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The air still held a trace of salt, carried inland from the harbor by winds that had swept across the Atlantic for centuries. In Southie, the streets curved like old stories—full of names carved into brick, laughter trapped in tenement stairwells, and the lingering breath of generations who had crossed the ocean with nothing but holy medals and a prayer for work. The venue they chose was the Claremore, an aging but noble social hall tucked behind a modest church on L Street. To the untrained eye, it was little more than a square of red brick shadowed by the steeple of St. Brigid’s—but to those who knew, it was sacred. Not in the way of sacraments, but of memory. It had hosted baptisms, wakes, election night parties, ceilidhs, retirements, and—most importantly—weddings for over a century. Inside, the hall breathed wood and polish and Guinness foam soaked into its beams. The floor, worn smooth by a thousand reels and slow dances, had never been replaced. Its imperfections were part of its charm: the slight give near the west wall, the knot in the center like a birthmark. Old photographs lined the vestibule—sepia-toned smiles, veils and boutonnieres, proud fathers and crying aunts. The Claremore had once been the domain of union men and pipefitters, the kind who'd show up in scuffed dress shoes and carry in extra chairs themselves. But times changed, and now it lived again, buoyed by the children of that old blood—some who had stayed, others who had gone and returned with different accents and wider eyes. What hadn’t changed was the sense of belonging. The way everyone still greeted the bartender by name. The stories swapped over corned beef sandwiches in the anteroom. The way the music always started with a slow fiddle and ended with a roar. On the first Friday of May, the doors would open wide to the scent of lilac drifting in from the churchyard. The wedding would begin in the waning golden light, and by nightfall, the room would pulse with laughter and music, with old men clapping in time and teenagers sneaking sips of whiskey. And in the center, two people would dance beneath a ceiling strung with white lights, making their promises in a place soaked with a century of celebration and sorrow. That would’ve been a perfect picture, but this night and this wedding held a different mood and intentions...

* * *
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Ingrid McGrane sat before the mirror, still and luminous, the morning light sliding over the edge of her gown like mist on stone. Her dress was a delicate Japanese silk, mist-blue, as though spun from the first pale breath of dawn. At a glance, it was demure, modestly tracing her form, yet the back fell away in a graceful plunge to reveal an elegant expanse edged with lace as intricate as frost on a winter windowpane.

Her dark hair was drawn softly from her face and gathered into a careful knot, secured by an antique silver-and-pearl comb shaped like a crescent rake. Its polished curves glowed gently rather than glittering; the quiet gleam felt almost protective in this uncertain hour. She wore no veil—the heirloom alone held back the sweep of her hair.

In her hands lay the marriage contract on heavy paper, the ink not yet dry. She held it absently, fingers curved around its edge as though from duty rather than conviction. Her gaze did not wander to the gown or her hands, but stayed on her own reflection—steady, almost too steady. Behind her eyes, thoughts moved like a tide beneath the ice.

Outside the window came the scattered life of the early afternoon—a cousin’s laughter, a child’s shriek of play, a gull’s cry circling the harbor from afar. Within the room, stillness. They had helped her dress, smoothed her hair, and left. Everything was in place, yet she had not moved. Her looking into the mirror was not vanity; it was distance—an appraisal, not adornment.

She sat straight-backed, hands folded over the contract as if it were a prayer book, though there was no devotion in her stare. The glass returned only the surface: bone-hued silk drawn high at the throat, dark hair pinned beneath frost-pale silver. There was no staged softness for sentiment here. She had arranged herself with precision—with purpose. The room behind her kept its quiet. But inside her, another room stirred. It had been four months ago, almost to the day. The Brett house was still thick with the remains of Christmas—evergreen needles in the carpet, the echo of too much wine, and Gloria’s shrill laughter still clinging to the curtains. She had gone to the study for silence, but Uncle Ted had followed.

“Ingrid,” he’d said, like he was about to ask for something small—tea, a phone number, a favor. But the moment became a proposal. Like a weird business deal. 

