

    
            Chapter One





			Niamh Donnelly

			Six long weeks of sunshine. I’d never experienced anything like it in my life. Granted, I was only eighteen. But still, not one day of rain. I was actually starting to have withdrawals. It felt like most of the time, it rained in Northern Ireland, or on the precious, rainless days, it was just cloudy and grey. But on the Greek isle of Crete, it was summer every day.

			It was an adjustment. Coming from cold, boring, old home where I had school every day to this, beaches and warmth. I got burnt a lot at the beginning, and very drunk, and of course, the sunstroke. I had to stop living off McDonalds and vodka and Coke. I’d learned that water was my friend and shade. I could never sunbathe anyway, thanks to my milk bottle complexion, but even walking the short distance to town was proving difficult in the heat. And the hills were exhausting. I ended up renting a quad for my duration, which was a surprisingly affordable method of transport. Sure, it was the literal number one cause of accidents in Crete, but that statistic was down to drunken tourists. I was a worker. We were exempt from the rules.

			“Do you want to play cards?” Jenny asked from the balcony.

			“My parents are calling in a bit.”

			“One game?”

			I could hear the grin in her voice that made me shake my head. “So you can add it to your long list of victories?” I said, making my way from my bed outside to her.

			The late-afternoon heat engulfed me like a hug. It was mild, or perhaps I’d just climatised. Though, even I had struggled the last couple of days when it had been verging on forty degrees.

			“Like it’s hard.” She quirked her brow. The sunglasses made her look like some kind of poker hustler. She was already confidently shuffling the deck, perhaps knowing that I’d agree to play. “Let’s review the scoreboard.”

			“Let’s not.”

			“Ninety-two to me, and thirteen to you.”

			She revealed the notepad for proof that, quite frankly, I didn’t need. I sucked at Spit, a card game that Jenny had taught me when we’d first arrived. Honestly, I hated card games, but there was literally nothing else to do. We were renting a one-bedroom studio apartment on the outskirts of Stalis. It had two beds, a chest of drawers, and a very modest kitchen. It was basically two counter-cabinets, a sink, a camping stove, and a kettle. It was far from luxury, but considering how little time we spent in the apartment, it did the job.

			Jenny shifted the large bag of crisps in my direction. It was probably our dinner. The seagulls swooped over our heads as we looked out onto the ocean. It was quiet. The swimming beaches didn’t start for half a mile, so we got to enjoy this empty paradise of sand and sea just for us. We might see the odd person out walking, but most of them were locals.

			Stalis was beautiful, quaint, and for the most part, pretty quiet. Especially where we lived. Thankfully, it was nothing like Malia. It was about four kilometres away or ten minutes on my quad bike. Malia was messy, loud, and full of drunk students. The Malia strip was also where Jenny and I worked. In the only Scottish pub in Malia, which was ironic because neither of us was Scottish. In fact, there wasn’t a single employee who was Scottish. Even the owner was English.

			“Is Mikey working tonight?” I asked Jenny as she dealt our cards.

			“Yep,”

			“Are you gonna talk to him?”

			“Nope.”

			Mikey was a DJ who played a few nights a week at Salt Bar where we worked. He was an American guy in his mid-twenties who lived here. Full-time. There were a few like him. Those who couldn’t just enjoy the summer, they had to uproot their whole life for the Crete experience. Some were nice, but they had a way of making me feel inferior. Because I was only here for the summer. Mikey was also a sleazeball, who had the emotional depth of a puddle. He was the kind of guy who exclusively hooked up with tourists because they would leave a couple of days later. Something about him really bothered me, but for some reason, Jenny liked him. Then, they’d finally slept together. She’d actually lost her virginity, which I’d really tried to talk her out of, but she had been adamant. They’d been sleeping together for a couple of weeks, and then she’d caught him in the toilets with a tourist a few days ago, and now, she was doing the mature thing. Pretending he didn’t exist.

			“So another awkward night at work?” I grimaced as we started playing the game.

			“Thank God we’re leaving in two weeks.” She pulled her long dark hair back into a messy bun and shimmied her chair to the right a little to ensure she was still in the sun. At this time of the evening, there was only a sliver of the balcony still lit. I was happily in the shade, of course. There was little risk of being burnt this late in the day, but still, I didn’t have the tanning abilities of Jenny.

			“We can leave earlier if you want.”

			It was an empty offer. I actually wasn’t ready to leave yet. Not to go back to boring Northern Ireland. Of course, I missed my family and friends, but nothing ever happened at home. At least working here, I got to meet new and interesting people every day.

			“No, I’m not gonna let that dickweed ruin my summer. In fact, I’m probably going to spend my time flirting with every hot guy who walks into the bar. Just to piss him off.”

			“Okay.” I felt relieved that we weren’t leaving early but also had a bad feeling. I doubted Mikey was going to get jealous, and that would only upset Jenny more.

			I focused on the game as Jenny’s hands started moving a little faster, matching her face-down cards to the face-up cards. It was a game built on speed, and I just didn’t have that kind of stamina. Or perhaps, my brain didn’t work that fast.

			“Besides, you’ll need to get that undercut fixed when we get home.” She sniggered.

			“I like it.”

			“You can’t see the back.”

			I’d really wanted an undercut for ages, just a little at the back, and that way, when my hair was down, no one could tell. I knew my mum would disapprove. I could hear her voice in my head: “You’ll regret it when it takes years to grow back.” We’d gotten drunk last week, and Jenny had cut it. It was a little crooked and not the most perfect length all the way round, but I loved it. And best of all, it made me look gayer.

