I’m going out of my mind and—”
Footsteps coming into the kitchen halted her sentence. She composed herself instantly. The quick transition into pleasant would have been impressive if it wasn’t so heart-wrenching. When I spotted it was Nuala, I half expected Jane to continue, but she didn’t.
“Hey,” Nuala said in a concerning tone. Jane’s refusal to look in her direction must have caused her to put her hand on Jane’s shoulder. It was a bold move. Especially in the office. “You okay, babe?”
Jane shook her hand off and walked away. She didn’t even take her cup.
Nuala looked hurt and confused. They obviously weren’t fighting prior to this morning. “What’s gotten into her?”
“I don’t think she liked our flirting.” I said, and again couldn’t help but feel like it was my fault. “Sorry.”
“But it was fake.” Nuala frowned. “No offence, Stacie.” I wasn’t offended, far from it. “I don’t want anyone else.”
“Does she know that?”
“Yeah.” Nuala chewed her lip. “It’s hard, though. She’s not out. How do you treat someone like a queen when you can’t take them out? We have to hide all the time because she’s so terrified of someone catching us.” She sighed defeatedly. “I don’t want to push her, but I can’t deal with her getting pissed when I try to deflect the fact that I’m so fucking in love with her.”
I nodded, feeling a mixture of emotions. I’d never dated someone in the closet, but I’d forced someone to hide our relationship. I had been Jane once. We were in high school, and she was the grade above me. She was out and proud, and I remember being so afraid that someone would think I was gay just because I was talking to her. I had no idea how difficult it would be to be out with someone who wasn’t. It left me feeling sad for Nuala but also sad for Jane. It was a difficult situation, and while I didn’t necessarily agree with Jane lashing out, I also couldn’t say confidently that I wouldn’t be behaving just as immaturely if the roles were reversed.
“How’s Claire?” Nuala asked, adding milk to Jane’s coffee and making herself a cup.
“Okay,” I said with little conviction.
“Her poor ma.” Nuala shook her head sympathetically. “It’s not easy. Did she talk to you about it?”
“A bit.” I downplayed it, not wanting to betray Claire’s trust.
“I don’t really know much. I don’t think I want to know.” She made light of it, and I was thankful she didn’t pry. “Just hope she’s okay.” She offered a smile before she nudged Jane’s cup in my direction. “Do you mind giving that to her?” She looked awkward and a little heartbroken too. “I don’t want people thinking…”
“I know.”
She left, walking ahead with her head down. I took a little longer to make my own hot drink and thought about Claire. I hoped it was going well in the meeting room. For everyone’s sake.




  

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
    
CLAIRE BRENNAN
“I’m so sorry about your mother, Claire.” Marty said softly. “I can’t even begin to imagine what you’re going through.”
I’d explained some of Mum’s mental health history to Marty before. I’d had to leave work last year to take care of her. I felt vulnerable telling a senior member of the company such intimate and personal details, but the circumstances left me with very little options. I’d always liked Marty, and his caring nature helped to make me feel more comfortable.
“Thanks.”
“Thank you for coming in today to speak with me,” he said, his frown deepening empathically. “I’m sure that took a lot, but honestly, I think you’re best going back to the hospital. Maybe the doctors will let you in today. Work shouldn’t be your priority.”
I felt relief at that. Especially because I had yet to see Mum since I’d been home. “Thank you, I feel like I will be in a better place after I see her.”
“Completely understandable.”
“My plan is to be here for a week or so, and then see about going back to Vancouver.” I wanted to be clear about my reasoning and not make it seem like I’d just given up on my new role. The truth was, I liked training the AMs, and I got a lot out of seeing their growth and development. “I can work remotely and be on the Vancouver time zone. Within reason,” I added after realising that would mean I would be working five p.m. to one a.m. “And it’ll only be short-term.”
“Claire, I appreciate all this. You’ve clearly thought it all through. But I just want to make your life easier right now,” he said softly. “Besides, from what I’ve heard, you’ve been doing an amazing job. Did you know they have a book club over in Vancouver?”
I smiled, feeling pride at the change in morale and knowing that a lot of it was down to me.
“It sounds boring to a nonreader like me, but considering three months ago, most of these people had never even met, I’d say you’re good to take a breather right now.”
“I really appreciate it, Marty. For the permission to take some time off and for the praise about Vancouver. I think the AMs have really improved.”
He smiled proudly and seemed to think for a minute before a bright idea came to him. “In fact, you might not even need to go back. I could speak to Ciaran for you.” That left me a little surprised and on edge, like I knew something bad was about to happen. “With the improvements over there, maybe it’s time you come home for good.”
While I felt happy about coming home, I couldn’t help the way my stomach plunged, and my breathing shallowed. “What about Stacie?” It came out as a whisper as my mouth dried up.
“With you here, there’s no need for a replacement.” My mind was racing as he spoke excitedly. “We could do with you back on the team. Don’t get me wrong, Stacie is great, but I’m sure she’s eager to get home too.”
“I don’t know what to say.”
“Well, think it over. Your job is here and waiting when you’re ready again,” he said and surprised me with his next line: “Unless you’re really wanting to get back to Vancouver?”
“No, not really,” slipped out of my mouth before I could stop it. While I wanted to go back to finish what I’d started, the truth was, I wasn’t thrilled about going back to a city where I knew no one. I missed my friends and family, especially when my mum was so unwell, and Paula’s wedding was fast approaching. It felt as though everything was happening for a reason. Like a series of follow-on events that reaffirmed my place in the world. I felt like I was needed at home, but at the same time, that would mean Stacie had to leave, and I wasn’t ready for that, either. I knew she didn’t want to leave, and therefore, I felt torn. “I really like training the AMs,” I said, but it felt like a weak argument.
“Any new starts, we will get you to train them, but for now, you’re probably best going back to managing your European clients.” He must have taken my silence as hesitancy. “Only when you’re ready.”
I nodded, feeling some element of relief. It felt for a moment there like things were spinning out of control. That I would wake up tomorrow and Stacie would have been deported.
“Continue on as normal for the next while, and we can meet again when things have calmed down. Sound good?”
“Yes.” I sighed, feeling as though control over the situation was slowly coming back to me, though dread still lingered in my chest. I didn’t want to force Stacie out prematurely, but at the same time, what did I expect? We were never supposed to be in the same place at the same time.
I left my meeting with Marty feeling like it went better than I could have imagined. He was kind and understanding, something I would be eternally thankful for. I didn’t have to meet with HR; Marty said he would handle it all. My priority was to be present with my family over the next couple of weeks. The pressure was off at work, at least from the perspective of my line manager. It wasn’t ideal working remotely, and the time difference constraints would be a challenge, but I had to try. I didn’t want to lose my job, and I most certainly didn’t want my old job back just yet. The implications of what that would mean for Stacie wasn’t something I was prepared to think any more about.
I left the meeting room and moved to my old desk where Stacie was seated. I felt all eyes on me, and it was painfully quiet and made me not want to stick around for long.
“How’d it go?” Stacie asked. She looked concerned, as if she’d thought of nothing else the entire time I was in the meeting.
I glanced over my shoulder and could feel everyone’s ears perk up, waiting for me to spill the beans. I understood why. I’d come home three months early, was barely in the door before I was pulled into a private meeting, and now, I was about to collect my things and leave the office before ten a.m. People were going to think I was just fired.
Stacie seemed to sense my reluctance to talk with so many eavesdroppers, and I was glad when she gestured to the door.
“Thanks, I didn’t really want everyone listening,” I said to her and adjusted my voice to avoid echoing in the empty stairwell. “He’s sending me home for the rest of the week.”
“Good. That’s what you wanted, right?” She offered a reassuring smile, and I didn’t have the heart to tell her about the reinstating of my old position. I had a couple of weeks before meeting with Marty again, and hopefully, plenty of time to figure out how to tell Stacie that her time in Northern Ireland was coming to an end. “Are you going to the hospital?”
“Yeah.” I let out a big sigh, unaware of how much I’d been dreading going back. The facility wasn’t exactly a pleasant environment. It was sterile and smelt funny. Everything was nailed to the walls, and there were very little comforts around the place. I remembered Mum saying how hard it was to sleep at night with people groaning or shouting. It brought back memories of having to take two buses to get there after school. I still felt that uneasy reluctance about visiting her even now. But I needed to see Mum in order to know how bad things had gotten for her lately. I just hoped for my own conscience she was somewhat on the mend.
“Do you want me to come with you?” Stacie offered, and I was quick to respond.
“No, but thank you.”
“Are you sure? I don’t mind.”
“No, honestly, it’s okay.” I wouldn’t put anyone through that, and besides, I didn’t want Stacie’s first impression of my mother to be in there. Stacie and Mum deserved more. “I don’t even know if they’ll let me see her.” She nodded sadly. “But I’ll be home later.” Her eyes jumped to mine excitedly. “Will you be there?” I asked, hopeful, but I grimaced because where else would she be?
She cracked a mischievous smile, seemingly homing in on the ridiculousness of my question.
“I just meant,” I rambled idiotically, “like, if you don’t have plans or anything.” Her amused silence caused more panic. “But if you had plans, that would be fine too. I might not be great company so…”
“Well, I thought about walking around aimlessly in the rain. All night.” She was grinning, and I loved seeing that teasing side to her. “But I guess I could go by your place.” I laughed, and the air lifted around us. “Anyway, I happen to like your company.” Her eyes flicked from my eyes to my lips, and it caused my heartbeat to trip up. It was brief, but it felt like she was flirting with me, and I couldn’t deny how much I liked it. She cleared her throat, and it caused me to drop my eyes, feeling awkward that I was staring. “Let me know how you get on today,” she said, and I refocused on Mum. “And I’ll see you at home.”
Home. I repeated the word in my mind and couldn’t help liking the way it sounded.
She went back into the office, and I took the two flights of stairs to the foyer. Once out in the daylight, I let the warm air sooth my energy. While I felt anxious about seeing Mum, I also couldn’t deny an excitement about going home this evening.




  

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
    
STACIE FARRAN
I wasn’t a clock watcher, someone who counted down the minutes until five p.m. so they could dash out of work. I always kind of judged people who were, but today, I was one of them. With eight minutes left, I’d washed my cup and cleared my things away. With five minutes, I’d saved everything and was shutting off the PC and left before it had even struck five. It was pathetic, but I actually felt a little rebellious. I didn’t really care who saw me leave three and a half minutes early because I had to get home fast.
I walked rather than take the train. The train would have most certainly been quicker, but I wanted to go by the butcher shop and bakery before they closed. I bought some duck for dinner and a couple of desserts. The independent fruit and veg shop nearby the apartment was my last stop for some plums and a couple of veggies to go alongside my main.
I wanted to do something nice for Claire. Today was going to be hard enough without her having to start cooking by the time she got home. Duck with plum sauce was my speciality, though I never had anyone to cook it for. My family had always been very traditional in their mealtime preferences, and considering Melissa and I had been long distance for most of our relationship, I hadn’t got the opportunity to cook for her much.
I was glad to have the house all to myself to start prepping, and Claire arrived home a little bit later. “In here,” I called, and soon enough, she was standing in the kitchen doorway.
“Cooking again?” she asked in a voice that sounded empty.
Her complexion matched her energy. She was hugging Freddie, and even he looked a little concerned. She had the faintest hint of a smile, but it was lost behind a tiredness I’d never seen on her.
“Are you okay?” I asked. She shrugged, avoiding eye contact, and said nothing. It prompted me to move on quickly. “I thought I’d make us something for dinner.”
“Oh,” she said softly, and it took everything in me to focus on cutting up the carrots.
I didn’t want to make a big deal out of it. She had been so appreciative of breakfast this morning, such a small gesture, that I wanted to go over and above for dinner. If this could make her day just a little easier, I’d feel like I was helping. I couldn’t imagine what she was going through, and she couldn’t even come home and decompress alone.
“Thank you.” Her light voice made it sound like she was smiling, and that made my chest light like I was floating. “What are we having?”
“Remember that duck and plum sauce I was talking about?”
“Yes.” Her voice dropped in anticipation. We had discussed her love for duck with orange at the weekend, and I had boasted about my plum sauce recipe. She was excited to try it, and I promised I’d make it for her eventually. I couldn’t have known it would be just a couple of days later.
I pointed at the oven. “The duck is already on.”
“Oh my God.” She groaned excitedly, and the way her voice deepened was kind of sexy, “I love duck. You’re amazing.” Her words seemed to drop without any forethought, and they left a silence I didn’t know how to fill. Amazing echoed in my mind, and it left me a little tingly. “Roommate, you’re an amazing roommate.”
I felt a slight pang of disappointment but didn’t dwell on it long. “It’s no trouble, I was cooking for myself anyway,” I lied. I would rarely make something this elaborate for just one, but she didn’t need to know that. I glanced over my shoulder, and she smiled softly from the kitchen table. Already, she was looking less exhausted, and it gave me the courage to broach the topic that had been plaguing my mind all day. “Did you see your mom?”
“Yeah,” she let out bitterly. “That was about as much fun as you can imagine.” The hardship lacing her tone made her sound much farther away than the kitchen table.
“I’m so sorry, Claire.” I placed the veggies on a baking tray and seasoned quickly. My place seemed like it was opposite her at the table, not focused on dinner. They were thrown in the oven, and I sat opposite her.
“I kind of wished I’d taken the doctor’s advice to wait a couple of days.” Her eyes glazed over, and this harrowing expression emerged on her face. “It was like I could see my mum, but it wasn’t her.” She released Freddie, and he sauntered off to his bowl of food by the fridge. He glanced back. Perhaps he was reluctant to go far from her side as well. It hurt seeing her this traumatised. I felt helpless.
“Her eyes even looked like a different colour. Almost black. And she just stared at the ceiling.” Claire pressed her fingertips to her forehead, perhaps massaging the tension or maybe trying to push out the image. I couldn’t be sure. “I tried to get through to her. All day. I tried to talk to her, share pictures or show her videos, anything to try to connect. Because if I could just get her to look at me. To see me and not through me, then I could get through to her, you know.”
I didn’t understand because I had no way to know what it was like, but I nodded regardless.
“But it was like she was gone. Like they’d removed her from her own body.” Claire ground her teeth and stared at her hands.
I noticed they were shaking uncontrollably. It worried me. Her breathing was ragged, almost panicked, and it was like she’d forgotten I was even here. Seeing her this distressed made my chest ache. I could have cried, I was that moved, but instead, I willed myself not to. I didn’t know what to do. It looked like she was spiralling. I reached across the table and placed my hand on hers. It was supposed to be a comfort gesture to ease her panic, but it had the opposite effect.
She yanked her hand away like I was on fire and jumped to her feet. She looked horrified.
“I’m sorry—” I regretted it, pulling my hand back.
“Sorry,” she said, almost at the same time. Her voice sounded fearful, and I regretted touching her even more. She backed away from the table a little skittishly, avoiding eye contact. It was like she wasn’t in control of her movements. They seemed to shock even her. “I just, I don’t—”
“It’s okay.” I willed my expression to look as unfazed as possible, even though her behaviour was worrying me. “I shouldn’t have touched you without your permission, it’s my fault.”
“No.” She shook her head, but that urgency remained. It seemed to make her fidgety, as if she couldn’t stand still. “I’m not this person,” she said, sounding almost annoyed. There was no other context, and I found myself grappling with what she meant.
“It’s okay, Claire.” I slowly stood, but she took another step back. It was like I couldn’t do anything right.
“There’s nothing wrong with me.”
“What?” I was lost. “I never said there was something—”
“I’m sorry.” She refused to look at me. “I know you’re only trying to help but I…can’t. I haven’t slept properly in days and I…” She was edging back toward the door, leaving me even more desperate to know what was going through her head. “I just need to be alone.” She turned and left the kitchen.
I felt like an intruder. Like I shouldn’t be in her home making her uncomfortable. “I’m sorry, Claire.” I followed her into the hallway, panicked. “I’ll go,” I said, not fully sure where I would go but knowing that I only wanted to make her feel comfortable.
“No.” She stopped at her bedroom door but didn’t turn. “Don’t go.” A moment later, she was gone, and her bedroom door was shut again.
I slumped against the kitchen door frame, feeling alone and confused. I replayed our conversation, and I regretted how I’d handled things. I was mad at myself for overstepping, touching her when she was clearly fragile. I felt embarrassed and guilty to have upset her so much. I would have never touched her if I’d thought it would cause more distress. I only wanted to help, and yet, I’d just made her uncomfortable. And in her own home, a place to seek sanctuary, and because of me, she had locked herself in her room.
I wanted to leave, even though she’d asked me to stay. It left me frozen and unsure of what to do.




  

CHAPTER NINETEEN
    
CLAIRE BRENNAN
I closed the door and rested my back against it. Tears rushed to my eyes, but I refused to cry. Not again. I covered my face and slid down the door until I hit the floor with a thud.
Deep breath in and deep breath out.
The out-of-control feeling was overwhelming. I focused on keeping my mind blank. I had to resist the urge to overthink. I slowed my mind by slowing my breathing. A therapist had given me breathing exercises once to help with panic attacks, and they seemed to be working.
I stretched out, holding firm on the wooden floor. Feeling its groves and dips. I needed to ground myself. It helped to cement me to the present.
When I finally felt in control again, the day rushed back: seeing Mum lying there so frighteningly lifeless. There but not there. Alive but not alive. I hated it. The drugs seemed to be keeping her at this state of nothingness. All day, I’d waited to see a glimmer of her.
The bruising on her arms had told me just how out of control she was. The twins had said she had to be taken by force, and sadly, the marks on her were evidence of that. Her face had seemed older. Her hair was unwashed, unkept, and in disarray. It was all evidence of how much she’d been struggling.
On the way home, I’d compartmentalised my visit. I’d told myself that she was in the right place. That the doctors would make her better again. It was all part of the recovery process. This was the darkness before the light, before she would be her again. I’d done it enough times that I shouldn’t have been traumatised seeing her in that state of emptiness.
The guilt reared its head again. A guilty conscience had been my shadow in recent weeks. Disappointed in myself for not being present when she was struggling. For not being here when she needed me most. I couldn’t leave again if this was what happened when I did.
A clang from the kitchen brought me back into the present, full of regrets. Stacie was only trying to help. My reaction was completely uncalled for. She must have thought I was as crazy as Mum. She wouldn’t be the first to accuse me of insanity. I had heard it before in my past relationships. Emotionally unstable, my therapist had said once. Emotionally unpredictable when triggered. And it seemed my trigger was someone caring. Maybe I was destined to end up like Mum, pushing away those who cared. But the idea of doing that to Stacie felt wrong on a molecular level.
The expression on her face when I’d pulled away from her touch was awful. It made me shiver just remembering it. That hurt in her eyes. I’d tried to explain it wasn’t her. It wasn’t her fault, but it had come out wrong, fragmented and broken. I should have tried harder to communicate. I wished I had.
I was ashamed, and I wanted to make things right. I didn’t want her feeling uncomfortable in my home. Our home. Because honestly, she was the only person keeping me grounded right now. If her friendship was gone tomorrow, I might fade away.
I could hear the beeper on the oven going off. Dinner was ready. I needed to come back to reality. I climbed to my feet slowly, still a little unsure of my strength. I emerged to a very silent apartment. Perhaps she’d left.
The beeper stopped, giving up maybe.
I kept moving toward the kitchen but stopped in my tracks, when I laid eyes on her. She had her back to me and was cutting the duck in even slices and placing it on two plates. I watched her silently, feeling nothing and yet everything.
I was comforted by her presence and at the same time, undeserving of any kindness. She placed a helping of roasted veggies next to three slices of duck. It smelt delicious, and my stomach churned in anticipation. She stirred the plum sauce a little sloppily, almost as if she had no energy, or maybe she’d zoned out. No doubt from my meltdown. And she lacked that energy I’d come to appreciate, a positivity that never seemed to waver. Until now.
Why didn’t she just leave? Everyone did.
“Is that plate for me?” I said, causing her head to turn in my direction. She didn’t give me eye contact but focused on spooning the sauce over the duck breast. “Or are you going to give it to your new roommate?” I made light of the situation in an effort to defuse the tension.
She let out a weak laugh, though it sounded more like a puff of air leaving her lips. It made me feel even worse to have robbed her joy. She had been so happy making dinner, and I’d selfishly ruined that.
“I’m sorry,” I said. It came out in more of a whisper, and finally, she looked at me. She offered a small smile, one which I was relieved reached her eyes.
“It’s actually for Freddie.” She gestured to one of the plates. I could feel my own lips easing into a smile, happy to see her returning to her normal sarcasm. “He likes his duck medium rare.”
I felt lighter, enjoying the banter, and I moved to her side. “Freddie doesn’t actually like roasted carrots.” I kept the joke going and tugged one of the plates closer. “And that roasted asparagus there”—I pointed, adding to Stacie’s amusement—“not going to work.”
“No?” She tugged the plate closer to her in defiance.
“Deathly allergic,” I said and attempted to pull the plate back, but her grip was strong.
“He can decide what he wants to eat.”
“Yeah, but you see, he won’t want to offend you.”
Stacie was struggling not to laugh, and I was thoroughly enjoying having her this close.
“He will eat to be polite. You don’t want to be responsible for him getting sick, do you? It’s best I just eat it.”
She hummed suspiciously.
“It’s safer for everyone.”
There was a moment. I didn’t miss it, and I don’t think she did. Time stilled. Her eyes moved to my lips, and I lost all train of thought. My pulse increased, and I wanted to kiss her. I was close enough, and my gut reaction told me that she wouldn’t object.
Her grip on the plate released, and my strength caused the plate to slide along the countertop. The movement and noise broke our eye contact. “Go on, then,” she said, lifting her plate and leading the way to the table.
I followed and sat opposite her, still reeling from the previous moment.
Conversation seemed to flow as if what had happened earlier didn’t exist. She held no resentment or awkwardness, and I was glad for that. We talked a bit about work but mainly about dinner. I could have listened to Stacie talk about food all day long. She managed to make boring cooking sound cool. She had such a passion and for good reason. The food was delicious, and it was probably the best duck I’d ever had.
Eventually, we circled back to the topic of Mum. I was glad that this time, I had a better handle on my emotions. “I think in a day or two…” I paused to finish the remnants of my meal. “She will come around. Her doctor said he would be lowering her dosage tomorrow, so I’m hopeful that will bring her around a little.”
“It has to. It’s probably just the drugs.”
“I’ll just keep watching for improvements over the next couple of days.”
“That’s good. And Marty said it was cool for you to take off the whole week?”
“Yeah.” I sighed, leaning back. “He was grand, but I will still check my emails.” I recalled one I’d gotten today. “Luke was asking what day I was coming into the office this week. He wants to meet.” I sighed again because I hadn’t told him I was coming home. “I still haven’t told him.”
“I can talk to him, and any of my old clients that are being a headache, throw them back to me. I don’t mind.”
“No way. You’ve enough work with my clients.”
“Claire, I don’t mind.” She transitioned into annoyance. “Besides, the AMs shouldn’t need so much hand-holding in Vancouver. They wouldn’t last a day in Belfast. Different pace here entirely.”
“Do you miss it?” I asked, and it seemed to stump her briefly. “Vancouver?”
“Honestly? Not really. There are things I miss about home. Especially my plants. But my friend is going to water them over the next couple of weeks.” She seemed to check herself. “Or you know, for however long I’m here.”
Tension surrounded the table, and I felt bad that she was in this limbo because of me. “I hope you get to stay here longer.”
“I do too.”
“I know it’s my fault if they decide to send you back early.”
“Claire,” she said, showing only kindness, “this is your home. You belong here, and whether you came back early, I was always going to have to go back.” She seemed to think carefully, and a whimsical smile etched onto her face. “I just never thought I’d love living here so much. In Belfast.”
“Maybe you could stay,” I said out of nowhere. “Get another job, get sponsored. Crazier things have happened. You could get a visa.”
“I’m over the age limit, and I’m kicking myself because I should have come here in my twenties when working visas were easy to get. I could have set up a life here,” she said disappointedly. “Though I would have never met you.”
“And what a shame that would have been,” I joked, and she rolled her eyes playfully.
“On second thought, maybe it would have been all right.”
I faked being offended.
She didn’t stick around long enough to play along. “And you’re on dish duty for eating Freddie’s dinner,” she said, as she moved in the direction of the living room.
I watched her leave in amazement, feeling happy that I wasn’t alone. Not anymore.