“He needs a wife, Amanda Gallagher is very sure about that. For some social PR reasons, I don’t understand,” Ted huffed. “You need the trust opened. I need capital. Gallagher Tech will invest in my projects generously”. A simple equation, voiced like a family matter.

She remembered blinking once, slowly, as if clearing fog from a glass. “You're serious.”

“As death,” he said. Then: “Think about it, sweetheart. It’s not a love match. Six months. Legal. No pressure to perform a real marriage. Just... help me close this.”

It was only after that—after the word help—that her mind, betraying her better sense, called up the image - Aidan Gallagher in a dark blue tuxedo. Last Christmas. Not this one, but the one before. He had stood apart from the men in black, tall, clean-shaven then, hair lightly disheveled, curled ends at the nape of his head, speaking to no one unless required. She remembered noticing how little he smiled. How perfectly he had matched the room while offering it nothing. Just another investor. Polite, controlled, and rather cold. Only the gaze of his deep dark blue eyes was alive and flickered with light she couldn’t explain. Or it was just a reflection of the candles?

She hadn’t thought of him again. Not until Ted said his name. Gallagher Tech. Aidan Gallagher. Tech-world wunderkind. Phantom fiancé. A man who wouldn’t have picked her out of a room. Maybe he didn’t care at all, just gave his sister Amanda freedom to find a proper bride. And yet she said yes. Not for him, not for Uncle Ted. She agreed because the numbers made sense. Because thirty was approaching. She’d grown tired of her inheritance being dangled like a carrot on a stick of propriety. Her parents had meant well, but grief warps foresight. They hadn’t imagined their only daughter left in the care of a man like Theodore Brett —generous with gifts, careful with praise, and always, always calculating. Ted was a brother of her mom and her closest relative. So yes, she’d agreed. Not as a girl promised, but as a woman claiming what was hers. Six month of acting someone’s wife was not a big price for her freedom. Freedom from her present golden prison in Boston. Ingrid took her knitting basket, lifted her head to meet Ted’s eyes. “Fine, tell me when the papers will be ready”. Uncle shuffled his hands into his pockets, let out some sound of approval mixed with contentment and left the room. 

Three weeks ago she’d signed the papers in a quiet office downtown. Gallagher’s personal lawyer, Daniel Simons, was warm in a professional way, trying too hard to humanize a transaction that had no sentiment left in it. Ted had joked. Gloria had taken a call mid-discussion. Aidan, of course, wasn’t there. For a short moment she wondered why. “Time zones,” Daniel had said with a smile, as if the groom’s absence was not only expected but efficient, answering her thought. “He trusts the process.” Trust, Ingrid thought then, was too cheap a currency to be spoken aloud. She had signed anyway, right next to his signature, which looked like some old Celtic calligraphy in modern blue ink.

Now, the mirror offered her no counsel. Just the same quiet woman, dressed in a contract, holding her breath. And whatever else she might have been feeling—doubt, pride, weariness—it was all folded neatly beneath the lace and silver silk.

* * *
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A gentle knock, then the door creaked open just enough for Jenna to lean in, her eyes bright and her smile trained into reassurance. She wore a dark purple bridesmaid dress and had small white and yellow flowers in her hair. Her best friend, really her only friend in this life. Jenna was not very happy about the fact that her friend was marrying some stranger and going overseas to Ireland. But at that moment she couldn’t offer any other way for Ingrid to escape her uncle’s control. So she dressed in bridesmaid outfit and was ready to witness the wedding performance.  

“It’s time.”

Ingrid didn’t speak. She rose, lifting the bouquet from the table—white freesia and soft blue thistle, tied with bone-colored silk that matched her gown with unintentional harmony. Her fingers tightened around the stems, the contract left behind, folded and still on the vanity table. A mirror could only reflect that much.

She followed Jenna out into the narrow corridor, their footsteps hushed on the polished wood. The hall smelled of lemon oil and old dust, as if the place remembered generations of weddings—each one layered like a palimpsest beneath the next. At the stairwell, she paused, and the full view of the reception hall below unfurled before her.

