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For T: thanks for being you,
and for waiting
while I became me.
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Learn yer words ye feckin' muppet...
Useful Vocabulary for Non-Irish Readers






An Colaiste PRON uhn koh-losh-te
“The College”
Abhaile PRON Ah-vah-le
“Home”
Chancer
“Someone who tries to get away with things; mildly unscrupulous”
C’mere
(to me)
“Listen, I’ve got something to tell you, come over to me”
Cop on
“Having or needing some common sense or intelligence about a situation”
Craic
“Fun, good vibes, a good time.”
Desperate
“Something quite awful”
Doing the dirt
“Cheating on someone”
Donkey’s Years
“A very long time”
Eeejit
“Idiot”
Fag
“Cigarette”
Fair play
“Well done”
Feck/Fock
“Fuck; throw; steal”
Gaff
“House”
Garda
“National Police Service”
Gas
“Funny”
Gawk
“To vomit”
Giving out
“Complain, rant, to tell someone off”
Gobshite
“Stupid and incompetent”
H-dip
“Higher Diploma at University”
I’m after (doing something)
“I just finished doing…”
Inward Yes/Yeah
“Non-verbal way of saying yes”
Jaysus
“Jesus, a mild expletive”
Knacker
“Person of lower social class”
Langerhead
“Dick; fool; idiot”
Langers
“Drunk”
Lock-in
“After hours—blinds down and doors locked—drinking at a pub”
Manky
“Disgusting, dirty, rotten”
Massive
“Beautiful, attractive”
Meet/meeting
“French kiss; between single and dating, commitment wise”
Messer
“Someone who jokes around a lot”
Nob
“Dick”
Ride
“Sex, or someone sexually attractive”
Shattered
“Exhausted”
Shift
“Make-out, kiss with the tongue; can mean casual sex”
Shite
“Shit”
Slainte PRON slawn-che
“Health” (cheers)
Stomach thinks the
throat’s been cut
“Starving”
Sure, you know yourself
“You understand/it’s up to you/used to avoid a topic or complicated answer”
Throwing Shapes
“To act tough/posture oneself”
Tosser
“Obnoxious or objectionable man”
Wagon
“A difficult woman”
Yer One/Man
“You know that woman/man”




Irish Names


Aine “Brilliant, happiness”
Awn-yah
Aisling “Dream or vision”
Ash-ling (commonly)
Aoife “Beautiful, radiant”
Ee-fah
Callum “Dove”
Kal-um
Caoimhe
“Dear, noble”
Kwee-va
Cathal “Battle Rule”
Kah-hal
Cianan “Old, ancient”
Kee-nin
Ciara “Little dark one”
Keer-ah
Cillian “Bright-headed”
Kill-ee-an
Clodagh “Name of an Irish River”
Cloh-da
Fionn “Fair-haired”
Fee-on
Finian “Fair”
Fin-ee-in
Grainne “Love”
Grawn-yah
Liam “Protection, strong-willed warrior”
Lee-um
Mairead “Pearl”
Mawr-aid or Mur-aid
Maeve/Maebh “Irish warrior queen of Connacht”
May-v
Niamh “Bright, radiant”
Nee-v
Orla “Golden Princess”
Or-la
Padraig “Patrician, noble”
Pawd-rig
Saoirse “Freedom”
Sheer-sha
Siobhan “God’s grace, full of charm” Shiv-awn










Who even reads prologues, anyway?
April of Present Day, Vancouver, Canada
The yapping crept into her sleep, fracturing it slowly, and entertaining wakefulness. Jess grew aware of the sunlight streaming through the cedar shutters, pink and warm on her closed lids—a welcome change from all of the rain. And her mind, firing before she even opened her eyes, was filled with a flurry of inescapable thoughts, just the same as every other day.
She sighed heavily and stretched an arm out from under the covers to rub her face. Peeling her eyes open only to stare up at the smooth, white ceiling, she pictured the stucco cracking with each piercing bark emitted from the neighbour’s tiny dog. How can such a small animal make so much noise?
She wished she was still asleep.
Jess willed herself to roll over—a step towards getting up, seeing as how snuggling back down under the heavy comforter and drifting off would be fruitless.
There was a shift in the weightedness at her side. Lavender. It always took her a beat to realise, even after all these years, that it was just the two of them. He brushed his sleek tail against her fingers and yawned. Kitty yawns. She quarter-smiled at that. Stretching his little pink toes, he hopped gracefully off the comforter.
Lavender would be hell-bent on breakfast, now that he was awake.
Between the tumbling thoughts, the hungry cat, and all that damn barking next door, staying in bed would be a wash even if she could go back to sleep. Even awake-rest would be like trying to sculpt with dry sand—futile and fraught with absurdity.
Jess got up and blundered downstairs to the kitchen, furry feet in tow. She yanked her hair out of its half-undone bun with one hand and flipped the coffee maker on with the other, missing the routine of a workday. Weekend days were hard to fill; too much time to think.
She opened the fridge and peered into its chilly depths, holding it open with her knee and scanning for dog bribes, as she tied her hair back into a low ponytail.
“Fuck.” She rolled her eyes. Useless, empty fucking shelves.
Staring into the fridge devoid of dog-able leftovers, Jess was pissed at herself for not planning ahead for this inevitable weekend yap-fest. Of course it was sunny. Of course they’d let Daisy out in the yard—probably so they could sleep in, she realised with an eye roll.
And here she was, wide-fucking-awake. She scoffed, picturing herself tossing half an English muffin out the window and straight into Daisy’s cat-poop snarfling pie hole.
Ew. She shuddered. Dogs are gross.
Having eaten at Liz’s last night, she hadn’t saved bribes for this morning—and asking for a literal doggy bag had felt tacky, even after their thirty-five years of friendship. Jesus. Who even plans leftovers for someone else’s dog? Who am I anymore? Another eye roll.
Feeding the dog was petty bribery, she knew that—and wondered if dogs knew as well—but it worked most of the time. She felt a little bad that Annie and Danika, her neighbours, were confused about their increasingly pudgy dog; but not bad enough to stop feeding her, evidently.
Christ on a crutch, was it ever worth it for a peaceful first cup of coffee.
Jess looked down at Lavender at her feet and sighed. “Don’t look at me like that, ok? I know she’s just a dog.”
Lavender mewled and ducked under the fridge door towards his food dish.
She let the fridge fly closed and reached up top to turn on the radio, drowning out the barking.
Her father-in-law had found the antique radio and fixed it up, somehow re-calibrating its numerous knobs and bobs. It only got a couple of stations but one of them was alright. ‘All the hits of yesterday and today,’ which was really just code for generic stuck-in-traffic bops. 
The dog bribes for Daisy the Dachshund had begun six months ago, after Annie and Danika had moved in. At first, Dani’s proposal for an ultra-modern glass and concrete house seemed out of place on the heritage-home-filled street. The other neighbours were aghast; they were disturbed that the integrity of the neighbourhood might be compromised.
To their credit though, Danika had found ways to incorporate some of the classic, old-timey elements from the other homes into their modern design, and it worked. After the project was complete, Dani and their wife, Annie, moved in, bringing with them guaranteed chances of obliviousness to bouts of insufferable barking.
Around her sunlit, country-style kitchen, Jess moved on autopilot while she waited for the coffee to brew. She peeled open a tin of cat mush and emptied it in Lavender’s dish, before stopping to rest against the wainscoting, absentmindedly shoving the mucky can on top of the fridge.
She looked towards the wedding photo of her and Darren through the open French doors to the living room. She couldn’t bring herself to put it away, even though looking at it was like drowning over and over again; her breath caught in her throat, as it still did, every time she looked at it.
They looked so young.
Her eyes fell to the way he held her gently in the photo. Protective—like a nest that she could always return to.
Her chest ached with longing for his easy laugh and the comfort of his familiar habits. She took a deep breath and wrapped her arms around herself, taking in the various pieces of furniture that Darren had made—built-in shelves to hold their treasured books and photos, the alcove seat in the bay window with the hidden storage, and the overstuffed ottoman that he’d hated but had built anyway—just for her.
She wandered through to the living room and collected a left-behind glass from the coffee table. This coffee table… He had made it for her one Christmas, years ago, and so much of their life together had revolved around it. She touched the unfinished wood lightly as she picked up the glass, her fingers grazing the grooves where his bigger hands would have once been. This was her punishment—daily heartbreak. These memories; a past life together, made up of once-touched surfaces.
The coffee pot was gurgling now, signalling a ready brew. Thank the damn Lord. Jess snapped from her melancholy long enough to stride with purpose into the kitchen, collect the cat tin from the fridge-top, and put both it and the glass in the empty sink, before pouring herself a steaming cup of coffee. She left it black and took a sip, ambling back towards the couch that Lavender circled, hefting his full belly, and sat down.
Ping.
Jess was jarred by the sound from her phone on the table, and irritation bubbled up in her chest. It was probably some shit from some store that she didn’t want to shop at, but she checked reflexively and bolted up from her seat when she saw the first email. In Darren’s old sweats—loose on her hips, and the bottoms tucked under her feet—Jess paced around the living room, reading and re-reading the invitation to attend the annual Diverse Minds Tech Summit, taking place this year in Ireland. Oh my God. They liked my application.
Months ago, and on a wine-fueled whim with GG and Liz, she’d applied for this year’s new Social Justice & Intersectionality Panel, which meant the chance to work on app concepts that reflected more than just the needs of cis white men. This panel would be led by BIPOC folks, women, individuals with disabilities, and folks from the LGBTQ2SIA+ community, and even being considered was really something, given that she was only one of those.
Jess stopped beside the couch and bit her thumb, thinking about how her eyes had been opened for the first time, years ago, after witnessing the insidious nature of workplace racism. It was a given that she, as a woman in the tech world, would have to work harder than her male colleagues to be taken seriously, but she hadn’t anticipated the dismissiveness that had been shown to the BIPOC women she worked with when they’d raised concerns or expressed new ideas. The management at the time had said that they were too emotional—aggressive, even—and it had been startling to observe the differences between the way she was treated as a white woman, and the way some of her co-workers were addressed.
There were layers to systemic discrimination that she hadn’t even considered—layers that were beyond being a woman. Racism was systemic, too, and hid in plain sight for those who were not on the receiving end, apparently.
Once she’d seen it, it had been impossible to ignore.
Well, that wasn’t true.
It could be quite easy to ignore, actually—and Jess was determined not to.
Darren had always been so hopeful. He was determined that even when we couldn’t see them, there were people out there trying to make things better.
Jess gave a half-smile. He was like that—like Mr. Rogers or something, telling her to look for the helpers.
Who knows? She thought. Maybe those making-things-better people are going to be in Dublin, too.
Resuming her pacing and re-reading the email, she gushed at the invitation, propelled forward—just for the moment—into a sense of future. A cautious optimism burbled low in her chest and she pressed her lips together. This chance to attend the Summit was the opportunity of a lifetime. It was also a distraction. Maybe a fresh start, she thought, knowing that she needed both. She’d stagnated, that much was clear.
During the week she had team meetings and programming projects to occupy her. The weekend, which was harder, was just busy work while she pretended to appreciate the time off. Jess had been holding on to the familiar numbness that had seeped in after the immediacy of loss had worn off, resisting change for longer than the other widows she’d met at her grief therapy group (and whom she now avoided). The group had been helpful early on, sure, but after a while, she’d felt like she wasn’t meeting the right grief milestones—wasn’t moving on fast enough. Everyone says that grief isn’t linear, that it takes the path it takes, but they don’t always mean that, not really.
Ultimately, people just want you to move on so it’s more comfortable for them.
Life now meant putting one foot in front of the other, automatically, never really experiencing each moment. It was a strategy. A shell. It kept her going, and kept others from asking too many questions. Jess was practised in her widow’s facade now, lest she fall prey to those inevitable, uneasy faces that came when she was too honest.
Striding around the living room with her heart racing and mind whirling as she stared at her phone, she realised that there was coffee everywhere; she hadn’t paid attention to how much her mug had been sloshing. The pacing habit was hazardous and it used to drive Darren nuts.
Lavender milled about at her feet, sniffing the splatters.
She stepped on his tail and he hissed.
“Damn, Lav,” she hissed right back. “You’re always underfoot!”
He took a swipe at her exposed feet.
Darren would have laughed and said, ‘Jesus… cat,’ and shaken his head at Jess while he wiped up the splatters with one of his shirts.
Poor cat. He got the brunt of her frustration and somehow still remained loyal.
She ignored the reckless coffee-scape in favour of the couch, tucking one leg underneath her. “Sorry bud, that was shitty, wasn’t it?” she said, hunching over to scratch Lavender behind the ears.
He mewed loudly and hopped up beside her, sticking one of his legs in the air to wash his nethers. She gave a half-hearted laugh. Her furry companion may have no qualms about washing his undercarriage in plain view, but she sure couldn’t have gotten through these last five years without him.
Skimming through the second email, her eyes grew wide as she saw that it was an invitation for the twenty-year reunion at An Colaiste.[1] She swallowed and set her mug on the side table. Two decades ago, when she’d applied to a gap year program after high school, she thought she would be volunteering at a home for folks with traumatic brain injuries. Instead, she’d been placed at a high school to live and work among the students, but as more of a staff member than a student. It felt like a lifetime ago, but some of her best memories were of the faculty and students there.
Faces and sensations long forgotten bubbled to the surface of her mind. She could almost feel the warmth of the golden yellow walls in the staff room, smell the hairspray and cheap perfume in the girl’s dorms, and hear the many nights of laughter with Aine[2]—one of the teachers who lived on campus—at Abhaile[3], a pub better known as Tanner’s. Her heart fluttered and swelled with nostalgia as she thought about her favourite students, Saoirse[4] and Callum[5]— who wanted to learn Japanese, siblings Cianan[6] and Niamh[7], and little Josh Quay, who’d become something of a little brother to her.
And… there was Liam.[8]
Something stirred in her core and she closed her eyes for a moment. There’d never been a way to think of him as just one of the students. As the oldest sixth year on the campus, he and Jess had been the same age, and she’d be lying to herself if she said there hadn’t been a mutual interest. His had been common knowledge; the guys had teased him often, she’d heard from the girls. She’d done her best to steer clear of him, because it might have been easy to get too close. 
She sucked in a breath, remembering.
One night after the pub, fueled by a liquid cheer, Jess had let her guard down and Liam had gotten close. Against her better judgement, she’d wanted him to, even though it was against the rules of the program, and even though a moment later she’d stopped him.
Fingers to her lips and lost in her memories, she felt like she was eighteen again, her insides thrumming with the salacious tension of a long-ago forbidden crush.
He’d pressed his lips to hers, soft and warm. Insistent.
Jess closed her eyes and inhaled. Somewhere deep inside her pulsed with the faint recollection of his heat and breath in the dark—but I had pushed him away.
She’d had to. It had hurt them both, she knew.
‘We can’t do this,’ she’d screeched at him in the dark.
Privately, though, she’d savoured their moment ever after.
Jess breathed out, lip between her teeth. That little, one-off kiss with Liam had become her delicious secret, a treat to revisit, hidden and cheeky in the depths of her mind. She wondered, now, if he ever thought about her, too.
Flushing, she shook her head, catching herself. “You’re a grown-ass woman, Jess,” she muttered aloud.
Lavender meeped half-heartedly, as if in agreement.
“I know right, buddy? Let it go.” It had been twenty years. Liam has not been pining after you this whole time, she told herself.
Her phone pinged again just as she made a move for the splatters. There was a message from the glamorous Maeve[9] Moore.
“What’s she want, eh, Lav?” She rubbed his cheek but he was occupied with the nitty gritty between his toes. “Ah, rhetorical question, pal. Don’t worry about it,” she added, smirking.
Jess opened the message.
Maeve had been a student when she was at the school, and they’d loosely kept in touch over the years through Facebook and Insta—nothing too personal. She was following up on that reunion invitation, saying that Jess should come.
“Huh,” she said aloud to the empty house, setting her phone down beside her and looking up at the ceiling.
There was a heap of unused holiday time from the last few years that she could take. Her managers were always after her to use it, but the thought of additional idle time had always made her chest twinge with each offer.
Now, looking at the dates of the conference, she realised that it was only a week before the reunion. I could stay on, right? She took a deep breath and puffed it out—hard. Weird if I was right there and didn’t go… She sucked her lip. Time for some fresh air. She was over-thinking. Jess rolled her eyes at herself as she stood and shimmied off Darren’s sweatpants, pushing them around on the floor with her foot to wipe at the spilled coffee.
Scooping them off the floor, she carelessly tossed them at the washing machine on her way to the bedroom. I can do this, she told herself. If I could do it at eighteen, I can do it now.
Right? Right.
***
Jess locked the front door and shoved her keys in the zipper pocket of her fleece, getting out that morning with a cautiously renewed sense of energy. Blasting Arianna and Billy Joel through her headphones, she revelled in the new adrenaline that coursed through her body. It had been five years since she’d felt this way—or any way at all, for that matter. This surge of sensation was both welcome and curious, leaving her with an anxious excitement for what this trip might mean. It hurt a little to feel hopeful, and yet, she found herself smiling out at the world.
“The place is looking good!” she called out to Zane as she skipped down her steps. He was re-painting the accessible ramp of the group home next door, and Jess thought about how he had asked Darren to build it when the old home was first converted.
Zane smiled and gave a small wave before turning back to his brush.
Reaching the sidewalk, she nodded to Sage and Kye, her neighbours across the street, before heading past Danika and Annie’s and on toward her favourite creek trail. She took a quick glance behind her and made a mental note to ask Sage or Kye, later, if they’d mind watching Lavender if she decided to go to Ireland. After all, Jess had been their go-to budgie-sitter for years whenever they’d been away, and Lav was nowhere near as high maintenance as their bird. Duke was one bitchy budgie.
Strolling down her tree-lined street, Jess’ eyes cast upwards at the cherry blossoms in full bloom. Petals rippled carelessly to the ground as the branches swayed in the breeze. This was her favourite time of year. Everything felt fresh, like the universe was offering second chances. She looked upon the world with an awakened sense of interest, noticing a hummingbird flitting around a neighbour’s butterfly bush, and stopping to appreciate the melodic hum of its wings. 
At the street corner, an unusually large striped beetle crossed in front of her, and she bent low to get a good look at the way it shimmered in the sunlight and the way it scuttled into the native plant garden that ran along the sidewalk.
She’d been missing these things; she used to take so much pleasure in them. The diversity of her neighbourhood in all its forms was something that she used to celebrate, and she wanted that back. Funny
how it’s the little things that dissolve first, after someone is gone.
No one appreciates—until everything unravels—that these are the moments that truly glue life together.
Running her fingers across the tops of some camomiles, she sighed and stood up. Stretching her hips with more awareness of her body than she’d had in years, she broke into a run.