  

CHAPTER TWENTY
    
STACIE FARRAN
By the end of the week, I had started to notice a thawing in Claire. It was slow but steady. Her inwardness was decreasing, and I welcomed it. Her overthinking always worried me, and I thought it was what had led to her getting upset on Monday. We never revisited it, so I didn’t get to find out why she had escalated the way she had. With time, I hoped she would feel more confident talking with me and that I could create that space for her.
I think her mom’s condition was improving too; at least, that was the impression I was getting. Claire seemed more optimistic about her mood. They had been talking yesterday and even laughing today. Claire had texted around lunchtime to let me know how well she was doing. I loved watching her eyes light up in excitement. It made me wish I could have been there to see the joy firsthand, but alas, we had team meetings all day.
Ciaran was droning on about something up front, and I was barely paying attention. My mind was already switching off from the work week and looking forward to a relaxed weekend. Maybe Claire and I could do something together. Platonically, of course. While I had an attraction to her, I wasn’t in the right frame of mind to enter into anything real. Especially considering Melissa and I had only broken up a week ago, and Claire had enough on her plate. I couldn’t be sure how she was feeling, either. Perhaps I’d concocted all this chemistry in my head.
A message icon popped up in the lefthand corner of my screen from Jonny. I left it for a moment and glanced in his direction across the room. He mouthed something eagerly and motioned to my laptop, so I gave in.
Who’s up for a sesh?
It was in our work chat between me, Nuala, Jane, and Claire. Claire had recently been added in, now that she was in this time zone. No one responded for a couple of minutes, and I could feel Jonny glaring. He was starting to notice that there was friction between Jane and Nuala and had no doubt figured a family outing would cure it.
A private message appeared from Nuala, which was almost comical, considering we were literally sitting next to each other. You going?
I guess, I wrote. I waited as I saw three dots appear, indicating she was typing, but after a moment, it stopped. You? I asked.
It took her another moment of typing before I finally got a message: Only if Jane is going.
Things still weird between you two?
A little. I’ve not exactly been helping things, either. Especially after last night. She still hasn’t spoken to me.
I felt bad for her. It was a difficult situation, and I was finding it hard to take either of their sides. This morning, Nuala told me they’d had this huge argument last night. I already knew about it because Jane had called Claire last night in tears. From what Claire had said, Nuala had accused Jane of internalised homophobia. However, Nuala had explained that they’d only fought because Jane’s family had arranged a family dinner with another family from their church, where their son went. It creeped me out that Jane’s parents were literally pimping her out, but it wasn’t my place to say as much.
I wanted to stay out of it and not take sides, but even talking to Claire last night, it felt like we didn’t have a choice. Claire was definitely siding with Jane. Unfortunately, after hearing Nuala’s side, I was more with her. I just wished they would figure their shit out sooner rather than later because it was getting harder to be around them. Classic lesbian drama.
I’m in, Claire wrote.
I’d thought she was at the hospital, but she must have been still checking her messages. Me too, I finally bit the bullet and wrote.
Nuala instant messaged me privately: Fuck it. Then, her message appeared in the group chat. Count me in.
No more than a second later, Jane’s message appeared: Sounds good.
I already felt nervous about the prospect of getting alcohol involved. Alcohol-fuelled lesbian drama was never good.
    
We weren’t even halfway through our first drink in Jaspers when Jonny had enough. “Right, you two, what is wrong with your grumpy faces?”
I choked on my drink.
“You’re both killing the craic.” He directed his annoyance at Jane and Nuala, who were seated at opposite sides of the table. That was weird in itself. They always sat beside each other so they could hold hands under the table.
Claire threw me an awkward face, and I had to struggle not to giggle.
“This has nothing to do with you, Jonny,” Nuala barked back. “Stay out of it.”
“Here’s what’s gonna happen, I’m going to go for a piss and a smoke, and if you two”—he pointed to Nuala and Jane—“aren’t snogging by the time I get back, you can both fuck off.” It sounded blunt, but he was saying it from a place of love, and oddly, everyone felt it.
Claire downed her drink as Jonny left the table. “Think I need another drink. Stace?” She motioned to the bar, and I too, chugged the rest of my drink and exited the table.
We both moved to the bar, but there was a bit of a queue. I didn’t mind, anything to delay going back to that table. I checked over my shoulder and could see Nuala and Jane already bickering.
“Fucking hell,” Claire said after glancing at them. “Nuala would need to be grovelling real good over there.”
I scrunched up my face in disagreement. “Well, I think Jane has a couple of things to apologise for too.”
Claire looked back at me, surprised, and though she was still smiling, I could see disagreement. “I’m sorry, what?”
“Well, come on,” I tried, but Claire seemed just as frosty. “Jane’s no saint. They both give as good as they get.”
“Jane’s in a terrible situation. Her parents are extremely conservative. They’re DUP voters, for Christ’s sake. They could abandon her. Nuala needs to wind her neck in.” Her speech started to speed up the way it did when she was very passionate about something. The only problem with that was that it also made it harder for me to understand because of her accent. We were in a loud bar, which didn’t help.
“Okay.” I tried to approach it more diplomatically, considering Claire had seemingly made up her mind. “But maybe Jane needs to stand up for herself and—”
“Lose her family?”
“For the person you love, maybe.”
Claire frowned and shook her head as if dismissing my argument.
“Besides, why would you want to be in a family who doesn’t love you for who you are. What kinda family is that?” My voice rose, and other people in the queue were looking at us.
“Wow, Stace.” Claire developed a little bit of a sass that I really didn’t appreciate. “Looking a little high and mighty there.”
I felt instant offense to the point my blood might have started boiling.
“This is Northern Ireland. People can be really small-minded, and maybe your parents were cool when you came out, but not everyone gets a perfect little coming out story.”
“And you think I did?” I couldn’t contain the rage pulsating any longer.
“Sure looks that way—”
“Well, I fucking didn’t, okay?”
Claire looked stunned, and all forms of disagreement vanished.
“That’s why I left Winnipeg,” I said, unaware of how much my parents’ disapproval of my sexuality still haunted me. “That’s why I don’t spend more than three days with them anymore. That’s why I haven’t been home in two years, and that’s why Jane needs to get out of there.” My breathing was out of control, and I could feel my hands shaking. “Because hate like that…eats you alive.”
Before I had a moment to react, Claire had pulled me into a hug. It caught me off guard. The pressure of someone holding me for a few seconds seemed to banish the anger. My shoulders untensed, and I could breathe normally again. I hugged her back.
“I’m sorry,” she said and pulled back with a caring expression. “It wasn’t cool of me to just assume.” She motioned at the table. “That’s their shit that they need to figure out. I don’t want whatever they’re going through to come between us.”
“I couldn’t agree more.” I sighed in relief, and she smiled back.
Jonny approached us just as we made it to the top of the queue. He didn’t seem to pick up on our tension from before, but I think that was down to Claire’s determination to chase off any bad feelings. She obviously felt bad about the turn of conversation, and she was making it up to me by being extra smiley. She bought me a drink, and I didn’t miss the excitement when she touched my waist. We were moving through the crowd back to the table, and I rationalised that her hand placement was out of necessity rather than premediated, but it still felt nice.
I was satisfied when we arrived to a much calmer atmosphere at the table. In fact, they were quite obviously holding hands underneath, which was kind of sweet. Though it still created a mild frustration in me at the situation they were forced into. That Jane had to stay in the closet or risk losing her family and that Nuala had to hide their connection or risk losing her girlfriend.
Claire’s words repeated in my mind. It was their shit to figure out, and by their bashful smiles as Jonny teased them, it looked like they were.
After a few drinks, the night seemed to disappear before our eyes. Jonny was drunk, Nuala was struggling to keep her hands off Jane, and Claire was as giggly as anything. “Right, let’s go, girls.” Jonny was standing at the table, ushering us all to our feet. “Robin is about to go onstage, and he will kill me if I’m drunk. And late. Again.”
I hadn’t met Jonny’s boyfriend before, and I was very excited to go to a drag show. It just so happened that Robin, or rather, Robin Yer-Da, his stage name, was headlining tonight in one of the gay clubs. We started walking over to Union Street, and I only realised how drunk I was when the fresh crisp air hit me. I shivered, and it reminded me that summer was gone. I only had two and a half months left in Belfast. Maybe not even that long with Claire home, and that thought dampened my spirit.
“You all right, darlin?” Jonny wrapped his arm around my shoulder and snuggled close to me as we walked.
“Yeah.” I pecked his cheek but balked at the roughness of his stubble. He didn’t miss it.
“You’re such a lesbian.” His teasing caused my spirits to be resurrected again.
“And what?”
“Nothing, embrace it. In fact, embrace being single,” he screeched as loud as his voice could carry. I tried to shush him in embarrassment as people passing by laughed. Claire, Nuala, and Jane even cheered from their short distance behind us. When I glared at them, they were linking arms and laughing. “We’re getting you a lady tonight.”
“No.” I shook my head. “It’s too soon for all that.”
“Come on, you’d checked out on Melissa long ago. Besides, you’re due a bit of action. I dread to think how long it’s been.”
“Me too,” I joked, causing him to heckle me. I didn’t think it was possible, but Jonny got campier the more he drank. “But it wouldn’t be right.”
“Says who?” he asked, and I had to admit, I was having a hard time coming up with a good reason. But that was probably the drink. “Unless,” he sang mischievously and looked down at me with a smirk. “You’re already seeing someone?” I could feel my face scrunching up, but he didn’t give me a chance to say a word. “You and Claire are fucking, right?”
“What?” My voice rose, and I had to check over my shoulder make sure those lagging behind didn’t hear, but thankfully, they weren’t within listening range. “What are you talking about? Me and Claire aren’t…” I couldn’t even say the word; the thought of it set my pulse racing. “We’re just friends.”
“Well, that’s boring,” he grumbled. “I was convinced I saw sparks.”
“Between me and Claire?” I asked in disbelief.
“You two have amazing chemistry,” he remarked offhandedly, and it made me self-conscious. I knew I had feelings, however premature they might have been, but I didn’t think they were reciprocated; at least, not so overtly that Jonny had noticed. “Well, if it’s not happening now, it will be soon.”
“Jonny.” I sighed in a mixture of laughter and annoyance. “Nothing is going on. You need your eyes tested.”
“And you need to read the room, girl,” he said before motioning over his shoulder at the three behind us. “Twenty quid says Claire is staring at your ass right now.”
I shoved him in outrage. He stumbled off, seemingly pleased to have evoked this kind of reaction. I stole a glance back because I was curious, and to my surprising disappointment, Claire wasn’t paying me any attention. I couldn’t exactly analyse my disappointment at not holding her attention because Jonny came up alongside me again, still laughing mischievously.
“I’ll prove she’s into you,” he whispered and placed his arm over my shoulder. I tried to protest, but by his determined expression, I knew there was no point in reasoning with him. “You watch. By tomorrow morning, you’ll be waking up in her bed.”




  

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
    
CLAIRE BRENNAN
Radical bar was pumping by the time we passed through the doors. It wasn’t even that late. Or maybe it was. I’d lost all track of time after the sambuca shots in the pub. Radical wasn’t my favourite bar, mainly because it was such a fishing expedition with the amount of prowling singles about. But I had to show some support for Robin. It didn’t take long for us to find them towering over the crowds in their thigh-high laced boots. They looked gorgeous in a slinky dress showing a healthy bosom.
“Hello, ladies,” they greeted us with a kiss on either cheek. “And you must be the Canadian.” He said to Stacie, and her grin widened.
She had let out her ponytail, freeing her hair, and I couldn’t deny how sexy she looked. It didn’t help that the heat in the club had made her remove her sweater, leaving her in just a little black tank top. If I wasn’t attracted to her before…even her forearms were attractive.
I didn’t want to go there, I told myself, especially when we were living together. She was just out of a serious relationship, and I wasn’t exactly in the best place for it. I needed a friend more. While my mind was determined to remain platonic, my libido was sending mixed messages. I was going to have to switch to icy water, or I would never make it through the night with her looking that good.
“I saved you a table, my love,” Robin said and proceeded to kiss Jonny passionately. With a lot of tongue. We were all used to this kind of display, except for Stacie, who adorably didn’t know where to look.
There was a little booth at the front just below the stage, and all six of us took a seat. Robin ordered a bottle of prosecco that didn’t go too far. Another bottle was set in front of us just as Robin Yer-Da was called to the stage.
The best part of a drag show was the lip syncing. It had to be perfect, and it was even better when it was a cheesy 90’s tune from my childhood. The rubbish choreography was all part of the show, and my throat was hoarse from all the hollering. The muscles in my neck were glad when the queens disappeared, and a DJ set up their decks for the night.
I excused myself to nip to the unisex toilets, and when I was back, I spotted Jonny and Stacie dancing. They were laughing and messing around with playful dance moves. I went in search of Nuala and Jane, not feeling in the mood to dance just yet. They were making out in a dark corner in the smoking area, and I decided to leave them to it. Who was I to break up a reunion? It wasn’t like they could show affection in public anywhere else. This was their only space.
I went back into the club and ended up at the bar. With a bottle of water in hand, I turned around, and my gaze returned to the dance floor. Jonny wasn’t there anymore, but I spotted Stacie.
She wasn’t alone. There were two women dancing with her, and I watched for a moment, unable to put my finger on an uneasiness in the pit of my stomach. It was a little uncomfortable. I wished I could avert my eyes, I tried to, but they kept springing back to her like a magnet. It was like a car crash, and I knew I wasn’t going to like what I was about to see, but I couldn’t help it.
Jonny came out of the crowd and approached me. It was probably the only reason I stopped watching Stacie. He said something to me, but I couldn’t hear over the thumping music.
“What?” I yelled back.
“Why don’t you join her?”
“Who?” I played dumb.
“Jane and Nuala,” he deadpanned. “Stacie,” he shouted as if it was obvious. I just scrunched up my face, dismissing the suggestion. “If you don’t, someone else will.” He motioned at the dance floor, and my stomach dropped.
There weren’t two women with Stacie anymore but just one. They were dancing much closer. I was mildly relieved that there was only a little physical contact. But by the look in the woman’s eyes, I’d have guessed touching was inevitable. I recognised the uneasiness swirling inside; it was jealousy, but I refused to reveal it to Jonny.
“She’s cute,” I said, and Jonny scoffed. “Stace has good taste.”
“You’re not fooling anyone.” He laughed and took a drink from his cup.
“She just broke up with her girlfriend,” I grumbled, feeling as though he was wearing me down. His expression softened, and I could never resist those baby blue eyes. He’d been my work husband for years, and I’d never kept things from him before. Why start now? “Besides, it’s not like anything could happen. Office policy, remember?” He rolled his eyes in annoyance. “I don’t want to end up hiding like Nuala and Jane. And anyway…” My eyes found Stacie again, and I didn’t miss the clenching on my heart. “She’s leaving.”
“Shit,” he said, looking a little regretful. “You really do like her.” I heard the bittersweet edge to his voice.
“Even if I did…” I wasn’t brave enough to voice it. “It’s too complicated to do anything about it.”
“For what it’s worth.” He side-eyed me but kept his focus on Stacie. “She likes you too.”
That caused a heartbreaking optimism in my soul. I wanted to smile with delight, but it hurt knowing it could never amount to anything. Stacie was a wonderful person, inside and out, and seeing as it wasn’t practical for us to be anything more, I would have to settle for being her friend. I wanted to grill Jonny a little more on that revelation, but Stacie had emerged from the dance floor and was moving in our direction.
“Hey,” she said before her eyes honed in on what was in my hands. “Is that water?”
“Yeah.” I laughed, passing the bottle to her.
“Thirsty work out there,” Jonny teased.
“Yeah, no thanks to you,” she said in annoyance before handing me back the bottle.
“What’d I do?” he said.
“You ditched me with her.” There was an edge of irritation to her voice, and I was a little happy she wasn’t enjoying the attention. While she didn’t notice it, the woman who she was dancing with had followed her and was approaching from behind. I tried to warn her, but I didn’t have a chance. “I couldn’t get away—”
“Hey, gorgeous,” the woman husked into Stacie’s ear as her hands boldly snaked onto her hips. I felt instantly protective, especially when I noted Stacie’s shock, followed by discomfort. The woman, who was sweaty and much older, looked too familiar. Like I’d seen her here every weekend hitting on a new woman. It didn’t sit well with me. “Can I buy you a drink?”
Stacie’s panicked eyes landed on me, and I sprang into action. “I just ordered her one.”
The woman looked to me and had the audacity to scowl. “Who are you?”
“Her girlfriend.” It flew out of my mouth so confidently that Stacie’s mouth fell open in shock. I kind of liked seeing the reaction from her, but the other woman’s bewilderment just made it all the more amusing.
“Thanks, babe.” Stacie played along and wriggled her way out of the woman’s grasp to stand alongside me.
What I was most definitely not expecting was when Stacie took ahold of my jaw and kissed me. It couldn’t have been any more than a couple of seconds, but I was not prepared for the internal fireworks. It was overwhelming to feel so much energy from just one kiss. When her lips left mine again, a tingly sensation lingered, and I couldn’t get my brain to function properly for a moment or two.
Stacie turned back to the other woman, who looked pissed off. “Whatever,” she said, disappearing into the crowd.
“Thanks for that,” Stacie said to me.
I quickly composed myself. “No problem. We will have to beat them off with a stick next time.” Stacie returned the laugh just as Nuala and Jane approached us.
“Have fun, girls?” Jonny teased them.
I loved seeing them holding hands; it was super cute. Jane’s red lipstick from earlier was gone, and Nuala’s lips had a familiar rouge tint to them. Both of their eyes looked a little hooded and glazed, which I assume was from the alcohol and their steamy make-out session.
“We were actually thinking of calling it a night.”
I knew exactly what that meant. Nuala lived in Portadown, a bit too far for a taxi, and Jane was still living at home. This was a usual occurrence when they were drinking after work, and they were clearly angling for my spare room.
But of course, I didn’t have a spare room anymore.
“Me too,” Stacie said. “Do you want my room? I can bunk on the couch.”
“Only if you don’t mind.” Nuala grinned excitedly, and Stacie nodded. Jane could barely keep her hands off Nuala at hearing that. “But you should probably just sleep with Claire.” I panicked momentarily. “We can get pretty loud. That’s okay with you, Claire, right?” Nuala looked to me as if it were no big deal, and I was too afraid to see what Stacie’s expression was.
“Yeah, sure.” I nodded a couple of times, and when I glanced at Stacie, she wiped this deer-caught-in-the-headlights expression off her face and replaced it with an awkward smile.
“Cool,” Stacie said through a tight-lipped smile.
We left Jonny with Robin and went out into the night. The taxi ride home was sufficiently awkward. Nuala and Jane were doing a dance between kissing and giggling in the back seat. Stacie said very little. While I was up front thinking about the implications of sharing a bed with her.
It wouldn’t have been a big deal if we hadn’t just kissed and if I wasn’t madly attracted to her. The fact that Jonny indicated my attraction wasn’t one-sided was also floating around in my mind, and now, I was going out of my mind with the endless scenarios. The mental image of Stacie and I climbing into bed with each other was exhilarating, so much so that I had trouble thinking about anything else. But all the reasons why this wasn’t a good idea still remained. And those reasons would all be there the next morning when we had to live together. Hooking up with a roommate was never a good idea, especially one I worked with.
Stacie unlocked the front door, and without so much as a good night, Nuala and Jane went straight to Stacie’s room and locked the door. Stacie and I both found ourselves laughing at their antics.
“Can I borrow some pyjamas?” she asked as we got into my bedroom. “I don’t really fancy getting between those two horny dogs.”
I laughed and gestured to the dresser. “Sure, over there.”
I excused myself to use the bathroom to get ready for bed and tried desperately to ease my excited thoughts. We were just going to sleep next to each other. Clothed. Not touching. All night long. Without touching each other. I could do this. It wasn’t like we’d even be touching.
I came out of the bathroom and found Stacie in my oversized Gaelic shirt. She looked so hot that I had to avert my eyes to literally anywhere else.
I let the cold sheets settle my nerves while Stacie was in the bathroom. I focused on my breathing and rid my mind of any not-so-innocent thoughts. Even though my lady parts wanted something to happen, I refused to indulge it. She was barely single, and the last thing I needed was to be someone’s rebound.
“It’s freezing,” Stacie said as she closed my bedroom door and joined me in bed.
“Do you want some sweatpants?” I asked, ready to get out of bed to retrieve them.
“No, I’m sure I’ll warm up in no time.” The suggestion was there, but I told myself she wasn’t flirting. She had turned on her side to face me, but I stared up at the ceiling regardless. The energy felt electric, and I knew if she touched me, I would lose all resolve. “Tonight was fun.”
“Yeah.” My voice sounded a little breathless, which infuriated me. Be cool. “Yeah, it was good craic.” I was glad my voice was more in control this time.
“Thanks for helping me out with that girl too.” Her tone was playful, and it felt as though her eyes were burning holes in the side of my face. “I didn’t think I’d ever get rid of her.”
I chuckled. “No problem.” A silence followed, and I was just about to roll over to turn off the light when she spoke up.
“That was some kiss,” she said daringly, and it caused my heart rate to soar. It felt loud and angry in my eardrums, and I was sure she could hear it.
“Yeah, it was,” I whispered and mistakenly glanced at her.
Her eyes seemed darker, her lips were parted, and I could feel her breath on my face. I hadn’t realised just how close she was, but it was intentional. Her unbreakable gaze couldn’t have been mistaken for anything else. I couldn’t tear my eyes from her, even though my brain was telling me to stop. That this was a bad idea. I was frozen in place until her hand brushed my arm under the covers, and it was as if the sensation of my touch caused her to shudder. Before I knew what I was doing, I leaned forward and kissed her.
Her hand was in my hair, pulling me closer. She deepened our kiss, and I propped myself up on my elbow to get better access. She was insatiable, and every nerve in my body seemed to awaken. Our heavy breathing surrounded us as I gripped her waist. Stacie didn’t waste time positioning me between her legs. A moan escaped both of us. I was a little relieved to be wearing pyjama bottoms because I would have been a goner if, like her, I was only in my underwear. That thought alone was fuelling my hurried movements.
“Wait,” she said, pulling free of my kiss.
“Are you okay?” I raised myself off her fully.
“Is this a bad idea?” she asked as something resembling concern peppered its way onto her expression. That pure lust was still there, but the concern seemed to overpower it.
“Yes.” I said getting off her and resting back on my heels. She sat up too and faced me on the bed. She ran her hand through her hair worryingly, and I couldn’t banish my annoyance at my lack of control. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have kissed you. I thought you wanted me to—”
“I did.” She groaned in annoyance. “Trust me, I want you to. I wanted you to rip my clothes off.” A rush of exhilaration passed through me, making my knees wobble, but Stacie’s torn expression told me there was more. “But it’s not a good idea. Right?” She phrased it like a question. It seemed as though she knew the answer but wanted me to prove her wrong.
“Right.” I sighed as my brain finally reminded me of all the ways it was most certainly a bad idea. “We live together.”
“And work together.”
“You’re just out of a serious relationship.”
“And you’ve got enough going on with your mom.”
“And you’re leaving.” I said and didn’t miss the way my voice dropped. Her eyes softened sadly, and I felt transparent, as if she could see everything inside.
“And I’m leaving,” she repeated sadly before leaning forward and resting her forehead against mine. I liked feeling her this close, but it hurt nonetheless. “I don’t want to hurt you,” she said, and it touched me to my core.
“I don’t want to be hurt.” It came out a little lost, and her hands found mine. They were soft and a little on the cold side, but her touch ignited something in me. A hopefulness that I wasn’t used to. “But I like you.” She tilted her head back so it was no longer touching mine, and she smiled at me. Being on the receiving end of that smile made me feel so complete.
“I like you too,” she said and pecked my lips briefly. My eyes were still closed when she pulled back and cupped my cheek. “Maybe we just need to take things slowly.” I nodded, feeling more emotionally tethered to her. “Figure things out before…”
“I rip your clothes off?” I teased, and it caused her to bat my arm out of what appeared to be embarrassment. “What? You said it.”
“I haven’t had sex in a really long time, okay?” she said playfully, and then a more serious expression passed over her features. “But at the same time, I don’t want to rush into anything.”
“Then we wait,” I said, satisfied we were on the same page and more satisfied that we didn’t rush into something we might have both regretted.
I switched off the light and lay down again as Stacie burrowed into my side. I raised my arm up, and she closed the gap, resting her head in the crook of my arm. She breathed contently, hugging me closer, and I couldn’t have felt more assured in the decision to resist going any further.
It felt right as I kissed her head and whispered, “Good night.”




