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​​Chapter 1: The Unexpected Confession
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The wedding invitation mocked Emma from her desk—all delicate calligraphy and embossed roses, the kind of elegant stationery that cost more than her monthly coffee budget. She'd designed hundreds of them over the past five years, each one a small masterpiece of other people's happy endings, but lately they made her chest feel tight in a way she couldn't quite explain.

"That's gorgeous work," Marcus said, leaning over her shoulder. "The couple will love it."

Emma tilted her head, studying the cream cardstock with a critical eye. "The kerning on the second line is off by half a point."

"You're the only person in the world who would notice that."

"That's why they pay me." She made the adjustment with practiced efficiency, her fingers flying across the keyboard. The studio around them hummed with the quiet productivity of a Friday afternoon—the soft whir of the printer, the distant ringing of phones, the muted conversations of her colleagues winding down their week.

Marcus perched on the edge of her desk, his eyebrows raised in that expression that meant he was about to say something she wouldn't want to hear. "You know, for someone who creates romance for a living, you seem particularly allergic to it in your personal life."

"I'm not allergic. I'm just selective."

"You're just in love with someone unavailable."

Emma's hands stilled on the keyboard. "I have no idea what you're talking about."

"Sure you don't." Marcus's voice was gentle, which somehow made it worse. "How is Daniel, by the way?"

"He's fine. Getting married in October." The words came out more brittle than she'd intended, sharp-edged things that cut her mouth on the way out.

"Right. To what's-her-name."

"Melissa."

"The one you've met exactly twice."

"Three times," Emma corrected, reaching for her tea and finding it had gone cold. She drank it anyway. 

"And he actually asked you to be his best man? Or best woman? Best person?"

"His exact words were: 'I know traditionally it's supposed to be a bloke, but you're my best person, Em. Will you stand up there with me?'" Emma's smile softened at the memory despite herself. "How could I say no to that?"

"You couldn't," Marcus said quietly. "That's always been your problem."

"And since I'm going to be his best man or best woman or whatever you want to call it, I'll be spending quite a lot of time with her over the next few months."

Marcus was quiet for a moment, and Emma could feel his concern like a physical weight. They'd worked together for four years, and he'd appointed himself her unofficial older brother somewhere around month two. "Emma—"

"Don't." She softened it with a smile that felt like it might crack her face. "I'm fine. Really. Daniel and I have been friends since university. Fifteen years. I'm happy for him."

"You're allowed to be happy for him and sad for yourself at the same time."

Before Emma could respond, her mobile buzzed against the desk, Daniel's name flashing on the screen. Her heart did that stupid little jump it had been doing lately, the one she'd been resolutely ignoring for the better part of six months.

"Speak of the devil," Marcus said, pushing off her desk. "I'll leave you to it. But Em? You can't keep making yourself smaller to fit around other people's happiness. Not even his."

She waited until he'd gone before answering, forcing brightness into her voice. "If you're calling to ask me what color tie goes with morning suits, I'm hanging up. That's what the internet is for."

"Emma." Daniel's voice was wrong—tight and strange, lacking all its usual easy warmth. "Em, I need... Can you come over?"

She was already reaching for her bag. "What's wrong? Are you hurt?"

"No. Yes. I don't know." A shaky breath. "Melissa ended it. She's called off the wedding."

The world tilted slightly, then righted itself. Emma's fingers were already flying across her keyboard, saving her work and shutting down her computer. "I'm coming right now. Twenty minutes. Put the kettle on."

"You don't have to—"

"Twenty minutes, Dan. I'm already gone."
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THE FLAT DANIEL SHARED—HAD shared—with Melissa was in Clapham, a neat two-bedroom conversion that always smelled faintly of the lavender diffuser Melissa kept by the door. Emma had been there dozens of times, but never with this sense of urgency thrumming through her veins, never with her heart in her throat and her mind racing through what she'd say, how she'd fix this.

Because that's what she did. She fixed things for Daniel, and he fixed things for her. That was the deal they'd made without ever speaking it aloud, somewhere between their second conversation in that university bookshop and the first time he'd held her while she cried about her mother's diagnosis.

She knocked once, then used the spare key he'd given her years ago. "Dan?"

He was sitting on the sofa in his work clothes—the charcoal suit that made his eyes look impossibly blue, his tie loosened and his dark hair standing on end where he'd been running his hands through it. The coffee table was littered with wedding magazines and a laptop open to what looked like a florist's website.

"Hey," he said, and his voice cracked on the single syllable.

Emma dropped her bag and went to him, sinking onto the sofa and pulling him into a hug without thinking. He folded into her like he always did, tall and broad-shouldered but somehow still fitting perfectly against her, his face pressed into her shoulder.

"Tell me what happened," she said softly.

"She texted me." A hollow laugh. "Texted. I'm in Manchester for the conference, sitting in a meeting about quarterly projections, and my phone buzzes. 'I can't do this. I'm so sorry. I'll move my things out this weekend.'"