			I didn’t feel like I looked “stereotypically” lesbian. This way, I felt like I could stand out a little. Signal my gayness a bit, especially when I tied up my hair, which I did at work because it got very sweaty. I’d definitely been getting more attention from girls lately, even though I hadn’t asked anyone out yet. It was so hard to know who was just being friendly and who was flirting. Maybe my gaydar was broken, or it was just nonexistent. I’d hoped that maybe I would get to kiss a girl while in Crete. Sex seemed like a hugely ambitious concept at this stage.

			Besides, I wasn’t even sure I was ready to have sex, especially not some one-night stand with a tourist. I’d half hoped the first person I slept with would mean something. It didn’t have to be love or my soulmate, but someone who meant something to me.

			“Spit,” Jenny shouted in delight. She added another victory to her side of the score sheet. “Another game?”

			“I think I can hear Mum calling.”

			I lied, and I was sure Jenny knew. But we’d been best friends all our lives, so we were well-versed in knowing when the other needed space. Living in such confined spaces also helped us pick up on each other’s need to be alone. She stayed outside while I moved into the apartment again. I dialled Mum’s number on my phone, knowing it was going to cost a fortune but also knowing that, if I didn’t check in every Friday, she would worry.

			“Hey, Mum.”

			“Hello, honey.” Mum’s voice had a way of making me smile in contentment. I guessed everyone’s mum’s voice was just programmed to do that. “Has it been a week already?” She sounded tired. I could hear loud noises in the background. Screeching and beeping, it sounded like she was at the hospital.

			“Are you still in work? I can call back if it’s a bad time.”

			“No, it’s okay. I’m due a break. I skipped my lunch.”

			“Mum,” I whined in disapproval. It was dinner time at home. “You have to eat. And you shouldn’t be working yourself—”

			“Hey, who’s the mum here?” I had to smile. “Huh?”

			“You are.”

			“That’s right. How’s Malia?”

			“Still standing.”

			“Good. And you’re wearing suncream?”

			“Yes.”

			“And eating, not just drinking beer?”

			“Yes and yes.”

			“And what about Jenny? Not still pining over the DJ?”

			“Not since he cheated on her.” I said that part hushed, just in case Jenny was eavesdropping.

			“We knew that was coming.” I could hear she was talking while eating. That was common for Mum when at work. Being a nurse meant she didn’t get a lot of time for a sit-down meal. “Poor Jenny. Take her out for dinner on me, will you, honey?”

			“Sure.” At times, it felt like Jenny was like another daughter to Mum. She always asked about her. I loved that because Jenny felt like a sister. She spent so much time at our house, it made me happy that Mum would care about her too. When I came out, Mum had asked if Jenny was my girlfriend. That was comical. Even the thought of it was completely preposterous.

			“And what about you? Any girls?”

			“As if.”

			“Niamh, you’re going to have to try to put yourself out there a little more.” I sighed, really not wanting to have this conversation. “You don’t want to go to uni having never kissed anyone besides your teddy bears.”

			“Ha ha.” I played along, knowing she was only teasing. I’d kissed guys before, and one girl at a party, but that had never amounted to anything. Mum didn’t know all the details, but she knew enough.

			“I’ll still love you. And your teddy bears.”

			“Don’t worry about my love life, it’s weird. Speaking of things that are weird…how’s Dad?”

			“Touché.” Mum seemed to really like that one. “He’s good. He got moved from daytime shifts to nighttime shifts, which isn’t great.” Her voice dropped, and I could hear her disappointment. I was feeling down about it too. “But we’re making it work. We always do.” I wanted to ask more. Money was tight. Mum had said it in passing earlier in the year. I worried about it often, even though she’d never mentioned it again. Dad hated his job. He worked at a warehouse for a supermarket, and I could only imagine that nighttime shifts would be even worse. “He will be sorry he missed you tonight. Send him a text, will you?”

			“I will. Hey, Mum, did Dad fill out my student finance forms?”

			“Shoot.” I knew she’d forgotten, and I tried my best not to sound mad. I’d asked her so many times in the last two weeks. The deadline was in a couple of days.

			“Mum, if I miss the deadline, I don’t qualify for the lower income grant.” The frustration was coming out against my will. I really needed the extra money. I knew I couldn’t ask them for money if things got tight during my first year at university.

			“I know, I will speak to him tonight. After my shift. Don’t stress. I will get it posted first thing in the morning before work, okay?” I couldn’t even bring myself to say anything, still annoyed that she’d forgotten. I had to remind myself that she was busy, studying to become a doctor while also working a full-time job. “Honey, I love you, but I just got paged. But let’s talk next week, okay? Unless, is anything wrong? Do you need money?” Money they didn’t have.

			“No, I’m good. Speak soon, Mum. Love you.”

			“Love you more.”

			She was gone. I texted my dad and resisted the urge to remind him about my university forms. They need his national insurance details and other tax information to determine if I qualified for the additional financial help. Otherwise, I’d never be able to afford university. I’d tried to save what little I could out here, but the wages were terrible. Twenty-five euros per night, which could be eight to ten hours. It was slave labour. A breach of human rights. But that was the going rate for unregistered workers. The only benefit they dangled at us workers was that the drinks were free.

			“We better get ready soon,” I shouted out to Jenny.

			“Okay, I need to look hot tonight.”

			We got ready like we did every night before our shift. I applied light makeup, whereas Jenny went all out. She curled her hair, painted her nails, and was wearing her apparent “slutty” dress. She was definitely out for blood. We polished off dinner—cheese sandwiches and coffee—before we hopped on our quads and headed down to the strip.