jess
June, Vancouver, Canada


Jess drummed her nails on her phone as she waited to board. It had been hard to eat that morning with both nerves and excitement gnawing at her insides, and now she was starving. She spied a smoothie kiosk not far from the gate.
The boarding call for her flight sounded as she was paying, making her jump—afraid of not making it to the plane on time.
“Shit,” she muttered, hurrying to put her wallet away and trying to balance her mango hurricane in a cup as she raced to the gate.
“Ah, hello there,” came a deep voice behind her. “Ye dropped this now, then.”
She spun around to see a familiar, but now older, face and an extended hand, containing her boarding pass.
“Hold on now, Jessica O’Maly?” he asked, eyebrows raised and with a hopeful-looking smile.
It was Sean Daly.
Jess felt a flutter in her chest as she took in his dark hair, now with a few greys over the ears, and just the right amount of five o’clock shadow. The cheeky laugh lines that she so well remembered were even deeper around his eyes. Sean had been a sixth-year Colaiste student, like Maeve, when Jess had volunteered at the school, and she’d always thought he was terribly handsome.
“Sean!” she squealed, never playing it cool at the right moment. She smoothed her hair with one hand, hitching her carry-on higher with the other.  “What are you doing here in Vancouver? Are you on this flight? Wow! Nice to see you—and oh my God, thank you,” she said finally, cringing for a moment as she took back her boarding pass.
Sean smiled broadly, retrieving his own pass from the back pocket of his jeans, and they moved up in the line together towards the boarding gate.
She took a breath, trying to steady this new batch of nerves that was brought on by her proximity to a handsome man affliction. “So?” she ventured. “What’s brought you to Vancouver?”
“Ehm, right so!” He readjusted his carry-on on his shoulder. “I work for a company back home that has an office in Vancouver.” He raised his eyebrows, gesticulating with his boarding pass. “Just got a promotion and they sent me to meet the team.”
Lord, his Cork lilt was dreamy.
Jess smiled and nudged his arm with her elbow. “Wow, Sean, that’s awesome. Congrats on the promotion. Well deserved, I’m sure!”
He grinned and nodded towards the desk. It was her turn. “C’mere, let’s switch seats if we can,” he said, pointing with his chin in the direction of the plane before she stepped up to the counter. “Be nice to have ye to chat to, so!” he called out.
***
On the flight, they chatted about life, conversation flowing more easily than she would have thought, but then again, Sean had a gift of the gab. His stories had so many details to follow up on that Jess hardly had to think about how to fill the air with her own words. He was married to a science teacher, as it turned out, and had a rather feisty four-year-old at home.
“Aisling[10],” he told her, beaming, as he pulled out his phone to show off his little one.
He was clearly loving the dad life, and Jess’ heart twinged. Darren would have made a great father.
“She’s beautiful,” she gushed, recovering herself. “You must have missed them both while you were away.”
He nodded, looking a little far away for a moment, then asked about her—if she was married or had kids. She looked down at her lap. These were the dreaded questions, but Sean was patient, his face kind as she delivered the carefully curated version of her loss. Even five years later, it was still hard to talk about Darren being gone and how she’d miscarried shortly after.
Before the trip, her therapist had helped her craft a soundbite that was manageable for just these situations. She’d known these questions would come; it was only natural that people would ask. Yet, somehow, it was still startling, even if predictable.
He put his hand over hers, which trembled a little on the armrest. “Ah, Lord.” He shook his head. “I’m so sorry now, Jess. I didn’t—I shouldn’t have. Sure no one should have to lose everything like that.”
She looked down at her hands and smiled a little weakly, avoiding the sympathy in his eyes. “It’s ok,” she sighed. “I mean, it’s not. I’m trying to be.” She looked up at him and they both paused, neither of them seeming sure of what to say next.
Jess took a deep breath. “So, I was invited to this conference… thing,” she puffed, “and I thought I might stay on for the reunion.” She raised her eyebrows hopefully, as if it might give them both permission to talk about something other than the tragic losses of her life.
His wide smile was back. “Ah go ‘way! Ye should!” he exclaimed, clearly more comfortable with this new topic. “Even Hayden will be there, so!”
“What! No way,” she shrieked, a little too loudly for the tight-quartered plane, then giggled into her hands. Apparently, part of her was still eighteen. Hayden had been the other gap student that year in Ireland, and the two had been good friends, also enjoying the occasional post-pub, drunken hook-up. “Oh, man,” she said under her breath. I haven’t talked to Hayden in years.
That pit in her stomach was back.
She looked out the window and rolled her eyes, knowing instinctively that she would be awkward somehow when she saw him. Jess wasn’t exactly a smooth operator, and while she was as easily flustered as they came, Hayden, on the other hand, was unapologetically himself; a quality that she’d quite admired. He’d been her first guy friend, her first kiss, her first shag. She’d let their friendship slip away between the folds of travel and marriage, a distant regret until this moment, when it sat heavy on her heart.
***
When they landed in Dublin, Sean and Jess parted ways with a hug as he headed for the connecting flight to Cork that would take him home to his family.
Finding herself suddenly alone at the airport, a wave of nauseous exhaustion flooded over her. Looking around at all the hues of green on the walls made her feel spinny. Taking in all the signs and purposeful people, she felt her stomach cramp and her heart pick-axe at the walls of her chest.
Flushed, she ambled forward towards customs.
“What am I doing here?” she mumbled to herself, attempting poorly to heft her carry-on higher with what now felt like limp noodles for arms. This was a bad idea. Sean’s chatter had made the flight pass easily, but now she was alone and the reality of adventure was overwhelming.
She’d been in the customs line for five minutes when panic finally struck; it was a ‘heart thumping in her ears’ panic. A clammy and faint panic. I need to go home, her insides screamed. Just pay whatever it takes to get on the next flight. She felt too far away, not ready to be out of reach of the sorrowful embrace that was her home.
With shaky hands, she pulled out her phone to email the Summit organisers, punching out a message to say that something had come up, and asking if she could participate virtually. There, she thought, inhaling deeply, trying to slow her breathing, and rolling her shoulders.
It was a mistake coming here.
It was too soon, but she could just go home.
Deep breath, in and out. No problem.
Her finger hovered over the send button with one hand as she picked up her bag with the other and stepped forward in the line-up. She’d have to clear customs, but then she could turn around and go right home. Direct flight. Maybe even Liz or GG could pick her up when she got in. It’s ok. You’ll change your ticket and go home, she assured herself.
Jess set her bag down and looked again at her phone, double-checking the email. She was rethinking a word, staring up at the air vents as though they might miraculously blow out a more professional sounding last-minute bail email, when laughter sprung out across the customs area. She paused, hearing a familiar voice in the crowd.
Her heart leapt into her throat. “Holy shit,” she said, too loud, as she looked up and across the customs lines, eyes wide with bewilderment.
There was Hayden.
Somehow he was managing to get a laugh out of two customs officers and half of his line-up. No doubt his easy smile and New Zealand charm were winning them over. He’d had a way with people all those years ago and, evidently, some things didn’t change. Jess smiled in spite of herself and saved the email without sending it, pocketing her phone. She could make her decision later.
Just now, she needed to catch a Kiwi.






liam
Cork City, Ireland


Liam stepped off the University College Cork property and turned towards home. The walk would be about thirty-five minutes, but he didn’t mind; it offered him the time to think.
He had every intention of going home, but, somehow, lost in his thoughts after forty minutes of meandering, he wound up outside Tanner’s. The little bell on the door dinged merrily—welcoming—as he swung it open.
Tanner was sporting his signature ruby red dishcloth over one shoulder, with yet another in his hands, drying a pint glass. He slid the glass into place on the shelf behind the bar and gave Liam an approving nod.
The pub was dim, the late afternoon light doing little to brighten the space, and Tanner had the match—Munster versus Ulster—on silently above the bar. The benches and tables, weathered wood and dark stained, smelled of hops.
Coming here always felt like coming home. 
Liam recognized a few gents from the Cork Rugby League—acquaintances of his father—who would be rooting for Munster, of course, and gave them a polite bob as he slipped onto a stool in front of Tanner, dropping his bag down beside him.
Tanner placed a pint in front of Liam with an encouraging nod, and Liam lifted it to his lips in appreciation.
“Slainte[11],” he said, tipping the glass ever so slightly.
Tanner smiled the fatherly smile that was reserved only for his children—and Liam.
“So?” he asked, palms down on the bar, and looking pointedly at Liam.
Liam sighed heavily. “D’ye know, accordin’ to my barrister, there’s really nothing above board I can do, like.”
“Yer one[12] still won’t sign the papers then?” Tanner raised his eyebrows. “I s’pose there’s no use in talkin’ to yer father?”
Liam scoffed. “Imagine that now…”
Tanner shrugged, sympathetic. He knew what Liam’s father was like.
Liam’s phone vibrated loudly on the counter and he glanced at it quickly, making a face when he saw yet another reminder for his school reunion. Twenty years, like…
On the one hand, it was hard to believe that it had been that long, and on the other, it felt like a lifetime ago. Maeve[13] had made him promise that he would attend, but he had a sneaky feeling that he would be breaking that promise. Small talk with former classmates and teachers, when he felt like he had nothing of satisfaction to show for most of the last twenty years, seemed like a slow death. He flipped his phone over and pushed it away.
“Mairead,[14] was it?” Tanner asked, scooping some Euros from down the bar with one large hand, his eyes on the phone, which was now, strategically, two feet away from Liam.             
“Jaysus[15], not this time, thank Christ.” Liam leaned back on his stool and ran a hand through his hair. “Sure, there’s a Colaiste reunion comin’ up next week.” He leaned forward again, forearms on the bar, and swirled his pint before taking a sip. “I said I’d go, like… but feckin’[16] hell, I can’t be arsed now, to be honest.”
Tanner smirked. “Not even if yer one was goin’ to be there, so?”
“Mairead? Definitely not, Christ almighty, Tanner.” He shook his head. “What are ye after?”
“No, for fuck’s sake. Of course not Mairead.” Tanner rolled his eyes and leaned his elbows on the bar, clasping his hands together. “Yer one… ehm… the American.”
“D’ye mean Jess?” Liam asked, eyebrows raised. “She was Canadian now, Tanner, sure ye should know the difference,” he teased. Tanner’s daughter was away at college in Montreal.
Tanner cocked an eyebrow. “Ok, so. Can-a-di-an, then. Not even if she was goin’, herself?”
“D’ye know somethin’ I don’t?” Liam chuckled into his beer and took a long sip, finishing it, and placed the empty glass heavily on the counter. “C’mon, Tanner, especially not if she were going. Jaysus, now.” He reached into his pocket and slid a handful of Euros across the counter to Tanner who shook his head and pushed them back, before turning to a man down the bar.
Liam gave him a side eye as he got up, slinging his satchel across his body.
“Alright, Tanner.” He waved as he walked towards the door.
Tanner’s hands were full but he managed a slight nod. The little bell dinged again as Liam stepped out into the early evening air and headed for home.
For real this time.
He wouldn’t see Tanner roll his eyes at the Euros that he’d left on the counter back in the pub.






Jess
Dublin Airport, Ireland


She kept peering ahead and around the people in front of her to see where Hayden went, not wanting to lose sight of him in the crowded airport. But once her turn at customs was finished and their reunion was within reach, she started second-guessing herself. She dove into a tiny alcove beside an out-of-order water fountain when she saw him stop not far ahead to rummage in his bag. She heaved a ragged sigh, rolling her eyes at herself. Standing there, her plan to run through the arrivals area to meet him felt like desperation. Is this weird? It’s been twenty years. Maybe he doesn’t want to see me.
No. Get a grip, woman. This was Hayden, after all. More rolling of eyeballs. What IS weird, Jess, is you hiding in a fucking corner.
How many pep talks would she need on this trip, she wondered, as she hoisted her bag and casually slipped out of the alcove and into a passing mob. She followed Hayden’s movements closely, her head down, wondering if this made her a stalker, and kept a careful eye on his sandy brown hair and familiar jaunty gait all through the crowded walk towards the arrival area.
Taking a deep breath and exiting through the gates into the open arrival lounge, Jess spied him at the currency exchange kiosk. She felt exposed, suddenly in the open like that, and glanced around quickly, looking for anything to alleviate the awkwardness that she was no doubt projecting.
She was struck then, by the most perfect thought. I could just sit myself nearby and pretend that I didn’t see him. He would notice her first, surely, and then it would be like a coincidence. Right?
She had this.
She casually strolled over to a nearby bench, feeling smug, and prepared to position herself so he would see her when he turned. She imagined him turning around and seeing her there, looking at ease and poised, with her hair loose around her face like in a hair commercial. This time she’d be that model who just happened to get noticed when the breeze was right.
Jessica O’Maly genuinely believed in the potential of this moment.
She would be totally and completely cool.
Ignorance was in fact bliss as she approached the seat. Her foot caught in the extra shoulder strap from her carry-on and she felt herself launch, with all the grace of an uncooked meatball, towards the planter pot at the end of the bench. This is it, she thought as she careened towards her doom, the world having slowed around her to allow deference to this moment. I will die on a fucking flower pot, in Dublin, in front of Hayden Smith.
To her credit—maybe there is a God?—she succeeded in a shocking display of agility. It certainly involved muscles she didn’t even know she had, and, in the nick of time, she had managed to grab the back of the bench, avoiding the crisis head injury. Jess breathed out, not having realised that she’d sucked one in and had been holding it for the short flight to the bench.
She wrinkled her nose, bracing herself. Maybe no one saw me bail?
Relief was fleeting.
The reality was that Physics just wasn’t everyone’s strength—and Jess found herself in the not everyone category. Just as she had not anticipated the involuntary launch through the air, she equally did not anticipate the continued momentum of her head—even after her body had been halted by the bench. In that minuscule moment of relief, she could not have realised that her very own noggin would betray her; that it would persist past the bench, only to become lodged in the shapely flower display, allowing the soft tendrils of her fine hair to immediately velcro to the needle-like stems.
“Shiiiit,” she whined, desperately battling the clutches of tiny flower stems while a couple of security officers looked on, obnoxiously amused by her suffering.  THIS is why I never wear my hair down.
Her easy-breezy hair commercial vision was so wrong.
“Look at that, then,” she heard the first one say.  “Yer one’s after prunin’ the bush with her teeth.”
“Sorry now,” came the second voice.
She couldn’t see his face—what with the flowering bush and all—but the stifling of laughter as he spoke was unmistakable.
Asshole.
“D’ye ever think ye might need some pruners, then?” There was snickering.
I could make use of some pruners on you, Sir, she thought, and snorted.
“I’m quite fine, thanks,” she assured him, nodding a little, which was a mistake, and in fact doubtful about the fine-ness of this situation.
In the sliver of floor that she could see, a pair of olive green Vans appeared.
Oh, God. She winced.
“No worries, mate,” a smooth New Zealand accent declared. “I’ve got this one.” Hayden smiled down at Jess, who peered up at him out of one eye while her fingers thrashed in the plant. “Heya, Jess.” He seemed to be enjoying this a little too much for her liking. “She’ll be ‘right ay.”
“Hey…” she said in a small voice, wishing now that the plant was carnivorous and would just eat her up. This was so not the plan.
Hayden stepped in close, his body warm and familiar even after all this time, and she could feel the cuffs of his soft plaid on her cheek. She caught his scent and unwittingly inhaled. He smelled… like the ocean and sun-kissed skin; like a beach on a hot day. She closed her eyes, remembering for a moment when Darren used to come home with a fresh sweat from the gym. Something about that scent commanded the attention of her whole body. 
Hayden swiftly untangled her from the plant and pulled her to her feet. Mortified, she closed her eyes and whispered a thank you, raising her hands to smooth down her hair, which was sticking up most rooster-like.
Hayden chuckled. “Nah, that’s a good look for you.” He pulled her hands down and brought her in for a big hug, planting a loud smooch on her cheek. “So, you weren’t just gonna say hi?”
Her eyes went wide. Jesus. As if she wasn’t thoroughly embarrassed enough.
“What? I—” she babbled.
Hayden’s eyes were twinkling, a sly smile on his face as his hand lingered around her waist. “I saw you, Jess.” He bit his lip. “And, if I ever knew you at all, I’d say you planned to sit yourself there, game to be discovered looking gorgeous ‘side that unfortunate plant.”
She sighed and looked down at her feet, releasing a nervous giggle. “Um… so… maybe, yes. I… yep,” she declared. There was no lying to him—never had been. Instead, she smiled and groaned, “How’d you know?”
His laugh was deep, his eyes playful. “C’mon Jess.” He gently squeezed her hip with one hand and lifted her chin with the other. “I’ll always know you.” Then he stepped back, stuffed his hands in his pockets, and shook his head with a smirk on his lips. “Besides, it’s an airport. There are mirrors everywhere, ay.”
She threw her head back and laughed, too. “Maybe I have missed you, Hayden Smith.”
He winked and unleashed a smug grin. “’Course you have!”
***
The ride into town was only about twenty minutes, and driving on the left side of the road required all of her concentration, leaving little opportunity to take in the sights of Dublin City as they approached.
Hayden didn’t seem to mind. After texting Sam, the friend he was meeting in the city, he actually fell asleep. At a stoplight, Jess stole a glance at him, taking in his long eyelashes against his tanned skin. They were both older now, of course, but that boyish face was still right where she remembered it, and that made her smile.
They pulled into the bus station and Jess nudged him gently, then more assertively, until he woke up. He pinched his temples and rubbed at an eye before stretching as much as one could stretch in a car.
“Ah, shit.” He looked around, groggy. “Did I fall asleep? Sorry, Jess. Guess the flight did me in.” He leaned his head back against the seat and blinked a few times.
Jess bit her lip and shook her head. “All good, Hayden,” she said with a smile. “We’ll catch up next week, yeah?”
He nodded, stifling a yawn.
They got out of the sporty rental car and she popped the trunk for him to grab his bag, which had a patch on it that read If in Doubt, Paddle Out. Hayden and Sam were headed to a couple of surf favourites, Inchydoney and then Perfect Wave. Jess had zero interest in surfing herself, having proved her total inability years ago in Tofino when she nearly drowned, but the thought of lying on a beach and treading her toes in the frothy cool break sounded pretty good after ten hours on the plane.
Hayden thumped the trunk down, slung his pack over one shoulder, and turned to Jess with a sleepy smile. “Thanks for the ride, ay…” He pulled her in for a hug, whispering into her hair. “And you do look gorgeous, by the way.” He gave her hand a squeeze and winked as he pulled away.
She shook her head, chuckling. This man…
He heaved his pack higher and ran to catch up with Sam, who was already at the ticket booth. “See you at the reunion, yeah?” he called back, turning to walk backwards.
Jess just nodded and waved, one hand in the back pocket of her jeans.
Hayden was much the same, and it felt surprisingly easy to slip back into their old friendship, even after so many years. It was comfortable. She felt seen—even in her awkwardness—and the spark of possibility that had spurred her to get on the plane in the first place, returned.
She decided to stay.