  

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
    
STACIE FARRAN
It felt like a dream, one that I might have believed couldn’t possibly have happened. That was, until I felt Claire shift next to me.
“Morning.” She kissed me before cuddling a little closer. It was natural, and I could feel myself humming into her body. Her hand on my hip felt really nice too.
“How long have you been awake?” I asked.
“I’m only awake, don’t worry. I didn’t hear you snore.”
“As if.” I kissed her again, and this time, she deepened it. It was only then that I realised she’d been up a little longer than she’d let on. “You brushed your teeth.”
“Yeah.” She grinned apologetically and tried to kiss me again.
“Not until I’ve brushed mine too.” I was out of bed like a shot. After my trip to the bathroom, I was glad to see her still in bed.
She watched me every step of the way, and it was invigorating. It gave me a spring in my step, which was amazing considering how much I’d had to drink. Things probably should have been more awkward between us today. After all, we’d transitioned from friends to more-than-friends overnight. That usually would have done something to the dynamic, but that didn’t appear to be the case. At least, not yet.
“You look so good in my shirt.”
“Hmm, you should see me without it.”
Claire groaned, pulling the duvet over her head. “Please don’t tease me.”
“Sorry, force of habit,” I said once I was under the covers. She leaned over and pulled me closer to her. Her kiss was soft and soothing. I was still getting used to it, used to seeing her this way, and I could confidently stay cocooned all day in her bed.
“It’s kinda weird that this”—she motioned at the sliver of space between us—“isn’t weird.”
I couldn’t have agreed more. We laughed about the absurdity of it all but that didn’t stop us from making out for at least half an hour. Claire was unexpectantly affectionate. It was something I wasn’t really expecting but very much enjoyed.
She kept that affectionate side at bay when we were around others. When we were sharing a cup of tea with Nuala and Jane, we didn’t let on. We’d decided that the fewer people who knew about us, the better. I think we got away with it too, and as soon as Jane and Nuala left the apartment, she was quick to make it up to me.
We spent the rest of the day in comfy bliss. Drinking tea, cuddling on the couch with Freddie, and watching bad TV. It was the most perfect Saturday.
“You fell asleep,” I whispered, but Claire didn’t budge. She was pressed up against me with her head resting on my chest. I didn’t reveal that she’d fallen asleep about twenty minutes into the movie. I just enjoyed having her so close. “Hey, Claire. Wake up,” I said as the credits rolled.
“Hmm?”
“You should go to bed.”
“Will you come too?” She peeked open one eye adorably. I had to laugh. She was a little bit irresistible.
“Okay.”
I’d gone from having zero in-person contact in a relationship to having them around twenty-four seven. We literally lived in the same house. While I thought I should have slept in my own bed, the boundaries blurred quickly. The truth was that I wanted to sleep next to Claire. As long as she was okay with it.
“Will you set the alarm?” she asked. I tilted my head in confusion as she got into bed next to me. “Thought we were doing the sunrise social tomorrow.” I groaned, and Claire took humour in it. “You’re the one who wanted to do the hike.”
“But on a Sunday morning? I’m still a little hungover.”
“We don’t have to.”
“No, we should,” I said, albeit grudgingly.
I’d signed up during the week, and Claire had agreed to come along too. She’d said she wanted to finally climb up Cavehill, and while we could both agree that spending all day in bed would have been more fun, we probably should have honoured our commitment.
The alarm ringing at four a.m. was not pleasant. Getting out of the car and making the hour-long hike in the freezing cold, wasn’t pleasant either, but I was in great company. There was limited visibility due to the early morning dusk, but that just made every trip and slip funnier. It was nice because we didn’t know anyone, so we didn’t have to worry about anyone raising a brow at our flirting.
There were all kinds of people, groups of friends, singles, and even some with dogs and children. There was a great sense of community. I really enjoyed the incline. After spending the previous day lounging about with Claire, it felt good to get moving. I used to do walks like this all the time at home. Joffrey Lake and the Grouse Grind were definitely more challenging than Cavehill, though perhaps that was partly because I’d done them on my own. Having Claire with me made the entire experience more fun. Maybe that was just her as a person.
“What are you thinking about?” Claire asked, bumping her shoulder into mine. “You got all quiet and…sad.”
“Did I?”
“A little.”
I took her hand and didn’t miss the cute smile that appeared. “I was just thinking about home.” She watched me whimsically. “The hikes I used to do in Vancouver. They were a bit bigger than this.”
“Yeah, I know.” She rolled her eyes playfully. “Luke took me to Brother’s Creek, and I didn’t think I was gonna make it. Literally, I told him to leave me behind.”
I loved hearing Claire’s laugh, it was infectious. “I’m not surprised, that’s a brutal trail. What was he thinking?”
She laughed along with me. “I’m more of a beach girl.”
“Me too. I wish I’d gotten to show you around Vancouver,” I said, feeling that sense of regret. “I would have taken you down to Sunset Beach or taken you to see the best sunrise in all of Vancouver.”
“That would have been really nice.” She smiled, and it was a little sad, and it prompted me to pull back on her hand to get her to face me.
“I would have taken you to this amazing little Thai restaurant off Robson.”
She smiled the bashful way that I loved to see.
“I would have probably taken you for cocktails at this really swanky place downtown, the kind of place with no prices on the menu.” I paused for dramatic effect.
“Oh, you’re spoiling me now.”
“I know how to treat a lady. And then, I’d have made sure you got home okay.” I took a step closer, and she rested her forehead to mine. “And I’d have wanted to kiss you good night.” I waited momentarily, not wanting to rush things, just in case she was apprehensive because we were in public. Not that anyone could really see us. Her lips grazed mine, and I could feel her leaning against me.
The heat of her body caused a warmth in the pit of my stomach. I felt her inhale sharply, telling me she felt it too. Her thighs pressed against mine, heating them up and making me deepen the kiss. I enjoyed roaming from her hips to a little lower. She laughed when I cupped her ass.
“Oh, I see the kind of woman you are.”
“No.” I giggled, and she stepped away from me to continue walking.
“You almost had me there. You Canuck lesbians are all the same. Only after one thing.”
While Claire was clearly teasing, I didn’t like being compared to her fling in Vancouver. I wouldn’t even compare what we had with whatever silly little thing she had with Sian. “She’s a fuck boy.” I could hear the disgruntlement in my voice.
“You could be a fuck boy,”
“Well, if you think that, then clearly, I’m doing something wrong,” I said, feeling a little miffed.
“I’m only messing.” She grabbed my hand and bumped my shoulder again. I doubted she’d picked up on my hurt feelings, but part of me was glad because I was being a little sensitive. Most likely because I could feel myself really liking Claire. And that was a little scary, given our little time together.
We could see the final summit in the distance, and she was determined. Her pace was a little tough to keep up with, but we made it. I could see the sunrise threatening to break through the horizon. The view was spectacular, and the air was crisp. Claire found us a spot to the side, away from the crowds. We pulled a blanket from my backpack and two flasks of tea.
She raised her flask to mine. “Cheers.”
The tea burned my tongue, but it was nice to get some heat into my bones. A comfortable silence settled over us as Claire pointed to different parts of Belfast. She knew a lot, and I loved hearing about some of the history of certain areas. It was pretty cool seeing the peace wall that divided the city. I’d seen it up close, but it was startling seeing it split the city apart. It reminded me of the conflict here and how the Troubles still impacted some people I’d come to care for.
“My dad’s memorial is right down there.” She pointed, but I couldn’t be sure of the actual location. A sadness seeped into the air. I think she felt the change, but she looked too lost in thought to address it.
“I’m sorry you never got to know him.”
“It’s okay. You can’t miss someone you never knew.” Her words were empty, and it felt like she’d said that phrase a few times before. Perhaps a lot over the years. That made me really sad. “Just the idea of it, you know.” I wanted to delve more, to know more about Claire’s childhood, but everything about her tone and body language told me it was off-limits. It was disheartening, but I respected it. “Besides, I have a dad. Mum used to say my stepdad was sent to us by my real dad.” I smiled at the positive way of looking at a very sad situation. “That he’d take care of us.”
“That’s really sweet.” Claire’s stepdad seemed like one of the best role models in her life. She always spoke so highly of him. “What does your dad do?”
“He was a teacher, but he’s retired now. Happily so.” A hint of a smile appeared.
“I bet.”
“What about your folks?” Claire asked but stopped herself. As if she felt she was trespassing. “We don’t have to talk about them.”
“It’s cool, there’s no hard feelings there. My dad owns a Tim Hortons franchise.”
“Wow, that’s definitely the most Canadian thing ever. That would be like if my mum worked for Guiness.”
I had to laugh. “Yeah, my dad is very proud to be Canadian. He is actually training my brother to take over for him when he retires.” I shook my head, feeling a sense of disassociation, a lack of emotion that was common when I talked about my family. We weren’t close. At least, I wasn’t with them. “He will probably train my nephew to take it over, and so on and so forth. A generational nightmare.” Claire didn’t say anything but looked like she had something to share. “What?”
“Nothing, you just don’t talk about your family much.”
“There’s not much to say. They live simple lives, and that makes them happy.”
“You never wanted it?”
“No way.” I couldn’t hide my complete rejection of the idea. “Besides, it’s not like I could be myself. Not really.” I tilted my head, and Claire reached for my hand. It was a nice gesture, and I relished the warmth. “I don’t even have a faith anymore. So when I go back there, I regress into this quiet and devout person again. Being the perfect daughter.” I shook my head, feeling shame at how much I hid myself from them.
“You don’t have to be perfect,” Claire said, and her eyes held mine for a moment. “Not around me anyway.” Her words touched me in a way she would never know. I felt closer to her, like maybe she understood me.
Something in the distance caught my eye, and I didn’t miss the way Claire squeezed my hand in anticipation.
“Look,” she whispered.
My eyes were already glued to the horizon. The crowds around us caught sight of the sun, and a second later, the entire mountain was silent. It was intimate and a little magical. The city seemed still and calm. Like time stood still. It felt we were in on a secret, a sight no one before us had witnessed. The serenity of watching the sun peek above the mist and reveal itself. I was so mesmerised that I hadn’t realised Claire was staring at me. She held eye contact with me for a moment, and I couldn’t help but feel overwhelming gratitude. Glad that I was here with her. In that moment, nothing else mattered. She rested her head on my shoulder, and we watched the sunrise together.
I didn’t want the weekend to end. I didn’t want to leave our little cocoon. Even Freddie was pissed when Monday morning rolled around. Claire was working from home in the morning so she could go to the hospital in the afternoon. It was good because I could face the gang without her. We’d agreed to keep things under wraps. It was too complicated to bring anyone else in on whatever was brewing between us. It was nice too. A precious secret that I wanted to protect.
It didn’t take long for Friday night to emerge in conversation. Jonny didn’t bring up our kiss, and I was relieved that I’d gotten away with it. They didn’t seem to suspect anything was going on with me and Claire. And that was the way we wanted it to stay.
Claire didn’t get home until late on Monday. I was already into bed, and surprisingly, I didn’t mind when her cold body snuggled up to me. I was just glad she was home. I’d worried about her all evening. Once she was in bed, I could tell she was emotionally drained. Her energy was nonexistent, and I knew better than to ask about it. She needed rest and seemed to drift off easily next to me. I took comfort in that.
In the morning light, she talked a bit about her mom on the way to work. “It just feels like one step forward and two steps back,” she said as we waited at the traffic lights. She was distracted. She had been all morning. They’d decreased her mom’s medication yesterday because they thought they were seeing improvements. Claire had been excited about it, but it turned out her mom had some kind of reaction. The doctors didn’t have a choice but to put her medication back up again.
I could tell by her body language that she was feeling pretty deflated. “It’s still early days, right?”
“I don’t remember it taking this long last time,” she said coldly. It worried me how low she was getting. I could only imagine just how much it consumed her mind. I felt helpless, like there was nothing I could say or do to make it better. “She doesn’t even sound the same.” She shook her head as if ridding herself of the memory. “Whatever. It is what it is.”
“Are you sure you’re ready to come into the office today?” I asked as the light turned green, and we walked across the intersection.
“Yeah. Trust me, it’s better than being alone.” Her voice was dull and empty, and it prompted me to do something I wouldn’t typically do in public.
“Hey.” I took her hand and made her stop on the sidewalk. “You’re not alone.”
She cracked a smile, and for just a glimpse, her eyes didn’t look so lost. I dropped her hand again to ensure no one saw it. “I like holding your hand,” she said, showing a cheeky smirk. “But not this close to work. I really don’t need another reason for HR to hate me.”
“Fuck HR,” I said. She laughed at my bluntness. “They’ll have to go through me first.”
“Oh,” she said playfully, “watch out, Diana.”
We made our way into the office. Claire took a seat at her desk, and I was glad that Nuala was working from home today so I got a seat next to Jane. It was only a stone’s throw from Claire and Jonny’s desk anyway. However, it felt weird sitting elsewhere. I always sat at Claire’s desk, but I couldn’t exactly ask her to move. It was her space. I had just been borrowing it these last few months.
“Hey,” Jane said, barely tearing her eyes from her laptop. “Nice weekend?”
“Yeah, it was quiet. Didn’t do much,” I lied. It had been anything but quiet. I could feel Claire’s eyes on me as well, but I didn’t dare look. She had a way of making me lose all my resolve with one suggestive glance.
“Coffee, girls?” Jonny looked smart in his navy suit pants and a crisp, blue shirt. “It’s Monday, after all. Let’s start the week with a good old cup of anxiety.”
Jane and Claire said yes, and I decided to give him a hand in the kitchen. The kettle was barely on when he launched into an interrogation.
“Well, what happened with you two on Friday night?” His voice was hushed, even though we were alone.
It didn’t stop me from panicking. I thought I’d gotten away with it. “What?” I focused on making coffee, but I could feel my face heating up.
“Oh, come on. I was there when you kissed. There’s no way you didn’t go home and scissor all night.”
“Jesus, Jonny!” My voice reached a high I wasn’t expecting. I was embarrassed that the whole office had probably heard. “Nothing happened, okay.” I hushed, still trying to rein in my erratic breathing. He’d flustered me with such a wild, yet enticing, suggestion that I struggled to get my brain to work properly.
“That’s boring. Well, at least I was right about something.”
“What?”
“You ended up in her bed.”
I was stunned. Speechless. How’d he know?
He tilted his head, obviously confused with my reaction. “Because Jane and Nuala stole your bed.”
“Oh right. Yeah.” I could have kicked myself for being so uncool. I went about making hot drinks as a distraction and made it my mission to change the topic. “How was your weekend?”
“Good. Robin and I went to see his folks on Saturday, and then, we were so very homosexual and went to a garden centre on Sunday.”
“I believe straight people go to garden centres too.”
“Yeah, but I’m sure they have some self-control.” He threw me a shameful expression that made me laugh.
“Oh no. How many plants did you buy?”
“I don’t want to.” He bit his lip adorably. “There was a sale. Okay, no, there wasn’t, but they had an autumn display, and I just couldn’t stop myself.”
“I’m not judging. I love fall. I get it. I would have done the same thing if Freddie could be trusted with plants in the house.”
Jonny was green-thumbed, and it was something I loved about him. I was only in his apartment once, but it had put my plant collection to shame. He shared a one-bedroom with Robin, and their place was like a beautiful green oasis. Hanging plants and luscious greenery dotted the space. Most of our conversations centred around plants.
“I got the prettiest fern, you will love it. Oh, and so many new pots.”
“Did Robin try to stop you from buying so much?”
He laughed ashamedly. “He did rein me in a bit. I’m just glad I found a man who shares my love for plants.”
I smiled, thinking about how good they were together, though I couldn’t help but feel a pang of sadness. It was jealousy, and I couldn’t quite figure out why.
“Sorry, love.” His face faltered. “I know you’re going through a breakup. I shouldn’t be going on and on about my relationship.”
“No, don’t be silly. I love hearing about you and Robin.”
“He’s not all that great,” he said, collecting his drink and Claire’s tea while I lifted mine and Jane’s cups. “I could make you feel better by telling you all the things he does to drive me crazy.”
“Maybe later,” I said and took a seat. I started up my computer and thought about why I was feeling down. It had come out of nowhere. Jonny had thought I was upset because of my breakup. It made me feel shitty to admit that it wasn’t because of Melissa. I wasn’t heartbroken. Oddly. Which just told me how overdue our breakup really was. I felt sad that Melissa was hurting, but we weren’t meant to be. And this past weekend with Claire had just reinforced how easy it could be with the right person. The sadness overwhelmed me again, and I struggled to understand why. It was thinking about Claire. A relationship with her. A future with her. It filled me with sadness and uncertainty. Perhaps that was because there was no future with her.
An instant message popped up from Claire: You okay?
I glanced in her direction, and she was watching me with concerned eyes. I hadn’t realised my internal feelings had made their way on to my expression. I, especially, didn’t want to concern Claire with something silly when she had enough going on. We both knew what this was. It was casual. And it had an expiration date. One which could be sooner than either of us really knew. Claire didn’t look like she was going back to Vancouver anytime soon. With her home, I had no place in Belfast. I didn’t even have a desk of my own. We were never supposed to be in the same place at the same time.
Yeah, I’m good, I said. Just prepping for a call I have with one of your clients.
Okay, I couldn’t help but hear you shout at Jonny. Did he say something to you?
No lol. You know Jonny, he was just being his usual inappropriate and vulgar self.
Sounds about right.
What time is your call with Luke?
This afternoon. He has no idea I am about to ask him to take over for me. I just put so much time and effort into this job-sharing day, and I think it will really make a difference in Vancouver.
Luke won’t have a problem with that. He’s pretty good that way.
I thought fondly of my only work friend. Luke was a little bit goofy, but I could tell he was a good guy. He was a lot more tolerable than the rest on my team, though from what Claire had said, they’d pulled up their bootstraps considerably. Perhaps it wouldn’t be so bad going back to Vancouver, especially if I was going back to a functioning office. I couldn’t help feeling that it would still not have an inch on Belfast. That could have been because of another reason, though.




  