			It was pumping. Fridays were typically like that, where more of the locals came out too. Salt Bar had a healthy buzz, even though it was early. It didn’t take long for me to clock Mikey. He was setting up his decks. He gave a wave in our direction, one which I returned, and one which Jenny most definitely did not. It was going to be an awkward night, for sure.

			“Give me something strong,” she asked from the serving side of the bar.

			She was gone, then, off to wait tables. I made her a drink, rum and pineapple juice. I would tell her that it was a double, even though it was barely a single. She would be heavy drinking tonight. I could tell. Even if she didn’t want to listen, I knew it was too early to get carried away on doubles. She still had to work, and I couldn’t afford for her to lose her job. Not with rent due.

			After a while, I forgot about the tension between the two. Mikey stayed at the DJ booth, and Jenny did everything to get those tips. Her flirting was almost entertaining. I didn’t mind, especially when she was throwing a few of her tips in my direction. We could sometimes be a good double act. I didn’t mind flirting with men as long as they were tipping me.

			It seemed like any other night…well, until she walked in.

			I knew the second I saw her that this would be a night to remember.

			





    
            Chapter Ten





			Harriet Whitaker

			It was a beautiful spring day. A definite chill in the air, but blue skies stretched beyond the city limits. I could have taken the tube, but London felt alive. For the first time in months. It had been a long winter, cold and miserable. The brisk walk would help shake out some of the jitters as well, a usual occurrence when I was meeting Mama. That was why I restricted our meetings to a maximum of once a month. It gave me ample time to recuperate and prepare for the next occasion.

			She’d made a reservation at the prestigious Galvin La Chapelle, which was an extravagant lunch spot for a Tuesday. I could swear she was choosing these restaurants to impress Beth alone. At least she would be there to shelter me from the full brunt of Mama. Sometimes, I thought my parents preferred my fiancée over me.

			When I arrived, the host lead me to a table in the back. Mama was waiting with the remnants of a glass of wine in her hand. Chardonnay, most likely. I could see the chilled bottle in the bucket from here. She spotted me, and a hint of a smile made its way onto her expression.

			“Darling,” she said, refusing to stand. I leant down and kissed both cheeks. She looked over my shoulder to the host. “Another glass. You’ll have a drink, won’t you?”

			“I’m working.”

			“But you will, won’t you?” The host was already on their way back with another glass for me. “And Beth?”

			“I don’t know.” I could feel myself playing with my engagement ring. “You’ll need to ask her when she arrives.”

			“I know Beth.” Mama smiled in delight. “Another,” she said to the host, and he left us again. It felt like she was enjoying making him do laps.

			“She can have mine,” I said, but it was like talking to a wall.

			“Nonsense.”

			When the host returned, looking slightly out of puff, Mama tapped her glass, and he filled it from the chilled bottle. I hated the way she treated servers. You’d think after all these years, it wouldn’t still bother me.

			“Where’s Dad?”

			“Dubai,” Mama said, gesturing to my wineglass for the host to fill. I was disappointed. Dad always made Mama more tolerable, and now, I would have to face her myself. Hopefully, Beth wouldn’t be too late. “One of your father’s clients ran into a little trouble. He flew out last night.”

			I gestured for the server to stop pouring when it was only half-full. I didn’t want any to begin with. “Thanks,” I said. He placed the bottle back in the bucket and draped it with a linen napkin before finally leaving us. “Is he away for long?”

			“No idea, you know your father. He took his golf clubs with him.” I nodded, knowing he would likely be gone the week. There probably wasn’t even a work emergency. He just wanted a break from Mama. “Darling, did you get in touch with Dr. Quinn yet?” She narrowed her eyes, criticising my complexion.

			“No.” I tried to brush off the topic. I hadn’t actually taken her suggestion seriously when she’d brought it up at last month’s luncheon.

			“You must. His wait list can be six months, and you’ll want to start treatment before the big day.”

			“We haven’t even set a date, yet,” I said, my mind being drawn back to our argument last night. But I refused to dwell on that now, Mama would only end up siding with Beth. “Besides, Mama, I really don’t like needles.”

			“It’s only Botox. You’re better starting it early.” I was twenty-six. She was getting worse. “You have a stressful job, Harriet. I can see it on your face.”

			“Okay.” I opted to appease her. A usual tactic to get through these meetings.

			“And your hands,” she said in horror, and I clenched them into fists to hide my unmanicured nails. “I don’t know how you keep someone like Beth around when you don’t take care of yourself.”

			“Beth doesn’t care about my nails,” I said, not having the strength to go into detail about why lesbians didn’t have long nails. That would certainly be a step too far. After all, it was only acceptable to be a lesbian if I was with someone “perfect.” That was how it felt. At least to my parents.

			Coming out hadn’t been easy. After they’d caught me in Greece, my parents were so outraged that they’d flown us home that day. I didn’t even have a chance to say good-bye to Niamh. I hadn’t thought about her in years. I used to. A lot. I’d even tried to find her on Facebook a few times, but I didn’t know her last name. I didn’t even know what university she went to. Life kind of forced me to move on.

			I’d dated other girls in university, but I’d known my parents wouldn’t approve. There was no point in even bringing them up in conversation. I knew how my parents worked. The stakes would be higher for a woman. She would have to be out of this world. That was Beth.