liam
Sunday, Cork City


The Sunday rhythm of the city was slow, which Liam found comforting. He let his eyes relax as he stared out the window, tea in hand, allowing himself a brief immunity from life’s turmoil. He raised the cup to his lips and smiled against the rim; truly, there was nothing better than a good cup of tea.
Well, perhaps some things were better, but there hadn’t been much of that lately; none worth writing home about, to be sure.
Liam turned the mug in his hands, absentmindedly staring at the faded Munster Rugby emblem on the side. It had been a gift from Maeve when they were back in fifth year; she’d filled it with little gummy sweets from the confectionery and it had been his favourite ever since, although it was too large to be considered a proper teacup.
But Liam didn’t give a shite[17] about that.
Those wee cups with the fiddly handles were too small in his hands. He always got his thumb and index finger stuck awkwardly, and they never held enough tea to make it worth waking up.
Looking out the window, the street was quiet; most of his neighbours would be at church. It was only in the last year that he had stopped attending Sunday Mass with his family, but it had been years since he’d genuinely believed; quite possibly, he never had. He’d felt the fallacy of religion early in life; things just didn’t add up. And the older he got, the more he’d realised that a lot of the other ideals that his family held just didn’t make sense either.
He had, for the first time in the last several years, started to question if his thoughts had ever really belonged to himself, and it was jarring to think that maybe they hadn’t. That was the thing about growing up in a family that demanded loyalty—your beliefs were never your own.
Liam set his empty mug on the window ledge behind the couch and reached for his phone, resting his socked feet on the coffee table. His coffee table, in his house. Six months, he’d been there. He sighed and ran a hand over his face. The place felt like home, but it would be some time, he thought, before he would actually feel at home in himself.
All this with Mairead and his father—it weighed heavily.
He rolled his head from side to side, stretching his neck. Sometimes, Liam questioned if he should have just moved back in with her instead of pursuing the divorce and refusing to sell this new house. Some things might have been easier that way. He’d been good at keeping the peace for so long, after all.
Couldn’t he have done that forever?
The answer in his heart was always no. His family’s happiness had always come at the expense of his own and he just… couldn’t anymore. He’d finally realised the congruence between what he’d always felt in his family and what he was seeing, and there was no coming back from that.
After leaving Mairead, he’d suggested family therapy; he’d been prepared to work with her and his parents, towards something amicable, at least for the sake of the business.
Instead, his father had declared him disowned. His mother hadn’t disagreed.
Liam let his head fall back against the back of the couch and stared up at the ceiling.
Being disowned had been devastating, naturally. And at the same time, it had brought an odd sense of relief; a relief where there was a different, more reconcilable, sort of loneliness.
There was a vibration in his hand and he brought his gaze back to his phone. He swiped at it and saw a text waiting.
heya x

 
He rubbed a hand across his jaw, resting his head in his palm, and sighed loudly. Feck. It’s yer one.
The weekend prior, his brother, Cathal[18], had been down a man for a cricket match in Galway. He’d begged Liam to go. Realistically, Liam hadn’t played in years but really needed a weekend away, so gave in to his petulant brother’s request. It was alright—good even—to get out of town for a bit. He so frequently ran into his students wherever he went in Cork, that it was hard to fully relax anywhere but Tanner’s.
Far enough from the hubbub of UCC students in Cork, Liam had let his guard down more than usual.
It had been years since he’d gotten off with someone that he’d just met at the pub, but sure yer one’s a fine thing alright, he’d thought to himself and went for it. He typically declined the interested ladies, or the occasional gent, or otherwise inclined folks. Random scores had never really been his style. Away though, a little drunk and more than a little lonely, he’d succumbed. It had been a physical release, which was something, but the gaping hole inside him, where hope and satisfaction might have been, had only pinched tighter in his chest.
And now yer one—Clodagh,[19] was it?—was here in Cork for a couple of days.
“Shite,” he breathed, pinching at his temples with one hand as he stared at his phone in the other.
He had zero interest in seeing her again.
He’d made the mistake of mentioning his family name, and had felt a little sick when he saw her face light up in that way that folks’ faces always did when they realised that they were talking to a Walsh. It was manky[20] every time, like he needed to jump in the shower without even taking his clothes off first.
Liam took a deep breath and blew out, hard.
He needed to let her down kindly, even though he was certain that she was only interested because of his money. The family money that she thought he had. There was no more of that now. He thumbed his screen again, bringing it to life, and another text was waiting.
see ya out then so xx

 
Ah, Clodagh. God love ye, but no, I feckin’ won’t, like. He stared at the ceiling. What does one say in these situations? Cathal would just tell him to go for it. ‘Sure she’s a ride,’[21]  he’d say. But then, Cathal was like that.
While similar in agreeable features and muscular stature to Liam, he was fundamentally different.
A rogue.
A chancer[22]. 
The first out for the night and the last home, and often with hordes of beautiful women at his disposal. Cathal was more like their father in that way. Liam hated that for his baby brother—that becoming the enemy was the safest way to hide from one.
Liam mumbled his message out loud, nodding back and forth in consideration as he typed, and pursed his lips as he hit send.
Ah, Clodagh. Hope you’re well then. Sorry now but I’ve an awful number of commitments this week and won’t be out. Thanks anyway. Hope you enjoy your time in Cork then. x



it’s Caoimhe

 
His eyes went wide and he crashed his head back against the couch. Feckin’ Christ. Caoimhe.[23]
shite now. sorry Caoimhe

He could have sworn it was Clodagh.
feck off Liam Walsh ye feckin langerhead. ye lot are all the same [24]

 
What could he say to that, really? He breathed out, hard, not realising that he’d been holding his breath. He’d been a nob, to be sure. Something else to add to the list of things he’d have to reconcile.




Jess
Co. Dublin


Splayed out on the cool, mossy green bedspread, Jess stared up at the light fixture. Her suitcase stood in the corner, yet to be unpacked. The B&B was basic—a single, ground-floor room, that was more like the bare bones of a hotel room than a home.
Unlike her home, these walls held no stories—at least, none that they told. There was an overstuffed wingback chair in the corner in a deep forest green, which was absolutely too big for the scale of the room, and a cheesy picture of a field of sunflowers on the wall behind it. A small desk sat under a window that looked out on the expanse of field at the front of the cottage, and she could picture someone writing there, in that less-than-comfortable-looking-chair, lost in the emerald view.
The room lacked character in its modernization, save for exposed beams on the ceiling, and an out-of-commission fireplace opposite the bed. The stonework, however, looked a hundred years old and that was why she picked this place.
Her Google search results of accommodations in County Dublin had yielded pictures of this old-school, cobblestone cottage, and she hadn’t been able to stop thinking about it. When she’d finally emailed to book it, and Siobhan[25] had written back to ask if she’d mind the sheep, something warm, and… right, flooded her veins, releasing a tension in her chest that she’d lost consciousness of a long time ago. She could have stayed in the city where the conference was being held, but couldn’t deny herself this cottage; it seemed just the thing for a stagnant heart.
Jess swung her legs over the side of the bed and walked the few steps out the door into the sun, inhaling deeply. She could smell the sweet orchard grass on the breeze as she ran her hand along the outer wall of the little house, and rounded the corner to the field. This was where the stories were—in the stones and in the land. The rough cobbles were warm against her skin after a day of early summer sun, and she imagined the original homeowners here, working this land, and children playing hide and seek, backs flat against these walls and peering around the corner, muffling giggles with dirt-stained hands.
Leaving the cover of the cottage, she wandered into the grass towards the small herd of sheep. Finian and Siobhan, the B&B owners, had said that she was welcome to approach them. She closed her eyes for a moment as she walked towards the sheep, taking in the swish of the long grass around her calves. She could feel its sticky pull against her tight black jeans, and felt it prickle at her ankles where her cuffs were turned up.
Closing in on the sheep, she slowed her pace and took in a full breath, exhaling for a count of four. They needed her to be calm. The soft bleating as they munched and milled among the grass was like a panacea for the soul.  Jess slowed to a halt and bent down on one knee, waiting to see if any of them approached her. She didn’t have to wait long. With a joyful bleat, a young ram sauntered over and nuzzled his face into her hand. She scratched him under the chin as he pressed into her palm, and then rubbed his chest with the knuckles of both hands, delighted by the texture of his coarse wool. She could feel his warmth and the beat of his heart, and knew she was right where she needed to be.






liam
Wednesday, Cork City


“Knock knock…” came a twinkly voice aside the open door.


Liam recognized it instantly. He didn’t see Maeve all that often—even though she lived close by—but they’d known each other since Primary School, and that silver-bell brogue of hers was forever burned into his bones.
“Heya,” she said, sashaying into his office and flopping gracefully into one of the cosy chairs opposite his desk. She put her heeled boots up on his desk and grinned mischievously when he rolled his eyes. Since he had taken the job with the History department, these little visits had become more regular, and today especially, he appreciated the distraction.
“Go on, then,” he said, gesturing to the desk, “make yerself at home.” He pushed back in his own chair and slid his feet up. “Alright, Maeve, what’s the story, then?”
He’d been trying to read a rather insufferable attempt at a Year 1 analysis of Irish history, and the writing was so garbled, it was hard to know where to start. Whatever Maeve had come for would almost certainly be an improvement. 
“Just thought I’d pop ‘round to make sure ye’d picked yer outfit for the weekend,” Maeve said with a wink. “Sure, I know you’ll be losin’ sleep over it, like.”
Liam rolled his eyes again, chuckling. “Ah, you know me well, sure,” he said, shaking his head. He paused and rubbed his jaw with one hand, tapping the fingers of the other hand on the desk. “Ehm, sorry now, Maeve, but I don’t think I’ll be able to make it, actually….” He wrinkled his nose, bracing himself for whatever came next.
“What now? C’mere[26], Liam, ye said ye’d come, like. It’ll be a laugh. Besides, yer favourite will be there, so…”
Liam looked at her quizzically. “Ehm…”
“Jess!” Maeve wiggled her shoulders suggestively. “Maybe now that yer not with yer one then…”
This was too close to home.
“Feck off, Maeve,” he said more crossly than he’d intended, but Maeve just raised her eyebrows in that ‘did-ye-really-just-tell-me-to-feck-off’ sort of way.
“Ah, Christ. Sorry now, Maeve… that was a bit shite. Seems like everyone’s bringin’ up Jess lately.”
“Everyone?” She’d caught him.
“Well now, just yerself… and Tanner, but sure I just can’t, like. It’s been a shite time of it, to be honest, and the thought of makin’ nice with all the nosey-arse people, who don’t actually give a fuck… and draggin’ up the past.” He shuddered.
“Jaysus, Liam, I was only jokin’, like.” She bit her lip and raised her eyebrows, looking pointedly at him. “Did something happen between ye?”
“Ah, sure, I dunno, like. Just leave it, Maeve, alright?”
She sighed.
Liam knew he hadn’t given her any of the answers that she was looking for, and, truthfully, felt bad for bailing on the reunion.
“Okay, so, ye old man. Sure, we can compromise on a pint next week, then.” She raised her eyebrows expectantly.
Liam gave her a half-smile, grateful. “Yer on.”
Maeve slipped her long legs off the desk in a gymnastic arc and hopped to her feet. She looked back when she reached the door, her hand resting on the side of the frame, one foot popped up behind her like a booted flamingo.
“Take care then, so?”
Liam nodded, clasping his hands behind his head. He let out a long sigh after she left. Jess O’Maly, Christ Almighty. A fleeting part of him was curious about her, now that he knew she’d be in town. Would she still be such a feckin’ ride at… close to forty? He smirked. Maybe more so, now, he thought, shaking his head. Aren’t the dirty-thirties a thing?
He caught himself, though, and winced, recalling how she’d flat out rejected him after he’d finally worked up the courage to kiss her. She’d given out to him for that, alright—like completely lost the plot—and in front of the rugby lads, no less. Jaysus, they had never let him live that down. It stung even twenty years later. Good Lord had she ever done his young heart in.
Liam swung his feet off the desk and sat up straight, smoothing the pages of the paper pile in front of him. Just as well to skip the reunion. No need to relive the past, just when he was finally figuring out his future.
He checked the clock on the wall. There were twenty minutes before he was expected in class and it wasn’t nearly long enough to make any headway on these papers. Liam slid the pile back into his ‘to grade’ folder and rummaged through the top drawer of his desk for some gum, before popping the minty package and his notes into his leather satchel. He stood, sachet under his arm, and tucked in his chair, rounding the desk to do the same with the one that Maeve had left loose.
Liam glanced around his office, proud of what he saw. He was finding his way—finding himself, finally, and there was definitely no reason to revisit a bunch of people who’d expect to find him as he’d been back then. He nodded, resolute.
Slinging his satchel over his shoulder, he walked out of his office, locking the door behind him.




Jess
Thursday, Co. Dublin


The days preparing for the Summit had passed in a frenzy. Jess had woken up early each morning on account of the jet lag, and had drunk her coffee in the fields with the sheep, watching the sunrise. She’d prepared her why and self-locating statements all in one day, then attended three long days in the city, returning late each night after the commute. It was a relief to have rented the car. Staying at the hotel for the conference would have been easier, certainly, but her heart needed the simplicity of the countryside more than the convenience of the city.
The Diverse Minds days had been filled with presentations and note-taking, collaboration and reflection, and her mind had been kept occupied by conversations with fellow participants—a welcome change of pace. One of the presenters, Dan, had invited her to come meet with his diversity council students at the University College Cork, for a project they were working on. She’d be able to participate remotely when she returned home, he’d said, and she’d accepted. It had been exhilarating; she’d felt purposeful again and grateful that she’d been brave enough to stay.
Thursday morning left a couple of days between the end of the Summit and the reunion on Saturday, and Jess held mixed feelings about the free time. It was a relief, on the one hand, to have some breathing room after such a busy few days. On the other hand, free time meant a superb breeding ground for overthinking—one of her less transferable skills.
Jess caught herself pacing around the room. She needed a plan—tasks—some way to manage her time. This trip had been good for her so far, though it  didn’t change the fact that anxiety reigned supreme, no matter what country she was in.
She spied her purse on the wingback chair and crossed the floor with purpose, snatching out an old receipt. A pen was hiding in plain sight under the bedside table. She grabbed it and scribbled awkwardly on the receipt in her hand, testing the ink. Satisfied, Jess crossed to the little desk under the window, slid into the chair, and began a list of what she needed to do before the trip to Cork City.
Flopping over the little desk with her forearm, in the way that school teachers used to hate, she divided the paper into required tasks and desired activities, starting with a list of the friends she wanted to see. Aine, for one; they definitely needed a proper catch-up after all these years. And definitely Orla[27] and Ciara,[28] as well. There was also the scenic route to Tintern Abbey that she’d always wanted to take. She wrote “snog Liam” on the desired activities side too, and then quickly crossed it out, practically ripping through the paper with her frantic scrawl. Jesus Christ, Jess… you gonna play MASH now? Find out if you get the mansion with Liam and fourteen kids. Come on. She rolled her eyes. Why? Just why?
Packing for the few nights away and booking a hostel were on the required side. Right… still need a place to stay. She leaned back precariously in the chair, grabbed her phone off the bed behind her, and texted Hayden.
Hey, hope the surf’s been good to you! Where are you staying in Cork?

He got back to her faster than she’d expected with a picture of himself and Sam at the beach, surrounded by a bunch of other surfer-y-looking people.
Making friends as usual! You ok if I book in where you’re staying?