The Claremore, in all its worn, dignified splendor. The high windows, trimmed in faded paint, let in the late afternoon light in slanted ribbons. The parquet floor bore the scuff marks of countless dances—some joyous, others furious, many both. Overhead, string lights had been laced across old beams, catching in the rafters like stars behind fog. There were flowers, but not too many—wild lilac, Queen Anne’s lace, touches of ivy twined along the banister and clustered around the iron columns. The tables waited under white cloths, modest but careful, the kind of arrangement that spoke not of wealth but of someone’s honest attempt at beauty. A string quartet played near the hearth, and above them hung the McGrane family crest—unassuming, stitched into a faded tapestry from a century past. It was a transaction dressed in tradition. Her eyes scanned the venue hall once more. Finally, she saw him.

Aidan Gallagher stood at the far end of the hall, beside the officiant—an elderly judge in full formality, his robe better fitted than his smile. Aidan wore a deep charcoal tuxedo, a silver tie narrow, the cut precise. He had kept the beard. His dark brown hair was combed back, but not severely—there was a softness to it, a natural disarray that resisted too much order. He did not smile. But he didn’t appear cold, either. His expression was composed, the kind of calm she recognized from boardroom negotiations and political dinners. Neutrality as a form of power. He looked at her when she appeared—something flickered in his dark blue eyes. Barely visible beneath just acknowledgment and calm readiness. Clean light of understanding that they both were in this event by choice that didn’t involve any romantic feelings.

She moved forward. The ceremony passed like theatre. Lines spoken, motions performed, an audience quiet with polite reverence. The judge read his script in practiced cadence, nodding slightly between phrases, as though granting benedictions by muscle memory. Aidan’s voice, when it came, was smooth, steady. When asked the question, he answered, “I do,” with no hesitation but no warmth either. Ingrid matched him. She said the same, her tone precise, balanced. The rings were changed, hers – a vintage silver band, with delicate Celtic knots, his – the same design but simpler, cleaner, less intricate. Neither of them reached for sentiment, yet neither faltered. The kiss was airy, just his lips brushed her cheek. The sensation of his beard sent a small shiver down the skin of her jawline. It was performance after all, but it was clean. 

And then came Amanda Gallagher. She stepped forward as the judge closed his book. Tall, sharp-featured, blue eyes cold and calculating in their gaze, commanding, dressed in a deep dark yellow silk evening gown that shimmered like spilled oil under the chandeliers. Amanda had the kind of presence that silenced waiters and controlled rooms. It was she, not the groom, who extended a hand to Ingrid and drew her forward with a smile polished to perfect public shine.

“Friends,” Amanda said, her voice echoing gently against the wood and plaster. “We are here not just to witness a ceremony, but to celebrate a partnership—a perfect union of minds, goals, and shared futures.”

She lifted a glass—where had it come from?—and held it aloft. Ingrid looked at her, then glanced around to the guests. It felt like she was on stage in someone else’s play. One thing was strange though. She felt Aidan’s presence behind her. Too close to be imaginary. Solid warmth, slight whiff of coffee and earthy notes.

“To Ingrid and Aidan. May this beginning be as clear and intentional as everything that brought you here.” 

There was applause. No whoops, no tears. Applause was perfect end of a well-managed presentation.

Ingrid glanced back at Aidan only once, as the clapping swelled around them. His gaze remained fixed forward, still and unreadable, just a small tense in his jaw barely visible under dense growth of his beard. She thought of the mirror upstairs, now empty. And for a breath, she felt as though she were watching herself from somewhere far above the beams.

* * *
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The room had shifted. Chairs scraped back, champagne refilled. Plates half-cleared. The quartet had stepped aside, replaced now by a small live trio—upright bass, piano, a woman with a voice like cigarette smoke and crushed velvet. The lights dimmed just enough. The crowd hushed in instinctive rhythm. Amanda took the mic, poised and poised again, and offered a polished invitation: “Please join us in honoring the couple with their first dance as husband and wife.”

