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Chapter 1

	The Dress

	The boutique lights were merciless.

	Fionnula stood on the raised platform, surrounded by mirrors that reflected her from every conceivable angle. The wedding dress, ivory silk with delicate lace sleeves and a fitted bodice that flared into a flowing skirt was everything she'd dreamed of. It hugged her slender frame perfectly, the alterations completed to the millimeter. She should have felt like a princess.

	Instead, she felt like a ghost.

	"Oh, darling, you look absolutely stunning!" Her mother, Margaret, pressed a tissue to the corner of her eye, careful not to smudge her mascara. She stood just off the platform, hands clasped together as if in prayer. "Doesn't she, Aoife?"

	Aoife, Fionnula's maid of honor and best friend since primary school, nodded enthusiastically. "Gorgeous, Fi. Cormac's going to lose his mind when he sees you coming down that aisle."

	The boutique owner, a slim woman named Diane with perfectly coiffed silver hair, circled Fionnula with a critical eye. "The hemline is perfect now. And see how the lace sits on your shoulders? Exquisite. You're going to be the most beautiful bride."

	Fionnula forced a smile, but her eyes remained fixed on her reflection. The dress was perfect. Her hair, swept up in a practice style, looked elegant. Her makeup had been professionally applied for this fitting, soft and romantic.

	But her skin.

	God, her skin.

	Under the bright boutique lights, she looked nearly translucent. Pale blue veins were visible at her temples and wrists. Her arms, bare except for the delicate lace, seemed to glow with an unhealthy pallor. She'd always been fair, "porcelain," her mother called it, "like a China doll" but now, against the ivory silk, she looked washed out. Sickly, even.

	"Eight weeks to go," Diane said cheerfully, making a final adjustment to the veil. "I bet you can hardly wait."

	Eight weeks. Fifty-six days until she walked down the aisle of St. Brigid's Church, with three hundred guests watching. Three hundred people, plus the photographer who would immortalize every moment. The photos would last forever, albums passed down through generations, displayed on mantlepieces and shared on social media.

	And in every single one, she would look like this. Pale. Washed out. Barely there.

	"What do you think, love?" Margaret asked, her voice pulling Fionnula from her spiraling thoughts. "Are you happy with it?"

	"It's beautiful," Fionnula said quietly, but her gaze hadn't left the mirror. She turned slightly, examining herself from another angle. The dress caught the light, shimmering. She looked elegant, refined.

	And deathly pale.

	"You've lost a bit of weight," Aoife observed, stepping closer. "Have you been eating? I know wedding planning is stressful, but"

	"I'm fine," Fionnula cut in, more sharply than she intended. She softened her tone. "Just busy. You know how it is."

	But it wasn't the weight. Even with a few pounds gone, the dress fit beautifully. It was the color or lack thereof. Every other bride she'd seen, in magazines or online, had that glow. That sun-kissed radiance that made the white dress pop, that made them look healthy and vibrant and alive.

	She looked like a corpse in a beautiful shroud.

	"Maybe a spray tan before the wedding?" Diane suggested, as if reading her mind. "A lot of our brides do that. Just a subtle glow, nothing too dramatic."

	Margaret wrinkled her nose. "Those can look so orange, though. Remember cousin Deirdre? She looked like a traffic cone at her wedding."

	Aoife laughed. "God, she did. But they've gotten better at those now, haven't they?"

	Fionnula barely heard them. Her mind was already racing, calculating. Eight weeks. Spray tans could be streaky, and they wore off unevenly. Tanning salons were expensive, and with the wedding costs already spiraling, Cormac would have something to say about adding more expenses.

	But there had to be something. Some way to achieve that perfect golden glow she'd seen on countless brides. That healthy, radiant look that would make her dress shine and her photos timeless.

	She needed a tan. A real tan, deep and even and lasting.

	"Let's get you out of this before we wrinkle it," Diane said, reaching for the row of tiny buttons at Fionnula's back.

	As the dress was carefully removed and returned to its protective garment bag, Fionnula changed back into her jeans and jumper. Margaret and Aoife chatted about the upcoming bridal shower, but their voices faded to background noise.

	Fionnula's mind was made up.

	She had eight weeks to transform herself from a ghost into a glowing bride.

	Whatever it took, she would not walk down that aisle looking like this.

	She would find a way to get the perfect tan.

	 


Chapter 2

	The Search

	The glow of Fionnula's laptop illuminated her face in the darkness of the bedroom. The clock on her nightstand read 2:47 AM. Beside her, Cormac slept soundly, his breathing deep and even, one arm draped across his eyes to block out the light.

	She should have been sleeping too. Tomorrow, today technically was a workday, and she had back-to-back meetings starting at nine. But sleep was impossible when her mind churned with images of herself in that dress, pale as death under those unforgiving lights.

	Her browser had seventeen tabs open.