He responded quickly with a Google Maps image of the place, which was right in the centre of town, within walking distance of the school and numerous coffee shops. Jess leapt up and bounded over to the wingback again, this time to grab her credit card out of her purse. She looked up the site for the hostel as she stepped to the bed, and, flopping onto her belly on the comforter, she booked a private room with her own bathroom. There would be no sharing a room with other travellers for her.
She texted Hayden to confirm her booking, and he shot back a thumbs up and a winky Emoji. She felt her cheeks flush. Um… does he think…? She threw her phone down beside her on the bed and rolled her eyes, and definitely didn’t not think (for a moment) about what he might be like in the sack, now. She bit her lip and shook her head.
Time for a distraction.
With her list made and hostel booked, Jess pulled herself from the bed—and the lusty thought rabbit hole that was Hayden Smith—and wandered over to the open window.
The June air was temperate with a fitful breeze—a relief after a full night of rain that lasted into the morning. She’d lain awake in the dark after it had started, listening to the beating of the raindrops on the cobblestones. A divine sound, it had soothed her back to sleep until she heard the sheep, bleating rhythmically, in the wee hours.
They would be hungry by now. Finian[29] and Siobhan had been planning to shear the flock, so the sheep had been off feed and water since the night, and inside on account of the weather.
Jess drummed her fingernails on the window frame. Finian and Siobhan were outside the barn. Must be getting ready to shear now the sky is clear, she thought.
She’d seen Finian preparing the day before, confidently working with the sheep, despite their nugatory protests. "Sure you can’t be shearin’ a wet sheep now, girl. Gotta keep ‘em dry when it’s lashin’ out there," he had told her. She’d watched him gently prodding the little ones along: "Ah c’mon, love," he’d crooned in that delightful accent, cajoling them into the barn. "It’ll be donkey’s ‘ears[30] at this rate." It was sweet, really. His appearance reminded her of the weathered stones of the cottage—hardy, yet aged ahead of his time, his lithic exterior protecting a tender heart.
Jess smiled thoughtfully and moved to the open door. “Do you need a hand?” she called out, stepping outside.
Finian laughed. “Ye ever shorn a sheep?”
“Er… no.” Jess wrinkled her nose as she watched Siobhan wrestle one of the smaller ewes into a hold with one arm, and use electric clippers with the other.
“That’s all right, love,” Siobhan said, looking up and smiling kindly. “We’ve got plenty of learnin’ between us two. Sure, why not give us a hand with the feed, then?” She gestured with her elbow, ewe still locked under her arm, between the barn and the feed station across the field. “These rascals’ stomachs be thinkin’ their throat’s been cut[31].”
Jess grinned, legit not knowing what that last part meant, but pleased that there was some way for her to help. She filled a bucket from the barn with water, and hauled it towards the feed station at the edge of the field, which resembled a crude Pinterest project, made of rough wooden pallets. Returning for more water, she asked Finian if he’d built it, and discovered that he had indeed made it himself after their neighbour had ploughed through it (and the fence) during a midnight tractor drive.
“Oh, he was off his trolley alright, girl,” he said, shaking his head and squinting up at her in the sunlight. “Dragged that wood near half-o-mile ‘til he met that tree down there, sure he did.” He nodded towards a sad-looking tree at the end of the field, and then Jess noticed the even sadder-looking heap of tractor parts beneath it. She winced, but Finian just shook his head.
After a few more water bucket runs to the feed station, she stayed outside and watched the sheep shearing a while longer—just to cuddle them, really—before she offered to make coffee.
Waiting for the whistling of the antique copper kettle—ironically warming on the electric burner in the kitchenette, which struck her as an amusing juxtaposition—she watched through the open window as the newly cropped sheep romped in the grass, and chuckled. They were rather funny without all of their wool. She knew that the shearing didn’t hurt—it helped, actually—but still, there were pangs of pity in her chest for their spindly legs and their more angsty-sounding bleats. She offered them a sympathetic smile, not that they’d know.
Jess accepted graciously, when, as she handed them steaming mugs of black coffee, Finnian and Siobhan invited her to join them on the tailgate of the truck. She wondered if they needed the company, or perhaps just sensed that she did.
“So, yer off in the morn’, are ye? And where is it yer headed again?” Siobhan asked, taking an audible sip of the bitter black brew.
Jess tucked a hair behind her ear and hurriedly swallowed the sip that she’d just taken. “I’ll drive out to Cork mid-morning tomorrow, yeah. Gone four nights, that still ok?” She looked at them both, eyebrows raised.
“Ah, yer grand,” Siobhan replied with a smile, raising the mug to her lips again. “Sure, the place is yours ‘til ye leave next week.”
Jess nodded a thank you as she took another sip, before asking how long they had been on the property, and was surprised to learn that the land had belonged to Finian’s Great Uncle, Cillian.[32] Cillian had apparently wagered it years ago in a drunken game of cards, only to lose it to his brother, who was Finian’s Grandfather.
Finian shook his head, a nostalgic smile on his face. “Sure, grand-dad was a man of his word, but not an unjust one, now.” He raised his bushy eyebrows and looked pointedly at Jess. “Didn’t need the farm the way Cillian did. Cillian stayed on the land, workin’ it ‘til the day he passed, God rest his soul.”  He took a large gulp of his coffee and let out a sigh. “But he was a man of his word, too, now, and he made good on his loss, sure he did. Left the land to my father, in the end.”
Jess smiled, eyes wide. “That is quite the tale. I guess Cillian didn’t have children then?”
“Ah, love,” Siobhan clucked. “Poor souls lost all their babes, all three of them, one way or another. God rest their souls.” She grimaced, jaw hard, as she shook her head. “Sure, they say our Mary, that was Cillian’s wife now, passed on because of the
Cancer, but I’d wager she died of a broken heart, sure she did.” Siobhan looked out into the field and sighed.
Jess gave an empathetic nod but said nothing. Despite her Irish roots, growing up in Canada had allowed her a detachment from this history, and an odd sense of guilt had crept in as she’d listened to Siobhan. There was so much that she didn’t know, hadn’t had to live through, although the struggles of her ancestors were probably burned in her bones in ways that she’d never even thought about.
“So now,” Siobhan smiled, a little half-heartedly, Jess thought, “my Finian’s da’ was like a son to Cillian, sure he was. I think it gave ‘im peace to know that he’d be looked after.”
They sat quietly for a while as they finished their coffee, the silence surprisingly comfortable, and Jess thought about how the story of this land was steeped in both hope and heartbreak.
When she’d reached the dregs, Jess hopped off the tailgate and collected their mugs, looking at them both again and smiling warmly. Her own Nana would have said that these folks were ‘salt of the earth,’ and indeed, Jess took great comfort in being there with them. Perhaps they didn’t realise, but their authenticity was a gift.
“Thank you,” she said with sincerity, the mugs jangling in her hands as she strode towards the cottage.
***
It was a restless night. Events like reunions always made her nervous; at the same time, excitement filled her heart at the thought of seeing everyone again. Jess tossed and turned as imaginary conversations kept playing in her head, making it impossible to fall asleep. She pictured herself swapping old stories with Hayden, and talking travel with Maeve. She wanted to know about Aine’s nephew—who would be twenty now—and about all of Orla’s dogs.
She crossed her fingers that Ciara would be there, too, and smiled to herself in the dark. Ciara had been a student teacher that year and they’d become fast friends; “Double Trouble,” they’d called themselves. Ciara had a family of her own, though, and Jess understood if she couldn’t make it, doubting she would be there herself if things had gone differently.
She sighed heavily and rolled on to her back, shifting her thoughts to Liam. She’d thought about him so often, but, of course, really had no idea who he was now. Will I even recognize him? She swallowed hard as her mind drifted to their kiss twenty years before, imagining his sturdy arms pulling her hips towards the heat of his body, tucking a loose strand of hair behind her ear, and cupping her face as he pressed his mouth to hers, soft and warm. She felt a pulse in her core and inhaled sharply, picturing herself running her hands up the strong muscles of his chest and bringing her lips and hips against his.
Jess trailed her fingers down her belly, feeling the smooth lace of her panties, imagining that it was him teasing her with his touch. She bit her lip and breathed his name out into the dark as she glided her fingers along her cleft, feeling her wetness through the lace as she pictured him kissing his way up her thighs, imagined him nipping at the fabric between them, her hips flexing in anticipation of his mouth on the most sensitive parts of her.
She felt a familiar, delicious ache inside her, and squirmed against the sheets, widening her legs. She closed her eyes and slowly slipped her fingers under the lace, sliding them over her soft, smooth skin, and towards the small patch of hair around her sex, imagining that she was pulling Liam’s thick, throbbing cock towards the gathering wetness at her opening. She anticipated the coolness of her touch on her slippery skin, and let out a small moan as she pressed the heel of her palm down on her pubic bone, and then slid it down over her clit.
“Liam,” she groaned, sliding her fingers slowly, achingly, between the lips of her opening, just as she would do with his cock in her hand, imagining his growls of pleasure as he’d feel his sensitive head dripping with her desire, begging to enter her.
Breathless, she brought her other hand up and cupped her breast, her nipple hard against the palm of her hand. She arched her back, as though Liam was there to take her breast in his hand and her nipple in his mouth. Butt and shoulders dug into the softness of the sheets as she moved her fingers on either side of her plump clit, the silky skin around it slick with her readiness. She moaned, desire overwhelming her as she felt desperate for release and longed for his body to take her there.
Jess bit her bottom lip and let out a sharp breath of pleasure as she flexed her hips again—so close—this time grinding into her open hand and inching her fingers toward her opening. Put your mouth on me, Liam, she thought as she began to dip her middle finger gently down her throbbing, dripping slope. I want to come with your tongue inside me—
And sat up abruptly.
“Oh God,” she gasped aloud to the dark room, her eyes darting to the judging sunflowers on the wall.  She crossed her legs, trying to squeeze the desire out of her and trying to catch her breath. Jess put her hands to her forehead. I can’t do this.
It was one thing to fantasise about Liam when she was back home, across the world, where their history was just a flicker igniting her imagination. It was a whole ’nother thing to be thinking about him, wet for him, when he was less than three hours away. When she was going to see him in two days. When he would stop being a memory, and become a real person again.
She pursed her lips and blew out—hard. Swinging her shaky legs over the side of the bed, she got up, washed her hands in the kitchenette, and chugged a cold glass of water. That night, she fell asleep watching the un-sexiest show she could find. Bob Ross.
Happy little trees for Jess.




liam
Friday, Cork City


Liam let out a ragged breath. He was having a shite morning; having woken to a lashing from his soon-to-be ex-wife via text, he was reeling, and hated that she still got to him. He couldn’t wait for the divorce to be finalised so that he could move on, but they had businesses and properties to sort out, and it was messy. He ran a hand along his unshaven jaw and scoffed to himself. In theory, divorce was a mutual decision after her affair with the legal assistant. But nothing was ever straightforward with Mairead; she saw it fit to make the process as painful as possible, taking every opportunity to delay documents. And the mini Maireads that she’d been sending to spy on him, to catch him out on something, he supposed, were especially charming.
Liam paced in circles around the coffee table, restless with exasperation. He was a man of action, and there was literally nothing he could do—and he was sure that she knew that. Probably enjoying herself with these absolute shite games, he thought. He ran a hand through his hair, harshly pulling it up through his fingers. He wanted to throw something. Break something. He balled his fists, fingers digging tight into the palms of his hands, and released a guttural cry.
“FUCK YE, MAIREAD, ye feckin’ HOOR!” He leaned, hands pressed hard against the wall as if he could make it move, breathing heavily. Liam felt his blood boiling under his skin, threatening to dissolve the cool and collected exterior that he always tried to project. His mask. His armour.
He stood there awhile, just breathing.
Mairead had refused to sign the divorce papers, again, and instead had attempted to re-open a business negotiation that had already been settled. She was shrewd and working an angle, he could feel it. The two of them had never been a good match. Compatible on paper, sure, which had been a fact their families had leveraged to encourage the relationship.
“Imagine the stronghold if our families united,” they’d mused.
“It will be good for business,” they’d said.
“Being a member of this family is a privilege and a responsibility, not a right.”
In the end, his father had been clear. It was Liam’s job to do what was in the best interest of the family and the business, and that meant marrying Mairead.
He’d delayed the inevitable for fifteen years before they were wed, hoping that one or the other of them might meet someone else and escape the fate of an empty marriage, but there’d been no one else that their families had deemed acceptable.
The wedding had been a truly superfluous affair, as only the Walshes and O’Sullivans could’ve done. There’d been a live orchestra and a dule of trained doves. Everything had been done in an opulent pearl and cream with gold accents; the food and drink were enough to impress even the archaic English ton.
Mairead, to her credit, had looked stunning. Although that was herself. Classically beautiful, he thought now. Liam brought a fist to his mouth and bit down on his finger, his stomach churning as he thought about all of the ways that he had tried to ignore how he’d actually felt with her; the ways he’d tried to tell himself that her beauty and public graces were enough.
Ever poised and appropriate, Mairead had always known just when to touch someone’s arm in strategic sympathy, or how to redirect a conversation before anyone even realised that it was about to go sideways. In that way, they’d been a matched set—looking well side-by-side, both of them with dark hair and appealing features—with the suave ingenuity required of their family station.
Liam let out a dark, throaty laugh at the irony of it all. She was exactly who he had been raised to be, and the reality had made them both miserable.
Their wedding night had perhaps been the most fun that the two of them had ever had together. There was no sex, mind you, but an old-school chum of Liam’s had given him a blunt, and he and Mairead had smoked it on the kitchen floor of their perfect house, giggling insatiably about the guests at their egregiously stuffy wedding. Maybe this will be alright, like, he’d thought. Maybe we’ll be friends, even.
The next day, however, and every day that followed, had been nothing like that night. Not even close. In the first few years of marriage, they’d managed public functions together, telling stories, riffing off each other, making others believe in the O’Sullivan-Walsh business-romance fairy tale, but privately, they were roommates at best. They’d lived their own lives, spent their own money, and there’d been a coldness in their touch. In the first year, they’d tried to uphold some level of intimacy, but it was always lacking. It felt… mechanical. Calculated.
Liam took a deep breath and puffed it out through tight lips, thinking about how their families had hoped—no, pushed—for them to conceive a child. He may have sacrificed his own happiness by agreeing to this marriage, but his principles dictated that he would never willingly bring a child into such a loveless home. He’d taken matters into his own hands then, and when he’d come home after having had a vasectomy, Mairead had moved into the guest bedroom. They hadn’t slept together since. It had been a relief for Liam, if he was honest with himself, and it had been a lonely four years since that day. But in reality, he’d always been alone, and he suspected that that was one of the rare demons they shared.
After that, he couldn’t blame her for shagging her assistant, not really. Neither of them had been happy together. And, even though this ongoing divorce procedure was a total cluster fuck, there was a part of him that wanted to thank her. He was free; almost.
He just needed those feckin’ papers.
Liam let out a heavy sigh, feeling the coolness of the wall against the back of his head, and realised that he was sitting on the floor. He didn’t know how he’d gone from standing, fists burning, to being on the floor, flopped against the door frame, exhausted.
“Shite.” He breathed, running a hand over his face.
This needed to stop. He couldn't get so worked up every time she did one of her Maireads. Liam glanced at his phone on the coffee table, then dragged himself towards it and tapped too hard on the screen. Nine thirty. He rubbed the back of his neck. Jaysus, how long have I been sitting here?
“Nine-thirty!” he yelped, his brain suddenly catching up with reality. “Feckin’ Christ!” Liam was up like a shot, mask in place, as he slid into his Chukka boots. He was scheduled for class at ten, but there was no way he would make it on time by foot. He grabbed his keys off the hook by the door and his satchel from the coat stand, and jogged to the car, nodding to his neighbour, Mrs. Piggott, who was tinkering in her garden, and in less than five minutes, he was reversing out of the driveway.




Jess
Friday, Co. Dublin


Jess pulled the blankets over her head and pretended to be asleep. She told herself that if she were still asleep, she wouldn’t be recalling how thoughts of Liam the night before had left her breathless and craving his touch. If she were still asleep, she wouldn’t feel the shame of having these thoughts about someone who was all of a sudden real. She squeezed her eyes shut even tighter and let out a heavy sigh. It wasn’t shame, she realised; it was fear. What if he doesn’t like me anymore? What if those feelings he had were for the idea of someone I could never be?
“Jesus,” she whispered. He’s probably married. Oddly enough, that thought had never even crossed her mind. It was like Liam was frozen in time in her mind, older of course, but otherwise sort of suspended in the fantasy realm of her mind.
But it wasn’t like she expected him to have spent twenty years thinking about their kiss like she had. It was more that some part of her would feel foolish if he didn’t even care; if their imaginary connection was rejected. That would be too much. Married. Christ. He might have kids, even. She took a deep breath and blew out hard, realising that this fantasy relationship had been something to cling to in the last few years, and she felt silly now that reality was colliding with it.
Get it the fuck together, Jess, she snapped at herself. She needed to get up and get on the road. Wallowing in self-pity wasn’t serving her.
Like any good millennial, she followed enough therapists on Instagram to fill an elevator. She put her bounty of internet knowledge to good use, intentionally inhaling and exhaling to a count of four. Slowing her breath, she did one of those body scans that her counsellor had shown her. Body scanning always seemed a little bullshit, but truth be told, it was helping. Well, it wasn’t not helping, anyway.
She started with her toes, noticing their contact with the sheets and how they could wiggle. Then she moved through the rest of her body, tensing and relaxing, and observing the sensations without passing judgement. She told herself that all thoughts and feelings were okay, and more than ever, tried to believe it.
She breathed out and opened one eye, gingerly peeling back the quilt. It was bright. Sun was streaming in through the gap in the curtains. It would be a beautiful day for a drive; the kind that just begged for her to take the scenic route along the coast, and to make several stops along the way, even though it would tack on a few extra hours to the trip.
She managed to get both eyes open, and flung back the covers. “You can do this, Jess,” she said out loud as she swung her legs over the side of the bed and came to standing. “Nothing to it but to do it.” It had been one of Darren’s favourite lines. She was Jessica O’Maly, a woman in command of her own destiny. She rolled her eyes at that thought, and chuckled as she did a half-ass job making the bed before crossing to the kitchenette. Flicking on the kettle on her way to the bathroom, she jumped into the shower, turned it on high, and let the steam fill her lungs, washing away the salacious thoughts of the night before, and burning through her insecurities.
Fresh start.
***
Jess thumped the trunk of the car down, but instead of getting in, she headed for the fields. There was definitely time for one more woolly snuggle before she left.
After a week of daily visits, the sheep had become accustomed to her sitting right on the grass with them, letting them amble around her. But now, with her hair up, and dressed in her favourite spring frock and jean jacket, she bent down on one knee, careful to keep the skirt of her dress off the ground. Grass stains and sheep farmer smell wouldn’t do for today.
“Hey, Ned,” she said softly, greeting her favourite ram. “I’m gonna miss you, buddy.” She scratched his chest as he nuzzled into her shoulder. “I’ll be back in a few, though. Pray to the anti-awkward Gods for me?” Ned bleated encouragingly and she chuckled. “Thanks, pal.” She lingered on his chest for a moment before giving him a final rub.
Smoothing her dress, she strode back towards the car and jumped in without looking back.
***
The drive was everything. Spring smells after the rain wafted in through the open windows—sweet and tangy thanks to the fescue grasses—and filled her lungs as she drove the M11 roadway towards Wexford. She revelled in the dappled sun on her skin and the nipping sea breeze that came off the South-East coastal waters. The countryside was lush and green, nearly coaxing a barefoot frolic out of her when she stopped for coffee in Wicklow at Jackie B’s Café, a cosy spot with hearts on tarts. She grabbed two to go and wandered the town’s main street, her eyes eagerly feasting on the colourful buildings and quaint storefronts.
She loved that about European cities. The architecture and vintage designs were so much more engaging compared to the frosty, neoteric buildings back home. Even though descendants of European settlers largely inhabited North America, there was a major loss of heritage, and Jess grew up like many Canadians, disconnected from her ancestry. Is there a place for me here? she wondered. Irish culture had never been a part of her childhood, yet she felt a kinship to the land and people here, as if she was home.
Jess sipped her coffee as she made her way along the harbour, her skin goose bumpy from the salty, sea breeze. Her limbs were loose and fluid, and she realised that she was smiling. It had been a long time since she’d felt this peaceful, and she was grateful for the time to savour it, not wanting to miss what it felt like to be coming alive again. 
***
It was another hour or so to Wexford, and Jess had the music up the whole way. She sang along to Billy Joel and Lizzo and Elton J and Cardi B at the top of her lungs, not caring how she sounded. Two men in a small, white work truck guffawed with delight when she pulled up beside them, belting out Uptown Girl. She gave them a big smile and sang her heart out, pulling ahead when the light changed. 
There were a couple of stops on her list and she headed to the Abbey first, planning to eat lunch by the lighthouse afterwards. She parked and set out with a water bottle in hand, rounding the corner on the path where Tintern Abbey came into full view. She gasped, surprising herself by how moved she felt in the presence of these ruins in the context of the stunning landscape.
In this sweet relief of communion with nature, Jess was reminded of Wordsworth’s writing at Tintern Abbey in Wales. As he’d described how his connection to the land carried with him like an internal refuge, she, too, had often felt the breath of the earth in times of chaos and overwhelm.  It was the same sensation that had overtaken her at the little Cottage, in the harbour, and clung to her everywhere she went since she’d landed.
She walked slowly through the Abbey and the surrounding grounds, imagining it as it might have looked over eight-hundred years ago, with bold stained glass and proud walls. As she passed through the trees by the river, trailing her fingers along the bark of the trunks, she thought about who had lived here—monks and, later, families—and their stories. She wondered about the early days of the Abbey—what it would have been like for the founder, having made a vow in a storm to build a monastery, wherever he and his ship crew landed safely (should God have granted them safe passage).
Stopping to rest on a rock, her eyes feasting on the landscape, Jess found the sense of history and place to be grounding. She unscrewed the cap and took a sip from her water bottle, feeling again, a stirring of those long-forgotten parts of herself.
***
At Nosh & Coffee in Wexford Town, Jess scrolled through her phone while she waited for her sandwich. Mom made it to Bali, it looks like. She flipped through a few of the photos that her mother had sent; she was always happiest when she was away from home, which was easier for Jess to understand now that she, too, was grown. Perhaps the love of travel was hereditary, even. She shook her head. Not the vibe you need right now, Jess. Messages from mom were a mixed bag. Switch it up. She opened her bestie group chat, immediately chuckling at a meme GG had sent of a woman who looked to be their age, dance-pushing a grocery cart down the aisle, right into a tower of toilet paper. The caption read, ‘Me, whenever I think I’ve got it together.’
Jess responded:
ugh, hard relate