There was a pause. The kind that waits for music. And then it came. Not a modern ballad. Not a string-heavy arrangement of tasteful emotion. But this  “Why do birds suddenly appear Every time you are near?” voice similar to Karen Carpenter’s —fragile, wistful, too honest—floated across the room like perfume from another decade. “Close to You.” Slow, syrupy, unguarded.

Ingrid froze for half a beat. She looked up at Aidan. He said nothing. But a twitch in the corner of his mouth, that was close to a small smile, betrayed him—just enough to confirm what she suspected - this wasn’t Amanda’s choice. They stepped forward together. Hands met, loosely—one at her waist, the other in his, their bodies close but not touching beyond necessity. The song coiled around them like a dare. Ingrid moved with care, her spine held in a line, her chin angled just so. Aidan danced like he’d been taught by tutors, not lovers. Fluid, precise and distant, like he was acting his role, same way she did.

From somewhere near the bar, CP leaned against a support beam, raising a glass with the casual satisfaction of a man who'd just thrown a pebble into still water and was waiting for the ripples. His grin was mostly in his eyes. Aidan’s childhood friend and accomplice in all his rebellion deals was pleased at the effect his act made. Ecpecially on Amanda. She stood near the musicians, lips pressed so tightly together they might have been sealed with thread. She didn’t look at Aidan. She looked at CP. If looks could carve warnings into flesh, he’d have bled. But the guests didn’t notice. They smiled and cooed. Cameras rose. A few distant related aunts dabbed eyes that had cried at every wedding for decades. Ingrid turned in Aidan’s arms, letting the song carry them through the steps. She had never danced to this tune. Never imagined she would. It was too tender. Too real. And that, she understood, was the joke. Joke of a man that leaned now at the bar, whiskey glass in his hand. Joke that meant something, but not for her.

When the final lines floated through the air— “Just like me, they long to be... close to you...”—they paused just long enough for the applause to rise. No bow, no kiss. Only a nod from Aidan. Then they stepped apart, as easily as two actors leaving the stage.

* * *
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They’d both slipped out of the orbit of clinking glasses and polite laughter, toward the edge of the hall where the light thinned and the voices softened, headed separate directions. Aidan leaned against the wainscoting, arms loosely crossed, his expression composed but distant—the same calm he wore through negotiations, press events, contracts signed under pressure. Cameron appeared at his side without invitation, hands in his pockets, tie loosened like a man enjoying someone else’s formal evening, his mop of dark blond hair slightly disheveled. He didn't speak right away. Just watched the room for a beat, eyes flicking from the dance floor to the bridal table, then back to Aidan. The only fact the he was Aidan’s best man against all Amanda’s protests was a testament of his worth in Aidan’s life.

“Close to You, huh?” he said finally, with the grin of someone very pleased with himself. “Thought I’d give the crowd what they weren’t expecting.”

Aidan didn’t look at him. He looked away, lips forming into a dry half-smile. “And by “they” you mean Amanda.”

CP shrugged, unrepentant. “She wanted something elegant. That was elegant. Just not... diplomatically elegant as she expected.”

Aidan’s eyes followed Ingrid across the room. She was speaking to an elderly guest—her back straight, her bouquet resting on the table beside her, the line of her shoulders still held in formality. She was strangely beautiful even her deliberate restraint.

“She handled it,” Aidan said. “Better than I would have. Though Amanda got your message.”

CP let the silence stretch for a moment before leaning in, voice lowered, teasing now. “So. You heading straight to the suite after this?” He raised an eyebrow. “Clause 7C, sub-section one. First night duties and all that.”

Aidan turned his head slowly, gave him a look sharp enough to cut. “That’s not exactly your business, Casanova.” He huffed out something close to laugh.  