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
    
CLAIRE BRENNAN
The foyer of Glenavy Retreat was about as depressing as the rest of the place. I hated being here. I hated the stale, sterile air and the noises. Strange sounds, mixed with shouting, that echoed down the halls and into the foyer. I wondered how the staff could bear it when it got really loud, which I knew it did. I’d been here before when it had.
I was bobbing my knee up and down so fast that it somehow managed to attract the receptionist’s attention. I never knew how it held her attention over the sensory overload elsewhere. The older woman peeked above the rim of her glasses at my knee and slowly moved up to my eyes. Her unimpressed glare prompted me to cross my legs instead.
It was the worst place in the world. I was sure of it. Even its smell made me queasy. A combination of urine, lavender, and disinfectant. There were magazines in the foyer that I could have grabbed to distract myself, but they were ancient and probably riddled with germs.
I bit my lip nervously and instantly regretted it. My chapped and bruised lips were a reminder of last night. The memory sent a jolt of excitement straight between my hips that made the waiting chair a little comfortable. I had to really try to banish the image of Stacie’s lips, even though I wasn’t sure it was possible. Kissing her was one of my favourite things to do, and she seemed to enjoy it just as much.
It had been a week since we’d first started seeing each other as “more than” friends. However, when I really thought about it, I’d had feelings for Stacie for months, even if they were more of a crush. There had been attraction from our very first video call, but every email, text, and call afterward had nurtured that physicality into something more. Perhaps it was because we were friends first that the transition into romantic felt more amplified. I felt close to her. I loved waking up beside her, and she seemed to manage to brighten my day. Which wasn’t easy, considering I was in this hellish place most days.
That wasn’t really me. I’d never fallen for someone this fast. It usually took me months to get this comfortable. I’d borrowed her toothbrush this morning, for Christ’s sake. It worried me how much I cared for her, but at the same time, I refused to let myself overanalyse what it meant. Our relationship had an expiration date, even if I wished it didn’t. I didn’t want to put more weight into my feelings for Stacie when keeping things light made more sense. For everyone. That way, I’d not get hurt. I just couldn’t deal with any more hardship right now.
The hallway door creaked open, and I practically jumped up, expecting to see my mother, but sadly, it was a group of nurses going on break. I should have known Mum wouldn’t be out of her room yet. While she was improving, it wasn’t going to be fast. I hadn’t seen her in a couple of days, but Paula had been here yesterday and told me I had to see her today. Marty had granted me the afternoon off; I was ahead of things, and it was technically a public holiday in Vancouver anyway.
“Claire?” Mum’s nurse appeared around the corner. I could never remember her name, and it was just too awkward to ask now. She motioned for me to follow. I didn’t miss the slight excitement on her face and took that to be a good thing.
“How’s she doing?” I asked as we walked to her room.
“Good.” She beamed in a way that felt genuine. “You’ll see for yourself. She’s really turned a corner.”
“Okay,” I said but could hear the apprehension. I’d heard it all before.
“She was asking for you this morning.”
“Really?”
The nurse locked eyes with me. “This is what I’m telling you, Claire. Your mum is doing good.” I felt that glimmer of hope that had taunted me before. “Your sister was here yesterday, and they talked for an hour about the wedding. Just three months? How exciting.”
“Yeah.” I’d put the wedding to the back of my mind. And while I felt guilty for having done that to Paula, I got the feeling her head was focused on Mum as well. “Can’t wait,” I added just as we reached Mum’s door.
“I’ll leave you to it. You know where the buzzer is if you need anything.”
I nodded and braced myself. I hadn’t wanted to get my hopes up. I hadn’t wanted to imagine the way Mum was before I’d left for Vancouver. Because if she wasn’t that person, it would just leave me with unbearable disappointment. I could feel the shake in my hand as I reached for the doorknob. I felt the same way I did when I was seventeen. The first time I’d visited Glenavy Retreat hoping to see my mum but finding someone entirely different, a clone of her. That memory was one of my core childhood memories, and it haunted me every time I was about to walk into her room. I feared that would be who I saw today.
I opened the door, holding my breath, and was overjoyed to see my mum was there in the armchair. “Claire.” Her voice was even and warm. Her smile was bright. Her hair was combed back into a low ponytail, her usual style. Even the knowledge that she had managed to get herself dressed and ready this morning made my eyes water. She placed her magazine to the side, giving me her full attention. She stood, and there were no wires coming out of her arm.
Seeing her like this had an overwhelming effect on me. I could feel my eyes stinging. I tried desperately to stop it. “Mum,” It came out croaky and full of hopelessness.
Her face fell sadly, but she kept a caring smile on. She pulled me into a hug. “I’m sorry, baby.” Her scent surrounded me. It created an ocean of emotions. Relief and gratitude were immeasurable and encompassing. I had no idea how much I’d needed a hug from her. “It’s okay, I’m here. I’m not going anywhere.”
Her words kept triggering more tears. I could feel her shame, and I wished I could have articulated the words to say I wasn’t angry. I was just glad she was here. I pulled back and found myself staring at her in disbelief.
“Don’t look too closely. Jessica hasn’t brought me my makeup yet.”
I had to laugh and couldn’t stop smiling. I took a seat in the armchair next to her. “How are you feeling?”
“Better.” She sighed. “It got so very dark there.” Her smile faltered, and I felt guilty. Responsible again for not spotting the signs. “It all got on top of me.”
“I wished you’d told us. Told me…that you were struggling.”
“You were away—”
“That’s not an excuse.” I could hear my voice rising a little.
“I didn’t want to worry you.” That eased me and tamed the overwhelming guilt for a moment. “You had this amazing job to do, and you were so excited to go. I don’t want you wasting your life on me.”
“You’re my mum.”
“Exactly, I’m the mum. Not you. I thought I could handle it myself. And then, I had a drink.” There was shame on her face, and she shook her head in disgust. “It was only one. Just one. But the next day, it was only two. And…well, that was the beginning of it all. I couldn’t stop.”
I reached across, holding her hand in an effort to relay that I wasn’t disappointed.
“I’m so sorry I let you all down. Three years sober, gone.”
“You’re two weeks sober,” I said, and she nodded, but that shame was still there. “That counts for something.”
She didn’t look like she’d taken in what I’d said. “Never again, Claire, I won’t do that to you or myself again. I’ve told the girls too.” Mum was determined, and I believed her. I believed she would do everything to take care of herself. And I would make sure I was here to help her every step of the way.
“We’re all here for you.”
“And you shouldn’t be,” she said, frustrated. “Your sister should be at home relaxing. The baby is due any day now. Paula should be picking out flowers and cakes for the wedding. And you…should be very far away right now.”
Her guilt looked unbearable. I wanted to do something to ease it. It wasn’t good for her recovery, and we didn’t harbour any great deal of annoyance. Far from it. I was just glad she was okay. “Don’t worry about that now.”
“Isn’t your work annoyed? How can you do your job when that girl from Canada is doing it?”
“I was going to be finished in a couple of weeks anyway, they aren’t annoyed.” I downplayed it, but that didn’t stop my thoughts from going to Stacie. And her imminent departure. “And Stacie is still here. She’s living with me.”
“Oh?” Mum looked surprised. “What’s she like?”
“She’s lovely. A hard worker,” I said, trying to sound as professional as possible. I couldn’t risk Mum figuring out anything was going on. She would just get her hopes up that I’d found a wife.
“Just like you. A hard worker,” Mum said proudly. “I just wouldn’t want anything coming in the way of your career. You’ve that big job.” She had never worked in an office. For a time, she’d cleaned offices and did other side jobs to pay the bills. She used to tell her friends about me and my “big” job. It was thoughtful, even though I’d told her countless times that it wasn’t a big deal. She was very supportive of my education and career. I got the feeling it made her proud. “Is she pretty?”
“Mum,” I reprimanded, knowing her angle.
“What?”
“I don’t see her that way.” I could feel my face getting hot.
“I’m not asking do you fancy her. I’m just asking…so you don’t have eyes to see if a woman is pretty or not—”
“She’s nice, okay. She’s very lovely.”
Mum smirked in the annoyingly knowing way that she did, and it made me flustered.
“She’s a nice person, okay.”
“I bet she is,” Mum said before narrowing her eyes suspiciously. “Must be why you like her.”
I didn’t even dignify it with a response. It would be a clear admission. And I wasn’t prepared for that conversation. Especially when no one else knew. “What time is Jessica getting here?”
Mum smiled at my change in topic, but she didn’t push for any more info on Stacie, thankfully. “Soon, I think.”
“I’ll wait until she gets here.”
“No, you will not.” She cut me off. “It’s after half four, you’ll get stuck in all the traffic if you don’t go.” I tried to protest. “You’re back tomorrow, right?” I begrudgingly nodded. “Then, off you go and see Jonny and the girls. You always go to the pub with your mates on a Friday, and I won’t hear any different.”
“Mum…”
“You heard me,” she said happily, and I couldn’t vocalise how much I missed seeing her face. “Besides, I’m sure there’s a very nice woman waiting at the bar with your mates.”
I rolled my eyes but couldn’t stay mad at her. Not when, for a while there, I didn’t know if I’d ever see her be herself again. Just looking at her was overwhelming me with happiness. “It’s really good to see you.” I could hear the emotion in my voice.
“It’s good to see you too,” Mum returned in a way that somehow managed to settle a weight that had been on my shoulders for weeks, maybe even months. “I missed you, love.”
“I missed you too.”
Mum was Mum again. For how long, I couldn’t be sure. But with her struggles, I’d learned to relish the present. The times when she was well. Because nothing was guaranteed. And tomorrow, she might not be in the same state anymore. Today was a great day, and there was only one person I wanted to tell all about it.
I dropped the car off at my apartment. Stacie had texted me their location, and I took the bus into the city to join them. They’d went straight to the gay bar, which was most likely Jane’s decision. Probably so she could sit extra close with Nuala and avoid running into anyone from church.
I spotted them in the corner. There was a cheery atmosphere, most likely due to it being payday. All five hadn’t registered my arrival. They were having fun and laughing with each other. I couldn’t help feeling gratitude at the sight. I had the support of an amazing group of friends, and I watched Stacie a little closer. She looked so beautiful, even in her work clothes. Her hair was free, and her smile was bright. I was lucky to have met her.
She spotted me, and by some miracle, her smile grew a little brighter.
“Who wants a drink?” I asked when I reached them. “My round.” I took a note of their drinks, and Stacie agreed to help me carry them. I knew it was just a decoy so that she could talk to me alone.
“How’d it go this afternoon?”
“Really good.” I couldn’t contain my smile. She touched my arm, quickly realised what she’d done, and dropped her hand. I felt disappointment that she wanted to hide the gesture. But that was what we’d agreed last week. Our friends didn’t know about us. An agreement that I wasn’t sure I wanted to uphold. Nothing was guaranteed. I didn’t know how long Stacie was here for, and I didn’t really want to waste our time together pretending we were platonic. Though it was a conversation I had to have with Stacie. Now wasn’t the time.
“I’m so happy for you.” I could tell she really meant it. “I missed you.” She whispered the last part.
I looked away to hide the blush that was no doubt making its way onto my cheeks. “You saw me this morning.” My own voice sounded bashful, and I hated that she brought this kind of mushiness out of me. It was so unlike me.
“And?” she flirted, dipping her head to find me again.
“Stop,” I said playfully. I checked over my shoulder. “You’re gonna get us caught.”
“Would that be the worst thing?” The intensity in her eyes had me nearly breaking our rules and kissing her regardless of who could see. When I didn’t say anything, she seemed to recant a little. She broke eye contact and ceased flirting. If she was disappointed, she hid it well. I was about to make things right when we were interrupted.
“What can I get you?” the bartender asked Stacie.
“I’m okay, thanks.” She turned back to me and missed the way the bartender eyed her up. It created a jealous knot in my stomach.
“You look more than okay to me,” the bartender flirted.
Stacie looked awkward. She smiled out of politeness. I would have felt awkward too, if I wasn’t more annoyed at someone flirting with her. Right in front of me.
“Where are you from? I think I’d remember seeing you in here.”
“I’m from Canada, but I should get back to my friends.” She motioned to me to follow.
“Well, if you ever need a tour guide, I’m available.”
I could feel my face scrunching up in annoyance. She reminded me of Sian, which really didn’t help my irritation, but it wasn’t like I could do anything about it because Jonny appeared next to us to help with the drinks. We made our way back to the table and passed out the drinks, and I tried my best to not think too much about it. Stacie clearly wasn’t interested, at least.
“That girl was so into you,” Jonny said to Stacie once we were seated. She looked embarrassed, and it seemed to fuel an interest with everyone.
“Who?” Nuala craned her neck around me to get a better view of the bar. “She’s hot, Stacie.”
“She’s looking this way,” Jane added. Stacie refused to look and instead took a big drink. “Maybe you should go talk to her.”
“I heard her flirting loud and clear. She’ll be your tour guide,” Jonny goaded, making the hairs on the back of my neck rise. Robin laughed too, though he was decent enough not to add to the teasing.
I could feel myself getting really jealous. I tried to be cool and avoid Stacie’s eyes. I worried what our glances would give away.
“She’s not really my type,” Stacie said. It was less than convincing, and they weren’t letting it go anytime soon.
“Don’t be nervous. I can be your wing woman,” Nuala said, and it made me really annoyed. Suddenly, everyone was very interested in setting up Stacie. “She’s looking over again. You’re well in.”
“I just want to have a drink with you guys, seriously. I’m good,” Stacie said.
“Oh, come on. I’ll just get her number for you.” Nuala was about to get up.
“She said no,” I said, halting Nuala in her footsteps. My irritation was spiking. The table turned silent, and Nuala watched me sceptically. “She doesn’t want to, so just back off.”
Nuala paused. There was tension, and everyone didn’t know where to look. Nuala looked annoyed at my outburst. I didn’t really care. I had to put a stop to it. It would have killed me to see Stacie getting chatted up by someone else.
Suddenly, all four of them burst out laughing, leaving me and Stacie thoroughly confused. Oh, they were winding us up. Or more specifically, me. Clearly, we weren’t that good at hiding our secret relationship.
“Okay,” I said, a little lighter this time. “When did you all find out?”
Stacie watched me with wide eyes, still not understanding.
“I went to the bathroom last Saturday morning after that drunk and messy night out,” Nuala started, looking particularly smug. “You guys should really have closed your bedroom door. I could see Stacie half-naked on top of you.” She grinned and nodded in my direction. “I always thought you’d be the top.” The other three laughed even more.
Stacie looked mortified. I was embarrassed as well but weirdly a little relieved that they knew, so there was no need to hide anymore. “Well, seeing as everyone knows,” Stacie said and pulled me into a kiss. It took the breath out of my lungs, but I went with it regardless. “I’ve wanted to do that all day,” she whispered.
Jonny, Robin, Nuala, and Jane screeched in excitement, attracting attention from the rest of the bar.
“I told you that you two were gonna hook up.” Jonny pointed at me, to Stacie’s surprise.
She played along. “So I have you to thank?”
Robin said what it looked like the rest of them were thinking: “Well, for the record, you guys are super cute.”
“It’s still new,” I said but didn’t want to downplay how I was feeling, either. Not to the people I cared about. “But it’s great,” I said, too bashful to look in Stace’s direction.
She took my hand under the table. “It’s really great.”
“I can’t believe I am surrounded by horny dykes,” Jonny shouted over the table, bringing the attention back to him.
“Excuse me, that’s offensive,” Nuala said. “We prefer randy dykes, okay?”
“And randy bisexuals,” Jane interjected, receiving a collective chuckle.
“Cheers to the second cutest lesbo couple here,” Nuala said before raising her drink in the air.




  

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
    
STACIE FARRAN
Three weeks had passed since Claire had arrived home. We had fallen into a nice rhythm. I felt comfortable with her, and there was a closeness that was new. I enjoyed cuddling on the couch, but I still equally enjoyed cooking for her.
Our communication improved, making me feel as though we weren’t on two different wavelengths. Especially when we disagreed. Which wasn’t often, but I recalled those first few days and her struggle with opening up when it came to her family. Though there were circumstances where I had to be patient. Our disagreements didn’t seem as heated, and I was really glad that she was finally letting me in, talking more about what was going on with her mom.
Claire’s mom was set to be discharged any day. Which seemed like a good and a bad thing. I knew it created a mixed bag of emotions for her. She’d been cleaning all morning. That wasn’t necessarily out of the ordinary. She enjoyed cleaning, or perhaps it was just her way of dealing. I’d offered to help, but she didn’t seem to want it. I just left her to it.
She looked cute dusting the bookshelf in the living room. It was a nice view from my position on the couch. She was wearing these little white shorts with a green stripe up the side that she’d once worn to Gaelic matches. Her tight little T-shirt that kept riding up every time she reached for the top shelf.
“Stop staring, Stace,” she said, not bothering to look over her shoulder at me.
I giggled and pretended to focus on my book again. “Stop flaunting it, then.”
She spun around, popping her hip with a look of disbelief. “There’s no way you find this,” she said, motioning to her outfit, “attractive.”
“Oh, but I do.” I slammed the book shut and threw it to the side, shimmying forward on the couch to get a better look. After placing my elbows on my knees, I propped my chin in my hands, admiring her form some more. “Very attractive.”
She closed the gap, showing quite a seductive expression, and as soon as she was close enough, I reached for her hand and tugged her onto my lap. The quick movement seemed to shock her, and she lost her balance, pushing me back into the couch. Our laughter surrounded us before my lips found hers.
The giggling was replaced with heavy breathing. Panting, I was sure some would argue. Claire removed my sweater. Her hands felt electric on my skin. My hands were hot on her exposed thighs, pulling her closer to my body.
This kind of raw make-out session wasn’t anything new. We ended up in situations like this often, but this felt different. More charged. Claire didn’t seem like she wanted to slow down. On the first night we’d kissed, I had my reservations about hooking up. Going to the next stage. I was afraid that it would change things for the worse, but that was long gone. My sex drive seemed to be at an all-time high, and it was getting harder to restrain myself.
Claire’s hands seemed to be everywhere, and I loved the way she was grinding on top of me. Her kisses were intoxicating, and it was making it really hard for me to slow down. She moaned in my ear and bit my neck. I was getting caught up in it all.
Wait, she’s unbuttoning my jeans. I was so busy enjoying her kiss, I hadn’t realised just how far her hand had travelled. Her movements had turned frantic, and before I knew it, her hand was dipping inside.
“Fuck,” I let out in shock and pleasure. She knew exactly what she was doing, and it had me a little breathless.
“Do you want to do this here?” she asked between kisses, but my mind was so cloudy from what she was doing down below that I could barely answer. “Or do you want to go—”
“Bedroom, yeah,” I just about got out before she was pulling me up with her and leading me to the bedroom. The exhilaration passing through my veins made me high. We were practically jogging, but before we reached the door, the intercom buzzed.
Claire stopped in her tracks, looking flushed. I probably looked just as flustered. “Were you expecting someone?” she asked before dropping my hand and moving to the intercom. I shook my head just as she pressed the speakerphone. “Hello?”
“Claire, it’s us.” I didn’t recognise the voice, but Claire glanced in my direction, showing her panic. That made me nervous.
“Hey,” she said with an edge of apprehension, “one sec, okay?” She unclicked the speaker but hadn’t granted access downstairs yet. She looked at me awkwardly. “My sisters are here.” A silence followed, and I wasn’t sure how to respond.
“Good timing.” I folded my arms tightly in an effort to stomp out my fiery sex drive.
“I’m sorry, usually they tell me in advance instead of just landing in like this.”
“Do you want me to go?”
Claire looked horrified that I would even suggest it, and that filled me with relief. “No, well, I mean, only if you want to.”
I shook my head, feeling touched that she wanted me here, and I was really glad that she returned the smile.
“I’d like you to meet them. If you want.”
“I’d love to.”
Claire closed the gap between us and planted a kiss to my lips. The loud buzzer cut her off and made us jump.
“Let them in,” I said, moving down the hallway toward my “official” bedroom. “Just let me get a sweater. Cover up the goods,” I teased but didn’t miss the fear in Claire’s expression.
She held down the unlock button but stopped me before I could enter my room. “They don’t know…about us,” she said, somewhat torn.
“I won’t say anything.”
She looked like she was about to disagree, but I could hear them coming up the stairs. She waved me off and pulled on an oversized shirt hanging on the back of the door.
From the guest room, I overheard them, though it was very muffled. I decided to give them ten or fifteen minutes to make tea and settle in the living room before I joined them. I was a little nervous to meet her sisters. I’d heard a lot about them, but I couldn’t help feeling like it was a big deal to be meeting them. I also wanted to give them a moment in case they had something private to discuss. I was sure there had to be some kind of a reason for their impromptu visit.
“Hi.” I made my presence known from the doorway of the living room. “I’m Stacie.”
“Right on time,” Claire joked, rising from her seat. They must have just been discussing me, which might have made me a tad paranoid if Claire wasn’t smiling. I knew it was only good things by her expression. I would never grow tired of her smile.
One of the twins stepped forward. “It’s so nice to meet you. I’m Jessica. Claire has literally not stopped talking about you.”
I glanced over her shoulder at Claire, who was shaking her head, but a blush was telling me the whole truth. Jessica’s smile was bright, a bit like Claire’s, but the similarities between the twins and Claire ended there. They were brunette, with somewhat heavy makeup, and were about six inches shorter than Claire, which meant they were easily eight inches shorter than me. People from Northern Ireland tended to be on the smaller side, but the twins were barely five feet.
“I’m Paula,” the other said. She seemed a little quieter and opted to wave from couch.
I sat on the little stool beside the window as there wasn’t enough room on the couch, and I didn’t want to get too close with Claire in the armchair. It might look a bit suspicious, and after our steamy make-out session in this very room, distance seemed the safest bet. I was half-heartedly worried that being close to those shorts would see my blood pressure increase again.
“Do you want tea?” Claire asked and rose, ready to get me some.
“No, thanks, I think a fifth cup today would be pushing it,” I said, resulting in the twins laughing.
“We have an unhealthy fixation on tea, I’ll give you that,” Jessica said.
“Are you liking Ireland? You’re from Vancouver?” Paula asked, and I noted a softer tone compared to Jessica.
“Winnipeg, actually.” They didn’t show any signs of recognition, so I moved on. “But I’ve lived in Vancouver for years. Ireland is great. I only went to Dublin one day on the train, so I’ve been based here.” I didn’t feel like I was speaking eloquently, nervousness seeping into my voice. I hadn’t realised that I was trying to impress Claire’s family. “It’s really great.” I forced myself to relax, and Claire threw me one of her cheeky smirks. It instantly made me more comfortable. “How about you two?” I couldn’t remember which one was getting married, but I could see the bump on Jessica and just went with it. “How are you feeling?” I recalled Claire telling me that Jessica’s due date was earlier in the week.
“Shite. I’m three days late and counting.” She let out a puff of air that turned into a chuckle as she patted her huge bump. While Claire appeared excited, it was masked, a dull imitation of the twins’ level of anticipation. I’d seen firsthand when Claire was really excited about something, and I wondered why she felt the need to fake it. Perhaps she just wasn’t big into kids.
“I’m so happy for you,” I said. “And a girl. Who doesn’t wish for a little girl someday?” I said, and Claire’s head cocked in shock. She averted her eyes, but that stunned expression remained.
“I can’t wait to meet my niece.” Paula patted Jessica’s bump excitedly. “Are you an aunt?”
“Yes,” I said but didn’t get the warm and fuzzies like they did. I didn’t have much of a relationship with my brother. “But we’re not that close. I send them presents for Christmas, but I’m not sure my brother even gives them out. He’s not exactly cool with me.” The twins frowned, and I hadn’t expected that kind of reaction. I was very used to not having a relationship with my sibling. But considering Paula and Jessica practically finished each other’s sentences, no contact with a sibling must have seemed like a travesty. “We never got along as kids, and in recent years, my brother’s turned back to God—”
“Say no more.” Jessica rolled her eyes. “I know them Christian types.”
“Technically, we’re Muslim. Or at least, they are. But it’s all the same. Worshipping God.”
“Sorry, Muslim,” she corrected. “If you don’t mind me asking, are you gay? Just because you said they aren’t cool with you.”
Paula glanced to Claire, who stared at something in the distance, making her look almost guilty.
I nodded. “I’m a lesbian, yeah. My parents are not super okay with it, but they’re tolerable. My brother and his family, not so much.”
“I’m sorry,” Paula said sadly before panic seemed to set in. “I mean, about your family not accepting you. Not because you’re a lesbian. I’m not a raging homophobe or something. I’d be a bit of a hypocrite if I was,” she joked, nodding at Claire.
Claire cracked a smile. “I’m the token gay around here.”
“Not anymore,” I teased, and I didn’t miss the slight blush on Claire’s cheeks. By the looks of it, Paula didn’t miss it, either. Claire seemed quick to move on, probably to avoid me outing us with my incontrollable flirting.
“Did you see Mum this morning?” Claire said, plunging the entire room into tension. “How was she?”
Jessica awkwardly glanced in my direction, and I wondered if I should excuse myself from what was probably going to be a personal conversation. But I didn’t have to.
“Stacie’s cool,” Claire vouched. And I felt a little honoured.
“I always like to check.” Jessica threw me an apologetic head tilt. “Not everyone knows about Mama.”
“I completely understand. I can go if it makes you more comfortable,” I offered, but her eyes widened in objection.
“No, if Claire trusts you, then we trust you.” It was followed with a lopsided smile from both her and Paula. Practically in unison. “She was really good. A whole week now of her being good.” Claire’s shoulders relaxed, and I couldn’t contain the release in my chest as well. “The Place is happy with her progress too. They said she can be discharged as early as tomorrow.”
“Tomorrow?” Claire’s tone was laced with disappointment, and I couldn’t fully understand why. Surely, her mom getting released was the news they’d all been waiting on for weeks. She was better. Their mom was going home.
“I know it’s sooner than we thought,” Jessica said nervously. “Apparently, she can do therapy remotely through Zoom.”
“And a carer will check in every day for the first week,” Paula said, and I still couldn’t understand why Claire looked doubtful. “Then, if all is well, the visits will decrease to every other day.” She smiled brightly. “She’s officially being signed off.”
Jessica nodded along. “She’s really over the worst of it.”
“So they say,” Claire muttered as a frown peppered her expression. “I don’t want her out before she’s ready. They’ve done this before. Needed a bed, so they let her go early. She ended up straight back in again.”
“Claire.” Paula sighed. “We were apprehensive. Until we saw Mama today.” A small wishful smile tugged at her expression, and it seemed to push through Claire’s unease. “She’s better.”
“Really?” Claire glanced at Jessica, perhaps for reassurance.
“She was talking about getting her dress taken in for the wedding and about holding my baby for the first time. She was there,” Jessica said. “Lucid, present. Mama.”
“Okay.” Again, Claire didn’t show any joy about the news, and it was strange to me. She sat stoically, as if digesting the information but not really feeling it. I was at a loss for what was going through her brain. “Tomorrow, then. Was there anything else?” She rose a little rudely, as if hinting they should leave. The frostiness came out of nowhere, and even the twins seemed caught off guard. They got up regardless.
“No, I guess that’s it,” Jessica returned sullenly and threw Paula a look of awkwardness. I felt uncomfortable by the tension. Tension that Claire had caused in what could only be seen as rudeness. We were having a lovely conversation, and just like that, she flipped the emotions.
“We were going to go shopping,” Paula piped up. “For the baby, if you want to come along?”
“I’ve something on this afternoon.” Claire didn’t even pause to entertain the thought, and it sounded like a made-up excuse. By the twins’ disappointment, they didn’t buy it either.
“Okay, well. If you change your mind,” Paula said as she moved to the front door with Jessica in tow. “It was nice meeting you, Stacie.”
“It was lovely meeting you two,” I said as they reached the front door. “Best of luck. I hope everything goes well.”
They said their good-byes, albeit awkwardly, and as soon as the front door was closed, Claire let out what sounded like a breath of frustration. Silence surrounded us in the hallway, and I couldn’t hold my tongue any longer.
“Are you okay?” I placed my hand on her arm.
“Yeah.” She sighed, but her mind was racing. I could see it in her unfocused eyes. She was somewhere else. Fretting or overthinking something. Perhaps both.
“You wanted them gone pretty bad,” I said, making sure there was a mix of truth and compassion in my tone.
“Shit, was that rude?” she asked softly, as if she truly didn’t know.
“A little.” Her troublesome expression worried me. “Hey, talk to me. What’s going on?”
“I just wasn’t expecting that.” She didn’t add an explanation and turned on her heel and moved in the direction of her bedroom, leaving me more lost than ever.
I followed her. “Expecting what?”
“Didn’t you hear them?” she asked in a voice that sounded distant, like she was on the other side of the road, but she was right beside me. Granted, her head was under the bed searching for something. She came out again dragging a suitcase and plopped it on the bed. I watched carefully and waited for an explanation that didn’t seem like it was coming.
“I don’t know what’s going on, Claire,” I said, watching her move to her dresser and search for something else. Her behaviour was really worrying me. “Please, can you just stop and talk to me?”
She turned back, showing an odd, distant look on her face. It matched the tone in her voice. “I’m not using my words again, am I?” she said sadly, though perhaps she meant it as a joke. I’d told her that after the incident when I’d made her dinner, and she’d freaked out on me. I’d told her when she was feeling lost or upset, she needed to use her words. And that I’d always listen. She moved closer, taking my hands. “I’m sorry, I just really wasn’t ready for that.”
“About your mom?”
“Yeah,” Her eyes dropped, and I scooped some of her hair behind her ear. “I was really starting to like this.” She tugged on my hand. “I’ve never lived with someone I was dating before. It was kinda nice. While it lasted.” She offered a small smile that disappeared quickly, and I frowned in confusion.
“While it lasted?”
Her eyes softened almost pityingly, as if she was sorry to be the bearer of bad news. “I have to go.” The words seemed foreign, as if they didn’t belong anywhere near me. “I have to move in with my mum. It’s part of her release.”
“What?” It came out as a whisper as a crushing force surrounded my heart. This was the first I was hearing of it. “Why didn’t you tell me?”
“I’m sorry, I thought I did. I thought you knew. I’m her power of attorney. I have to. I wished I didn’t, trust me.” I didn’t miss the glistening in her eyes. “Paula is Jessica’s birthing partner, so she can’t do it, and if I’m honest, neither of them is strong enough.” I didn’t miss the look of duty. “If it comes to it, I’m trained to restrain her. The twins can’t look after Mum, not the way I can.” The cold expression worried me. She was placing so much pressure on her shoulders.
“And you are? Strong enough?” I meant emotionally.
“I have to be. I’m all she has.” She took a deep breath. “I thought we’d have more time together before this. I can try to come see you but probably not for a few weeks. Just until she’s settled again.”
“Can I come visit?”
Claire smiled bittersweetly. “It’s not exactly easy to get to Portglenone if you don’t have a car. Besides, it would be an hour on the bus. I don’t even know if you could stay.”
“I used to drive thirteen hours to see my ex. One hour is nothing.”
Claire laughed. “Yeah, but you were in love with her,” she teased, but something else settled around us. Something that neither of us was expecting, and it tempted the space and more alarmingly, tested the limits of our feelings for each other. Did I love Claire? Her eyes connected with mine in anticipation, and the stillness made my heart race. Holding eye contact with her after that suggestion felt more intimate that anything we’d done before. “You’d really want to come see me?” she asked softly, making her look vulnerable.
She glanced at my lips, and any response I could have come up with wouldn’t have been able to properly say everything I felt for her in that moment. I kissed her instead.
I was falling in love with her. I hadn’t realised it until then. It would be the most beautiful thing in the world to love Claire, but I wasn’t sure she would have said it back. My kiss would have to do the talking my voice wasn’t brave enough.
Her tongue moving against mine was like a dance that no one was leading. Her hands were in my hair and running smoothly over my shoulders and down my back. She discarded my sweater for the second time today and ran her hands over my bare skin, setting a blaze in its wake. My breathing grew wilder with the more clothing she removed from my body until there wasn’t anything left. I threw her T-shirt and shorts to the side and removed her bra before I was being pulled toward the bed. Feeling her naked body on top of me caused me to shiver and feel hot at the same time.
Her kisses turned hungry, and I could barely keep up with her hurried movements. The way she gripped my hips told me she wanted this just as much as I did, and with her leaving tomorrow for God knew how long, I didn’t want her anywhere else but in this bed.
She slid effortlessly between my legs, evoking sounds I barely recognised. The pressure on my core was toe curling in the best way possible. She moved lower, offering equal attention to my breasts. I was losing my grip on being patient with the burning between my legs. Perhaps she knew that. Maybe my unruly groans and panting was her tip-off because she was on the move again.
Her lips met mine at the same time her hand reached its destination. It caused my eyes to roll back. Her teasing strokes had me breathless. Her kiss seemed to pull me out of my head and out of the sadness I’d felt when she’d told me she was leaving, and just like that, her quick movements were my entire focus. Her kisses sent me over the edge in no time. I didn’t even let her catch her breath before I was straddling her hips. She was insatiable, and I wanted her. I didn’t know how we’d waited weeks to do this, but I would ensure we made up for lost time tonight.
We spent all night long exploring each other in a way I’d only imagined. It was better than anything my imagination could have conjured.