			I first saw Beth when I was in second year of university. I was nineteen, she was twenty-four. She was the whole package: smart, brilliant, charismatic and gorgeous. Beth was doing her PhD and taught one of my classes each week. I was completely mesmerised. The way she spoke was hypnotic. She made legislation sexy, somehow. Her being that bit older made her all the more irresistible. I was so attracted to her back then, and now when people asked how we’d met, she couldn’t help but tease that she’d had no idea who I was. Not until we met at a bar the following year. By that stage, she was already working in a law firm.

			Beth was from a high society family as well, adding some brownie points in my parents’ minds. In fact, her family was distantly related to the royal family in Belgium, and yet, I had still worried about introducing her to my parents. It turned out that status was more important than even gender. The royalty link had sealed the deal for Mama, whereas Dad had been roped in by her ambition. All they would do was talk shop. So much so, he offered her a job a few years back, and six months ago, he’d made her partner. The youngest partner in their firm’s history. It was impressive. Beth was impressive. I was sure my parents thought that I should have considered myself lucky to have been chosen by someone like her. And I did. Mostly. I loved her, and she would take good care of me. For that reason, I knew she was a keeper. She was the first woman that my parents approved of, and she was the only woman I’d ever brought home to meet them. Unless I counted Niamh, which I was positive Mama did not.

			“How’s work?” Mama asked, though I knew she didn’t really care.

			“Good,” I lied. I did that a lot. It seemed to be the only way to get her to like me.

			The truth was that work hadn’t been fulfilling me lately. I had been working as a paralegal up until last year, when I’d been promoted to a solicitor in my firm. It wasn’t nearly as high-flying or glamourous as Beth and Dad’s firm. They managed big, well-known, Fortune 500 kind of companies, some of whom I couldn’t even say out loud for legal reasons. My firm was also corporate law but on a much smaller scale. I remembered Dad trying to get me into his firm, claiming I would climb the ranks in no time. But I couldn’t imagine anything worse than having my father’s legacy placed on my shoulders. I wanted to prove to them and myself that I could stand on my own two feet and succeed on my own.

			They had been so proud when I became a solicitor. It made me feel amazing to have their approval. And yet, ever since, I had been feeling more and more withdrawn from my job. When I was a paralegal, I’d enjoyed the flexibility of cases, the banter with the other paralegals, and generally, less pressure. Now, everything fell to me. I was responsible for avoiding lawsuits with my clients, some of whom were incredibly hard to work with. They expected a lot, making the work tiresome. I often questioned if corporate law was really the right fit for me.

			I’d talked to Beth about it recently, but she didn’t really get it. She tried to be supportive, told me that it was just the promotion that was making me feel more stressed. She loved being a solicitor, and because of that, I was a little afraid to tell her that I didn’t think I liked the work anymore. I had this horrible feeling that she would disapprove of me wanting to change careers. I wouldn’t even know what else I would do, and I’d been working years toward this, therefore, I couldn’t understand why it wasn’t making me happy anymore.

			“How’s bridge club?” I asked, wanting to get off topic.

			“The usual.” She took another healthy swig of wine until something exciting popped into her head. “I meant to tell you, I ran into Claudia at the club the other day.”

			I forced an excited expression, refusing to reveal that I didn’t associate with Claudia anymore. Ever since Greece, we hadn’t really met up again. There were no bad feelings. We’d just grown apart. She went to a different university. She’d met her husband and settled down out in Surrey.

			“And guess what?” She took a beat. “She just had a baby.”

			“Oh, whoa,” I said, feeling very little about the news. “That’s lovely.”

			“That’ll be you soon.”

			That left me floored. She’d dropped a hint like this before, but she’d been drinking. A lot more than today. I hadn’t really taken it seriously at the time, but this was unavoidable. “We’re not really there yet.” Correction, I was nowhere near ready for children.

			“You will once you’re married,” she said excitedly.

			“Beth doesn’t really want to have kids, Mama.” I felt the need to burst her bubble. For once, maybe Beth could be the bad guy. I always thought that I would have liked to have children one day, but Beth had never showed any interest.

			“Of course, she won’t carry them.” The mere suggestion seemed ridiculous to Mama, and it annoyed me. “She’s partner. She can’t afford to take a year off on maternity.” I was offended instantly, and I struggled to hide it from my face. “Be serious, Harriet. It makes much more sense for you to be at home with the children.”

			“At home with the children?” I could hear the disbelief in my tone.

			“Beth’s salary can more than support a healthy lifestyle for you both,” she said as if it was written in law. Matter of fact, according to her. It enraged me. Once again, she was writing every inch of life. And I didn’t even get a say in it. “A paralegal’s salary wouldn’t support a family.”

			“I’m not a paralegal.” A fire inside made me want to stand up for myself. “I was promoted last year, and what does that have to do—”

			“Beth.” Mama spotted her stepping into the restaurant. Mama stood to greet her, pulling her into a hug and kissing her cheeks.

			“Hello, my lovey.” Beth sat next to me and gave me a chaste kiss on the cheek. “I’m terribly sorry for running late.” The fire in my chest was extinguished. I felt disappointed in myself for letting it go. For once, I’d felt as though I was speaking up for myself, but it would be inappropriate to steer the conversation back. “Traffic was insane.”

			“The tube would have taken you half the time,” I said, trying to ignore the overwhelming withdrawn feeling taking over me.

			Beth smiled in apology.

			“But it’s horrid,” Mama pointed out. “Dirty underground train. I don’t know why you bother,” she said to me.