Emma's arms tightened around him. "Oh, Dan."

"Nine months. We'd been planning this for nine months. The venue's booked. Her dress is being altered. My mum has bought a hat, Em. She never wears hats."

"I know."

"And she ended it via text message." He pulled back, and Emma's heart cracked at the confusion in his eyes. "Who does that? What did I do wrong?"

"Nothing. You didn't do anything wrong."

"Then why—" He broke off, jaw clenching. "I called her. Four times. She finally picked up on the fifth, and do you know what she said? She said she'd realized I was in love with my best friend, and she wasn't going to compete with that."

Emma went very still. "What?"

"I told her that was mad. You and I are friends. We've always been friends. But she just kept saying she could see it, that everyone could see it, and that she deserved to marry someone who looked at her the way I looked at you."

The flat felt too warm suddenly, the air too thick. Emma pulled away, needing space, needing to think. "That's... Dan, that's ridiculous. We've been friends for fifteen years. If there was something there, we would have figured it out by now."

"That's what I said." He scrubbed his hands over his face. "But then she said—" He stopped, shaking his head. "Never mind. It doesn't matter what she said. The point is, she's gone, and the wedding's off, and I have no idea how to even begin untangling this mess."

Emma stood, heading for the kitchen on autopilot. "Right. First things first. Have you eaten?"

"I'm not hungry."

"That wasn't the question." She filled the kettle, pulling mugs from the cupboard and finding his favorite tea—strong builder's, two sugars, a splash of milk. Her hands moved through the familiar motions while her mind raced.

I've realized you're in love with your best friend.

It was absurd. Laughable. She and Daniel had been through everything together—university lectures and late-night revision sessions, her mother's illness and his father's affair, career changes and failed relationships and every small triumph in between. They were constants in each other's lives, the people who knew all the worst parts and stayed anyway.

They were friends.

Except.

Except for the way her heart had sunk like a stone when he'd called to tell her he was proposing. The way she'd made an excuse to leave early at the engagement party, suddenly unable to breathe. The way she'd cried in her car for twenty minutes before driving home, and when Marcus had asked about her red eyes the next day, she'd blamed allergies.

The kettle clicked off. Emma poured water over tea bags with hands that wanted to shake.

"Em?" Daniel's voice came from right behind her, and she jumped. "Are you all right?"

She turned, managing a smile. "That's meant to be my line. Here." She pressed the mug into his hands. "Drink. Then we're going to make a list of everything that needs to be canceled, and we'll tackle it bit by bit. You don't have to do this alone."

He looked at her for a long moment, something unreadable in his expression. "I don't deserve you."

"Probably not," she said lightly. "But you're stuck with me anyway. Where's your phone? Let's start with the venue."

They worked through the evening, Emma making calls and taking notes while Daniel sat beside her, occasionally contributing a detail or a phone number. His presence was familiar—the way he drummed his fingers on his knee when he was thinking, the particular cadence of his breathing, the faint smell of his aftershave that she'd long ago stopped consciously noticing.

She'd been eighteen when they met, reaching for the same copy of a novel in the university bookshop, their hands colliding over the spine. He'd laughed and said she should take it, and she'd said they could share it, and somehow that had turned into coffee, which had turned into hours of conversation that felt like coming home.

Fifteen years. Fifteen years of being the first person he called with good news and bad, of Sunday brunches and Wednesday movie nights and holidays spent with each other's families. Fifteen years of being woven so completely into each other's lives that untangling them would be impossible.

Friends. They were friends.

She was still telling herself that at half past eleven, when the last call had been made and Daniel had slumped against her, exhausted. The television played softly in front of them—some nature documentary neither of them was watching—and Emma felt the weight of his head on her shoulder, his breathing evening out into sleep.

This was familiar. Safe. How many times had they fallen asleep together on this sofa, or the one in her flat, or sprawled across each other in a tent during that disastrous camping trip in Wales?

But something was different now. Or maybe nothing was different, and that was the problem.

Emma looked down at him—at the strong line of his jaw and the shadows beneath his eyes, at the way his hand had curled loosely around her wrist like an anchor. Her heart squeezed with something that felt too large for her chest, too complicated to name.

You're in love with your best friend.

"Oh no," Emma whispered to the empty room. "Oh no, no, no."

Because Melissa was right. Everyone could see it.

Everyone except Emma herself, who'd been so busy being his best friend that she'd somehow missed falling completely, irrevocably in love with Daniel Cooper.

And now, with his broken engagement still fresh and raw, with his head on her shoulder and his trust absolute, was quite possibly the worst time in the world to realize it.

Emma closed her eyes and let her head rest against his, just for a moment. Just for tonight. Tomorrow she'd put this back in whatever box it had escaped from. Tomorrow she'd remember how to be just his friend again.

But tonight, in the quiet darkness of his flat, she let herself feel it—this
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