  

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
    
CLAIRE BRENNAN
“Another cuppa, Mum?” I called. I was at the kitchen table in the next room, stuck behind my laptop.
“Oh, go on, then,” Mum replied from the living room. She was watching TV, and every once in a while, I was calling in to check on her. Marty had allowed me to work from home all week, giving me the opportunity to be present with her.
The Vancouver office didn’t appear to need my help, which reinforced that I was doing my job. Targets were being met, and I was getting fewer and fewer queries. I was especially glad to hear from Luke earlier. He’d explained that Charlie had handed in his letter of resignation. I was relieved because, frankly, he was the worst manager ever.
Luke had revealed that he was up for the position and interviewing tomorrow with none other than Ciaran. I was really excited for him, and though I didn’t tell him, I had sent Ciaran an email of recommendation. Luke was by far the best candidate and a born leader. Well, after Stacie. But she’d said she wasn’t interested. I half-heartedly hoped that she wasn’t because she didn’t want to go back to Vancouver, but we didn’t go into any more detail on it.
I’d thought about that conversation a lot, wishing I’d pressed her for the answer. Perhaps I’d have more clarity on a potential future with her, or worse, I’d have a definitive end date. Something told me that the latter was coming. Stacie had been a little distant today, and I wondered if maybe she knew when she would be going back.
It also didn’t help that I had a meeting with Ciaran and Diana on Monday. Something about the email felt very familiar. Similar to the email I’d received from them all those months ago, the one offering to send me to Vancouver. The switch was coming faster than I’d expected. It filled me with dread. Not because I’d miss training the AMs, but rather that my transfer back meant that Stacie would return home. I wasn’t ready to say good-bye. Not even close.
Thankfully, it was Friday, and that meeting would have to wait until Monday. I refused to dwell on it because the reality was that both myself and Stacie had known this was coming, that anything romantic would have to be casual. It was our own faults for getting involved in the first place. For catching feelings.
Mum was settling back into things nicely. I’d been living with her all week, and while I’d been worried that perhaps she wasn’t ready, every day she seemed to prove me wrong. I wasn’t even having to stay on top of her therapy session or meetings with AA. She had complete control, which was incredible, considering the week we’d had.
“Any sign of Jessica?” I called, feeling the excitement in my stomach.
Mum’s voice mirrored what I was feeling. “She should be here any minute.”
“I’ll make her a tea too, then.”
“She might prefer a coffee. Baby Avery isn’t letting her sleep much.”
I rolled my eyes playfully, thinking about my new niece, whom I still hadn’t met.
“Will you help her carry in her things when she arrives? A buggy or change bag, whatever she has. My back is still bad.”
“Of course,” I said, arriving with her tea and placing it on the coffee table. A car pulling into the driveway distracted me, and Mum sprung to her feet.
“She’s here.” She was practically vibrating with excitement.
I was a little worried about the affect her first grandchild would have on her recovery. I would be watching her extra closely. It was why we’d agreed that Jessica should bring the baby here, in Mum’s comfort zone, rather than taking Mum out of the house. She seemed to be more in control at home.
I followed her to the front door. While she waited by the threshold, I went out and greeted Jessica as soon as she stepped out of the car. “Congratulations,” I said, pulling her into a hug. She returned it with a big sigh.
“Thank you.” Her eyes were bright, though there was a tiredness that was new. She looked pale too, likely due to the blood loss. Or so Paula had said. I was sure giving birth just a couple of days ago would do that to you. But I couldn’t mistake the glow emanating from her.
It made me so happy for her, albeit a little jealous that I wasn’t in the same place in my life. I was the oldest. The one who should have been getting married first and starting a family. Wasn’t that the proper order of things? I hadn’t been ready in my twenties, I admitted that, but I was in my thirties now and feeling different. I could practically hear my biological clock ringing, and a part of me was disappointed that I wasn’t at the same place as Jessica. I wasn’t with someone and committed to starting a family. Despite that, I felt ready. It was just the person to do that with who I was missing.
Without my meaning to, my mind flashed to Stacie.
She was brilliant, beautiful, and smart. She was clever and kind, and I missed her. It had only been five days, and yet, I missed her smile, her laughter, and her eyes. Soulful eyes that seemed to unlock the parts of me that were harder to see. The unlovable parts of me that didn’t seem to bother her like they did others. Something told me she would have made an amazing mum. An amazing wife too, I was sure, even if it was ludicrous to be thinking such things so early in a relationship. A relationship that was doomed from the beginning. Because, unlike most things in life, which were unknown, we had an expiry date. And it was looming.
“She’s just woken up.” Jessica grinned, stepping around me to the back door. She lifted out the small baby, and I heard her cries. It warmed my soul in a way I wasn’t prepared for. “Can you grab her change bag from the boot?”
I did as I was told, and once I’d retrieved the bag, I joined Jessica in the living room. Mum was pleasantly waiting her turn to hold Avery. Jessica was nursing her and relaying her birth story. In detail. Something I wasn’t really prepared for. I excused myself to make tea and was glad to hear Mum engaging in the story, remaining present and offering advice and support.
When I returned again, Avery had stopped crying and had been lulled. On the verge of dozing off, it looked like. She was tiny in Jessica’s arms. Her pink onesie looked soft and clean. Tiny wisps of dark hair on her head, a similar colour to Jessica’s, made me smile. Her eyes were closed so I couldn’t see her eye colour. I suspected blue, though.
“She always falls asleep after feeding,” Jessica said, reclipping her nursing bra and adjusting her top.
It was a little unusual to even think of Jessica breastfeeding. Not because I was uncomfortable. I’d just never seen my little sister in that light. But it also made me eternally proud as well. She was a mother, something she’d always dreamed of.
“I can’t believe she’s here.” Mum beamed, and when I glanced in her direction, I saw her eyes filling. “Can I hold her?” I could feel my shoulders tensing, and I didn’t miss the glance Jessica threw me. It felt as if her apprehension answered Mum’s question. “Please, love. Avery is one of the reasons I’m here now.” Her declaration stunned me, and by the look on Jessica’s face, she wasn’t expecting it, either. “I’m sober for my children and my granddaughter. I promise, I’m okay.”
Jessica looked touched, and something about her words made me trust Mum. She got up and walked toward us. I was still seated next to Mum, and Jessica’s eyes told me to stay where I was. Just in case.
Mum cooed, taking Avery in her arms. Thankfully, my niece seemed at home in her nana’s arms. A calmness settled over the room, and I got a little lost in the moment. Mum was calm and in control, holding Avery with barely a tremble in her arms. She looked at ease, and that made me relax. I glanced at Jessica to see tears falling from her eyes.
“Hey,” I said, breaking Jessica’s hypnotic stare.
“I’m sorry.”
“It’s okay.”
“No, it’s the fucking hormones. I cried watching an insurance advert this morning.”
I grimaced, seeing the humour in it.
“Seriously, I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”
“I hate to tell you, but that lasts for weeks,” Mum said. “Months even.” Jessica slumped into the armchair in defeat, wiping her eyes with a tissue. “Have the night sweats happened yet?”
“What? No?”
“Hmm, they will.”
“Great.” Jessica laughed helplessly.
“She’s fast asleep, love. Why don’t you have a wee twenty-minute kip while I watch her?” Avery was completely out of it, fast asleep in Mum’s arms, and seeing that caused Jessica’s expression to flush with relief.
“Really? You don’t mind?” She looked to me.
I nodded. “I’ll bring my laptop in and work from here.” Mum didn’t seem to mind that I would be staying close as well. I think she was just glad to be able to spend time with Avery.
“You two are lifesavers. I got about two hours sleep last night.”
“You can sleep in my room,” I said, waving her off.
I brought my laptop into the living room and got back to work. I glanced at Mum from time to time, but even though the TV was on, she stared at Avery the entire time. Something about witnessing that look of awe told me that she was going to be okay. I couldn’t explain why I was so confident; perhaps it was my gut instinct striking again, or maybe it was just seeing her fawn over her, but something told me she would do whatever it took to be in Avery’s life.
Mum let Jessica sleep for around two hours, taking me up to the end of my work day. I even got a cuddle in time for Avery’s next feed. That new baby smell was still on my shirt, and I loved it.
Jessica left more refreshed than when she’d arrived. Mum was still on cloud nine, moving around the kitchen in a daze, making chitchat about dinner.
Until there was a knock at the door.




  

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
    
STACIE FARRAN
“Hey,” I said when Claire answered the door. “Surprise?”
She gasped, and for a moment, I regretted coming a day early to her mom’s house. I thought it would be spontaneous and romantic; now, it kind of felt like an intrusion. “You’re early.”
“Do you want me to go? This was a bad idea—”
“No, it’s okay, really. I thought maybe Jessica had forgot something.” Her face broke into a smile that felt genuine, and I allowed myself to relax a little. “How did you know where I lived? I was supposed to lift you from the bus station tomorrow.”
“Jonny.”
She shook her head. “Why am I not surprised?”
“Are you sure it’s okay that I came? It sounded good in my head.”
“It’s great. I was just thinking about you.” She stepped back, welcoming me over the threshold. When she did, she snuck a kiss to my lips. It was brief but felt amazing.
It had been five whole days since I’d last saw Claire. We’d spoke every day through texts or phone calls, but it felt long. I’d missed her. More than I’d expected to. And while that made me concerned for how deeply I was falling for her, it made me hopeful. I liked her, and I wasn’t going to ignore how I was feeling.
I’d done it with Melissa and had stayed in a relationship that I wasn’t fully in because it was easy. Being with Claire wasn’t easy—there were challenges—and the fact that we were from two very different worlds should have been enough to put a stop to this from the beginning. But it didn’t. I was starting to think that I was destined to meet Claire. To love her, even. For however long that would be.
“Are you ready to meet my mum?” she asked, seeming a little apprehensive.
“I can’t wait. I brought everything to make her favourite food.”
“You didn’t need to do that.”
“It’s your mom, of course I have to impress her. Hello, she birthed you,” I said just as we moved into the living room. “Speaking of which, how is Avery? I’m sorry I missed Jessica.”
“She’s so cute.” Claire couldn’t contain her smile, and I loved seeing this soft side of her. “She smells amazing. See?” She pulled out her shirt, and I took a sniff. There was nothing but a very faint smell of fabric softener, but I didn’t want to let Claire down. She was elated. “I miss her already.”
I loved seeing her gushing over her niece, but she seemed to deliberately let the conversation die off as we neared the kitchen. She became tense. It made me a little nervous. I could hear someone whistling in the distance and assumed it was Francis.
Her home was quaint, and the kitchen was no different. There wasn’t a lot of space, which made sense as it was in the middle of a long row of terrace houses. It was a little outdated, but Claire had told me before that it was welfare housing. That didn’t detract from it being neat and tidy, impeccably so. It didn’t surprise me considering the way Claire cleaned things within an inch of their life. She must have got it from Francis.
“Mum,” Claire said, and I heard the quiver in her voice. Francis looked up from the sink where she had been washing dishes. She was a small woman, making me feel like a giant again. Probably no taller than the twins. She had greying hair that was tied back into a low ponytail and a warm smile that reminded me of Claire. “This is my friend, Stacie.”
I didn’t dwell on the “friend” part. I wasn’t expecting Claire to have told her mom about us, but a girl could dream.
“What about ye, love?” Francis used the slang I’d come to know meant, “How are you?” She wiped her hands on a dishcloth and moved across the kitchen.
“Hi, it’s so good to meet you,” I said, and Francis welcomed me into a hug. “I hope it’s all right that I’m a day early.” I pulled back, noting that I was towering over her. “But I’ve come with dinner.” I shook the bags of groceries, and Claire was quick to relieve me of them.
“Oh, well, in that case, you can move in,” Francis joked, making her sound a lot like Claire. That wittiness I loved so much seemed like a family trait. “We can’t stand cooking, can we, Claire?”
Claire started unpacking groceries while her mom ushered me to take a seat opposite her at the dining table. “Do you want tea?” Francis asked.
“Sure.”
“I’ll make it.” Claire was quick to step in, preventing her mom from having to get up again.
“You’ll make me fat running around for me like that.” Francis tutted half-heartedly but threw me a teasing face, telling me she wasn’t annoyed. Claire rolled her eyes behind her mom’s back, making me laugh.
I liked seeing them interact. It wasn’t the kind of relationship I was expecting. I used to think Claire would have this unbelievably strained relationship with her mother, given her history with alcohol. Without really meaning to, I had probably villainised Francis in my mind. I hadn’t meant to, but it might have been easier to point blame at someone I’d never met. Deep down, I’d made her out to be this woman who was selfish and unstable. A person who had made Claire so unhappy.
That wasn’t the case.
Francis talked about Jessica’s visit, and the way her face lit up discredited everything I’d thought I would find upon meeting her. She was kind and warm. Someone who’d had a rough life but wasn’t a bad person.
“Avery slept in my arms for hours, what was she like, Claire?” Francis looked to Claire for backup.
“She’s so cute.” Claire’s voice turned all gushy. When I’d met Jessica last Sunday, Claire hadn’t seemed excited, and that had made me sad, but seeing her today as a very proud aunt changed my mind. “Maybe we can call over tomorrow.”
“I would love that,” I said, and to my surprise, Claire held my eyes for a couple of seconds longer. She watched me thoughtfully, and it made my heart race.
“I think I’m going to have a lie down, all that excitement from earlier,” Francis said, rising from her chair. “Excuse an old lady like me, Stacie.”
“Not at all,” I said, rising as well. “I’ll make a start on dinner. How do you like your steak cooked?”
Francis’s eyes lit up excitedly. “Oh, you girls are definitely going to make me fat. Medium rare. Give me a shout when it’s ready.” She nodded in Claire’s direction.
“Mum,” Claire called in a serious tone, stopping her, “the yellow circular one.”
“Is that not for after dinner?”
“No, it’s the white tablet after dinner.”
“Are you sure?”
It became clear that they were discussing medication, and I felt a little uncomfortable. Like perhaps I shouldn’t have been listening in. Perhaps that was because the joy in the room disappeared. Francis’s medication seemed strict, and nothing, or no one, could get in the way of it. It reminded me that Claire was practically Francis’s carer. A full-time job that must have come with a lot of pressure.
“Okay,” Francis said and left us.
I waited until she was upstairs before I approached Claire. She was leaning against the counter with this sexy smile, watching my every step. Only when I heard Francis reach the top of the stairs did I take the final step, allowing her to pull me into a kiss. It was full of a yearning that left me a little breathless. When I pulled back and looked over her face, I could see the toll this week had taken. The new edge of tiredness and stress.
“How are you?”
“Better after that,” she flirted, and while I wanted to lean into that, another part of me had been worried these last few days about the pressure she was putting herself under.
“No, really.” I rested my hands on her shoulder and put a little pressure on them. It caused her to sigh in relief. Like I was massaging them. I added more pressure, and she crumbled a little more, pulling me into a needy embrace. “How are you feeling?”
She groaned in relief but held on tight, as if just my presence alone were giving her strength. I felt good to provide that level of comfort. “I’m okay.” It sounded more real. “She’s okay.” She pulled back and watched me tiredly. “And that’s all that matters.”
“You’re taking care of you?”
“Yes.”
I could feel my brow arching in disagreement, and it caused Claire to laugh and pull me a little closer.
“I love how much you care.”
I hugged her back, enjoying the closeness until…
“I also love your cooking.”
“I knew that was where this was going,” I teased, pulling away and moving to the fridge. “Only after me for my skills in the kitchen.” I began pulling out bits for dinner.
“That’s not true, your skills in the bedroom are very good too.”
“It’s all coming out now.”
Claire let out one of her full laughs, and I had to return it.
I started peeling potatoes and hadn’t realised the lull in our conversation. When I looked up, Claire was watching me thoughtfully.
“I’m really happy you met my mum.”
“I am too.”
She helped me cook dinner. It was domestic, effortless, and we caught up on our week together. She talked about work. I kept my work week a little more tight-lipped, mainly because of my conversation with Marty earlier today. Unfortunately, my time in Belfast was finally up. It filled me with a painful dread. I was being sent back by the end of the month. Less than two weeks until I had to leave. I’d known it was coming when Marty had said the words, and yet, it still hit me like a punch to the gut. I didn’t know how to tell Claire. I knew I had to, even if it was going to disrupt whatever it was brewing between us. Something told me she suspected it. Maybe it was the way she skated around the topic of the changes in the Vancouver office, or maybe it was the way she’d glanced at me when she discussed one of my clients. It was like she knew it was coming.
I didn’t bring it up; it wasn’t the time. Especially because Francis joined us in the kitchen shortly before dinner was served. She complimented my cooking and couldn’t stop asking questions about Canada. I really liked her. I didn’t know her well, but she seemed genuine. A good person. Regardless of her past.
And seeing her at ease in Claire’s presence highlighted their love and respect for each other. Their relationship ran much deeper than anything I’d ever had with my parents. I’d had a very mother-daughter relationship with my mom. I did what I was told or didn’t talk about the things I knew she wouldn’t approve of. I told her what she wanted to hear.
Francis and Claire were nothing like that. Their relationship was far from perfect, and both of them had problems communicating, but their love for each other could move mountains. It was gritty and open. Like they could have shared anything with each other. While they had a difficult relationship, it was one I envied. One that I knew was unconditional. One that I knew I’d never get to experience myself, and that left a sadness.
We watched some TV after dinner, and when it was time to go to bed, Francis showed me to the guest room. It was the room next to Claire. We hadn’t discussed sleeping arrangements when I planned on coming up. However, considering Francis thought we were just friends, it made sense that she would show me to the guest room. I was adamant to respect her wishes and stay in my designated bed, despite Claire’s protests.
I got into the creaky single bed and heard my phone vibrate on the nightstand.
What are you doing? Claire texted. Come into my room.
I don’t want to disrespect your mom.
I’m not sleeping in a single bed, so just come into my room. My mum will never know.
When I hesitated. The three dots appeared from Claire again.
I’ll do that thing you like.
My mind was made up. Excitedly, I got out of bed and made the short journey to Claire’s bedroom. The hallway was dark, and I worried I’d get caught. Thankfully, I didn’t have far to go. I opened Claire’s bedroom door, and she had the bedside lamp on. She was glaring at me, perhaps annoyed that I was even considering not sleeping next to her.
“I didn’t want to get caught sneaking into your bedroom.” I said, dismissing her frown.
“I’m a grown adult,” she replied, welcoming me under the sheets.
“Tell that to the Avril Lavigne poster on the wall.”
Claire looked outraged. “Shut up, she was cool back in the day.”
“No, she wasn’t. And I’m Canadian. I have to say she’s cool.”
“I used to think she was so hot,” she admitted.
“Is that the kind of girls you’re into?” I hooked her thigh around my hip, snuggling closer to her.
“I don’t think I have a type.” Claire thought for a moment and seemed to grimace. “Although, Sian didn’t look unlike Avril Lavigne. Maybe women living in Canada are my type.”
“Ugh.” I could hear my tone dropping from a place of disgust. “Please don’t compare me to your fuck boy ex, okay?”
“You’re actually kinda like her, you know,” Claire continued teasing, but it churned something in me I wasn’t expecting. I could feel myself frowning.
“How so?” I said, hearing the defensiveness rising in my voice.
“Well, you’re both tops.” She tried to kiss me, but I couldn’t shake what she had said. I pulled away. I didn’t want her to have the wrong impression of me, that perhaps my feelings were fleeting or weren’t genuine.
“I’m nothing like her,” I said. She looked a little confused, maybe unsure of what I’d meant. “Sian. I’m nothing like her. I won’t hurt you the way she did.”
Claire sighed knowingly. “That was partly my fault, Stace.” I could feel my face scrunching in confusion. “I was homesick. Sad and feeling lonely. I let Sian mean more to me than what it was.” She looked off somewhere in the distance, a little subdued. Even though we were so close, within kissing distance, I felt like I was on the other side of the room. “I won’t do that here.” She motioned between us, leaving me even more confused. I half expected her to elaborate, but she was apparently finished.
“What do you mean? What won’t you do again?”
“I’m not gonna get carried away,” she said as if it was obvious. “I like this thing we have.” For some reason, it hurt her calling us a thing. It seemed to downgrade what I was feeling. “But you’re leaving.” She shrugged, devoid of any real feelings on the matter, and that really hurt. “This can’t be anything real.”
I felt a sense of defiance deep in my soul. I wanted to prove her wrong. To tell her that this was something real and worth getting hurt for. Worth falling head over heels for without letting distance get in our way. But I couldn’t. Especially after my conversation with Marty today.
“You’re right.” My voice sounded strained and as distant as hers. “I am leaving.”
She watched me closely, and I felt like she could see everything deep inside me, like she knew I didn’t want to agree. And on some level, I knew she felt more for me than what she’d described. I knew she cared, but she was saving herself from the heartbreak. I respected it. Maybe because I wasn’t voicing how I felt, it would make it easier for her to compartmentalise her feelings. She watched me, and I could see the concern seeping onto her expression. It revealed a slight panic that turned into a sadness. She reached up and stroked my cheek.
“When?” she asked in the saddest voice I’d ever heard. “When are you leaving?”
I would never know how she knew, perhaps my disappointment was just that transparent. I poured all my strength into stopping myself from getting upset. “End of the month,” I said, and I didn’t miss the way the breath left her lungs. She hadn’t meant to reveal all that she had. I could see it on her expression. In the blink of an eye, she showed the devastation and the heartbreak my departure would leave. I knew the depths of her feelings at last. But I would never go against her wishes. To keep this as noncommittal as she needed, perhaps to deal with the heartbreak of losing what we have. “Marty told me today.”
“Okay.” She breathed deeply, and I didn’t miss the way her jaw clenched. She seemed to bury it all, but I could still see it in her eyes. “Then, we’re going to make it the best ten days ever.” I could feel my eyes glistening as I watched the sadness that she tried so desperately to hide. For my benefit, it would seem. “We owe it to ourselves to make it as fun and carefree as possible.” Her voice revealed her sadness.
“No talking about how much this sucks,” I said, knowing exactly what she wanted to hear.
She nodded furiously. “No talking about…” Her voice cracked, heartbreaking. “How much I’m gonna miss you.” It almost broke me. “No crying. No sadness. Just fun. Just laughing.” She threw me a look that made me crack a smile.
Only Claire could make me smile even when I really didn’t want to. “And great sex.”
“The best.” She kissed my lips. “Only good feelings.” Her hands crept under my pyjama shirt and started caressing my waist. “Promise me, only the good feelings.” She kissed my neck, and I obliged her request.
Only good feelings.
Maybe it would make it easier or all the more difficult. It didn’t matter. I think I would have done whatever Claire wanted in that moment.