GG and Liz had been her partners in crime since elementary school, weathering all the major milestones of track championships and crushes and University and weddings, together. They really were the best of the best, always at the ready with champagne for celebrations and kill-suits for the disposal of heartbreakers, though none of them had ever made it past Dexter and ice cream in those instances.
They had been there for Jess in the numbness that had followed after Darren had passed, and when she’d lost the baby. In those days, she had thrown herself into work and doing for everyone else, refusing to acknowledge her grief. They hadn’t pushed, just waited until the anger came, and then weathered the rage-storms quietly beside her. When the anger finally gave way, it had left behind a deep discomfort that made her want to crawl out of her own skin.
For the last few years, she had been on a melancholy auto-pilot; smiling when she was supposed to, holding a sense of ‘happy’ for others, and ‘enjoying’ fun things. It was all surface, though, sort of an intellectual sense of living, as opposed to a visceral one.
Somehow, though, even when everyone else had grown tired and uncomfortable with her tragedy, her friends had never wavered.
She ran a hand over her loosely coiffed bun and tucked one foot behind the other as she waited for her food to be ready. Liz had asked how the trip was going and if she’d had her basement flooded by any hot Irish men yet, and followed that sophisticated inquiry with a GIF of a penis-shaped pot of gold. Jess laughed out loud and then blushed, offering an apologetic smile when an older lady in the line-up gave her the stink-eye.
Jess wrinkled her nose and twisted her lips, searching the GIFs for a suitable response. She hadn’t been ready to think seriously about anyone other than Darren; she couldn’t imagine being with anyone else, not really. Even though she’d slept with other people before they’d been together and she certainly wasn’t ashamed of that part of herself, since Darren, the idea of being casual just didn’t fit. She’d been on a few Tinder dates in the last couple of years, but always stopped short of sex. Fantasy was one thing, getting naked with someone else was a whole ‘nother. Maybe, she’d thought, I’m just too old for hook-up culture, or, and perhaps more likely, it had never really been her thing in the first place. When she’d taken the time to think about it, none of her sex-capades had been random; they’d all been special, somehow.
She crossed and uncrossed her feet as she scrolled her phone before her order was called. In reality, Jess missed being touched. Missed her senses coming alive, missed the tension and anticipation of how her body would feel pressed against another person. She smirked, firing back some GIFs before grabbing her sandwich off the counter, nodding a thanks, and heading back to the car.
With the seat back and her feet up on the dashboard, Jess took a bite of her sandwich, savouring its goodness as she leaned back against the headrest. Yum. She sighed in jubilation. Sandwiches are beautiful, sandwiches are fine—truly, she could’ve eaten them all the time. Jess smiled to herself, thinking about the Sandwich song. Oh Fred Penner...
Her nostalgia was interrupted by the pinging of her phone. It was a message from Hayden.
Knew you were keen Jess

 
What?
She was about to text back that he’d obviously messaged the wrong person, when she realised that she had sent the pole dancing stripper and ‘Wet Ass Pussy’ GIFs to him by mistake. “Shit,”
she groaned with her mouth full, stuffing her sandwich into the cup holder between the seats, and scrambling to text back that those messages were not meant for him.
What the shit? ugh. fuck.sorry, no, not for you.

There was no playing this clever. It was, yet another, awkward-Jess jumble. She rolled her eyes as she watched the little typing dots on the screen, waiting impatiently for Hayden’s response. Please handle this like a grown-ass man… she begged silently.
Eggplants.
He fucking sent eggplants. Jess threw her head back against the headrest and let out a throaty giggle. Classic Hayden. She shook her head, sighing. “Jesus,” she said under her breath. This was going to be quite the trip.
***
Funnily enough, Jess was in no great rush to get to Cork and see Hayden after this text snafu. Between the plant incident at the airport, and now the thirsty GIFs, she was okay to take a beat before embracing the next potential opportunity to embarrass herself, deciding instead to take her time at Hook Lighthouse.
It was early afternoon when she arrived, and being a weekday, it wasn’t too busy. She got out of the car and inhaled the salt air deeply. A breeze swept off the coast as she walked towards the eight hundred-year-old lighthouse, which was both solemn and majestic, looming against the backdrop of the water.
On the tour, she ran her hands along the rough walls of the tower as she climbed the steps, her imagination whispering stories about Monks, the original lighthouse keepers, gliding up and down the steps in humble robes. She tried to picture what this site would have been like without any modern influence; tried to feel the sense of purpose that the keepers must have felt over the years by protecting sailors from shipwreck.
The tour led her to the very top of the structure, where she could lean against the railing and take in the vastness of the sea and sky, the breeze—now a strong wind—whipping loose wisps of her hair. She succumbed to its force, tossing her head back and freeing her locks from their elastic containment, letting them swarm her face, messy and wild. Jess held the railing as the wind buffeted her body, wrapping its icy fingers around her legs and stealing cheeky flicks at her skirt. She stayed until she was alone on the deck, her eyes watering from the wind and her cheeks raw to the touch.
Reassembling her hair upon retreat back inside the lighthouse, Jess stepped slowly down the winding stairs, shuddering slightly as her skin warmed, her body both exhausted and alive from the tempest’s beating.
She wanted to stay and see this unique historical sight at sunset—magic, against a dramatic, dusk sky—but it was getting late in the day and she didn’t want to drive in the dark. It was one thing back home where she knew the roads, but a smaller highway in Ireland? She shook her head as she considered it. No way.
Back on the road with the lighthouse shrinking in her rearview, Jess took a long swig from her water bottle, and pulled up a nineties dance mix that she’d loaded onto her phone, determined to make it to Cork before nightfall. Head bopping and finger-tapping on the steering wheel, she listened to it on repeat for the whole two hours until she reached the City.




Liam
Friday, Number 7, St. Luke’s Avenue


After two days of feeling like a nob[33] for bailing on the reunion, and after his absolutely shite morning, Liam texted Maeve on Friday afternoon about meeting for a drink that night. He didn’t expect that she would actually be free. Maeve was the type to always have weekend plans, or so he assumed. When he sent her the message, he wasn’t sure if he wanted her to be available, but found himself relieved—delighted, actually—when she agreed.
Naturally, he suggested Tanner’s.
Liam ya old man. Soooo predictable.

 
He chuckled.
Sure it’s part of my charm.

C’mere let’s have a night in. shattered after the week. Can’t be arsed for going out tbh...

 
Liam drummed his thumbs on the phone. Is it weird to invite her over? They hadn’t hung out like that in years, and never just the two of them. They were both single, but Liam wasn’t interested in more. Is she? He wasn’t her type. Feck’s sake Liam, get yerself together. He rolled his eyes. It’s just Maeve, like.
Come round to mine then? Film and a takeaway?



Omg brilliant.

 
Alright so. 7pm then?

Maeve sent back a string of emojis—hearts and wine bottles and the like—which Liam took as confirmation.
***
At a quarter past the hour, Maeve was ding-donging on Liam’s bell, sporting some very comfy-looking pants, and a bottle of wine in each hand. Liam grinned when he saw her through the window, realising how glad he was that she’d suggested staying in. Take-away and a film with an old friend were exactly what he needed. No pressure. Nothing fancy. He felt that there was something humbling about being with the people who’d seen you through your most awkward years; there was nothing to hide because they’d already seen it.
He feigned formality, swinging the door open and making a dramatic sweep with his arm to welcome her in. Maeve bobbed a mini curtsy, auburn curls bouncing around her shoulders, holding the wine up in each hand.
“Good Sir,” she nodded with a smirk as she slid past him and into the house.
He grinned as he shut the door behind her. This was going to be a good night.
Maeve stepped out of her Vans and breezed through to the kitchen, setting the wine on the counter and slinging her handbag onto one of the stools.
Liam trailed along behind, stroking his jaw, amused at how instantly at home she seemed.
“Oh, my God!” she exclaimed, hopping up onto the kitchen island and gawking at his kitchen. “Liam! Your place is deadly now!”
He blushed, rubbing the back of his neck. It was nice to have someone around to notice. “Ah, go on,” he said, “it’s alright, I s’pose.”
Maeve gave him a side-eye. “Feck off, Walsh, yer not foolin’ me. Yer pure proud of it, now.”
He laughed. “Never could get anythin’ past ye...” He opened a drawer in the island and pulled out a corkscrew, passing it to her, before sticking his hands in his pockets. 
Maeve waved it around as she spoke. “D’ye remember when ye tried to cover up for the lads after they stole my bra from the tog outs in Year Two?” She tossed her head back, cackling. “Good Lord, ye were so earnest, tryin’ to—”
“But sure ye saw right through me, now.” He offered a bashful smile, looking down, as he shoved his hands further into the deep pockets of his soft, grey track pants. “Ye should have gone into the Garda[34] or somethin’… bounty huntin’, I dunno, like”
She chuckled, handing him a glass. “Love the tiles, now.”
“Ah, thanks, they’re…  ehm… Portuguese.”
“Ah, good,” she said with a wink, holding up her glass. “Took a chance on Portugal tonight.”
Liam glanced at the wine label and cocked an eyebrow. “Good woman, yerself!” he declared with a wide smile, grabbing his phone and starting to scroll through takeaway options.
“Slainte,” she said, clinking her glass against his and delighting in a take-away-night-sized glug. “Mmm, it’s alright like.” She set her glass down on the counter with a plink, promptly picking it up again and taking another sip.
“Ehm, what do you feel like? Chips? A Curry?” he asked, eyebrows raised as he looked up from his phone.
“Sure, I’ve been desperate for Chinese for ages now.” She drew out ‘ages’ like she’d been stranded in a desert for weeks without water.
“Okay so, Chinese it is.” He smirked, picking up his glass with one hand, his phone steady in the other. “Seein’ as how yer desperate, like.”
Maeve rolled her eyes and Liam met them over the edge of his glass, a cheeky grin playing at his lips.
He took a sip. “Not bad, so,” he said, cocking his head.
***
Maeve and Liam nestled themselves on the couch. Her, wrapped in a woolly thing that his Gran had made, and himself, stretched out in the corner, a colourful Mexican blanket draped around his shoulders. A rather shocking number of take-away containers sat open on the coffee table as a shrine to the now-open second bottle of wine. Liam felt a pleasant, giddy sort of buzz in his chest as he flipped through the channels, and Maeve’s cheeks were rosy against her pale skin.
“Documentary?” he teased, knowing already how she would respond. “Sure there’s this National Geographic with Albert Lin that I’ve been meaning to get to now, so.” He looked sideways at her, eyebrow cocked, careful to hide his grin.
Maeve practically choked on her ginger-fried beef. “Jesus feckin’ Christ now, Liam. Yer lucky I’m here, like,” she scoffed and shook her head, waving her chopsticks dangerously. “What’s that film with yer one… she’s new, like… ehm…”
Liam scrolled through Netflix, slow, as Maeve squinted at the screen.
She grabbed the remote from his hand, clicking on the film before he could protest. “There. The Hole in the Ground. Supposed to be deadly now.”
“Jaysus, why, like? What is it with you and terrifyin’ films? Ye’d always choose these, and then ye’d spend half the film with yer eyes closed.”
“Sure, ye can tell me what happens then,” she said, slapping his arm with the remote in a defensive whimsy.
It was Liam’s turn to roll his eyes. He didn’t care much for scary films, but seeing Maeve try to watch one without screaming, would melt away any spooks that might sprout in the recesses of his mind. He chuckled, grabbing another egg roll for himself and shoving a second one towards Maeve’s mouth. She grabbed it in her teeth, and poked him in the side of the leg with her socked foot.
“Oy!” Liam laughed. “Just watch the feckin’ film, now. Eyes open, like. ”
“I will, yeah!” she mocked with a smile. “Just keep yer egg roll to yerself, now,” she said, eyes trained on the telly, and waved for him to pass her a pillow.
Liam tossed her the one from behind him and sighed, contented, as he slid himself down against the back of the couch, plate in lap, his head resting on the smooth, cool back. Maeve leaned forward and deposited her plate on the coffee table, before snuggling back in her enormous blanket nest, eggroll in hand.
She pressed play.




Jess
Saturday, Sheila’s Hostel


Jess woke up in the morning, alone, and grateful for Hayden being such a good guy. She wasn’t sure yet what she was ready for, or how she would even know that, but she hadn’t felt pressured. There was a sense of relief when she was with him. He’d never wanted more from her than she’d been prepared to give.
She rolled over and cozied herself in the soft white duvet, tucking her legs up and smiling into the sheets as she thought about the night before.
Arriving in Cork the night before, and meeting up with Hayden, had been nostalgic and hilarious. They’d bantered shamelessly on the way to the pub, Hayden teasing her without mercy for sending him the suggestive texts. She’d played along. He was safe, and there was never any pressure with him. And, with a glass or two of wine in her, it had been fun to joke about a ‘reunion shag’ for old time’s sake. She’d levelled up after twenty years, certainly.
She’d been tempted, actually, and there was a moment at the end of the night where they’d stood in the hallway, the tension palpable, just looking at each other.
She’d offered a coy smile. “Well…”
Hayden had stepped in, taking her hand. “This was a good night, ay?” He’d leaned in and she’d felt the distance between them closing. She’d flushed—inhaling too quickly—and he’d stopped and looked into her eyes, before kissing her softly on the cheek. He’d squeezed her hand before letting go and taking a step backward.
“Do you want to…?" she’d started, lip between her teeth. “I mean, we could…” She raised her eyebrows, letting the unfinished question hang between them.
He’d looked down at his shoes, shuffled a foot, before looking up at her. “Oh, I’m keen Jess, think you know that. But I want you to be sure you are, too. Don’t want to do anything you aren’t really ready for, yeah?”
She’d exhaled long and slow through tight lips. Her body had felt ready. She’d wanted to feel something again, and Hayden might have been a safe place to start. But he’d probably been right, as much as she’d hated to admit it.
She needed to figure out if she was ready to be with someone again, even if it was just sex—especially if it was just sex. But feeling wanted again had been intoxicating. For the last five years she’d felt, and seen herself as broken, damaged goods, somehow. She’d also felt guilty for the moments when she hadn’t felt that way, as if it was a betrayal of Darren to thrive without him.
Here, though, with some distance from her life back home, she was starting to realise that she could hold both. Finding joy again didn’t take away from having loved—and having been loved—so deeply. She could miss Darren, and the possibilities that their life had held, and also find a new path with new possibilities that could lead to happiness.
“G’night, ay?” he’d inquired as they’d stood in the hallway.
She’d nodded and given him a shy smile. He’d always been right about a lot of things. She’d looked to the door of her room. “Yeah,” she’d said reluctantly. “Night, Hayden.”
They’d slipped into their respective rooms and closed the doors to each other for the night.
Jess stretched an arm to the bedside table for her phone and shot Hayden a “thanks for last night” text before rolling out of bed and pulling on her leggings and a sweatshirt. She brushed her teeth, flung her hair into a messy knot, and slid on her runners. Tucking her key card into her bra, she headed out with her headphones already on. Jess and Kate Bush were going to be Running Up That Hill.
It was a cooler morning, with the promise of some sun later in the day; perfect for a walk. Being Saturday, and still early for a weekend morning, the streets of Cork City were quiet as she turned onto Wellington Road off of Belgrave and headed in the direction of St. Patrick’s Hill. Jess tapped her legs in time with the music as she passed the not-open-Saturdays Hide Out Café and slowed, peering in through the window at the paintings. She had to squint to see into the dim space, and one intriguing piece, just out of sight, caught her eye. She climbed up on the planter box in front of the window to get a better view. Local artists maybe? Her allegiance to artsy cafe vibes was a weakness, and she chewed her lip, making a mental note to come back on Monday before she left the city.
Invigorated by proximity to a local art haunt, and ready to tackle St. Patrick’s Hill, Jess and Ed Sheeran spun around and hopped off the planter without hesitation. The result was a tea tsunami, which overwhelmed the ceramic mug in the hand of the unwary man who’d been behind her. The scent, rich with sweet honey and lemon, surged through her airways before an all-consuming horror struck—the man was soaked. Fuuuuuuuuck. Her sweatshirt had protected her from the scalding temperature, but this guy was only in a T-shirt.
“Oh my God,” she cried, as he sucked in a breath and let out a low, “fockin’ hell.” Her hands flailed about, attempting to grab at an invisible something to wipe his shirt.
“I’m so sorry! I didn’t see you the—” Her eyes traced upwards from his chest, scanning along his broad shoulders, and settled on his face.
His brow was furrowed and he looked exasperated, then shocked, and then as embarrassed as she felt. She took in his whole face now, her eyes widening with realisation—warm brown eyes, salt and pepper hair. It was Liam, and she just stood there, catching flies.