			“It is, Pipa, however, Harriet is right.” She patted my thigh but removed contact quickly. Beth knew how to play it. The right amount of PDA in front of my parents. It was why she didn’t kiss me on the lips or hold my hand in their presence. “I could have gotten here faster on the tube, but the firm’s town car is much more comfortable,” she quipped, receiving a laugh from Mama. “Have we ordered, ladies?”

			“Just the chardonnay.” Mama raised her glass to her lips.

			“Are you trying to get me boozed up during lunch again, Pipa?” Mama laughed wickedly. “You know me too well.” Beth played into her hands. It was almost like flirting between the two, which made me uncomfortable. However, I couldn’t deny that Mama was much more palatable in Beth’s presence. It was a trade-off I had come to accept. “Allow me.” Beth made a show of topping up Mama’s glass before pouring some into hers. She offered some to me as well, but I said no. I hated drinking during work, even the half glass that I hadn’t touched was pushing it. “And Philip is in Dubai. I heard this morning he had to fly out last night.”

			“Another client in trouble,” Mama said tiredly.

			“I’m sure it came as quite a shock to you. I thought you and Philip were off to France this week.” That was news to me, and I was surprised that Beth hadn’t told me, either.

			“He assures me that he will meet me in Paris on Saturday,” Mama said, a little unconvinced, before a bright idea struck. “You girls should come join us next week. It would be lovely, and I’m sure Philip would love to see his favourite daughter…” I was his only daughter, and I was sure he would barely register my presence with Beth in the room. “And daughter-in-law,” she corrected.

			“Not yet,” Beth teased. “But soon, mother-in-law.” They laughed together, and I forced myself to join in. Anything to avoid the topic of conversation returning to Botox or children.

			“When is the wedding, anyway? I’ve been dying to hear the details.”

			Beth hesitated for a moment.

			“You’ve been engaged for months now.”

			I felt uncomfortable, and it transported me back to our argument from last night:

			 

			Beth was working at the kitchen table. She worked often in the evenings, claiming that it was necessary. There just weren’t enough hours in the workday, she said, making light of it. Since making partner, she was working more. She travelled for work a lot. I often felt lonely when she was away. I told her as much once, but she’d said it was unfair of me to make her feel guilty for her success. She’d said she had to work twice as hard as her male counterparts. She had to blow them out of the water, and at times, I knew what she meant. Being the youngest partner in her firm and one of the few women meant a lot of pressure. I’d felt this a bit in my work as well. A double standard for women. Especially those female solicitors with children. They were penalised or overlooked for promotions because they had to leave every day promptly to collect their kids from school. It was part of the reason I wasn’t in a rush to have kids.

			I tried to be more considerate of Beth’s professional pressures. It was why I cooked dinner and tidied up, allowing her to be consumed in her work. Before she’d made partner, she’d been better at splitting her time between work and me.

			“Are you still okay to have lunch tomorrow?” I asked after putting away leftovers into the fridge.

			“Tomorrow?” she asked, barely tearing her concentration away from her laptop.

			“Lunch with Mama.”

			“Oh, is that tomorrow?”

			“Yes,” I said awkwardly.

			“All right, I’ll be there.” She went back to working.

			“Thanks, you know what she’s like.” I felt like I was speaking into the void as her eyes were glued to the screen. “She’s always easier to deal with when you’re there.”

			“I think you’re imagining that.” She didn’t look up from her screen, or else, she probably would have seen how much that hurt me. We’d fought about it before. She had this special relationship with my parents that was impossible for me. Beth could do no wrong, whereas it felt like I could do nothing right.

			I thought about leaving it there, but we hadn’t spoken at all today. I wanted some kind of interaction, especially because she had been in Scotland all last week on business. I had missed her. “I’m glad you’re home.” I felt stupid, like I was pestering her or something.

			“Me too.” She smiled briefly, but that was all I got.

			We’d lived together for a couple of years. I’d experienced living with her before her promotion. We had been more spontaneous. Date nights during the week to the theatre or grabbing a drink after work. It had been fun and exciting, and as much as I didn’t want to admit it, things had changed. The way we interacted had become more strained, unless it was with friends and family or at work events. I found Beth to be more attentive in company, compared to on our own. In public, we appeared flirty and finished each other’s sentences. But at home, that seemed to fade.

			“Was there something else?” she asked, putting me on the spot. I felt embarrassed for not just leaving her alone to work. That was clearly what she wanted.

			“I was just going to put on a movie, if you wanted to join me.”

			“I can’t, Harriet. I’ve this report due tomorrow.”

			“Okay.” I tried to brush off my frustration.

			I turned on the TV but watched nothing. I scrolled through my phone on Facebook or reading Reddit. When that didn’t entertain me any longer, I decided to skim my email. One surprised me; it had ended up in the spam folder. It was just by chance that I’d spotted it. It was from a recruiter. I had no idea how they’d gotten my information, but they had a job opportunity. And for first time in a while, I was excited.

			The job description was for a position within a human rights company I had heard of but had never worked with. They worked with undocumented immigrants arriving in the UK, particularly those arriving via the English Channel. I researched the company, and the more I delved into it, the more the opportunity sparked something in me. They worked with displaced refugees and helped with the legal side of seeking asylum. It sounded so much more fulfilling than anything I accomplished in my day-to-day. It was different, of course, but different sounded good. The opportunity was for a solicitor, but I was left feeling disappointment by the pay cut. If the job was right for me in other ways, I could make some lifestyle changes to accommodate the lower salary. However, I knew it wouldn’t sit well with Beth. I could already hear her saying that it was a step backward.