  

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
    
CLAIRE BRENNAN
“What do you think?” I said, unable to hide my own grin. “Isn’t she just…”
“Yes,” Stacie said when I didn’t finish my sentence.
We’d just left Jessica’s house and were making the short drive back to Mum’s. Stacie said she would stay another night, which I was beyond thrilled about. Especially after the earth-shattering sex last night. While that was an exceptional reason to want her to stick around, it wasn’t the only one. Stacie had a way of making me feel calm. Like a floating leaf. Like the weight of the world was no longer pressing down on my shoulders. It was really nice having her with me, and I cherished every day with her. Especially given that next week would be her last week here.
HR had sent through her flight details. On a Saturday as well. They must have really wanted her gone. It frustrated me immensely because usually, it took HR three to five working days to reply to any of my emails.
Honestly, that wasn’t what was actually bothering me. Even Stacie knew that when I was ranting about it over breakfast. I didn’t want her to go. That was the long and short of it. But she couldn’t stay. Not legally. Her visa expired at the end of the month. She was over the age threshold of getting a UK working visa anyway, and without employer sponsorship, she’d no hope. Connect Global would never sponsor her to stay because we didn’t have any openings, and she had a job to do. Back in Vancouver. It was a shit sandwich, and rather than spend the next week trying to find a way to keep her here, we’d agreed to focus on enjoying our time together. Besides, I couldn’t ask her to stay for me. And long distance would be a complete disaster, considering how it had ended between her and Melissa. Besides, we’d only been dating a few weeks, and my life was a mess. I couldn’t ask her to give up everything.
“She’s adorable,” Stacie said, sounding a little giddy. “Did you see how small her fingers are?”
“I know, and—”
“Her little toes.” she cut in, making me laugh at how wrapped up she was. Avery had that effect on everyone. “Who knew toes could be that small? And her nose.” She threw me a lopsided grin. “She’s given me a case of baby fever.”
“Really?” I asked, a little taken aback. Stacie just nodded, but my comment seemed to wipe away her smile. Like she was ashamed or something. “So you want kids? Someday?” I added, feeling like I was prying. It was meant as a harmless question, so I couldn’t quite understand why my heart was racing. It felt like this huge relationship conversation that was surely premature for us.
“Yeah, I do,” she said. Again, her eyes remained fixed ahead. Almost like the conversation made her uncomfortable.
“That’s great. Good for you.”
That caused her to take a peek at me. “Do you?” She looked apprehensive, like perhaps it was a ridiculous question.
“Want kids? Yeah. I just don’t have my heart set on it is all.” I focused on the road but could feel her watching me. A calculating stare, no doubt. It made me smile a little. I knew I had to elaborate. “I’ll be thirty-three this year. I’m no spring chicken.”
“People have kids in their forties.”
“Yeah, but they’re in a serious relationship. I’m not,” I said and regretted it when I caught the look on her face. “You know what I mean.” My tone softened, and she nodded, telling me she wasn’t upset. “A long-term relationship. And besides, you’re the first woman I’ve dated that even wants kids.”
“Really?”
“Yeah. I don’t know any same-sex couples having kids. Not in Northern Ireland. The gays don’t want kids, who knew?” I was joking, of course, but it had been my experience. “Besides, having kids is hard. I’ve seen that firsthand with Jessica. The strain on a relationship, not to mention how expensive it is for fertility treatment…” I trailed off as Stacie watched me carefully.
“You’ve really thought about this.”
I shrugged, feeling self-conscious. “I have.” I could hear the sadness creeping in and decided to let her in a little more. Something I hadn’t really voiced to anyone. “And that’s why I’ve kind of written it off. Sometimes, there’s no point wishing for something. Because if it doesn’t come true, you just end up more unhappy. If you wish for nothing, you’ll never be disappointed.”
I got a little lost in thought, and without meaning to, I thought of Mum. I’d wanted her sober for so many years growing up. I used to wish she was better. Every night before I fell asleep, I wished she was like other mums. The disappointment was unbearable when she relapsed. Every single time. I stopped hoping for things like that because it was easier to just accept things as they were. It was why I wasn’t hoping Stacie could find a way to stay. Because the devastation of when she had to go back would be much worse. At least if we didn’t get too caught up in wishing, this could be something amazing. Then, when it ended, we could move on. At least, that was what I had been telling myself.
“Hey.” She reached for my hand on the gearstick. When I glanced at her, she had a frown. “Where did you go?” Concern laced her voice, but I focused on the road to not worry her.
“I’m fine.”
She didn’t look like she believed it, not even for a moment. She clearly wanted to press—she even opened her mouth to do so—but a loud ringing over the radio interrupted us. The dashboard flashed that it was a call incoming from Jane.
“Hey, Jane,” I said, glad she saved me from getting any deeper. We were supposed to be keeping things light, after all.
“Are you home?” Jane said between sobs. I was instantly worried, and Stacie leaning forward in the passenger seat echoed her concern.
“Jane? Are you okay?” I could hear loud traffic in the background, and it only caused more urgency. “Where are you?” I demanded.
“I’m on my way to the bus station.” Her voice was broken, struggling between crying and full of a hopelessness. “Please, are you home?”
“No, I’m at Mum’s,” I said, pulling into Mum’s driveway. We sat stationary in the car, barely breathing and eager for answers.
“I’ll try Stacie.”
“Wait,” Stacie practically yelled. “I’m with Claire. Jane, are you okay? You’re scaring us.”
“No.” It was as if saying one word released a tsunami of emotion. She cried down the phone for a moment while Stacie and I watched each other helplessly. “My parents…I told them. About me and Nuala.” She could barely get anything resembling a sentence out through the sobs, but I could read between the lines. “They were gonna call my uncle. I had to get out of there.”
Jane’s uncle was one of the ministers in her church. The same church that preformed conversion therapy. I went into full-on panic mode. “You can’t go home. Come to my house,” I said, already revving the engine again. Stacie looked puzzled, but there was no time to explain. “We will be there in half an hour.” I would call Paula afterward and ask her to stay with Mum tonight. This was clearly an emergency. I reversed out of the driveway again and sped off in the direction of the motorway.
“Where is Nuala?” Stacie asked Jane and me at the same time.
“She’s not answering.”
“Fuck, I just remembered. Doesn’t she have that yoga morning?” She’d talked about it during the week, and the look on Stacie’s face told me she’d mentioned it to her too. “Her phone must be off.”
“It’s okay,” Stacie said, trying to calm Jane. “Keep trying her, Jane. Get on the bus and call us back when you do.”
“Okay.”
“We will be there as soon as we can,” I said before the call ended.
When we got to the apartment, Jonny’s car was parked outside. I was thankful since Jane wasn’t standing alone outside. She was in the passenger seat looking very upset. We got upstairs, and I put on the kettle. I needed something to do. The air in the apartment felt fragile and dark. I felt so sorry for Jane and incredibly helpless at the same time. I’d never been rejected by my parents, so I couldn’t add very much. All I could do was support her. She didn’t even have a bag of clothes. Just her phone.
I brought the tray of hot drinks into the living room. Jane was crying into Stacie’s shoulder, making very little sense through the sobs. Jonny didn’t seem to know what to say, either.
It was Stacie who threw me. She was strong and calm. Showing no distress and even offering kind words of affirmation. “You’re going to get through this,” she said, instilling the room with confidence. “They don’t understand, but it’s not your job to educate your parents. There is nothing to feel guilty about.” She held on tight. “I’m so sorry they didn’t have the reaction you wanted.”
It was remarkable and filled me with pride to watch her comfort Jane in a way I couldn’t. That was because I didn’t know how to. But Stacie did. She’d been through this. That broke my heart all over again. Perhaps she was telling Jane all the things she’d wished someone would have told her when her parents had rejected her.
The buzzer sounded, breaking the despair. It screamed urgently, telling me exactly who was downstairs. I buzzed Nuala in and opened the door, witnessing her sprinting upstairs two steps at a time.
“Where is she?” The panic had her rushing past me. I motioned to the living room. Nuala was still in her yoga gear, must have come straight from there. She ran to Jane’s side, taking a seat beside her on the couch. Jane launched herself into Nuala’s arms. “I’m so sorry, babe. Look at me, are you okay?” Nuala took Jane’s face in her hands, checking over every inch before kissing her lips. “I’m so sorry. Fucking bastards.”
I took a seat on the arm of the armchair that Stacie had just sat in. She took ahold of my hand, and I squeezed it reassuringly. “What happened? I didn’t know you were gonna come out.”
“I wasn’t,” Jane said, wiping her eyes. “It all happened so fast. I left my phone downstairs to charge. I was in my room reading. Nuala had sent me a text before her yoga thing. And it must have went off because out of nowhere, my mum went through my phone.” She sighed in defeat. “I don’t know how far she went back through my messages, but it was enough. She barged into my room, demanding to know who NL is.” We all knew Jane wouldn’t be as careless to have Nuala’s actual name saved. “She was shouting, who is he? Why is he saying he loves you? He says he misses your body?”
Everyone glanced in Nuala’s direction. She looked a combination of mortified and guilty. “Shit.”
“You weren’t to know her ma was gonna go all psycho and read her messages,” Jonny pointed out. “That’s nothing. You should see the messages I send to Robin.” He turned back to Jane. “Why didn’t you just lie and make up some dude?”
“Because I’m sick of it. Lying all the time about how I feel. Hiding my feelings.” That hit home to me. And hard. I, too, was downplaying my feelings. “I want to be with you,” Jane turned to Nuala, and her expression melted. “And I don’t care who knows, and I don’t care that my parents don’t understand it. I love you, and I want this. I want this even though it’s gonna hurt.”
Stacie glanced in my direction, and the look on her face revealed so much. Perhaps what Jane was declaring was hitting home for her. It felt like Jane’s words were manifesting how I was feeling too. Her hand’s pressure on mine tightened, and I could see a glassiness in her eyes. I desperately wanted to comfort her, but I didn’t know how. I felt powerless because I couldn’t give her what both of us wanted: for her to stay.
“I’m done,” Jane declared again to the room. “I hate hiding who I am, and I hate living a lie. I just said it. I’m bi, and I’m in love with a woman.” She looked elated, and it made my heart warm. I was proud of her.
“Girl.” Jonny sighed, showing how impressed he was. “Good for you, you tell them Bible bashers,” he said, before turning serious again. “How’d your ma take that?”
“She was shocked. She said nothing and walked out of my room. The silence was awful,” Jane said, looking like she was reliving it. Traumatised, even. “I went to go find her, to explain, and then I heard her on the phone to my uncle.” Nuala looked furious. Jane had to hold her hand just to calm her down. “I didn’t want to stick around. I left. I left home.” Her words seemed to sink in. “I don’t have a home.”
“You can stay here as long as you need,” I said, receiving an enthusiastic nod from Stacie.
“I can’t stay here. You guys are a new couple.”
I could feel my heart crushing, and the way Stacie tensed beside me told me she could feel it.
“You shouldn’t have to put up with someone in your space. I’ll get something else sorted.”
Stacie’s hand went limp in mine, and without really meaning to, I let go. And she didn’t stop me. “Don’t worry about that,” I said, and everyone must have picked up on the change in my tone. I begrudgingly elaborated. “It’ll just be me. Here. After next week. So it’s cool.” My voice was empty. I could have heard a penny drop as all eyes fell to Stacie.
“What?” Nuala said, seemingly floored by the revelation. “You’re leaving?” she asked Stacie.
“Yeah,” Stacie said, and I noted the way her voice quivered. “Yeah. I am.” She was on the verge of tears, and I couldn’t handle it. The devastated look on my friends’ faces felt like it was amplifying my own heartbreak. I decided to give them a moment to process. That way, I could protect myself from having to relive the roller coaster of emotions.
“I’m gonna make another cup. Does anyone want one?” A couple shook their heads, but they focused on her. I could hear her starting to explain the situation to them, and it caused a sore clenching inside.
I made it to the kitchen just in time for my own tears to start welling. Stacie was upset. I could feel the pain coming from the next room. Maybe she was even crying. I was almost happy I wasn’t there because seeing her upset did something to me, and if I had to comfort her right when I couldn’t even get a handle on my own distress, it would awaken all the hopes I had for us. Hopes that were never going to come to anything. And that would only bring more debilitating disappointment. She was leaving, and there was nothing either of us could do about it.
Jonny appeared in the kitchen doorway. He pulled me into a hug, and I hoped that the kettle boiling would drown out my sobbing.




  

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
    
STACIE FARRAN
“Stacie, I wish there was something I could do,” Marty said, looking a little lost for words. I was talking to him over Zoom, and it looked like he was at home. Working from one of his kids’ bedrooms, in fact. I had kind of sprung this on him. We didn’t have a call scheduled today, but I needed to satisfy my curiosity. It had been eating me alive all week. “If a job were to come up, I don’t see why you couldn’t transfer to the Belfast office permanently. I mean, I’d have to double-check with HR and with Luke, the new manager in Vancouver, but I’d love to keep you on my team. Trust me.” I smiled, feeling appreciated. “Unfortunately, we’re just not hiring.”
“I understand. I just thought I would chance my luck,” I said, unable to hide just how deflated I felt.
“I’m really sorry. We can’t sponsor you to stay in a job that doesn’t exist. Aren’t you looking forward to getting home again?”
Home? Vancouver didn’t feel like that place anymore. But maybe it hadn’t felt that way in months. Belfast was my happy place now. “Yeah, sure,” I lied. “Marty, if anything does come up…”
“I will make sure you know about it.” He smiled sadly before we ended the call.
I thought about my call with him all day. I was at the kitchen table replaying the conversation and feeling the disappointment all over again. It wasn’t a particularly long conversation. I don’t know why I expected anything different. It felt like more of a last-ditch attempt. On the off chance he would say yes.
Deep down, I knew I couldn’t stay in Belfast. I’d known for some time. I’d hoped, by some miracle, things had changed.
It was Thursday. Three days before my flight. It felt like time was spinning out of my grasp. I found myself staring out the window, dreading the weekend, a time of the week that I usually relished. While I was looking forward to tonight—Claire and I had a date planned—it was bittersweet.
We’d talked about going to this restaurant for weeks. A five-course tasting menu wasn’t really my thing, and something told me it wasn’t really Claire’s, but it was supposed to be the best in Belfast. I think that was why she was so insistent. She’d said I couldn’t leave without trying it. She had said that phrase a lot this week. She’d told me to get takeout for lunch in this ramen place for the very same reason. She was adamant I went by a park on my way home the other day because of how beautiful it was. It was all I was hearing from her: you can’t leave without doing it, as if she was cramming as much in as possible so that I would remember Belfast fondly. She didn’t need to try all that hard. I was going to miss it.
Miss her.
As for tonight, our fancy meal out, I would have been happy to just curl up on the couch with her. But it was all part of the plan to make my final week in Belfast the best.
“Hey,” Jane said, pulling me out of my thoughts.
She was standing in the doorway of the kitchen. I wasn’t sure how long she’d actually been there. She had been working at the desk in the spare room while I’d taken the kitchen table. Less distraction for both of us.
“How’d your call go?” I asked, recalling why I hadn’t seen her since breakfast. Jane had been living here all week. It was nice having her around; it made my last week a little less lonely, considering Claire had to be with her mom. She would be coming home soon, though, and staying until she left me at the airport on Sunday.
“It was grand. Probably could have been an email,” Jane said. I rolled my eyes. “Yep, one of those. I was on autopilot for most of it.” She made her way to the fridge and took a peek inside. “Have you eaten yet?”
“No, I will in a bit,” I said, and skimmed an email I had been trying to reply to for the last hour. My mind was distracted and wrapped up in my grievance. Leaving felt like that. The sadness was draining and anxiety-inducing. The thought of leaving consumed me, and it was exhausting. Though, it was better to get it out of my system now. I knew Claire wouldn’t want to see me down. Not on my last week. Not when she was trying so hard to make it all about the fun.
“What are you having for lunch?” Jane asked.
“Leftovers. Spiced tofu and cauliflower salad, want some?”
“No, thanks.” Jane tried her best to hide her disgust.
It made me laugh internally. She’d said the very same thing last night when I’d offered it for dinner. It made me miss Claire. She would literally eat anything I made. Jane was the opposite. She was picky. I’d known that before she’d even moved in, but I couldn’t have known just how limited her diet really was. Chicken strips, fries, and toast was about the depth of it. Any other time, I would probably have teased her a little more, though she had been through enough lately.
“Have you heard from…anyone?” I tried to tiptoe around asking too much about her homelife, but I don’t think I was that stealthy.
“Just a couple of missed phone calls from my uncle,” Jane said, popping some bread into the toaster. “Oh, and this message from my dad.” She held the phone up for me to read: We pray for you.
“Charming.” I tutted as Jane showed a disappointed look.
“This is what I was expecting. I knew they would react like this.” Her dejection was loud in the room.
“But you hoped they would prove you wrong.” I threw her a knowing look when her eyes snapped to mine in surprise. “I’ve been there, remember?” A sadness I wasn’t expecting settled in my chest. I’d come to terms with my parent’s intolerance or lack of empathy, but sometimes, those feelings of rejection crept up and hit me all over again. Perhaps it was because of my low mood.
“But your folks came around, right?”
“Barely.” I blew out a puff of air. “I mean, they don’t damn me anymore, but I could never bring someone home for them to meet.”
“Oh,” It sounded like that was all Jane could muster.
“Well, I could. It just wouldn’t go down well.” Mom knew about Melissa. I’d mentioned her enough times. She would sometimes ask about my friend in Edmonton. She tried…in her own way. I hadn’t even told them that we’d broken up. Deep down, I think my parents thought that if they refrained from asking about my past girlfriends, they would just disappear.
That was our relationship. I’d long rationalised that their lack of compassion for my love life was down to their upbringing. They didn’t know anyone gay, and for their entire lives, they’d been taught that being gay was wrong. It was a culture I never fit into.
I’d had to live with my parents not accepting me for my entire adult life. I could have cut them out. I almost did. In my early twenties, I’d decided that I didn’t want or need that kind of negativity in my life. But over time, they’d reached out. Not to apologise but rather to stay in touch. They still wanted the best for me. They didn’t wish me any harm. Despite hoping that I would come to my senses one day and marry a good Muslim man. And while it hurt knowing that they would never know the real me, I still didn’t want to cut them out entirely.
They weren’t a part of my life, but I wasn’t estranged, either. I’d made my peace with it. That my relationship with my family would just be at arm’s length. My friends became my family, some of whom were still in Vancouver, while new ones had taken the spot nearest to my heart. The thought of leaving my newfound family made me unbearably sad.
“So,” Jane said, pulling me away from staring out the window again. “Tomorrow is your last day with us.” She meant at work.
“Yep,” I said, feeling sadness wrap its arms around me. Like a bit of a chokehold.
“It’ll be good to head to the pub after work.”
“Yep,” I said flatly.
“And then, you fly on Sunday.” She was stating the obvious. Probably to try to get a reaction from me. But I couldn’t muster one. “Have you packed?”
“Bits and pieces.” I could hear the energy leave my voice. I offered a tight-lipped smile, but she knew how I really felt about it. She was the only one who really knew. It had been hard to hide my despair all week.
“I still think you should look for a job here.” The optimism came out of nowhere.
“Jane…”
“I know you said it’s not that easy to get sponsored but—”
“It’s not.” I groaned defeatedly, too tired to get into this again.
“But you want to stay. If you get a job here, they can sponsor you, and you don’t have to leave,” Jane said, making it all sound so simple. “We don’t want you to go. Claire doesn’t want you to go.” A coil tightened around my stomach. “What have you got waiting for you back in Vancouver that’s better than us?” She grinned.
I sighed desperately. “I have to go back. I’m on borrowed time as it is. Besides, I love my job. I don’t want to leave Connect Global.”
Jane grimaced. “Really?”
“Yes.” She looked indifferent. She hated her job, that much had always been obvious. “It’s a really great company, trust me, North American companies don’t have the perks you guys do. Besides, there isn’t enough time.”
“You could look for jobs when you get back. Get a transfer.”
“Maybe,” I said, feeling like she was wearing me down. I could look for jobs. The truth was, I had been looking in case there was something. I could see myself moving to Belfast for good. I loved being here. But it was a huge commitment, and I was a little afraid.
“What?” Jane pulled me out of my head. She watched me carefully, as if decoding me. “What’s stopping you?”
“It’s a lot, okay. I’d have to pack up my life in Vancouver. My plants. I wouldn’t even know if they’d survive the trip here. I’d have to say good-bye to my friends, give up my apartment, sell my car.” I stared at my laptop screen, avoiding her. “It’s not just as easy as looking for a new job, you know.”
She was silent for a moment, and I wondered if maybe she would leave it. I hoped she would. Stop prodding. Before she found the real reason for my hesitancy. The person holding me back.
“I call bullshit,” she said while she buttered her toast.
I stared at her back, confused, unable to see her expression. I was a little hurt at her harsh wording. It wasn’t like her to be this straight talking. It made me a little vulnerable, like she could see right through me.
She came back to the table and sat opposite me. “Moving your life is a big commitment. But that’s not what’s holding you back.” She watched me carefully. “What does Claire think?”
“Think about what?” I deflected, and it was a very poor attempt. I didn’t want to get into it with Jane. Claire’s inability to vocalise her feelings around me leaving was a sore point. She struggled to talk about it. Which hurt. And when we did discuss it, she focused on the practical side of things. Driving me to the airport and helping to ship some things back. She kept the emotion out of these tasks too, and instead, was positive about me leaving. Talking about all the fun things we were going to do. It was getting old. Part of me wondered if maybe she was looking forward to me leaving, but I think it was more of a defence mechanism. To protect herself. And if being stupidly positive was what Claire needed, I would do it. I just wanted to make her happy, and sitting around crying over something we couldn’t change wouldn’t help anyway.
“About you leaving,” Jane said, disgruntled that I wasn’t following. I was being evasive for a reason. “How does Claire feel?”
“Honestly, I don’t know.”
My words seemed to surprise her. “You don’t think she’ll be heartbroken?” She kept digging, taking a bite of her toast.
“Jane, please, can we not?” I tried to be polite. “I’ve got work to do.”
“Why are you just giving up?” She looked a little annoyed.
“I’m not.”
“You’re not even trying to stay.”
“There’s nothing I can do to stay,” I said. “My time is up. This was never a long-term thing. I did what I had to do in Belfast, and now, I’ve got to go home.”
“What about here? This is your home,” she said softly, stirring a sharp pain inside.
“Not anymore.” It came out as a whisper.
Something in my expression made her soften. Perhaps it was the stinging in my eyes. She inhaled sharply, as if realising something profound. “She never asked,” Jane said, and I could feel a lump forming in my throat. I’d never felt more transparent. Her words had such a strong impact that I struggled to conjure a response. “She never asked you to stay.”
I couldn’t look at her. I was ashamed because she was right. I hadn’t put any real energy into trying to stay because I didn’t know if Claire even wanted me to. I was too afraid to ask because it would break my heart if she didn’t. And it would break my heart if she did. This was a lose-lose situation, and I hated it.
Jane rounded the table and leant over, embracing me. I pushed down the pain and returned the hug. She got down to eye level and turned serious. “You listen to me, okay?” she said with such conviction that I couldn’t look away. “Claire is…a bit of a robot sometimes.” I could feel myself smirking. “She’s not great at telling people how she feels.” I nodded, feeling that sadness inside again, knowing all too well that she was bad at expressing her feelings. Especially for me. “But believe me when I say, she wants you here.”
“Then why can’t she tell me?” I said sadly. “Huh?”
“I don’t know.” She sighed defeatedly. “I can’t even begin to dissect that brain of hers, but I know Claire. I’ve known her for years. And Stacie, she is so fucking in love with you, it’s scary.” My heart skipped a beat and sank at the same time. “I’ve never seen her look at someone the way she looks at you. Do not think for even a second that she doesn’t want you to stay here. That she won’t be completely broken if you leave.”
Her words were compelling, and I wanted to believe her, but my emotions wouldn’t let me. They were protecting me in case she was wrong. If Claire wanted me to stay so badly, why couldn’t she tell me herself? Maybe we could work out a plan to be together.
The keys in the door broke the tension in the room. “Hey,” Claire called, and Jane gave me some space. I felt flustered and tried to compose myself as quickly as possible.
“In here,” Jane called before quickly turning to me. “Talk to her,” she whispered just loud enough for me to hear.
I shook my head sternly. “Not a word to her.” Jane threw me a warning look. “Don’t,” I whispered as Claire appeared in the doorway.
“Hi.” She smiled at me. Her eyes looked bright, and her smile seemed to light up the whole apartment. Just seeing her was lifting the heartache inside. She took in the scene in front of her and faltered. “Is everything all right?” She glanced at Jane.
Jane smiled. “Yeah, we were just talking about my fam drama.” I was glad she lied, and the look she threw me told me that she would honour my request to keep our conversation a secret.
“I’m sorry.” Claire moved toward her. “What’s the latest?”
Jane waved her off and grabbed her plate. “I’ll talk to you later about it. I’ve a call right now.” It was another lie, but Claire didn’t question it. “It’s good to see you.” She pecked her on the cheek before leaving us alone in the kitchen.
I hadn’t realised I was watching Jane go until Claire’s hand on my arm pulled me out of my gaze. “You okay?”
“Yeah,” I forced myself out of it. I focused all my attention on her and allowed her energy to lift me up. Like it always did. She pulled me into her arms and kissed my lips. “I’m glad you’re home,” I said, ignoring the way my heart ached. I knew it wouldn’t be my home for much longer.