Liam
Saturday, Number 7, St. Luke’s Avenue


The Chow Mein and ginger beef from the night before had soaked up most of the wine, but Liam still had a lingering headache. Somehow, wine always hit differently than beer. He stood in front of his house, rubbing his temples with one hand, open mug in the other. Ordinarily a traditionalist when it came to tea, this morning he was trying it the American way—to go—but had been sceptical about the whole thing even before he’d left the kitchen. Why the feck would anyone want to carry ‘round their hot tea, like.  It was a disaster waiting to happen, to be sure, and any self-respecting mammy[35] would be clucking at the eejit sight of him.
But Liam was making good on a promise to his students, having given them the assignment to do an everyday activity—but not the Irish way—they’d challenged him to do the same. He’d chosen tea, of course, being that it was a most sacred Irish experience. In class next week, they would discuss how individuals respond to new ideas. Liam had thought this was a brilliant opportunity for critical thinking, until he stood up with the perilous beverage in his hand, and realised that he should have thought more critically himself; planned ahead with an actual travel mug, perhaps. Why do Americans do this, now? I’d say I look like I got lost on the way from the kitchen to the livin’ room, strolling about outdoors with pottery cups and the like.’ He rolled his eyes.
Then he thought of his students, ran a hand through his hair, and started down the road. Feckin’ Christ… the things I do for ye lot. He’d be able to tell his students exactly how he felt about new ideas.
In reality, the ‘lot’—his students—were a gift. He’d been able to rekindle his love of history and philosophy by taking a professorial position at the University College Cork, offering his brother the opportunity to step up in the family business. Cathal had been more than happy, of course, ready to finally be the golden child after so many years in his big brother’s shadow.
Liam thought, as he walked, about how the title of Number One Son had been up for grabs anyway, with or without him leaving the business. After Mairead’s transgression, Liam had been blamed for the failed marriage. It hadn’t been so surprising, considering that his father had always held him responsible for everything, regardless of genuine culpability. But this time had been the last straw—for both of us, Liam supposed.
He slowed his pace to take a sip of his tea, navigating it carefully so as not to spill, before picking up speed again, with his feet and with his thoughts.
When it came to his father, Liam had finally seen him clearly for the first time after the assistant-dick debacle with Mairead; the uncomfortable puzzle pieces that had always been there, unable to be placed, finally fitting together.
Not only had his father shamed him into a loveless marriage, but he’d also had the rather vile gall to blame him for its failure. And why not, like, Liam mused bitterly. A child makes an excellent fall-guy. In typical Walsh fashion, which his brother had become one with, Cathal had no qualms about benefiting from Liam’s misfortune.
And so it was, gripping the hazardous tea experiment, that Liam headed down Wellington Road towards UCC, attempting to shift his mind to some planning for the next week’s classes. The family drama thinking-loop was pointless. He half-shrugged and slowed to take another sip. Best left for yer man, the therapist, he thought. A work-out at the campus gym today would have to do.
Being Saturday, the roads and storefronts were quiet—as they usually were on a weekend morning—offering a peace rarely afforded during the weekdays. This was his weekend routine; Saturday morning walk—typically without the mug of tea—to UCC, for class prep and a workout. It was therapeutic, and it filled a bit of the void that was waking up alone every weekend.
Following the bend in the footpath, Liam’s attention was caught by a woman standing precariously on a planter. Her nose was pressed to the window of The Hide Out Cafe, hands splayed out on the glass as she peered inside. He cocked his head as he walked, watching her with curiosity. She didn’t seem homeless, but looked too curious herself to be a local, or she would’ve known the place was closed today. He twisted his lips. What’s yer one doin’ then?
It took him a good two minutes to get close to the café, and she was still just standing there, squinting with determination. He couldn’t help but notice the curve of her legs, and his eyes traced up to the way her arse
perked out when she stood up on her toes to get a better look at… whatever she was looking at. He started to wonder just what she was peeking at in there. Sure,
maybe I’ll ask, like. But as he stepped towards her, she suddenly spun off the planter, thumping into him.
Liam held steady as the tea sloshed out of his mug in a great wave, splashing the both of them. “Fockin’ hell,” he said, sucking air in hard between clenched teeth.
He felt the wet heat burn through his shirt. This absolute muppet was flapping around and apologising now. A little surge of rage, deep inside, threatened to bubble up. It might have felt good to scream at this stranger, just to let it all out. All the sacrifice, the people pleasing, his father’s various abuses, the marriage to Mairead—but that wasn’t him. He didn’t want that to be him. Liam would not be like his father, not if he could help it. Even if this woman was a bungling git, she didn’t deserve that.
He shook the hot tea off his hand and looked at the stain on his shirt, brow furrowed. There was a spare at the office, but he would have to manage the stickiness all the way there—a piss-off, to be sure—but he also wasn’t about to stroll the streets of Cork without a shirt like some knacker.[36]
He pinched his lips together, breathing out through his nose. Looking up, his eyes settled on the woman’s face. Jaysus. A pricky, clammy-skin realisation set in, and he swallowed. It was Jess. His face betrayed all kinds of emotions as they just stared at each other, silently, lost in a moment that seemed to stretch for ages.
Liam took a deep breath, his eyes never leaving her. Her face was flushed, and her mouth parted, lips noticeably soft and full. She seemed shorter than he remembered, though, he’d probably grown since then.
And then, one after another, memories flooded his body like a burst dam; the crisp evening air as they had walked, alone, into the dark. The way that she had felt tucked in his arms. Her scent, light and floral, intertwined with pub smoke and beer. The way that, just for a moment, she had kissed him back.
Liam shook himself loose of those thoughts, breaking his gaze, not able to discern if he was relieved or disturbed to see her again after all these years.
He took a step and nodded in her direction. “Miss O’Maly,” he said, officially, with one of his practised, vacant smiles. And then he walked past her, down the street, in the direction of the campus.




Jess
Saturday, The Hide Out Cafe


Jess just stood there and watched him walk away—away from her, down the street. She felt her stomach lurch with each further step he took, and cursed her whimsical compulsion to investigate art for this embarrassing reacquaintance. Ugh, really? Really Jess? Did you have to parkour into him like a feral, one-woman street gang? I’m sure he thinks you’re a real fucking nut job now—cavorting about the place on planters. What is it with you and flower pots this trip? Christ on a fucking crutch.
It was a face-palm moment, through and through.
‘Miss O’Maly,’ he’d said, with a curt nod before walking away. Who does that? She was shocked—hurt; and the real kicker was that deep down, her feelings hadn’t changed.
She still wanted him.
Her eyes had traced up his wet shirt—how it clung to the defined muscles across his chest—up to his broad shoulders, and finally landed on the face of this man whom she’d known as a boy.
Swoon.
She’d been holding her breath.
There had been kindness behind the irritation in his eyes, and a slight dimple on one side of his strong, clean-shaven jaw. His lips had pursed a little as he’d shaken the tea off his hand, and his hands—he’d grasped that mug of sweet-smelling tea like a man who knew how to handle something precious.
Well, Good Sir, she mused. You can grab me like a hot mug any day.
She rolled her eyes. Christ. No. Just no. A deep sense of irritation set in and she shook her head. Stop with the lusty thoughts, Jess, ya damn donkey. She rocked back on her heels, digging them into the sidewalk as she crossed her arms, nostrils flared with annoyance. Sure, YOU dumped the tea all over him… but HE—
She did hope he wasn’t actually burnt, but couldn’t shake the way her insides burned with fury… and humiliation. HE was just a complete ass hat.
“Miss O’Maly!” she said aloud, exasperated. “Seriously?” She turned her music up louder and stormed up the hill, puffing hard as her feet belted the pavement, desperate to stomp Liam, and his stupid, delicious muscles, out of her head.
***
Jess flew down the hall of the hostel towards her room, just as Hayden emerged from his. He stretched his arms and shoulders like he was still waking up. Seeing her coming towards him like a bat out of hell, he stepped backward.
“Oy, Jess, you ‘right?”
She blew into her room, flopped face-first on her bed, and groaned.
“I mean, if you’re ready all you have to do is ask…” he joked.
A muffled chuckle came from underneath her. She rolled over, propped her knees up, and ran her hands over her face. He kicked off his shoes and laid down beside her, resting his hands behind his head.
“So?” he asked, turning his head, eyes sweeping over her face.
She sighed, irate and embarrassed, and recounted her morning. “I mean, he just nodded and said, ‘Miss O’Maly.’” She used a mocking tone when she said her own name. “And I spilled burning hot tea all over him! Why am I never
cool, Hayden?”
He literally vibrated with laughter. “Ah, Jess,” he started. “You’re just… not.”
She glared at him, and he laughed harder.
“C’mon, it’s part of your charm, ay?” He rolled on to his side, facing her. “And to be fair, he was probably just as shocked and embarrassed as you. Sounds like you were lookin’ a bit sus there on the flower pot.”
She rolled her eyes and propped herself up on her elbows.

“Can you keep a secret?” she asked, eyebrows raised.

Hayden raised his eyebrows, too, and shrugged.
“Um, so Liam looked good. Like, good good.”
Hayden smirked. “Right then. That’s me out.” He swung his legs off the bed, slipping back into his sneakers. “Gonna hit the gym with Sean before the reunion this arvo.” He strode for the door and turned back to her as he reached it. “And no guarantees on that secret, either.”
She chucked a pillow at him and missed, as he backed out the door, grinning. 




liam
Saturday, University College Cork


‘Miss O’Maly?’ Liam ran his hands through his hair once he was sure he was out of sight, thinking about that winner of a line.
When he reached his office, he yanked off his shirt and tossed it carelessly on the desk. It ruffled his papers in a way that he couldn’t stand, forcing him to fix them in irritation, before slumping down in the chair. Fingers rubbing his temples, he sighed heavily.
“Jaysus, she’s actually here then, so,” he groaned out loud.
Recollections of their first and only kiss were foggy, at best. He’d been out with some of the lads, and then Maeve and Aoife had shown up. He squinted, eyebrows scrunched together, as if it would help him see into the past, and settled back on his chair, rubbing his forehead.
Somewhere along the line, Hayden and Jess had been there too. That’s right now… a few drinks in, and he’d been bold enough to sit down next to her. They’d chatted about… college maybe? It had been surprisingly easy to talk to her. What was it she was going to study now? Something to do with computers?
The memories of that particular evening were fractional, splintered by time and heavy libation. His mind skipped ahead to the end of that night, to the moment he’d pulled her off the footpath and into his arms. It had been a drunken dream for all of five seconds. 
Christ almighty, had he ever been mad for her. She was still stunning, now more so, in fact. Even though she’d been hopping about on planters, and dousing him with tea like a feckin’ eejit[37], she’d held herself with a confidence that he didn’t recall from all those years ago.
Liam ran his hands over his face, cringing, as he recalled how she’d pulled away from the kiss. How he had literally begged her to meet[38] him, saying that he wouldn’t tell anyone; they were the same age, after all. Oh, he was embarrassed for himself, alright. That night she had rejected him completely, and he’d sworn her off for the remainder of the year.
He rolled his eyes. Jaysus, I was out of my head now. Thinking with my nob and nothing else, like.’
Of course, she’d pulled away. She could’ve been in so much trouble for meeting a student. It was easy to see that now as a grown man, even though she’d left a forever scar on his proud heart.
He sighed, stood up, and ducked behind his desk, where he knew there would be an extra shirt. Rummaging in his gym bag, he had a horrifying thought—sure,
what if she thought I’d forced myself on her?
“Christ.” He looked up. Did I now? “SHITE!” he shouted at the books on the shelf.
He’d been so consumed by his own humiliation.
A sinking, sickly feeling slid down his throat and settled in his gut. Have I become Dad after all? He stood abruptly, rounded his desk, and started pacing, rubbing a hand harshly over his face and up into his hair, and then grimaced.
Liam, you total fucking arse. In all these years, you haven’t even thought about how she might have felt? Jaysus, man.
He had to go to the reunion now. He needed to make sure that she was okay, even twenty years late. He pulled on his spare shirt, and headed straight for the gym. Class prep could wait.




jess
Saturday, An Colaiste


Jess had changed her outfit no less than five times, before finally settling on a fashionable ankle-length, navy romper with cap sleeves, and peep-toe tan leather wedges. She’d pulled her hair into a wispy knot at the nape of her neck; the hair-in-plant episode at the airport had been enough for her to swear off wearing it down for awhile.
She was relieved to be arriving at the school with Hayden—safety in numbers—as there’d been butterflies doing callisthenics in her stomach ever since the run-in with Liam earlier that morning. The drive was short and she almost wished it was longer, or that maybe she and Hayden could just skip the whole thing and have a mystery adventure like they used to. She hated that she was likely to bump into Liam again. Why did he even have to be there, anyway? Couldn’t he just stay home and let her have this? She sighed and rolled her eyes at her reflection in the passenger-side window. It’s his literal highschool, Jess. You were only there for a year. Stop making this about you. It occurred to her then, that maybe she was the one who should have stayed home. Her chest twinged as they pulled into the parking lot, past several familiar faces. Too late now.
Jess took a deep breath and tried to hype herself up, mentally reciting the lyrics to Eye of the Tiger, as Hayden pulled into a spot beside a black Peugeot. She decided that she would just focus on catching up with her old friends and avoid being in the same place at the same time as Liam. That was respectful to them both, surely. No need to tangle with the past, or relive that raw rejection from earlier in the day.
A booming, jovial voice called out to them as they were getting out of the car. It was Aine, now leaning against the back of the Peugeot.
“Well, for the love of fock!” She beamed, arms out wide. “Hayden and Jess. How are ye now?”
Jess broke into a huge smile and practically leapt into her arms, giving her an enormous hug. “Aine! Oh my God! I’m so glad to see you. Also, is this a new Gertie?” she added, eyeing the shiny car.
Aine hugged her back. “ It is! Gertie 3.0 now. My baby’s lived on.” She chuckled and sighed, taking a step back to look at Jess. “I can’t even believe it’s been twenty years now. Just look at ye.”
Jess tossed her head back and laughed. “Twenty wisdom points, right?” she said, patting a few grey hairs.
The car lock beeped and Hayden caught up, swinging an arm around Aine. “Alright, Aine! Just like old times then, ay?”
Aine smirked, training her younger-than-her-years eyes on him. “Ye got yerself a good job now?” she asked, clapping him on the back.
Hayden looked from Aine to Jess, eyes wide and brows cocked. “Yeah, ‘course…”
“Grand so, ‘cause ye definitely owe me a pint, or five, after all the drinks I bought ye last time ye were here, now.”
He threw his head back, a deep guffaw erupting from within. “Deal.”
***
Jess’ heart swelled as more old friends arrived. The anxiety she’d felt about seeing everyone again melted away, and she was swept up in the next hour of ‘What have ye been up to?’ and nostalgic whoops and scrolling through photos of children and family vacations.
The campus had changed some since she’d been there, but the oldest buildings were still standing. The weathered grey stone was striking against the glass and steel of the modern installations. She ducked into the administration building—which had formerly housed the girl’s dorms, Office, and library—in search of the bathroom.
After freshening up, she took her time looking at the current school photos outside, what was now, an open seating lounge and atrium. The inside of the four-hundred-year-old building had clearly had an update along with the other additions to the campus. She took a deep breath, appreciating the quiet.
The sound of footsteps coming down the narrow hallway invaded her solitude. She felt the back of her neck prickle, and gasped under her breath when she saw Liam stop a few feet away. Jess forgot herself as she took in his rolled sleeves and bare forearms, hands casually tucked into the pockets of the jeans which hugged him just right. He ran a hand along his jawline and then over the back of his neck, looking like he was trying to figure out what to say. She was transported to when they were eighteen, and all the times that she sat, staring at the back of him in evening prep, thinking about running her hands up the nape of his neck.
Something in her fluttered.
“Hey, Jess.”
His voice was soft, but it was enough to snap her back to reality, and a bubble of annoyance burst inside her. She had been avoiding him, after all, and now here he was, interrupting her perfectly pleasant afternoon.
She eyed him, feigning indifference, and nodded. “Mr. Walsh.”