			I pulled out my laptop and applied for the position anyway. If nothing came of it, there would be no reason to have to talk to Beth about it.

			“Hey.” She appeared as I hit send on the application. “I’m going to go to bed soon.”

			I slammed shut the laptop and gave her my full attention.

			“What were you doing?”

			“Nothing. Just on Facebook.” I got up and turned off the lights.

			We got ready for bed and climbed under the sheets. She let out a sigh of relief. “It’s so nice to be back in my bed again.”

			I curled into her side. “It’s good to have you back.” My fingers danced along her stomach, drawing lazy patterns.

			“Not tonight.” She removed my hand. “I’m exhausted.” I felt rejected and a little upset. I wasn’t angling for that. However, it was hard to deny that our sex life had turned into a bit of this.

			Most nights, no one made a move, but when one of us did, it seemed like the other wasn’t in the mood. We were not synced in that way. Which was partly understandable. We’d been dating for five years, and it was only natural to hit a bit of a lull. We used to have sex multiple times a week. However, this seemed more than a blip. Beth and I used to joke about lesbian bed death and how that would never happen to us. I’d never thought it would. We couldn’t keep our hands off each other back then, but lately, we’d been going weeks without even properly kissing. It concerned me, and I had to admit I thought about it often. But I told myself it was temporary. That it was just a rough patch.

			“I haven’t seen you in, like, a week,” I said in a small voice. “We don’t have to sleep together, but could we at least talk?”

			“About what?” Her voice revealed a frustration that I didn’t like.

			“About anything. Ideally, not work.”

			“What’s that supposed to mean?” She was disgruntled, and it set me off. It felt like another rerun of a fight we seemed to be revisiting often.

			“All we do is talk about work.”

			“Harriet, not this again, okay? You knew who I was when we met. I like my work—”

			“Yeah, but I didn’t know it was your whole personality. God, ever since you made partner—”

			“There it is.” She sat up in annoyance and turned, now looking down on me. “Every day you give me a hard time about being partner. Most fiancées encourage each other’s career.”

			I sat up as well, feeling offended that she would accuse me of being unsupportive. “I support your career. But I didn’t know it was the third person in our relationship. We never spend time together, go out for dinner, God forbid we have sex.” I couldn’t stop it from all coming out in one heated breath. “We compromise everything for your work commitments.”

			“You’re always doing this, and it’s getting old. If I’d known you were going to be such a nagging wife, I’d have never asked you to marry me.”

			I was shocked. She’d never talked to me like that before, but weirdly, it didn’t feel like it had come out of nowhere. It didn’t feel like it was a slipup said in the heat of the moment during an argument. She seemed tired, or rather, tired of me. That made me worried. It was as if she had thought about it before, but this was the first time she’d had the courage to say that she was unsure about us getting married. The hurt inside me made it difficult to form a response.

			Beth didn’t miss it, either. She let out a sigh, looking ashamed. “Look, I’m sorry, okay?” It seemed like she was trying to backpedal. “I’m tired. You know I love you—”

			“Do I?”

			That annoyed her. “Come on, Harriet. I’m trying to apologise here. Let’s just forget about it. I shouldn’t have said that. You’re just nagging me so much.”

			“How? How am I nagging you?”

			“I don’t have time for this.” She sprung out of bed. “I told you before. I have a meeting. I can’t get into this imaginary argument again with you.” She snatched her pillow. “I’m going to sleep in the guestroom.”

			I flopped back onto the bed, feeling flat. I hated arguing before bed, and I hated when she slept in the other room. It just felt like this was becoming more of a regular occurrence, and it was draining the life from me. Newly engaged relationships shouldn’t be this hard.

			I lay awake for what felt like hours until I started to regret fighting with her. She was tired. She’d said it enough times. I should have been more considerate instead of coming down hard on her.

			I didn’t want to break up.

			We’d been together a long time to just throw in the towel after a few hard months. And we had a good life. We went on frequent holidays: ski breaks, city trips, and we had a lovely apartment in Nottingham, a very desirable location. If my eighteen-year-old-self could have seen me now, engaged to a beautiful and successful woman, she wouldn’t have believed it. Even my parents approved. Beth loved me and I loved her. Everything was right. So why wasn’t I?

			 

			A silence lingered as Mama looked expectantly between us. We hadn’t talked since our fight. Beth had left for work before I’d woken up.

			“Well, Pipa, we were just talking about the wedding last night, weren’t we, Harriet?” Beth said, surprising me with just how good she was at deception. “We talked about maybe a summer wedding. Next year, perhaps.” We had talked very loosely about that weeks ago, but had never been able to set it in stone. Somehow, Beth was doing that now. And infuriatingly, it was almost entirely without my input.

			“Oh, you must do it in Italy. Philip’s brother has the most luxurious villa.”

			“Definitely a possibility,” Beth said, but I didn’t believe a word of it. Beth never got on with my cousin Marco. Therefore, staying in his parents’ villa would be a “favour” she would never accept. “We were actually thinking somewhere in Surrey.”

			“I love it. Close to home. I know the most perfect church. The minister may be open to marrying—”

			“Two women?” I couldn’t hide my scepticism. It felt like my life was getting written before my own eyes.

			“With a little persuasion. Your father can help with that,” Mama alluded, making me want to shut down, mentally check out of this conversation, but I was terrifyingly stuck in it. This wasn’t how I wanted my big day to go. Paying off someone who didn’t actually support our marriage. It sounded the opposite of what a wedding was supposed to be.