  

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
    
CLAIRE BRENNAN
Stacie was acting weird. I couldn’t explain it any other way. She was smiling, but it wasn’t reaching her beautiful eyes. She was laughing, but it was sub-power. Even her touch felt limp. Her hand in mine felt like a stranger’s as we walked to the restaurant. She asked about Mum, but her focus was elsewhere. I asked about her week and got very little. I noticed throughout dinner. And we had a lot of courses.
All afternoon, she had been distracted. I’d tried to ask Jane what was going on, but she’d played aloof. Perhaps she didn’t know, or maybe she did and was sworn to secrecy. I hadn’t seen Stacie all week, and I thought she would have been happy to see me. I couldn’t figure out what was bothering her. It left me confused and a little disappointed. She only had a couple of days left. I wanted to make them as fun as possible. No sad feelings. Only good memories. Fun, laughter, and good feelings. That way, she would always remember her time here. Her time with me.
During dinner, she made idle chitchat, but very little of it developed into anything real. We were never like this. Conversation kept running dry. I’d already asked her what was wrong. I’d asked her more than once.
She took another drink of red wine, practically emptying the glass. I topped it up again, off-loading the remainder of the bottle. She’d drunk most of it, almost like she was trying to get drunk. It wasn’t really like her; it was like she was looking for an escape. It made me nervous to know what was going on inside her head.
“Dinner was nice,” I said, trying to get something out of her. “I’m glad we got to do this.” I was going to finish by saying, “before you leave,” but something in the flicker of her smile told me she knew what I was going to say.
“It was really great.” She struggled to hold eye contact, flagging that something was wrong. Not that I didn’t already know. “The wine is…really great.” She chuckled to herself, taking another long drink.
“Do you want me to order more?” I asked, hesitant to ply her with more alcohol, but she stared at something over my shoulder like she didn’t hear me at all.
I followed her vision, and it was on a couple. They were five or so years older than us and sharing a dessert. I spotted the writing on the plate saying, Happy Anniversary. Maybe she knew them, but her gaze seemed too distant for that.
“How long do you think they’ve been together?” she whispered, her eyes fixed on them.
“I don’t know.”
A small smile tugged at her lips, and a shine appeared in her eyes.
I decided to humour her in the hope it would lead to some answers. “A couple of years, maybe.”
“I think longer.” She met my eyes. “The woman left to take a call a while ago. When she came back, she said to the guy it was the babysitter. They must have kids.”
I realised that she’d been watching them all evening. I nodded, a little confused. Perhaps it was the drink, but still, her focus should have been on us. I had been looking forward to this all week, it was the best restaurant in Belfast, and she was far more interested in a strangers’ date than ours. “Do you know them, or something?” I said, hearing the frustration in my tone. I gestured over my shoulder.
Stacie shook her head. “No, I was just curious,” she said casually, not seeing the change in my mood. “Do you ever wonder about people sometimes? Wonder about their lives?” Her dreamy gaze touted that she was a little drunk. “I wonder what other tables think about our table.” It was like she was completely unaware of how distant and strange she was being.
“What is going on with you?”
Finally, she spotted my confusion. “Sorry.” She patted my hand, but it didn’t stay there long. “Too much wine.” Her observation didn’t stop her from finishing the glass.
“You’ve been like this all day.”
She ran her hand through her hair, making it more unkempt and didn’t say anything.
“What’s wrong?”
“Nothing.”
“Well, maybe go sit with your new friends.” I motioned to the couple, half joking. “You’re obviously more interested in them.” That part came out a little harsher than I meant.
“That’s not true.” She faltered. “They just look happy is all.” Chairs scraping along the floor alerted me that the couple was getting up. Stacie watched them leave. The dopy gaze slowly transitioned, revealing a deeper sadness. Pain made its way into her frown. “It must be nice.”
“What is?”
“To have a future.”
Her words hit my insides like a bullet.
She smiled in the artificial way she had been doing all night. “What a lovely night,” she said, but I didn’t believe a word on it. Not after that. Her hand found its way into mine. It felt cold. “I’m glad we did this.” Her words weren’t true, and for the first time tonight, I knew why. I was ashamed that I hadn’t figured out why she was so lifeless before now. She was trying so hard to make it seem like she was okay when her departure was eating her alive. “Can we get the bill please?” she asked the nearby server, but I was still too breathless to say anything.
I settled the bill despite Stacie’s protests. I felt too guilty to let her pay. I should have realised what was wrong the second I’d set foot in the apartment this afternoon. Clearly, she was hiding her feelings, and I hated that I made her feel like she couldn’t tell me what was bothering her. I felt like I’d failed her.
We got a taxi home, and she curled into my side. She chatted the whole way, and I struggled to respond. I wanted to talk about how she felt but not with her in this state. She wasn’t very drunk, but I still wanted to talk to her with a sober head.
I unlocked the front door when she struggled with the keys. She giggled effortlessly, and it made me laugh. She took my hand and stumbled up the stairs. “You’re gonna fall down the stairs.”
“You won’t catch me?” she teased. “Huh, and I had a surprise for you. Oh well.”
“A surprise?” I asked, sceptical as we reached the apartment.
“Yep.” She spun to face me. She pulled me close, leaning forward and whispering in my ear. “You’ll have to take off my dress to find it.” She kissed my neck, and my stomach twitched in anticipation. I fumbled with the keys as she continued her assault on my neck, piquing my arousal.
We got into the apartment at last, but the lights were off. Nuala and Jane were still out. I was glad of that when Stacie started pulling me down the hallway in the direction of the bedroom.
“Maybe we should have some water,” I said, trying to distract her, but she couldn’t keep her hands off me. I wasn’t really complaining, getting lost in my lust-filled thoughts.
She kissed me hungrily, tasting like wine. She was walking me backward to our bed, each step seemingly filling her with more confidence. Her lips on mine made me a little breathless. She pulled me down on top of her, moving fast, revealing an unsatiable want. It turned me on.
She spread her legs, pulling me close to her centre. Our clothes remained an unfortunate barrier. Her moans surrounded us, and I felt myself getting lost in her frantic movements. It would have been easy to get wrapped up and do what she wanted, but something was nagging in the back of my mind. Stacie reversed our positions and straddled my hips. I sat up, running my hands up her back. She was unzipping her dress and removing it before I could even catch my breath. Her lips on my neck, teasing me, caused my eyes to roll back in my head. I wanted to get lost in the sexual chemistry swirling around us, but I couldn’t.
The look on her face at the restaurant appeared in my mind, putting a halt to my movements. To have a future. It sent chills down my forearms. The heartbreak on her expression, it made me feel terrible for being oblivious. Her grinding on my lap should have tapped into my desire. It didn’t. I felt guilty. Disconnected from her. I could feel her getting worked up, clawing at my clothes in desperation. But the fire between us was extinguished by an unspoken sadness. I was too aware of her despair to allow her to make me feel good.
I pulled back and made her stop.
She stared at me with hooded eyes. Something in my expression caused her to take a beat. “What’s wrong?”
I didn’t have the words. The guilt made anything resembling an apology get lost in my throat.
“Hey, hey, hey.” She massaged my shoulders. “Only good feels…remember?” she husked, starting to grind against me again. The very words I’d said to her last week had the opposite effect on me. She was still hiding her sadness from me, had been doing this all for me. Putting on this bravado because she thought it was what I wanted. Pretending to be happy when she was anything but. And I felt awful.
She kissed me fiercely. “Only good feelings,” she managed to whisper between kisses as she grabbed my hands and put them back on her body.
“Stace.” My voice sounded broken. She stopped and pulled back. I watched her expression go from hungry to confused. I struggled to look her in the eyes, feeling unworthy. “I’m sorry.” I felt like my soul was pouring every ounce into my apology. For not seeing her sadness. For being selfish. My hands found her hips, and I held firm. Her gaze was unbreakable, and somehow, she seemed to sober up, hearing what I was really saying. “I’m sorry.” This time, I couldn’t contain the emotion threatening my voice. “I’m sorry you’re leaving.” She cupped my face, and having her this close made me feel so connected to her. The look on her face showed relief. Like she was unbelievably relieved that I finally saw her. That I’d figured out what was making her sad. “I don’t want you to go.”
Her eyes welled almost instantly. “I don’t want to go.” Her lips pressed against mine. She rested her forehead against mine as her hands roamed my body as if memorising how I felt. It brought on a wave of desire between us. She unbuttoned my shirt slowly, kissing my collarbone. I let out a moan, unable to hold back any longer. I unclipped her bra before making my way south. I moved my hand between us and bypassed her underwear. She gasped, throwing her head back. She started grinding with more urgency. Breathless pants surrounded us, and her eyes held mine with such intensity.
“I want,” she breathed through her own need. “You.” She squeezed her eyes shut, nearing her climax. I hurried my movements, her fingers tightening around my shoulders. “I love you.” Her words came out in a gasp before she reached her end. She collapsed against me, breathing deeply. I wasn’t sure she even knew she’d said it. Part of me wondered if it was just because she was caught up in the moment.
It didn’t matter why she’d said it. She did. And the truth was, I felt the same way.
She pulled back, watching me carefully. It was on the tip of my tongue to return her declaration, but I stopped myself when she looked regretful. That courage vanished.
“Sorry.” She shrugged, looking a little embarrassed. “Heat of the moment.” She looked like she was about to move. Climb off me and leave this moment, but I couldn’t let her. She’d already hid how she was feeling for too long. It was my turn to be brave.
“Is that all it was?” I said, stilling her. I held her a little closer, and something in my expression made her look very vulnerable. I could feel her love for me. I could feel it tethering her to me. Making me a better person. “Because…” A flicker of hopefulness passed her features. “I love you too.” Her breathing hitched, and I registered the way the declaration made me feel a little shaky. In a good way. That was the effect she had on me.
She cupped my cheek, and I moved into her touch. “Do you want me to stay, Claire?” she asked, and I felt overwhelmed.
I hadn’t expected her to ask such a thing. I hadn’t thought it was even an option, given the lack of sponsorship. The thought of her staying filled me with unmeasurable joy. I could see a life with her. Imagine a happy future. But there was a gripping fear. A fear that strangled the air in my lungs. My mind started racing. I would never ask that of her. To leave her life behind for me. I loved her more than anyone I’d ever loved before, but I couldn’t ask that of anyone, especially not Stacie. Not someone selfless, caring, and kind. My life was too complicated. She’d only come to resent me.
Stacie deserved better.
Instead, I kissed her. She kissed me back.
I was able to escape into our desire again, avoiding her question.
For now, at least.




  

CHAPTER THIRTY
    
STACIE FARRAN
“Let’s go, bitches,” Jonny called, slamming shut his laptop for dramatic effect. “It’s booze o’clock.” He was standing in the next beat and ushering us to our feet. It wasn’t even five yet.
“Better do what he says, Stacie.” Nuala winked from across the room. There wasn’t really room for debate, and while I was excited about a night out with my friends, I couldn’t help but glance around the office.
I couldn’t shake that feeling of sadness this afternoon. I’d finished all my tasks for the week. Claire and I had switched back clients this morning. That was an odd meeting, filled with formalities and awkwardness. It felt like Claire didn’t really know how to make it better, so she’d kept it professional instead. It was sad to be talking about the fact that we were trading places again. Going back to who we were before we’d met.
I brought my cup to the kitchen and washed it in the sink. Instead of bringing it back to my desk and storing it in the top drawer, I left it in the kitchen cupboard to await some other newbie. I would miss the office. I would miss the banter and the people I’d gotten to know during my time here. It was bittersweet.
Or perhaps it was just bitter.
“Hey.” Claire stood watching me from the kitchen door. She offered a sad smile, one which helped me feel seen. Especially after last night. She watched me for a moment, and I felt like I knew exactly what was going on in her head. As if she was hugging me, offering a comforting squeeze of my shoulder or whispering words of support. I could tell that was what she wanted to do but couldn’t at work. It was written on her face.
“I’m good,” I said and didn’t miss the softness that crept into her eyes. It felt really good to be loved by her. I hoped she felt as good as I did.
“Good,” she said and waited for me to join her on the way back to our desks.
We packed up and met Jonny, Nuala, and Jane outside. I left head office for the last time and glanced back at the signage above the door, knowing it would be the last time I’d be here. In this blissful moment, surrounded by the people I loved. Claire’s hand laced with mine, surprising me. I didn’t think she would want to show this kind of PDA outside the building where anyone could see. But she didn’t seem to care. It made me eternally proud. I gave her hand another squeeze as we walked into town.
We were nearing the pub when Claire’s phone started buzzing. “It’s my mum,” she said. “You guys go on.” She motioned for us to walk on, but I stayed next to her. Jonny, Nuala and Jane went on ahead. “Hey, Mum, what’s up?” I couldn’t hear the other end of the phone, but Claire’s facial expressions were extremely telling. She locked eyes with me. “Yeah, we’re just about to head into the pub…Yes, I will get her a drink from you.” I laughed, knowing they were talking about me. “Of course I will. I have manners, you know…Yeah, she’s here.” Claire scowled. “Mum, she doesn’t want to talk to you—”
“The hell I don’t.” I snatched the phone away. She looked apologetic, and I waved her off. “Francis, how are you?”
“I’m good, Stacie. I just wanted to say good-bye before you leave.” I felt touched and surprisingly emotional. We’d spent some time together but nothing substantial. It was more that her importance to Claire made her important to me too. “I know we didn’t get to spend much time together, but it was lovely getting to know you.”
“Thank you, Francis. It was my pleasure. Honestly.”
“My daughter has a strong judge of character, you see.”
“I am well aware.” I chuckled, locking eyes with Claire, making her suspicious and a little annoyed that we were discussing her. Right in front of her.
“So I know you’re a good person,” she said. I smiled. “And I know she loves you.”
The air caught in my throat, and I struggled to hide my shock. I had no idea that Francis knew about us. Claire looked startled, no doubt trying to decipher the reason for my mood change. I tried to hide it as best as possible. “How did you…”
“The guest bed is terribly squeaky. It would keep anyone up all night. I went to warn you about it when you stayed with us.” It started to click in my mind, and I panicked. “I knocked on the door, but you never answered. And then”—She let out a belly laugh—“there was an awful lot of giggling coming from Claire’s room. And some other noises that I’ll not go into.”
I felt mortified. Maybe Francis took pleasure in embarrassing me. And while Claire couldn’t hear what was being said, she could no doubt sense my discomfort, and she mouthed to give her back the phone.
“But it’s clear that you two make each other very happy.”
“Francis, I don’t know what to say. I—”
“Oh, give over. You’re both grown-ups babysitting an old woman. I don’t give a flying hoot what you do. But what I do care about is Claire. So thank you.”
“I’m sorry?” She’d lost me.
“Thank you for making her happy.” A crushing force pulsated around my heart as my eyes collided with Claire’s. “It might have been short-lived, but a love like that should be cherished, even if it doesn’t last long. I know that better than most.”
I thought of Claire’s dad. “Thank you, Francis.” My throat cracked, and I had to clear it to stop myself from getting upset. “You raised a good one.” Claire showed a mix of confusion and touched.
“Take care of yourself,” Francis said. “And don’t forget about us.”
“I could never. Good-bye.” I sadly handed back the phone.
“What did you say to her?” Claire barked down the phone. “All right,” she backtracked, making me smile. “All right, I’m sorry. Look, I got to go. I’ll see you Sunday. Yes, I will come round after bringing Stacie to the airport.” Claire ended the call and was immediately in front of me. “Are you okay? What did she say to upset you?”
“She didn’t. She was just really sweet,” I said, ignoring the stinging in my eyes. “I’m going to miss her.”
Claire took my hand again. We shared a quiet moment, and I was glad that she didn’t try to uplift me. She let me stew in the sadness for a moment and remained present. I was glad because it meant I could feel all the feelings that came with leaving.
I pulled myself out of it. “Come on, Jonny is going to lose it if we don’t hurry up.”
A round of drinks awaited us when we found the rest of the gang. It was my round next. After that, my recollection started to blur. We moved to another bar before retreating to our usual spot in the gay quarter. It was a great evening, full of banter and laughter. Like any other night. And I was really enjoying myself.
I got back from the toilets and spotted Jonny at the table. Nuala had just got up to go to the bar, and I took her spot. “Hello, darling.” He pecked me on the cheek. “I’m surprised you could tear yourself away from your lady love long enough to see me.”
I rolled my eyes but had to admit I didn’t really have an excuse. Claire and I had been pretty inseparable all evening. I didn’t feel like apologising for that, either.
“Promise me something,” His tone dropped as his eyes softened. It wasn’t typical for him to be sentimental, leading me to give him my full attention. “You won’t forget about us. Ever. Even if we never see each other again…”
“Don’t say that. We will.”
“We don’t know that, Stacie. Come visit if you can. And if I ever go to Canada—”
“You better come see me.”
“Try to stop me. I hear Canadian men are all beardy, lumberjack, hunky-dories. Ready and waiting for an old dipping,” He always had a way of making me laugh, even though most of the time, I had no idea what he was saying. He was laughing too. Until he wasn’t. Something behind me caused him to frown. I followed his line of vision. “What’s going on there?”
Claire and Jane were talking at the other side of the bar. It seemed heated, like Jane was giving Claire a piece of her mind which shocked me. Claire looked regretful and borderline upset. I hated seeing her like that.
“I better go see what that’s about.” I was on my feet and closing in on them. They spotted me before I got there, masking their annoyance with a phony smile. Almost as if it was choreographed.
“Hey, having fun?” Jane beamed, practically turning her back on Claire.
“What’s going on?” I asked. Jane side-eyed Claire, revealing her frustration, whereas Claire shrugged it off.
“Nothing.”
I wasn’t buying it. “Claire,” I started, but to my surprise, she walked away from me. Jane must have really annoyed her. “What did you say to her?”
“Nothing.” Jane shook her head. “It’s fine. I’m going to find Nuala.”
I could feel my temper rising. “No.” I grabbed her arm, keeping her in place. “What did you say? She’s upset.”
Jane tutted. “Good. Maybe she will grow up.”
“Watch it,” I said, unable to calm myself.
Jane turned fiery just as Nuala approached from behind her. “I’m doing this for you.”
“For me?” It hit me: our conversation earlier in the week. “You didn’t, Jane.”
“Babe, you’ve had enough,” Nuala whispered to Jane. “Let’s just leave it.” Nuala locked eyes with me, pleading. “Sorry, Stacie. I think we better get going.”
I could see Jane swallowing whatever was on the tip of her tongue. Whatever she wanted to reveal. “What did you say to her?” I asked again.
“She’ll regret it,” Jane said in defiance. “Letting you leave.” She shook her head.
“That’s enough,” Nuala whispered, sharing a stern look with her.
Jane seemed to simmer, but a look of disappointment was all I could see. She was frustrated at the situation. Perhaps all our friends were, but this wasn’t the time to have a go at Claire. And Jane knew that.
Jane’s voice softened as she pushed away whatever had happened. “I’ll see you Sunday morning. I’ll come by before you leave to say good-bye.”
They left. I spotted Claire with Jonny, and though I tried to ask what happened, she avoided it. I never let on that I knew what the argument was about. Perhaps Claire didn’t tell me because deep down, she didn’t want me to stay. After all, I was still waiting for her to give me a reason to stay, or at the very least, to make me want to come back.
I’d given her that opportunity last night, and she couldn’t say the words. She didn’t ask me to stay. At this point, I would even entertain the idea of long distance. But this total lack of any commitment was getting old. And therefore, I had to go. I couldn’t fight for us alone. The time for fighting had come and gone, and while I would always have a place in my heart for Claire, we never had a future. She belonged here, and I belonged there.