liam
Saturday, An Colaiste


Liam stepped out of the car and smoothed his shirt. He’d chosen a pale blue dress shirt, dark jeans, cognac leather slip-ons, and a matching belt. It felt warm out, or maybe it was just him, and he rolled up his sleeves. Instinctively, he checked his watch—a Groom’s gift from his father—and made a mental note to get a new one. Arriving early meant he could stroll onto the school grounds without an audience, and take in the changes. It had been about ten years since he had been back on the property, and there had been a lot of additions in that time.
“Mr. Walsh!” came an older man’s voice. It was Mr. O’Connor, his former history teacher. Liam had been mentally preparing for these encounters during the drive over. It was precisely why he didn’t want to come in the first place, but Jess’ sudden appearance genuinely  threw a wrench in his plan to be unavailable.
“Mr. O’Connor! Good to see ye, Sir!” Liam put on his public air of confidence and strode over to the man, who was much greyer than he remembered. “Glad to see ye’re still teaching,” he added, firmly shaking O’Connor’s hand.
“Always nice to see a fellow history buff, Liam.” O’Connor clapped him on the shoulder. “Sure, I do my best to inspire the students, but there’s been none like ye.” He nudged Liam with his elbow, “And, can’t forget about Aoife[39] O’Shea herself,” he added with a wink.
Liam did love history, and he had done well in O’Connor’s class. He also considered his former teacher an absolute sleaze bag. He’d noticed the way that O’Connor had watched the female students, Aoife in particular, and how often O’Connor had stood a little too close to them. O’Connor had always been arrogant, too, a trait Liam vehemently disliked. Insufferable nob.
Liam cleared his throat. “And how are the kids?” he asked as he shoved his hands in his pockets, recalling that O’Connor’s own children had been a few years behind him in school. Other people’s children were usually a safe topic, he’d learned. He could just listen and continue to deflect the questions away from himself. He smiled widely at O’Connor, clasped his hands behind his back, and settled in for a real yarn.
***
It took a shocking amount of time to graciously remove himself from O’Connor’s verbal clutches, although Liam had known it would be donkey’s years once he’d brought up his former teacher’s children. That was always the way, though. People loved to talk about their kids. His own parents had done the same about him, until he’d stopped being the son they’d wanted.
Once free, Liam spent the next hour glad-handing former teachers and classmates. He answered questions about his family and business with a practised assuredness, managing to avoid too much in the way of awkward pity. He’d learned from his father that projecting a sense of confidence could dissuade others from asking too many questions. It was a valued skill, although he disliked feeling inauthentic, especially amongst the people he’d grown up with.
He was also looking for an opportunity to talk to Jess, alone. While he listened to old friends talk about their promotions, and chuckled at humorous stories of their children, he kept an eye on her. He watched her move through the crowd, laughing and chatting, recognizing the same learned assuredness that he had. But, in those in-between moments when no one was looking, he saw her mask drop, revealing someone more vulnerable—more human.
He waited until he saw her head into the administration building, and casually strolled in, spotting her at the end of the hall. As he started towards her, the fallacy of this plan hit him like a ton of bricks, and he slowed his pace. Jesus Christ, Liam, ye feckin’ arse, he admonished himself. The whole point of coming to the reunion was to apologise for if he’d hurt her, and now he was cornering her in an empty building. He immediately regretted this choice, but was too far along to turn around. He took a deep breath and blew out slowly. Lord all feckin’ mighty, he thought. She’s absolutely stunning.
Sunlight poured in through the hall windows, landing softly around her. She looked warm, inviting, and Liam felt something on his insides flush with heat, the way it used to when he’d see her in the halls at school. A few wisps of her hair had come loose and gently framed her face. He had the urge to step in close and tuck them behind her ear, but jammed his hands in his pockets instead, trying to seem casual. When she turned fully toward him, her eyes were soft at first, content. Liam’s gaze fell to her lips as they parted, and down to her collarbone, which was visible at the top of her… whatever it was she was wearing. He took in the curve of her breasts and hips, running his hand along his jaw and then the back of his neck. Focus, ye eejit. He swallowed hard and bit his lip, trying to shift gears. She might think you’re a real feckin’ arsehole, so cop the feck on, he told himself.
“Hey, Jess,” he started.
And her expression changed. She seemed cold. He was reminded of Mairead and felt his stomach drop.
“Mr. Walsh,” she said with a nod, starting to walk past him.
Without thinking, he reached out and grabbed her arm. “Wait, Jess…”
She stopped, staring down at his hand. He sucked in a breath and let go quickly.
This whole plan was an absolute cock-up, and it occurred to him that maybe he never should have come in the first place.
“Oh, Christ, sorry now. I just—I wanted to talk,” he stammered, backing away.
Liam shook his head. This was a total, fucking mistake. He took another step backward, right into a centuries old bronze bust of the founder of the school. It teetered on the pedestal, lumbering more slowly than one would expect, and despite all of his years of rugby, Liam fumbled it. It hit the wood floor with a great gong, the sound echoing down the hallway. His stomach lurched and he winced, unable to move until the audio vibrations had stopped and the building was eerily quiet again.
Jess and Liam just stared for a moment at the bust lying askew on the floor, and then at each other, the worried looks of naughty school children on their faces. A sly smile hinted at the corner of Jess’ mouth and Liam felt his muscles contract, then relax. He snickered. She let out a shriek and clapped her hands to her mouth, before collapsing into the wall in a fit of giggles, eyes trained on his face, her eyebrows raised in disbelief. He stole a glance at her and felt nervous laughter erupting from his lips. He braced his hands on the pedestal, his body shaking and gasping for air, but the waves of hilarity kept coming whenever their eyes met.
He hadn’t laughed that hard in a long time. He could feel it in his cheeks.
Liam slowed his breathing as he carefully stepped around the pedestal and picked up the heavy bust, replacing it. Leaning against the wall beside it, he looked across at Jess, who’d somehow managed to climb onto the windowsill opposite him. She was swinging her legs, lip between her teeth, the remnants of laughter evident on her flushed cheeks. He thought for a moment about how lovely that was.
He took a deep breath, exhausted. This past year with Mairead and his father, buying the house, seeing Jess, it all felt a bit much, and he realised just how tired he was—of all of it. She looked tired too; a sad kind of tired. It was familiar.
Jaysus Liam, say something…
“So…” they both said at the same time, and then chuckled.
Jess tried again, eyes wide. “So… you wanted to talk?”
He heaved a ragged sigh and slid his back down the wall, tipping his head back against its cool, wood surface. He couldn’t look at her. He stared up at the ceiling and noticed that it really needed a good cleaning, and then everything came out in a jumble.
“Jess I—ehm… c’mere look… I just… sorry, now.” He looked down at his feet, embarrassed by his struggle to articulate. “I didn’t know what to say today when I saw ye and said… well, ye know what I said.” He paused and licked his lips, looking up only briefly to catch her eye, before scanning the carpet, desperate for salvation, as he continued. “And sure, I never should’ve kissed ye those years ago, like. What I mean is—” He was waving a hand around now, as though that might convey his meaning. “So, if you felt… if I… sure, if you weren’t ok… I’m sorry now, Jess.”
He sucked in a deep breath and made himself look up at her—right in her eyes. She looked right back at him, eyebrows raised. She seemed concerned, or confused. He couldn’t tell.
“I can’t even believe I didn’t think about that until I saw ye,” he said, a hand loosely over his mouth. “Sure, maybe you thought I took advantage of ye… and I can’t remember everything… and… maybe I did, now so.”
His hands were sweaty, and his voice was shaking as he spoke those last words. He could feel the back of his throat burning as he swallowed, and he looked down again at his shoes. The idea that Jess may have been hurt, that he’d hurt her, was more than he could take. He hated the idea that he could have been someone like that.
But he had to fight the burning at the back of his eyes that threatened tears. Now was not the time to cry. If he’d hurt her, then she sure as shite didn’t need to be comforting him, and he’d known her well enough to know that she would. He fixed his eyes on the ceiling once more, and swallowed hard.




jess
Saturday, An Colaiste


Her irritation was short-lived. When Liam reached out and grasped her arm, she felt a jolt of something warm and lovely spread throughout her whole body. Stop staring at his hand! Christ, you’re not twelve. She felt foolish just standing there, gawping like a schoolgirl. But when he backed into the pedestal, knocking over the bust, she couldn’t contain herself. The two of them  doubled over laughing so hard, that tears had gathered in her eyes and her cheeks burned. It felt good to laugh like that again—with him; she’d missed that.
Jess dabbed at her eyes and took a deep breath, exhaling slowly. She hopped up on the windowsill and looked at her shoes as she swung them, half avoiding looking at Liam, who was now seated on the floor. He looked tired, she thought. She felt tired herself, and an awkward silence crept into the space between them.
One of us needs to say something...
“So…” they started, in unison.
She twitched her lips and looked at him directly. “So… you wanted to talk?”
***
When he was finished, he just sat there, staring at the ceiling. Jess inhaled deeply, letting her breath out slowly through her nose. These thoughts—his thoughts about that night—had never occurred to her. ‘Taken advantage of’ was the last thing she’d felt all those years ago, and seeing him concerned now about something that may have happened twenty years prior, left her with a sense of closeness that she hadn’t felt in a long time. She felt a deep pull in her chest, her eyes softening as she watched him. His expression was sincere.
Jess wanted to ease his pain—relieve him of any guilt he felt over the events of that night. She slid silently off the windowsill and knelt at his feet, placing her palms on his knees. She’d only ever been this close to him once before, and suddenly he was here and touchable. It was tempting to reach a hand up and cup his face, feel the warmth of his clean-shaven cheek, trace a thumb over his lip. He smelled fresh, like detergent and spring air after a light rain. 
At her touch, he lowered his head and met her gaze.
“Liam?” she asked gently, looking into his eyes.
His furrowed brow relaxed, and he slowly brought his hands up to the sides of his knees, his thumbs just grazing her fingers. Her breath caught and her lips parted; her heart pounded in her chest. The pained expression on Liam’s face dissipated and was replaced with something more open—hopeful, it seemed—and they held each other like that for what felt like an eternity, their eyes saying what their words couldn’t.
And then came the sound of clomping footsteps in the corridor.
“Ay, Jess? You in here?”
Hayden rounded the corner as she scrambled to stand, suddenly feeling exposed on the floor like that, in what felt like a shared vulnerability with Liam. She scurried back towards the windowsill just as Hayden sauntered his carefree self down the hall in her direction, obviously unaware that he was interrupting such an intimate moment.
He threw his arms out wide. “There you are! We’re going to the pub next. You keen?” He raised his eyebrows expectantly. “What are you even—” He stopped when he saw Liam come into view behind the pedestal, and a sly grin spread across his face. “G’day, bro,” he said with ease, close enough now to extend his hand to shake Liam’s.
Liam stood up, and Jess watched as his face changed; a mask back in place. “Alright so!” He clapped Hayden on the back as he took his hand. “Sure it’s been a while now. How’re ye gettin’ on then?”
And just like that, that moment between Jess and Liam—whatever it was—was over.
Jess trailed along behind, as Hayden rambled on in his breezy way about his journalism work, gesticulating broadly about how he’d read one of Liam’s dad’s articles on publishing.
She was still in a daze and only half listening as they left the building, and she fell in step with Aine and Orla, who were talking about their teaching days at the college. Jess tried to focus on their conversation, laughing when they did, nodding as she listened, but her mind kept drifting to Liam. She tucked those loose strands of hair back into her bun. What was that back there? While they’d been perched on the hall floor with their eyes fixed on each other, it had felt like she was seeing into him; and she’d seen a sadness—no, a loneliness—that mirrored her own. It hadn’t been disturbing, him staring back at her. It was vulnerable and full of longing.
More than anything, she wanted to feel his penetrating gaze again.
In the courtyard, Aine and Orla drifted aside, audibly joking with some of the school’s current staff. Jess stood aimless for a moment, watching Liam up ahead, until Ciara’s familiar singsong voice stood out amongst the chatter of the crowd. A sly smile crept across Jess’ face. She came! There was nothing like a Tipperary accent to cut through one’s addled brain, and no one quite like Ciara. She’d been the best—spicy and wise—and had opened her heart and home to Jess on more than one occasion.
Jess ran towards her, squealing, and they jumped into each other's arms. “Oh my God, Ciaraaaaaa!”
Ciara hugged her tight and then pulled back, her hands on Jess’ shoulders. “Sure, let’s have a look at ye.” She cocked an eyebrow, grinning. “Deadly now, girl!”
Jess blushed, offering a bashful smile. “And you are as stunning as ever,” she cooed, taking Ciara’s hand in hers and giving it a squeeze.
It was true. Twenty years and four kids later, Ciara, with her near-black hair and dark olive skin, was still as gorgeous and gregarious as Jess had remembered; her toffee eyes sparkled, and the potential for sass was at the ready on her lips. Jess’ heart was full to bursting. She took a deep breath and let out a squeal of delight, swinging Ciara’s hand as they sashayed down the drive, double-trouble style, giggling and shrieking. Jess felt as if she’d stepped back in time, and her whole body radiated with carefree abandon. Tonight was going to be a great night—she could feel it. 




liam
Saturday, Abhaile


At Tanner’s, Liam slid into the booth of a corner table with Maeve, and of course, Hayden joined, too. Wanker.
“Now—” Sean started, drumming on the table. “First round is on myself then, so.”
Maeve raised her eyebrows and smirked. “Sure, Mr. Promotion yerself, I’ll have a vodka and orange, then.”
Sean nodded, and then looked to Liam and Hayden. “Alright, gents?” He cocked an eyebrow. “Murphy’s?”
“Ah, cheers bro,” Hayden replied, indicating with his chin toward Sean, before turning to Maeve with one of his easy smiles.
Liam narrowly avoided rolling his eyes at Hayden’s obvious interest in Maeve. Overconfident fecker. He could understand; she was stunning and brilliant, and had that sort of sex-appeal that many of the lads in their year had gone for. He wondered for a moment, why himself and Maeve had always been just friends; he had eyes, afterall. He supposed they’d never really seen each other that way, or perhaps, didn’t feel each other that way. His heart had never delightfully mad-whomped whenever she was around. Maeve was like… a childhood teddy bear. A fair sexy teddy bear, mind you, he mused, whereas Jess, well, with her, it was like having a Victoria Beckham poster cello-taped above your bed, hand on your cock, and praying for the tape to give out.
He cleared his throat and shook his head. Pint, he thought and replied to Sean about the Murphey’s, gasping
a “yes,”and feeling immediately like an old man when Maeve cast a glance his way.
“Hyeah, hyeah hyeah, hyeah,”[40] she mocked with a grin before nudging his arm and giggling. “Jaysus, but ye sound like my granddad there, Liam.”
He chuckled and ran a hand through his hair. Yeah, this was why they were just friends.
“Sure, Granddad Moore was good craic[41], now.” He cocked an eyebrow, a sly smile on his lips as Maeve bobbed her head, conceding. 
Sean returned with the drinks, setting them in the centre of the table, and sliding in beside Hayden. “Grandda’ Moore?” He smiled as he grabbed his pint and took a sip. “Oh, he was a real gas[42], alright.” He grinned and leaned in across the table. “C’mere Liam, d’ye remember when he’d come out for cricket, and he’d be all cursin’ and throwin’ shapes[43]
like his very life depended on it, tryin’ to get us to get the feckin’ ball straight.”
Liam grabbed his pint off the table and leaned back against the wall of the booth, face to the ceiling, and released a hearty laugh. Maeve’s grandfather had been the real deal. Granddad Moore had seen it all, and Liam would never forget how he had taken him aside as a wee one, and had let him know that he was a ‘good lad’, and not to let anyone try to make him believe differently. Liam had never forgotten that.
He moved to take a sip, and then shook his head, holding up his pint. “To Grandad Moore!” he said, tipping his glass.
“Slainte,” Maeve and Sean said in unison, tipping their glasses toward Liam’s, and Hayden followed suit.
Maeve gave Liam a small smile and nodded a silent thanks as she took a sip. Her grandfather had raised her during the years when her parents had been abroad for work, before she began boarding at the school. She’d been his only grandchild, and they’d been very close; she’d been gutted when he’d passed.
Maeve set her glass down and rummaged in her purse, pulling out a box of fags.[44]  Wiggling out of the booth, she excused herself.
“Are y’alright? D’ye want company?” Liam asked quietly.
“Ah, sure, I’m grand, thanks,” she said, blowing a wisp of hair out of her face. “I’ll just have one for granddad,” she added, picking up her drink, and balancing it and her phone in one hand, fags in the other.
He nodded and offered a sympathetic smile, and she headed for the front door.
Liam took a long swig of his pint and half listened to Hayden and Sean debate rugby plays. Hayden really wasn’t so bad, in actual fact. Liam realised that it was Hayden’s genuine and unapologetic confidence that he both loathed and admired. He just seemed at ease everywhere he went, which was something that Liam rarely felt. Hayden had also always been the first point of connection to Jess, which Liam had unfairly resented during that year at school. Rationally he’d known that, as a student, he couldn’t have her. But every time he’d see her and Hayden together—how close they were, laughing with arms draped around each other—he’d feel sick, and irrationally angry, like he could have punted Hayden across the rugby pitch in one go. He knew that holding on to this, all these years later, made zero sense, but he couldn’t help but feel a little jealous, even now.
He sighed, took a sip, and took note of the crowd. There’d been a good turnout for the reunion, and, surprisingly, it had been rather nice to catch up with a few folks up on campus. Speaking of catching up, now… He wrapped his hands around his glass and snuck a look around for Jess, distracted momentarily by Aine throwing out a couple of locals—gents his parent’s age, who had been pickling at the pub since he was knee high to a bar stool. He’d done the same himself on a few occasions. Those two were notoriously handsy. That’s the job now, Aine, he thought, shuddering. Good riddance. He rolled his eyes. Why are some men such dicks? Liam looked to the ceiling. S’pose I’ve been one, then, he realised, thinking back to yer one from Galway, and Jess. He swirled the dregs in his glass. Jess was at the bar, fussing with her hair as she waited. Must be her round, he thought. 
Jaysus but that was something up at the school. He inhaled deeply as he thought about the way the tension in his face and chest had eased with the warmth of her hands. The way the anxiety that he’d felt about seeing her had been replaced by a delightfully mad whomping in his heart.
He blew out slowly. Christ, she’s lovely. Liam tried, subtly, to clear his throat as he watched her at the bar, unable to take his eyes off her. Those giddy butterflies were stuck in there like he was a teenager, and for the life of him he just couldn’t swallow them down. Catch yerself on, Liam. Ye’re not that green, now. She’s just a woman, for Christ’s sake.
But when she had knelt with him on the floor up at the College, she’d said his name and it had sounded like an invitation. Like something delicious that she’d savoured on her tongue; a secret that she’d wanted to share with just him.
Jess isn’t just any woman, now, ye nob.
As they’d sat there, it had been like she was scanning the most private parts of his mind. It was exposing and intoxicating and he’d wanted to kiss her. Liam had bit the insides of his cheeks to steady himself. To keep himself from pulling her and her soft lips closer.
He ran a hand along his jaw and looked to Tanner’s ceiling. Jaysus, what I wouldn’t have done with those lips, like. He shifted to get up, starting to offer to get the next round, hoping to join her at the bar, but Maeve was back from her smoke and he was suddenly wedged in again.
Maeve launched into a story about her travels in Switzerland, hands waving dramatically as she painted a picture with her words. Her stories were always good, and even after the previous evening when he’d heard a number of them, he wouldn't be bored by another. He’d find another, less conspicuous moment, to talk to Jess.
He kept an eye on her as he listened, though, and let his mind drift, wondering what it might have been like if back at the school he’d reached up and cupped her cheek in his palm, traced a finger across her mouth. The way her breath might have caught at his touch. How he might have dropped his knees and pulled her onto his lap, heat gathering in the space between them. The way she might have draped her arms around his neck and softly brushed her lips against his.
His imagination was getting the better of him, but honestly, the way she was leaning forward on the bar now—to better hear over the noise, he presumed—was not helping. And her curves from behind, well, now they were pure distraction. Whatever that onesie-thing she was wearing was, hugged and draped in all the right places, and he found himself undressing her with his eyes, mentally behind her, and unfastening the tiny pearl buttons that started at the nape of her neck and trailed down to her arse. Christ, that arse… He cocked his head. Yer welcome to park it right on top of my hard c—
Liam shook his head, catching himself, and took another long sip. He adjusted himself in his seat. Hard indeed.
 