			“Can I take your order?” a server asked. I was glad for the interruption. I felt like I was drowning.

			“Yes.” Beth took the lead as she did in most things in life. “We will have the Landes white asparagus and foie gras terrine. The truffle vinaigrette should be on the side. Pipa, would you like me to recommend something for you too?” I had lost my appetite anyway. It was safer for Beth to just order for me. She usually did.

			“You know, I think I will have the same.” Mama handed the server her menu, not bothering to say thank you. “It’s sounds delicious.”

			“You won’t regret it.” They laughed together before Beth changed topic. “We still need to iron out the final details, don’t we, lovey?” I glanced around at her, confused. “The wedding.” She stared back at me, showing a hint of frustration.

			I decided to play along. “Yes.”

			“It will be wonderful.” Mama grinned at us, and I struggled to remain focused on this conversation at all. It seemed so far removed from how I was feeling.

			Beth looked happy as they went on discussing potential reception venues. Once again, I was floored with just how convincing she was. Making herself look like the most perfect fiancée, when last night, she’d literally said that she didn’t know why she’d asked me to marry her. I couldn’t even muster involvement in the conversation, and instead, I took a swig of wine. The same wine I didn’t want. Perhaps this would be my future, guzzling wine in order to get through the conversations around me. Discussions about me that didn’t quite involve me.

			“Well, I know an excellent wedding planner. Funny, she lives in Paris,” Mama said, looking excited again. “Oh, you two must fly out next week. I could arrange an introduction.”

			“I wish we could, but, Harriet, don’t you have that conference next week?” Beth addressed me, pulling me out of my thoughts.

			“Yes.” I was relieved to have been pencilled in to the tedious day event at Alton Hotel. I was once dreading it, though, now, it was saving me from another encounter with Mama.

			I left lunch feeling that it was a particularly excruciating experience. Most of the time, Mama had a way of making me feel like I was a disappointment, but today, she’d really outdone herself. Perhaps it was the lingering unsettling feeling I had with Beth that was contributing to my low mood. Maybe—and it was a feeling I really couldn’t shake—it was just my general dissatisfaction with my life.

			





    
            Chapter Eleven





			Niamh Donnelly

			The wait seemed endless. My interview was supposed to start twenty minutes ago. I’d gotten there early and would take some responsibility for the fact that my butt was going dead. Hospital seats were like that, I guessed. I just wasn’t normally the one sitting on them.

			It was a quiet part of the building. It must have been because of its lack of chaos. And people. I hadn’t seen a single person since I’d sat down. It did nothing to settle my nerves.

			I could feel my knees bobbing uncontrollably. I hated interviews. I hated having to sell myself. I was far from a salesperson. That was why I was so good at being a paramedic. No one was ever cagey with me. There was instant trust. It was typically an emergency. They just wanted my help. I didn’t need to be the best dressed in the room or have the best vocabulary. It was perfect for me.

			Why was I interviewing for this job again?

			The door to my left opened. “Thank you for coming down to see us. We will be in touch.” The interviewee smiled, but I caught a glimpse of their panic and regret as they left the room. It made me even more anxious. I was the only one waiting when the interviewer set her sights on me. “Naimh Donnelly.” I got up and put on a brave face. “Right this way.” I didn’t miss the way she surveyed me from head to toe.

			The interviewer was older, late-fifties would have been my guess. She had short, curly, white hair and worse, glasses that were attached to beads around her neck. I’d had no idea they even still made those. I didn’t miss the cross around her neck, making me just a tad intimidated. My suit felt a little hot, but I worried if I removed the jacket, she would see the sweaty armpits in my white shirt. Or worse, my full sleeve of tattoos.

			I had been confident when I’d left home this morning. Mum had even complimented how good I looked, but now, I felt overly masculine. It was typically how I dressed anyway, though self-consciousness was settling over me. I wanted to impress this semi-conservative woman. What if I was too gay for her liking?

			“It’s lovely to meet you, Niamh.” She sounded genuine, and that put me at ease. I took a seat in front of her desk. “I’m Cheryl Kelly, head of the General Practitioners Academy at the Royal Hospital. I oversee the training programme here and have done so for the past twelve years.” She removed her glasses and sat back for a moment, seeming to relax. “I always warn the people I interview”—if I didn’t already feel nervous—“acceptance into this programme is extremely competitive. We are interviewing around sixty applicants for a class of twenty-five, maximum. The dropout rate for this programme would shock you.” She paused, perhaps gauging how intimidated I really was by what she was saying. I tried to keep my face neutral and my breathing steady. “I have to be sure on each candidate. It isn’t called a fast track for no reason. This course will be the toughest eighteen months of your life. You could be working twelve-hour shifts in the ER, surviving on a couple of hours sleep, before a long day of classes the next day. Are you the kind of person who could handle that kind of lifestyle?”

			“I think so,” I said, more confident than I was feeling. “I feel I have worked in these kinds of stressful environments for years. I know how to prioritise my work and studies.”

			She smiled, seeming to approve of my answer. “I have to admit…” She scanned the page in front of her. “Your CV and application was one of the more, shall we put it, colourful ones in the stack.”

			I smiled a little. I’d had quite an adventurous couple of years, and I was glad to see it impressed Cheryl.

			“Why don’t you talk me through it?”

			“Sure, where to start? Well, I graduated in the top ten percent of my class from Queens and came straight here. To the Royal. I worked in the first responders’ unit for about nine months, and then, I packed it all in and packed up my life and moved to Australia. Which was the best thing I could have ever done.” She tilted her head, perhaps a little sceptical. “Have you ever been?”