CP laughed, lauder and full of mischief. “Come on. I brought you a gift.” He held up a heavy glass tumbler of something amber, neat, no ice. “Your favorite: Irish whiskey, thirty years old, twice your patience.”

Aidan didn’t move. “You know I don’t drink.”

“Sure, and I know why – your silent rebellion against Gallagher winery. They thought it will pass together with teen years, but...” CP said, not lowering the glass. “But tonight’s special. Legally binding and everything.”

A beat passed. Then, flatly, Aidan said, “Clean code requires clean mind. You had to know it by now,” Paused and added,” Don’t worry. I’ll manage it. Never needed alcohol before. Not planning to start now.” The words fell like iron—measured, heavy, final.

Cameron’s grin softened, just a fraction. He lowered the glass, placed it on the table beside. Shoved his hands into pockets, grinning wider.

“Alright, alright. Just trying to lighten the mood.”

“It’s light enough,” Aidan said, turning his gaze back to the room. “Everyone’s smiling.”

“Mm,” CP muttered. “Except your sister. I think I might be disinvited from all future Gallagher functions.”

“Small price, you’ve been there not once,” Aidan said dryly.

They stood side by side in silence again, two men in tuxedos at the edge of an arranged celebration, the laughter and music spilling around them like a tide that never quite reached the shore they stood on.

* * *
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The reception bled out slowly, like the last verse of an old hymn—fewer voices, more yawns, the music softening into an ambient hush. The lights stayed warm, golden, flattering. Too flattering. The kind that blurred fatigue and polished over the truths people preferred not to say aloud.

Ingrid stood near the door, bouquet long since abandoned, her hands folded over the satin clutch that held nothing useful. Guests passed by in pairs or clusters—air kisses, tired hugs, well-practiced phrases. “You looked stunning.” “What a perfect evening.” “So happy for you both.”

She answered them all with the same smile: low-wattage, polite, unmoved.

And then came Uncle Ted. He didn’t lean in for a kiss, didn’t offer one of his shoulder-clasping hugs. Just stood there, half a step back from closeness, still in his tuxedo, his bow tie already untied and hanging like an undone ribbon around his neck. The corner of his mouth lifted into a half-smile—the one he used when pretending disappointment was wisdom.

“Well,” he said, hands in his pockets, “Good luck.”

It was not a blessing. Not even a farewell. It was the same tone he used before poker nights and start-up launches. Good luck. As if he’d just handed her off to the unknown and wouldn’t be following. She didn’t reply. Just nodded. One sharp tilt of the chin. And then turned away. Uncle Ted got what he wanted now, she will get hers six months later. Worth to wait. Jenna already left hour earlier, with excuses that she has an early shift in the hospital next morning. Ingrid kissed her on both cheeks and promised to call as often as her new life will allow. New life. On the other side on the ocean. Ireland always seemed to her like a fairytale dream. Today it unexpectedly came true.

* * *
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The elevator ride to the suite was quiet. Too quiet. The kind of quiet that lets your heartbeat echo in your own ears like footsteps in a stairwell. She didn't look at her reflection in the elevator’s mirrored walls. The dress had begun to feel like porcelain—delicate, weightless, inflexible.

The suite was large. Almost offensively so. French doors opened into a space curated for romance: soft lighting, white roses, a bottle of champagne chilling in a hammered silver bucket no one had asked for. At the far end of the room, a set of windows rose floor to ceiling, revealing Boston at night—still, distant, alive in patches of yellow and blue. The harbor in the background like a stroke of ink. Bed was huge and decorated with some art made from pillows dressed in beige silk.  She walked to the window and stood there, alone, framed by glass and city. Below, traffic hissed and pulsed. Wind moved through the trees on the edge of the Common, brushing shadows across stone. Somewhere to the left, a church bell struck once—an hour she didn’t want to count.

Ingrid wrapped her arms around herself—not cold, just needing something that fit. The dress did not. It had become costume. She could almost see her reflection in the window, faint and doubled with the skyline: a woman painted in mist blue lace, standing in a borrowed story.