  

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
    
CLAIRE BRENNAN
The drive to the airport wasn’t long. I tried not to dwell on my sadness. We’d had a wonderful couple of days. The best, in fact. We did what we would have done any other Saturday. Had breakfast in bed, watched endless TV, the usual. The only difference was that eventually, she had to pack her bags. There had been a couple of tears when leaving the apartment. Saying her good-byes to Freddie was tough. I knew he’d miss her. We’d all grown a little attached.
Jane and Nuala were there too. They said their good-byes, despite Jane still being cold toward me. I would rectify things next week, or maybe she would never forgive me.
I replayed our conversation at the bar, stirring those same emotions again:
 
“Can we talk?” Jane came out of nowhere, joining me at the bar. There was an urgency that seemed misplaced. We’d spent all evening together, and this was the first I’d seen her this antsy.
“Sure, do you want a drink?” I motioned to the bartender, although he’d already vanished to serve someone else.
“No, I’m fine.” She checked over her shoulder, perhaps to make sure we were alone. I braced myself. It was obviously important. “Nuala will kill me if she knows I’m saying anything…but I’m just drunk enough to be brave and not sober enough to feel any regrets.”
“Okay.” I laughed, but the seriousness in her expression made it short-lived.
“You’re being a fucking idiot.”
I choked on my drink, shocked by the venom from one of my best friend’s mouths. “Excuse me?”
“Why haven’t you asked her to stay? Jesus, Claire, I’m beginning to think there is something wrong with you.” I was speechless and embarrassed that she’d pulled me like that. Her words were angry. It made me feel vulnerable. “Do you even love her?”
I was so caught off guard that I struggled to muster anything resembling a response.
“Because if you do, you’ll ask her to stay. What are you waiting for?”
I felt smaller than a speck of dust as she attacked me, stripping me bare with her words.
“Stacie loves you. She’s willing to give up her entire world for you, and you’re being a fucking coward.” That hurt. “Why don’t you want to be happy? Huh?” She was yelling now. At both of us, it would seem, even though, Stacie wasn’t here. I could see her point. On paper, we were great. She was annoyed at me for being afraid and frustrated at Stacie for being the one to leave.
“I can’t.” It came out as a whisper. I’m surprised she heard over the noise.
“Why? Let yourself be happy, Claire. For once, put yourself first—”
“I can’t,” I shouted, surprising her. “Every time I am happy, something bad happens.” I thought of Mum, but Jane’s expression remained frustrated. “I can’t ask her to stay for me because I’m…” I couldn’t even say the words that had been weighing me down for so many years. If she sticks around, she will see me for what I really am. Someone with a lot of trauma and a lot of responsibility. “This was never supposed to be anything real. She has to go home.” And I could never leave. Not again. Not after what had happened when I had.
Jane had more to say, wanted to prove me wrong. I could see it on her face. Say that we were meant to be or whatever else. But we were interrupted by the very person who caused Jane’s explosion.
 
Jane didn’t understand. None of my friends could grasp my restraints, the reason I couldn’t ask Stacie to stay. It was the reason I kept them all at a distance. They didn’t know my life. My family. The responsibility of caring for my mum. Or worse, the genetics breathing down my neck, reminding me that one day, I could end up just like her.
Stacie would be happier without me, I’d told myself. Caring for Mum meant I couldn’t give her the kind of time and attention that she deserved. That would forever torment me. I’d rather we ended things because of something external rather than it being something I did later down the line. This would be easier for everyone.
“I can hear the planes already,” Stacie mused from the passenger seat. “Must mean we’re nearly there.”
“Yeah.” I sighed, gripping the steering wheel a little tighter. I parked the car and helped her carry her bags to the check-in desk. I stood with her in silence. She said nothing, and I couldn’t even bring myself to talk about something unimportant. It felt like a waste of the precious energy I needed to get me through this.
Once she was checked in, I walked her to security. I couldn’t go through, and I could feel myself slowing with each step. She did too. We didn’t actually point out the fact that we were barely moving but allowed the tension to surround us. Eventually, she stopped near the escalator.
“I don’t need you to come up with me,” she said, bringing me to a halt. I nodded, feeling my chest tightening.
Passengers passed us on both sides. Some were on business, dressed in fancy suits, while others were families going on holiday. I tried to memorise how Stacie looked in this moment. I tried desperately to ignore the stinging in my eyes and pain in my chest.
“Do you have everything?” I asked nervously. “Your tickets? Passport?” She nodded, her eyes glassy and distant. “And headphones?” She watched me heartbreakingly. “So this is it.”
“Yeah.” Her eyes stayed on me for another moment before she let out a sob. She tried to hide it, and I pulled her into a hug.
“It’s going to be okay.”
“Will it?” she said, clearly not believing my bullshit.
“No. Probably not.” I pulled back, wiping the tears from her cheeks. “I’m going to really miss you, Stace.”
“I’m going to miss you too.” She leaned forward and captured my lips. Her kiss was full of love and filled me with hope and sadness.
“I love you,” I said, feeling every single word of that declaration.
“I love you,” she whispered against my lips. “So much.” She took a step back. “Good-bye.” She started to walk away from me.
My heart broke in two watching her leave me. Perhaps forever. It all felt too sudden. Like for some reason, I didn’t really think she would go.
I couldn’t just let her go. My body and soul couldn’t bear it.
“Wait,” I said, and she stopped her tracks. She turned slowly. “Don’t go,” I could hear myself saying, and it felt like the rightest thing I’d ever said. I felt brave—spontaneous, of course—but it felt so unbelievably right. I couldn’t let her leave.
She watched me with a mixture of sadness and confusion.
I took a step closer, feeling a little lighter because I knew all the things I wanted to say to make her stay. “Don’t leave. Stay. And we can—”
“No.” That one word sounded so final and caused the air to freeze in my chest. “Don’t do this.” Her voice revealed her disappointment, and it left me grappling for a reason.
“Do you know what I’m saying, Stacie?” I could feel my joy returning, “I want you to stay.”
She shook her head sadly, looking almost breathless. As if she was devastatingly at a loss for words. “It’s too late for that.” Pain strained her voice and made her sound like an imposter. “It’s just too late.” She began to turn. “I have to go.”
Was that it? “Stacie,” I said, and she turned back, looking exhausted. “Please, don’t leave when I’ve just—”
“Claire, I love you,” she said, but it felt like she was a million miles away. On a different planet, even though she was only a couple of steps away. “But this”—that disappointed look returned, clouding all in sadness—“is empty. It’s an empty invitation.”
“What?” I couldn’t believe what I was hearing.
“I can’t stay, you know I can’t. I will be deported next week.”
“I haven’t figured it all out—”
“It’s too late. Because, Claire, if you’d have asked me that weeks ago…” She breathed out a sigh of frustration. “I’d have said yes.”
I felt really small. I knew why she was upset. I knew why she was disappointed in me. I was disappointed in myself.
“Yes, a million times over. We could have come up with a plan. Together, we could have figured something out. A way for me to get back to you because we both know you’ll never leave.” That hurt. “And I understand why you can’t,” she said softly, still managing to understand me in a way no one else did. “I needed you to ask me to stay long before now. And it really sucks that you didn’t. I’ve spent so much time trying to figure out why you never…” Her sadness was almost unbearable to watch. She looked so vulnerable. “And now?” She looked a little angry. “You’re being something I know you’re not.”
“What? Desperate?” I said defeatedly.
“Selfish.”
I felt my heart crush into a million pieces, and my vision began to blur. I couldn’t hold back the tears.
“You’re being selfish.” She looked so broken that I couldn’t even be upset that she was hurting me. “You’re making me be the bad guy. You’re forcing me to destroy our future. To say no. To turn down your invitation when…I never wanted to leave. But this isn’t my home. And the worst part about all this is I needed you to fight for us. And you’re choosing now. When you know I have to board that flight.”
The pain in my chest caused me to fold my arms. Maybe as a way of protecting myself. She was right. Everything I was feeling was because I wasn’t brave enough to fight for her. I knew that I would never forgive myself for this. “I’m sorry.” It came out as nothing more than a hoarse whisper. I couldn’t even look at her, and next thing I knew, her arms were around me. I let it all out and cried into her shoulder. I could feel her chest heaving to suppress her own tears.
“Part of me will always love you, Claire.” She wiped away the tears that I struggled to hold back. I leaned into her touch, trying my best to memorise how her touch made me feel. “And if I ever figure out a way to get back here, well, your new girlfriend better watch out.” She tried to make light of it, but I felt it all. The pain and disappointment. There were no winners here. “Getting on that plane will be one of the hardest things I’ve ever had to do. Know that, okay?” She rested her forehead against mine.
“Watching you go, knowing it was my fault—” My words almost got lost in the emotion. She tried to hush me, but I persisted. “Will be the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do.”
She inhaled sharply and gripped my hips. She looked me in the eyes, and managed to look beautiful even with tear streaks down her face and smudged mascara. “Promise me you’ll take care of yourself.” I nodded, knowing my voice would be a complete mess. “You have a bad habit of taking care of everyone else but yourself. So please…” She trailed off, sounding too upset to say anymore.
“Take care of yourself. And let me know…when you get home.”
“Home.” She sighed defeatedly, as if she didn’t consider Vancouver her home. I held her hand as she took a hesitant step back. “I will.” Our arms stretched until we had to let go. She gave me one last small smile before she walked away from me.
She stepped on the escalator and didn’t look back. It didn’t matter, I could feel her devastation. I could see her despair in her posture, the way she gripped her suitcase handle. My heart was shattered and pulled apart as she disappeared from the top of the escalator and was gone.
I stood, feeling like lead. Like I couldn’t move. I tried to turn and leave, but I couldn’t. My body wouldn’t let me. The tears dried up as I was filled with regret. Everything about her leaving felt wrong. My breathing felt shallow, and it made my head sore. My heart was sorer. I kept hoping to see her again at the top of the escalator. Like maybe she would come to her senses and come back to me. She didn’t. And I knew why. Jane had made sure I knew why as well. Because I hadn’t been brave enough to love her. I had to watch her go because I’d never asked her to stay. That would be my biggest regret.
I knew what I had to do now. I wouldn’t let this be the last time I saw her. Knowing that I could come up with a plan to get her back was the only thing stopping me from falling to pieces in the middle of the airport. This wouldn’t be how our story ended, of that I was sure.




  

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
    
STACIE FARRAN
Three months later
“Stacie, can I see you for five minutes?” Luke asked, pulling me from my report. I nodded. “I’m just going to grab a coffee from the kitchen, and I’ll meet you in the boardroom.”
I collected my laptop and walked in that direction. There was healthy buzz in the Vancouver office. Finance was located in one corner and admin in the other. Phones rang, and there was a nice level of chatting. I used to hate coming into the office. It had been a ghost town, empty and dead inside. It made it feel like the work day would never end. But lately, I was coming in two or three days a week. I had people to sit with at lunch, and I even joined their book club, which wasn’t half-bad. Three new starts were being shown around the floor today. I’d had induction with them this morning.
When I’d come back from Belfast, I’d met with Luke. He was eager to continue the work Claire had started. Not just with the AMs but across the Vancouver office. He only had the nicest things to say about her, and while it made me smile, talking about her hurt my heart.
We’d kept in touch for a few weeks, but I felt myself placing too much weight on her texts, phone calls, and emails. The excitement and joy they brought me was unhealthy, preventing me from moving on with my life. Though, sometimes, I just felt so full of regret. Part of me knew that leaving was the right thing, while the part that was still in love with Claire wished I had stayed. Regardless of how I felt, I had to construct boundaries to protect myself. We’d broken up, and continuing the lines of communication on a daily basis had turned into a form of torture. She still checked in every now and then. I did too, but it was better this way.
Claire hadn’t been the only one staying in touch. Jonny sent texts and TikTok videos. Nuala had kindly sent a Belfast hamper last week. It had taken about six weeks to get through customs, but the chocolate and crisps were as good as I remembered. I was rationing them. Receiving the box had made me homesick, which I knew sounded weird. I was home, and yet, Northern Irish foods still made me a little homesick. They’d all signed the card. I put it on my fridge, and every morning I looked at it, I homed in on Claire’s signature a little more than the rest.
I wondered if she was struggling as much as I was. It felt like she was everywhere. I was still finding red hair in my apartment. On the pillow, which provided some mild comfort during my first week back. Her hair seemed to be all over the bathroom, even though I knew she’d scrubbed this place from top to bottom before she’d left. Even my plants seemed to miss her. She really liked a ramen place nearby, and I found myself ordering it often. Perhaps to feel close to her.
“Sorry,” Luke said, bursting into the room with coffee in one hand and his laptop in the other. “I got held up.”
“That’s what happens when you’re the boss. So many people to see, so little time to do any of it.”
He blushed and shrugged in the dorky way that he did. “Yeah, but I’ve been trying to meet you all week.” He sighed, taking a seat. He opened up his laptop, shimmied it to the side and gave me his full attention. “How’s it going?”
“Great,” I said and went straight into business mode. “The team is on target. We have roundtable this afternoon, which the new starts are going to sit in on, and did you hear about Jake?” Luke grinned, nodding. “That upgrade will easily double their subscription.”
He laughed. “Landing a sale like that, who’d have thought? I mean, Jake, of all people?”
“Mr. Douche-Head ended up being a decent human being,” I teased.
“Right? Remember we used to roll our eyes when we were assigned to anything with him? And now, he’s increasing business…and he brought in doughnuts on Monday.”
“It’s like an alien invasion.”
“That’s just the power of Claire Brennan.” He said it like it was a declaration. I smiled but felt it falter. “You should have seen the way she whipped their butts when she was here.”
I could imagine. Claire didn’t take shit from anyone.
“I wouldn’t have this job if it wasn’t for her.” It wasn’t the first time he’d said that to me. It warmed my soul but created a pressure in my chest. An uncomfortable clamping that made breathing hard. He must have noticed. “Sorry, I don’t want to make you feel…”
He knew about our relationship. It was hard to hide when he’d found me crying in the kitchen one day. A very bad day during my second week home. I’d found a goddamn red hair in my sweater. Sadly, though, I was finding less of those Claire reminders.
“It’s fine,” I said, ignoring the heartbreak threatening the strength of my voice. “I’m fine.”
“It’s kind of why I wanted to speak to you,” he said delicately.
“Are you giving me a verbal warning for being heartbroken?” It was a joke, but he barely managed to crack a smile. “You’re not making me the new AM guru? Because I really don’t think I’d—”
“No,” he said. “Though, you’d probably do very well.” He played with his hands a little and seemed to ready himself. “How do you feel being back here?”
I watched him carefully, waiting for him to elaborate. “Fine.”
“You’re happy?” He watched me as if he’d just thrown me a trick question, and I didn’t see the point in entertaining this any longer.
“Why? What does that matter?” I said without thinking. Then realised the weight of what I’d actually vocalised. My happiness should always matter.
“Would you go back to Belfast if you could?”
I was speechless and struggled to siphon through the feelings swirling around.
“There’s a job opening.”
I could feel my entire body seizing up, and I think Luke knew the impact his words were having.
“An account manager job. In Belfast.”
“Who’s leaving?” I asked, the first thing that came to mind. I was surprised that no one had told me. Was it Claire? Where would she go?
“I’m not sure. Marty got in touch. He said he would leave it up to me whether to tell you. Before you left Belfast, Marty told me you’d asked to stay. He said that he would let you know if anything ever came up, and with clearance from HR, you are free to apply.”
“With sponsorship?” I asked, my mind reeling.
“If you’re the eligible candidate, they will sponsor your UK visa. Which…” He paused. “Off the record, I’ve been told the job is yours if you want it.”
My breathing was erratic, uncontrollable, and I couldn’t dismiss the expansion in my chest, the feeling of my lungs opening effortlessly. As if they’d been left shrivelled for the last three months and had just been inflated with precious oxygen. I thought about Claire. My life in Belfast. But the fear settled in. Would that life still be what I remembered? “Can I think about it?”
He looked a little taken aback. “Of course.”
“Thanks Luke.”
“I have to say, I thought you’d have bitten my hand off for it. I thought you’d be dying to go back. I’ll be sad to lose you.” He offered a sad smile. “But I don’t think you ever really came back. Not all of you, at least.”
His words sat with me long after our meeting. He was right. I’d returned home in body, not in spirit. I’d hoped it wasn’t so noticeable.
I went back to my desk, but I was only partially there. Mentally, I was elsewhere. I texted Claire, asking if I could call her tomorrow. She was likely already asleep. We hadn’t spoken this week. I guessed it was part and parcel of phasing out. We weren’t in each other’s lives, and in a different time zone, it was easy to lose contact. Which made the possibility of a job in Belfast all the more conflicting. What if Claire had moved on?
“Earth to Stacie.” Luke’s voice penetrated my overthinking.
“What?”
“I must have called you, like, three times. I thought we’d lost you.” He grinned from the desk opposite me. “Are you good to lead next week’s meeting?”
“Sure.” I was brought back into the present. “I figured as much, considering I’m the lead AM.”
“I just want to be there to introduce myself, seeing as they’re such a big client.”
“Oh, right. Because you’re the big boss now,” I teased, which he just grimaced at. “I just hope your big head will fit on the Zoom call. It’s a pretty small screen, after all.”
“Funny.”
“What are you even doing sitting out here with us commoners? Don’t you have a nice, big, shiny office you can sit in. One with a view. And a door.”
“But then I wouldn’t get to enjoy your lovely company.” He winked.
“Yeah.” I rolled my eyes, going back to my laptop screen. “Lovely company.” I scoffed as a heavy weight settled in my chest. Thinking of her did that. Unexpectantly and often. I wished it wouldn’t. But I couldn’t switch off how much I missed someone. “Because I’m so much fun to be around.” It came out more of sigh, and my mood plummeted.
“I can think of someone who’d love to be around you.”
I kind of hated him in that moment. For drawing attention to my heartbreak. “That’s not funny.” He should have known not to tease when he knew what Claire meant to me. Instead, I focused on my computer screen.
“It’s not a joke.”
Every inch of my body stiffened. I locked eyes with Luke, but it wasn’t him who’d said it. He threw me a smirk. I slowly looked over my shoulder, and there she was.
“Hey.” Claire’s voice was small, but her smile was big.
“Hi,” was about all I could get out. I stared at her in awe, afraid that she was a figment of my imagination but also scared that she might really be here. “What are you…” I trailed off breathlessly, not even sure what I wanted to ask.
“What’s it look like?” she said with a confidence I didn’t think I had ever witnessed on her. “I’m here to bring you home.” She knelt in front of me.
The gestured surprised me and caused the room to collectively gasp. It was then that I realised how much attention we’d attracted. Everyone in the office was staring. I could feel my face heating up, and thankfully, I wasn’t the only one mortified.
“Oh…” Claire clocked our audience, and her face turned bright red. “No, no. I’m not—” She sprung to her feet awkwardly. It had looked like a proposal, but thankfully, it wasn’t. I laughed. This was the most Claire thing to ever happen. “We’re not…I’m not—sorry, if you thought I was…”
“All right, everybody.” Luke addressed the room, and I stood to be eye level with Claire, still in shock that she was really here. “Back to work,” he said, shaking his head. “Nice to see you, Claire.”
“Hey, Luke,” she said over my shoulder, “mind if I borrow her?”
“Get out of here, you crazy kids.”
I cringed a little, mainly because Luke was younger than us. But his dorky manner made me smile nonetheless. I took her hand, loving how it felt to have her hand in mine again. We went into the boardroom, and I shut the door behind me. It was only then that we both burst out laughing. I moved farther into the room to create a little bit of distance, still reeling from what had just happened.
“That didn’t go as I planned.” Claire said, still laughing.
“You knelt, and you seriously didn’t think the entire office would think you were proposing?”
“Why did I kneel?”
“Why did you kneel?” We were both laughing uncontrollably.
“In my defence, I was supposed to land last night,” Claire said. “I imagined this all happening at your apartment. I had a speech and everything, but I got delayed in Chicago, so I had to show up here. At work.” She palmed her forehead. “It all just happened so fast. I’m so jet-lagged…. did I really just kneel in front of you?”
I laughed again, finding it so ridiculously Claire. Awkward yet sweet.
“You have my full permission to tell me F off for embarrassing you like that.”
“It was kind of romantic.”
She watched me wistfully from the door. She hadn’t moved, and it made me feel like I was an eternity away from her.
“And very Claire-like.” My smile faltered. I had so many questions, and I needed those answers before I could get carried away. “So…” I said, giving her the floor. She’d travelled across the world for a reason, and I needed to know why. She said nothing, prompting me. “Why are you here, Claire?”
“I’m here to bring you back to Belfast.”
I didn’t expect those words to bring me profound elation. I felt breathless. I’d been waiting so long to hear them, it left me feeling a little raw. I couldn’t contain my smile. “Is this all because you don’t want to go to Paula’s wedding without a date? It’s next week, you know.” She cracked a smile, taking a step closer. “You’re going to extreme lengths for a date.”
“Who told you I was dateless? Okay. I’m desperate.” She carried on the joke, which I loved. Then, she turned more serious. The air in the room seemed to intensify. “I should have never let you go.” Her expression crumbled, her voice dipping, causing my heart rate to accelerate. The very words I needed to hear made me feel seen. “I wanted you to stay.”
Her declaration caused a flurry of emotions. Sadness and regret dominated, making me angry with her. It was unexpected, but I couldn’t squash how I felt. Not this time. I stared back at her, a little sceptical. “You never said. Well, not until…” I thought back on the airport, and it made me disappointed again.
“I know.” She looked so small. “And I’m sorry I forced you to be the one to say no. You were right, it was selfish.” Her usual blue eyes looked grey and full of sadness.
I felt ashamed that I’d called her selfish. It was harsh and a little cruel. “You’re not selfish, Claire. I’m sorry that I—”
“No, please. Just let me say what I have to say.”
I nodded, needing to also hear things from her point of view.
“I’ve spent every single day since you left regretting my actions. I should have made it clear to you that I wanted a future with you. But I was so afraid, Stace.”
“What have you got to be afraid of? You’re the strongest person I know.” I took a step closer, seeing how vulnerable she looked.
“That’s where you’re wrong. You scared me. You scare me. How I feel about you. What I’d do for you.” She raised her hands in defeat, referring to the fact that she was here, standing in front of me now. I felt touched by the gesture; it was so out of character for her. “I’ve never been so impulsive. Flying across the world for someone. But it was my fault for letting you go in the first place.” My eyes were filling. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry it took me this long to make it right.” She took my hand.
Feeling her warm touch did stuff to me, stirring a deep love I still had for her. It made me breathless as she took a step into my personal space.
“I just didn’t want to ask you to come home if I didn’t have a plan.”
I instantly thought about the job Luke had mentioned. Claire had known about it first.
“As soon as Jane said she was moving teams—”
“Jane’s moving teams?” I asked. Claire nodded. “I guess it isn’t really a surprise.”
“She really hates foreign direct investment,” she said, and I laughed. “She’s moving to marketing.” Claire reached up and caressed my cheek, stirring something from within. “I knew I had to do everything I could to get you transferred. To get your sponsorship. It turns out, it wasn’t really that hard.” She tilted her head in the sweet way that she did. “Everyone wants you back.”
“Even you?” I asked, not meaning to sound so needy.
“Stacie, if you come back to Belfast, I promise, I’ll spend every day trying to make you happy. I know what it’s like to lose you because I wasn’t brave enough to fight for us.”
Her words were the reaffirmations I’d been dreaming about for months. I never expected this from her; it just showed how much she really cared.
“And if you say no right now because it’s too late, or you’ve moved on…”
I shook my head and wrapped my arms around her, pulling her body into mine and loving the way it felt to be in her arms again.
“I’ll understand,” she whispered sadly, hugging me tightly. “I’ll know I did everything to get you back because I really do love you, Stace.”
My heart settled in a way it had struggled to do for so long. I felt contentment in every inch. Having Claire in my arms seemed to make the universe feel right again. Everything seemed brighter, and the joy I was feeling inside made me pull back from our hug and kiss her. I poured everything I could have said into our embrace to reassure her that I was all in too. I wanted her and a life together. Our life together in Belfast.
She pulled back. “Can I take that as a maybe?”
“Yes,” I said, unable to wipe the smile from my face. “I love you.”
Taking her hand, I surprised her by pulling her out of the boardroom with me. She struggled to keep up as I moved to the elevator, waving good-bye to Luke. “Where are we going?” she asked as the elevator doors closed, and we made our descent.
“Isn’t it obvious?” I asked. She looked adorably confused. “I’m taking you on a date.” She smiled. “That fancy dinner off Robson I promised you, followed by ridiculously expensive cocktails. And then, home.” She was speechless, and I was glad that I could still have this effect on her. “Home to my apartment, and tomorrow, we go home.”
“Home.”
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