			“My son moved out there last year. He loves it.”

			“But have you been?”

			She shook her head, a little ashamed.

			“Until you have, you can’t understand.”

			“He tells me that every time I ask when he’s coming home.” We both laughed. And I felt like the scary tension in the room vanished. I felt more relaxed, like I was talking to an equal.

			“I lived in Perth first, for about a year. I worked at the Royal Perth Hospital which was such an incredible experience. I got to learn from people who’ve been paramedics for forty years or more and respond to emergencies I’d never dealt with. Snake bites, for example.”

			Cheryl squirmed in her seat, but her smile didn’t fade, telling me she wasn’t bored of me yet. Working in Perth was like the trenches. I’d barely had any time to travel and explore. For that reason, the city didn’t feel like home. It was why I’d decided to change locations.

			“Then, I was in Melbourne for almost two years working at the Royal Melbourne hospital.” I loved Melbourne. I couldn’t help but smile, thinking back on the memories. “There, I moved up from a level one to level two and finally, a supervisor within the unit.” I was proud of my achievements. I was hardworking. And in Australia, I’d found that was rewarded, which was why I was able to train and move up the ranks quickly. “In my application, I attached a letter of recommendation from my superior. I don’t know if you got it?”

			“I did, thank you. It was very impressive. It is all very impressive, Niamh.”

			I smiled, feeling a pressure ease. “When I left Australia, I went straight to Kenya to volunteer. I was responsible for providing vaccinations for everything from malaria to Ebola. It was a really enriching experience, though gruelling. Especially in the summer.”

			“I bet. Before we go on to talking about why you wanted to switch medical fields, there is a gap on your CV that I am curious about.” Oh shit. I was a fool to have gotten cocky. How could I have thought she would have missed it? “Between Australia and Kenya, there was some time unaccounted for. Travelling, was it?”

			It was because of Remy, but I couldn’t exactly tell Cheryl that. My past relationship wasn’t exactly easy to explain and not really appropriate for an interview, either. They were a free spirit. That was what had drawn me in first. Remy was nonbinary, and they were the first person I’d been with who didn’t feel the need to label their gender. Meeting them had given me the confidence to explore my own gender and style. I identified as she-her but felt best when I leant into a more masculine presentation of myself.

			Remy was a part-time tattoo artist and part-time poet. Which was a little unorthodox for someone like me, but Remy was just that good. They were unapologetically quirky, and I found it empowering and sexy. They used to walk around their house naked and stay up all night performing poetry in these alternative clubs. It was good when I was on night shifts but sucked when we had plans the next day because they couldn’t get out of bed. We were so different, but I liked that. They got me into smoking weed, which I did…a lot. When I wasn’t working, of course. Things were great, until our differences started to come between us.

			After six months of dating, Remy invited me on a spiritual retreat on Tasmania. That was when things started to go downhill for us. It was supposed to be a weekend away, and I went along with it. Why not, right? What I wasn’t prepared for was the volume of psychedelics I would be consuming without prior knowledge. It was fun and all but not worth losing my job over. Thankfully, it didn’t come to that. We got frequent drug tests at work, and I cared too much about my reputation to take a chance. I handed in my notice and never went back. I could have spoken to my supervisor. I was sure she would have understood. But I wasn’t planning on staying in Australia permanently. I wanted to travel and volunteer before I travelled back to Northern Ireland again. It seemed to fit that timeline.

			Remy wasn’t interested in anything serious, and at the time, neither was I. We bought an old camper van, and they showed me around Australia. We drove all over from Killalea Beach to Sydney and up to Brisbane. It was an amazing time of my life. And going to travel Australia by myself was definitely a gamble, but I was so glad that I had done it. Because I felt like it had changed me. When I went out, I was fresh out of university and wanted nothing more than to earn money. I’d worked hard and partied hard in my spare time. I’d met some incredible people, got scammed a couple of times, and tried magic mushrooms. And while I could have stayed longer, I was glad that I’d moved to Kenya when I did.

			“Yeah, I went travelling.” I only half lied.

			“Thought it was something as simple as that, but I like to check these things.”

			Thankfully, she didn’t dig any deeper. I probably wouldn’t have gotten a callback had I divulged the details of that spiritual retreat.

			“So, Niamh, you have this wealth of experience in paramedics. We are crying out for first responders.”

			I felt myself grow sheepish. I knew there was huge demand for people with my skills. I felt ashamed to be abandoning it. But something stronger was pulling me in a different direction.

			“Why do you want to be a GP?”

			That was a tricky question. Cheryl wasn’t the first to be surprised, especially in my life. Growing up, I had always wanted to be a paramedic. I’d told everyone as much, and after only being qualified for five years, I was switching fields. Of course it was suspicious. I had to be fully prepared to explain why.

			“First responders have a crucial job. But in some cases, and you must know this, we’re only really just holding people together until they get to a hospital.” Cheryl mulled that statement over for a moment, seeming to disagree. “I mean, we obviously do a little more than that.”

			“I know what you mean.” She smiled, letting me off the hook for almost diminishing the vital work of paramedics.

			“I want to be the first person who can prevent illnesses from getting to an emergency. I used to always think it was a first responder, but I recently came to the realisation that it goes back further. From the first headache or fever or lump. To the person asking the questions. The doctor who supports patients when they’re scared, and they don’t know what is wrong with them.” I could feel something working in my chest. An emotion rising that I tried desperately to push down. “GPs are the ones who investigate and use their knowledge to make the judgement call on
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