Her pulse was a quiet drumbeat in her neck. Not fear. Not exactly. Just... sharpness. A live wire of tension beneath her skin. She had been with men before. Lovers, brief and chosen. There had been sweetness, awkwardness, even something close to love once. But this was different. This was ceremony, not chemistry. Contract, not chance.

And she didn’t know what he would do. Would he be cold? Efficient? Would he fulfill the terms as one might execute a task—gentle, polite, and distant? Or would he surprise her? Or worse—would he pretend? Pretense was the darkest form of ignorance in her mind. Image of deep blue unreadable eyes rose for a second. She pressed her fingertips to the glass. Behind her, the sound of the elevator doors, a soft mechanical sigh. He was coming. And she stood without moving, heart thrumming quietly, waiting not for a man, but for the moment that would follow.

* * *
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The last of the guests drifted out like tidewater, coats slung over arms, shoes loosened, laughter thinner now and tinged with fatigue. The Gallagher crowd had performed well— three brothers with wives in sequins and silk, two toddlers asleep on shoulders, someone’s girlfriend crying discreetly from too much champagne and not enough food. The uncles were louder than necessary, the cousins had danced as if the century didn’t matter, and the family name—Gallagher—had carried itself through the room like it always did: with ease, with weight, with expectation.

Amanda stood near the entrance, her posture perfect, her expression stretched thin with a kind of polished impatience. CP was at her side, as ever, the devil behind the grin. He said something Aidan couldn’t hear, but he knew the cadence—sharp, low, teasing—and the flicker in Amanda’s eyes told him enough. She didn’t answer. Just turned, gathered her wrap, and stalked toward the doors with her heels biting the floor like teeth.

Aidan leaned against the edge of the bar, his tie unknotted, cuffs loosened. The room smelled of flowers starting to tire and floor polish melting beneath warm shoes. He watched the last stragglers go, then turned to the staff still sweeping around the edges.

“Coffee,” he said, then clarified. “A tray. Two cups. In case the bride wants it too.”

They nodded. He added, after a pause, “And grape juice. And maybe a few of those lemon cupcakes.”

The server hesitated, half-smiling.

“Don’t ask,” Aidan said.

He waited in the quiet, the low hum of a song wrapping its final verse somewhere in the corner. The tray was brought, set down with soft hands. The steam of fresh coffee curled gently into the air.

He didn’t touch it. His thoughts had gone elsewhere, slipping in without invitation.

He missed his father. The ache of that absence still moved in him like weather—sharp at the temples, dull across the ribs. His father would have stood through all of this without blinking, would have pulled him aside afterward and said something quiet, something brief, that landed like a stone in his gut. Aidan would’ve carried it for weeks. But he would have heard it. And dad maybe would’ve liked Ingrid, definitely he would’ve... 

Amanda hadn’t even tried to bring their mother. “She’s blind, Aidan. Fragile. Why put her through that kind of strain? Flight for her is too much. It’s a contract. Not a celebration.” Not a celebration. “Damn, it’s my wedding.” He thought, but didn’t say it aloud. He rarely did. With Amanda, you learned to store things for later. For the right moment, when you could use them well. Still, the bitterness laced through him now, quiet and cold. Their mother wouldn’t have seen the bride. But she would have held his hand. And her presence would have made the lie feel more like truth. Instead, there was only the emptying room, the tray of untouched coffee, and the contract folded somewhere between two sets of practiced smiles.

His mind wandered further back. A year ago. The Brett’s house at Christmas. It had been too warm inside, the heat thick with perfume and ambition. He’d been pulled into introductions, pointed toward heiresses, offered drinks he hadn’t touched. Amanda had hovered near the piano, charming guests together with Ted’s fourth wife Gloria, performing her version of diplomacy. And across the room—Ingrid. She hadn’t looked at him twice. That alone had caught his notice. The room was full of women who recognized his name before they knew his face. But she—Ingrid McGrane—had barely registered him. Or if
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