	Spray Tanning Dublin
 Best Tanning Salons Near Me
 How to Get a Natural Tan Fast
 Tanning Beds Ireland Price
 DIY Tanning Solutions

	She'd been researching for three hours.

	Spray tans seemed like the obvious choice at first. Quick, relatively affordable, no UV exposure. But the reviews told a different story. Streaky applications. Orange undertones. The color fading unevenly, leaving patches. One bride's review included photos, beautiful ceremony shots marred by visible tan lines and an unnatural orange glow that made her look jaundiced.

	"Looked great for the first hour, then started going patchy by the reception," the review read. "I was mortified. Save your money."

	Fionnula crossed spray tans off her mental list.

	Tanning salons were next. She found several with good reviews, professional setups, and regulated equipment. But the prices made her wince. A package deal for the eight weeks leading up to the wedding would cost nearly five hundred euro and that was assuming she went only twice a week. To build the deep, even tan she wanted, she'd need to go more often.

	She clicked through to a salon's website, reading their guidelines. Sessions needed to be spaced apart. No more than recommended exposure. Results would be gradual.

	Gradual wasn't good enough.

	And the inconvenience gnawed at her. Booking appointments, driving across town, working around her schedule and the salon's hours. What if she missed a session? What if the tan faded unevenly between visits?

	No. She needed something more reliable. More accessible.

	That's when she found herself on DoneDeal, scrolling through second-hand listings.

	Tanning bed for sale. Buyer collects.

	Most listings were clearly ancient, bulky machines from the 1990s, yellowed plastic, dubious safety. The photos showed equipment that belonged in a skip, not someone's home. Others were reasonably priced but already marked as sold.

	Then she saw it.

	Professional-Grade Sunbed - Excellent Condition - €400

	The photo showed a sleek, modern-looking unit. Not the bulky coffin-style bed she'd imagined, but something streamlined, almost elegant. The description was sparse:

	"Professional grade sunbed. Barely used. Great condition. Powerful lamps, even coverage. Perfect for home use. Buyer collects or delivery can be arranged for a small fee. Serious inquiries only."

	Four hundred euros. For unlimited use, in her own home, on her own schedule. She could tan twice a day if she wanted. Build up the color gradually, control every aspect.

	She clicked through to the seller's profile. No name, just "User1847." No other listings. The account had been created three days ago.

	A private message option appeared. Before she could second-guess herself, she clicked it.

	"Still available?" she typed.

	The response came almost immediately, despite the late hour.

	"Yes. When can you collect?"

	Something about the eagerness felt odd, but Fionnula pushed the thought aside.

	"Can you deliver? I'm in Ranelagh."

	"Yes. €50 delivery. Can come this Saturday. Cash on delivery."

	This Saturday. Five days away. She could be using it by the weekend, starting her tanning routine with nearly eight full weeks before the wedding.

	Her finger hovered over the keyboard. Four hundred fifty euro total. That was a lot of money, money they'd earmarked for the honeymoon. Cormac had been tracking their wedding expenses in a detailed spreadsheet, trying to keep them from going too far over budget.

	He'd definitely have something to say about this.

	"Fi?" Cormac's sleepy voice made her jump. He'd pushed himself up on one elbow, squinting at her in the laptop's glow. "What are you doing? It's three in the morning."

	"Just... looking at something. Go back to sleep."

	But he was already more awake, his practical nature kicking in even through the grogginess. "Looking at what? Are you still worrying about the wedding?"

	"I'm fine." She angled the laptop away slightly.

	"You're not fine. You've been stressed for weeks." He reached over, gently turning the screen toward himself. His eyes scanned the listing. "A sunbed? Fi, that's"

	"I need to tan for the wedding," she said quickly. "I looked awful in the dress today. Everyone saw it."

	"Everyone thought you looked beautiful. I thought you looked beautiful when you sent me those photos."

	"I was pale, Cormac. Deathly pale."

	"You were perfect." His voice was gentle but firm. "And this is expensive. We agreed no more big purchases."

	"It's my wedding too," she said, defensive now. "And it's cheaper than salon packages. I've already done the math."

	Cormac sighed, running a hand through his dark hair. "It's not just about the money. It's that you're fixating on this. You've barely slept in days. You're stressed about everything, and now you want to buy a second-hand sunbed from some random person online? Does that even sound safe?"

	But Fionnula was already typing her response to the seller.

	"I'll take it. Saturday works. Will have cash ready."

	"Fi"

	"Excellent. I'll message Saturday morning with delivery time. Address?"

	She typed in their address and hit send.

	"There. Done." She closed the laptop, the room plunging into near-darkness. "It'll be fine. You'll see."

	Cormac lay back down, but she could feel the tension in his silence. "I'm worried about you," he said quietly.

	"Don't be. I just want to look my best. For you. For our wedding."

	"You already do."

	But Fionnula had already turned away, her mind buzzing with possibilities. By this weekend, she'd have everything she needed. Eight weeks to transform herself into the glowing bride she was meant to be.

	The perfect tan was within reach.



	