Jaysus. He was supposed to be listening to Maeve’s story. He cleared his throat. She was talking about brunch cocktails, and he grinned with a wry sort of pleasure. Maeve took her cocktails very seriously; he knew just how to push her buttons.
“Mimosas,” he chimed in. “Sure, I’m a fan myself. With the nice fruit and the wee umbrellas, like.” He made his smile into one of pure satisfaction.
“Are ye talkin’ about a Shirley Temple now, Liam?” Maeve inquired, seeming both amused and annoyed.
He knew the difference, of course. Mimosas had been a breakfast staple his whole life. With a father like his, everyone needed a drink by breakfast.
“Shirley?” he baulked. “Sure, a gentleman like myself doesn’t kiss and tell, now.”
The table erupted in laughter, and he was grateful for the distraction from thinking about Jess’ arse and where he’d like to put it.
An oldie came on overhead, and Sean and Hayden started drumming on the table, breaking into song. Maeve got up and started rousing the crowd, inciting everyone to join. Liam wasn’t sure if he was more amused by them or embarrassed for them, and looked down to his lap, shaking his head. Part of him wished that he had that kind of goofy flare.
He glanced back to the bar, but Jess was gone. Turning back to his table mates, he felt eyes on him out of his periphery and spotted her seated at a table across the pub. He caught her eyes briefly and she turned away. Liam grinned into his pint, a delightful ignition revving in his otherwise addled chest. I saw ye, Jessica, he mused, only a little smug from the Murphey’s, and hoped he’d made her blush.
He watched out of the corner of his eye as she rose and headed towards the back patio, and felt a jolt in his stomach. Liam boi, it’s now or never, like. He excused himself from the table to follow.
Exiting onto the patio, Liam didn’t see her at first; she was huddled on a corner bench with her knees tucked up, scrolling on her phone. He was suddenly unsure if he should be there, but then she looked up and smiled, and he didn’t give a right shite about a proper invitation.
“Hey, Liam,” she said playfully, her voice jovial with refreshment.
Well now, this was an improvement over Mr. Walsh. He bit his lip and felt a pleasant shiver run down his spine. His name sounded really good coming out of her mouth, he thought, and he’d like to hear it a few more times, in fact.
“D’ye mind if I sit?” he asked.
She pulled her feet down to make room for him on the bench.
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Saturday Evening, Abhaile


The pub filled quickly, and by the time the sun had set, there were only two locals that weren’t associated with the school, sitting at the bar. It was clear they were utterly soused. They brought their slurred drawls and crooked grins—unwanted, mind you—to many unsuspecting conversations, and when one of them made a grab at Ciara, Aine took matters into her own hands.
“Y’are pissed as a fockin’ fart!” she shouted over the noise, and with Tanner’s help, pushed the two by the shoulders out the door and into the path of the Garda.
The whole crowd cheered for the good riddance, and Jess bought a round for her table to celebrate, ferrying the drinks until there was one in front of each of them. She didn’t forget a straw for Ciara’s Spritzer.
She slid in beside Aine at their small booth—worn table—which was inhabited by Ciara and Orla, and picked up her glass, tipping it to the others.
The others raised their glasses to clink, too.
Jess set her glass on the table and took a deep breath, looking around at the crowd. It felt good to be back here. The pub was dim, and she admired the warm glow of the wooden bar under the soft lighting. Tanner’s had had a fresh coat or two of paint over the years it seemed, but it otherwise looked the same as it did twenty years ago. Tanner himself, behind the bar, was older and greyer, of course, but still had the same stern look of business, until after hours when you got him laughing.
Ciara sipped her spritzer—her lipstick impeccable, thanks to the straw—as she regaled Jess with stories about her kids, specifically about her youngest, who sounded like a genuine wild child.
“…and der he wos—” She took a sip. “Tirty feet up in de air like, after climbin’ da tree… and in da nip mind you… and da absolute nerve o’ da child askin’ me den if he could ‘ave a biscuit brought up to ‘im!” Ciara popped the straw back in her mouth and took another sip, shaking her head, words rolling between her tongue and the straw. “Can ye believe dat, now, girl?”
Jess offered a wry smile as she set her drink down, leaning forward toward Ciara. “Oh my God, your kid sounds like you.” She smirked when Ciara scoffed. “Come on, you know it’s true.” She chuckled. “What did you say, anyway?”
Ciara looked at Jess in mock seriousness, eyebrows raised. “Sure I told ‘im I’d be doin’ dat right af’er I took a bath in da teapot.”
Jess laughed out loud. “I can just hear you saying that!” She bit her lip and looked up at the dusty light fixture above them on the wall. “Oh, man. Kids eh?”
“Ah, kids,” Ciara sighed, straw half in her mouth again. “They do be dat way. God love ‘em.” She shook her head, dark waves bouncing as she chuckled. “You never ‘ad kids, girlie? Sure you always seemed da type?”
Jess turned back to Ciara and opened her mouth to respond, but was saved by an uproar from across the pub. Hayden and Sean were starting a singsong, and it seemed that everyone was getting into it. She saw Liam sitting at that table, too, smiling into his beer as he took a sip. He’d never been one to be the centre of attention, except on the rugby pitch. She remembered watching him play. Unlike Sean, and some of the others on the team, Liam had been quiet and studious. On the pitch, however, he was fit and rugged, and took the matches as seriously as he did his studies. She recalled peeking out the staff room window as the guys had come off the pitch after a rainy game, and revelling in their sweaty, mud-covered brawn.
Liam caught her eye. Shit.
Did he just read my mind? She looked away quickly and took a sip of her drink. She could feel her cheeks burning, and she distracted herself by asking Orla about her dog breeding business, the one she’d started after she’d had it with teaching.
Hayden and Sean’s sing-a-long spread, and nearly the whole pub was belting out Sweet Caroline. It was a never-ending, ear-splitting rendition, featuring a bunch of langered[45] Irish folk and a Kiwi. Jess excused herself for some air, steadying herself on the tables as she passed. It had been a while since she’d had this much to drink, and she made a mental note to slow down.
She wound her way through to the back of the pub, out the door, and into the night air. The patio was nearly empty, save for a couple of renegade young folk on the other side. Jess settled herself into a corner, doom scrolling on her phone absentmindedly. The fresh air was welcome after the stuffiness of the pub.
Movement caught the corner of her eye and she looked up.
Liam.
She immediately felt something raw and flirty between them; unfinished business, perhaps, or maybe it was just the beer. Yum. Come on over, Mr. Walsh. 
“Hey, Liam,” she said instead.
“D’ye mind if I sit?”
Please do, Good Sir. She nodded, pulling her feet down from the bench to make room, and then smirked when she saw him wince, realising that he was practically on top of her. 
“Ah, sorry now. Seems I’m always in your space, so.” 
“I don’t mind…” she said, feeling coy, but he was already shifting over and she immediately missed the weight of his body against hers. She glanced around quickly, noticing that the patio was now empty. How much privacy was back here? Did she care? Jess bit her lip. Definitely
the beer talking.
“I got myself all worked up for nothing, then. And here you’re all ‘ye know Liam, I don’t mind Liam…’”
Was that an attempt at a Canadian accent? Dude. Just no. It was a terrible impression, but the pinchy look on his face when he tried was hilarious, and she laughed out loud.
“In all seriousness now, though, I was dead worried before, like. When I realised that I might have done something wrong I—Christ… and if I did, Jess, I am so sorry.”
“Please… you’re all good. Truly,” she reassured, appreciating his concern, and simultaneously hoping that he would move a little closer again. You have no idea, Liam. You are more than good. In fact, how about I show you just how good I think you are. She smiled to herself, insides thrumming. Lord, I need to slow down on the beer before I jump his bones.
“Although,” she continued. “I did appreciate your very moving speech earlier today… following the bust incident.” She wiggled her eyebrows and smirked. “I mean, I thought you Irish folks were into cow tipping… but bust tipping? Really?”
“Sure, I’m into all kinds of busty things now,” he declared seriously, and then immediately looked down, a slow rose growing on his cheeks.
He looked mortified.
Adorable, she thought, as her insides did a pleasant flippity-flop.
Jess clapped a hand over her mouth, attempting to stifle a giggle. I BET you’re into busty things…
“Oh, Liam,” she sighed, sliding a cheeky hand down to squeeze his thigh. “Tell me about you,” she begged.
***
“Thanks for trusting me with all that,” Jess said quietly when Liam fell silent, his leg against hers.
Being close to him felt… natural. She’d been lost in his words—words that seemed as though they’d never been uttered aloud. “That’s a lot,” she continued, looking down and pressing her hands against the wood of the bench, her next words carefully chosen. “Sounds like you have had to make some really tough decisions, eh?” She faced him again and raised her eyebrows.
“Do you… have some good support?”
Liam nudged her shoulder. “Well… I’m talking to you now, so.”
Jess smiled sympathetically, giving his hand a squeeze.
“Ehm…but, I have been seeing a counsellor, now, actually.” He looked a little sheepish, saying that out loud. “And to be honest, a lot of good has come out of this shite with Mairead, and I kind of feel like… maybe I’m figuring out who I am, like.”
“I get that,” she replied. “I think I am starting to find parts of myself that I haven’t seen in a while, too.”
“Yeah?” Liam shifted in his seat so that he was fully facing her. “C’mere, tell me about ye,” he said. “I’ve been yarnin’ on… how’ve the last twenty been for ye, now?”
Jess looked down at her lap. It seemed that they’d both had their fair share of suffering.
“Well…” she started, “if we’re going in chronological order…”
He laughed.
“I did that degree in Computer Science,  specialising in Software Engineering.” She paused, tucking a stray wisp of hair behind her ear. “Um… a good chunk of my work was designing apps for education, actually. Maybe, in another lifetime, I would have gone into Education, but I was good with computers, so…” She shrugged.
“Ye were often in the Lab at school,” he said.
“Right? Yeah.” She picked at a nick on the bench. “Uh, I did some travelling too, which I loved. And then I… married Darren.”
Liam shifted, seeming uncomfortable, and moved a little farther away. “I… ehm, didn’t realise you were married.” He cleared his throat. “Could have assumed, I s’pose. Ye don’t wear a ri—”
There was an eruption of laughter from inside. The crowd cheered for Tanner, and Jess looked quizzically at Liam.
“I’d say it’s a lock-in,”[46] he said with a shrug.
Maeve and Ciara came bounding out onto the patio. “Lock-in then so!” Maeve shouted.
“Ahem! Double Trouble in da house! C’mon, Jess. What’re ye talkin’ to Mr. Serious for an’way?” Ciara pulled her up with both hands and spun her around.
Jess looked back apologetically at Liam, who stood up abruptly and dusted off his jeans.
“Sure, I should get on anyway,” he said. “Nice catchin’ up with ye, Jess. Enjoy your trip, so.”
Jess gripped tightly onto Ciara’s arm to steady herself, watching as Liam walked away—again. She wondered frantically, as he seemed to get further and further out of reach, if she should dash to catch up with him, to try and explain, but it felt too awkward to just announce, ‘by the way I’m not actually married (code for, “Do you want to bang it out, or what?”). How am I supposed to bring that up again naturally? She also thought it might sound a tad desperate—or presumptuous, like she was assuming he, too, would be interested. That her not being married would be relevant. That twinge in her gut was back.
She wanted him to be interested.
This wasn’t just about her fantasies anymore, and it definitely wasn’t just the beer goggles. She sensed a pull towards something more. Something deeper. She shook her head and let Ciara lead her by the hand back into the pub towards their table, casting a fleeting glance towards Liam at the bar. It looked like he was making his goodbyes, and her heart sank. This was it. She didn’t have his number, and she’d be leaving in a few days. She sighed, deflated, and settled down at the table with her back to the bar, forcing her cheeks and lips into a smile, trying to pay attention to Aine’s hockey story.
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Of course, she’s married, ye feckin’ arse.




Liam shrugged through the noise and crowd towards the door. He didn’t feel like being there anymore. He hadn’t even wanted to come at all—only to apologise to Jess, and he had done so. He clapped a hand on the bar to thank Tanner. 
“Ye takin’ off then, Liam?” Tanner asked and then nodded toward Jess, who was walking in from the back patio. “Didn’t think ye’d be leavin’ quite so soon.”
“Sure, I said what I came to say now, so.” Liam shrugged, but it lacked confidence.
Tanner, with a bar towel over one shoulder, raised his eyebrows. “Are ye sure now?”
Liam blushed a little and sat down at the bar, taking his phone out of his pocket and setting it on the counter. Tanner filled the glass that he had been drying, pushed it Liam’s way, and then filled one for himself.
“Slainte,” they said in unison, before taking a sip.
“C’mere to me, Liam,” he said, leaning across the bar. “Sure I’ve known ye since ye were just a wee lad, and there’s no gettin’ anything past me.” He looked pointedly at Liam. “Ye’ve been alone a long while now.”
Liam felt sheepish. Ah for feck’s sake.
Here we go. One thing for another man to notice these things, and another bleedin’ thing to bring it up.
He supposed, though, that after all these years, Tanner had earned the right.
“Alright now, it’s been less than a year, Tanner…”
“Liam.” Tanner pointed in Liam’s direction and stared down his stubby finger. “Don’t ye start with me like I’m some sort of feckin’ eejit. Anyone with half a wit could see that ye and Mairaed were no match. I told yer father years ago to let that go. Ye haven’t been happy for ages, and there’s no pretending with me now, boy.”
Liam laughed in spite of himself, shaking his head. Boy? “Alright, Sherlock, sure nothing gets past yer eagle eye.” He shuffled his glass on the table, swirling the half-drunk pint.
Tanner gave him a side eye as he took a sip of his own drink. 
“And, to be honest now, yer not wrong, Tanner,” Liam continued, glancing towards Jess, who was sitting with Orla again with her back to him, and sighed heavily.
“So?” Tanner nodded in her direction.
“So she’s married, like.”
A glass slammed down beside Liam, sloshing a hoppy brew. “Oy, she’ll be ‘right, ay.” Hayden yanked the cloth off of Tanner’s shoulder and lazily mopped at the spilled drink. “Who’s married?”
Great. Liam’s eyes rolled to the top of his head. Just what I need.
Tanner spoke up, “Yer one, the Canadian.”
“Who?” He slopped the wet cloth down in front of Tanner and lifted his chin in thanks. “Jess? Oh, she’s not married, mate.” Hayden cocked his head at Liam. “I mean, she was, but sad story, ay.”
Liam’s eyes went wide, looking from Hayden to Tanner, and taking a deep sip of his Murphy’s. He didn’t know what to say, but Hayden kept right on talking, so it didn't matter much, anyway.
“Yeah, I reckon she’s trying to figure herself out, ya know? Like, it’s been five years but she hasn’t been with anyone… not sure if she’s ready, ay?” He downed the rest of his beer and motioned to Tanner for another. “I mean, I thought we might have a go the other night, but nah.” His words were lazy and slurred, but Tanner filled his glass anyway, and Hayden tipped it with a “cheers” before walking away.
Liam finished his beer in silence as Tanner moved to the other end of the bar, busying himself with end-of-day jobs. Sad story, he thought. What the fuck does that mean, then? He had so many questions, wanted all the goss.
Well, that wasn’t true, exactly.
He wanted to know her, as she was now, in the way that he had shared about himself, though it seemed that that moment had passed. He’d been pretty clear that he was leaving, and what kind of absolute muppet would walk back up to someone, only to reveal that he’d heard about her sad as feck life, and could he ever score with her, now?
He shook his head. A bleedin’ shite arse, that’s who.
Liam slid off his stool, raised a hand to Tanner in thanks, and headed out the door, the tinkle of the bell audible only to him amidst the noise.
It was cooler now with the sun down, and refreshing after the sweaty, malt-warmth of the pub. He ran a hand through his hair as he started for home, and thought about his conversation with Jess. He felt a flash of something hot coarse through his body as he remembered just how much he’d shared with her tonight. Jaysus, man. She’d hardly got a word in edgewise. He rolled his eyes.
She’d asked about him, probably to be polite, he realised now, and he’d been unable to stop himself from telling her everything. All about his dad and the business and the empty, messed-up marriage that he’d never wanted. He’d confided about the cheating and how he was thankful for it, in a way, and had gone on at length about his teaching and house and garden. The words had poured out of him—had finally freed themselves.
And she’d listened. Really listened.
He ran a hand over his jaw and shoved the other in his pocket as he realised that this had been the first time that he had ever truly felt heard. He chuckled incredulously at how he’d continued talking, on and on, hungry for her attentiveness. The way he’d watched her face change as he’d spoken—concern, heartbreak, delight. The way his own heart had ached as he’d listened to her little murmurs of encouragement, as though they were a long-awaited salve for his soul.
He kicked at a pebble on the footpath. Liam had been lonely for so long, and her company had been easy—comfortable.
He’d felt like he could be himself. Christ, he thought, feeling a little scarlet. Even Tanner seemed to have noticed the difference.
Had Liam truly thought he was fooling everyone, pretending to be happy? Maybe he wasn’t as good an actor as he’d thought. He looked up at the sky, at the way the clouds were shifting and mingling, seemingly in step, like a ballroom full of shadows.
He tightened his jaw and set his gaze on the footpath in front of him. But if others did see through him, he considered, maybe that meant they just didn’t care. He scoffed, reminded of how alone he’d always been, and then caught himself, decidedly grateful for Tanner’s perceptiveness and honesty. Liam liked that he never could pretend with him. Tanner had always been there; he couldn’t forget that. And now, maybe, even if he never saw her again, he sort of felt like Jess was, too. 
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An hour later, and with the crowd fully inebriated, Tanner began to turn the lights up, signalling the end of the night. 
“Right then, so. Time for ye lot to get on to home,” he called out, hands drumming on the bar, as his practised voice projected across the crowd.
Ciara slid out of the booth and gave Jess a squeeze and a kiss on the cheek, asking if she wanted to share a cab. Jess waved her off and began collecting glasses from the tables and carrying them up to the bar. She couldn’t leave a mess like that for Tanner, especially not after he had been good enough to let them all stay on like that.
“Don’t be troublin’ yerself with all that now, girlie,” he said, as she slid four glasses across the bar.
“Who says I’m troubled?” she shot back with a cheeky grin, before skipping up the step to retrieve more.
Tanner shook a finger playfully at her. “Keep goin’ like that and ye’ll be after my job!”
She just smiled back, ushering the last few folks out the door. Aine and Orla left utterly debilitated, breathing stale whiskey promises to call her the next day. Hayden and Maeve practically carried Sean out. Apparently, with a little one at home, it had been a while since he’d had a night out.
At last, the pub was empty, and it was just Jess and Tanner. She brought the remainder of the glasses behind the bar, and he loaded them into the dishwasher.
“Put this gem in a few years back,” he said proudly, tapping the front of it. “Best decision of my life, I tell ye.”
Jess chuckled. “No doubt! You’ve more than put in your washing time, I’d say.” A too-long pause settled between them, and she glanced around to see if there was more rogue tableware that needed collecting.
There was nothing.
“Um—” she started, turning back to him.
Tanner sighed, raising an eyebrow at her. “Saw ye talkin’ to our Liam, so.”
Sure that she was blushing, she looked down and started fiddling with the bobby pins in her hair.
“Sure, I remember when ye were up at the College,” he continued, pushing in the dish racks and closing the washer door, “and he was mad for ye! Oh, he told me about one night after ye two had been out with some of the other lads, and he laid one on ye over by the rugby pitch.” Tanner chuckled and shook his head. “Oh, ye can’t imagine how scarlet he was when he told me about that. Didn’t want to at first, now, but I could tell there was somethin’ on his mind. I finally told him, ‘out with it,’ and he came clean like he always does. Sure he was completely mortified, now.”
Jess clapped a hand to her forehead, dropping a pin, and turning scarlet herself.
“Oh my God,” she groaned, bending down to collect the pin. “He told you about that?”
Tanner nodded and turned on the dishwasher. They were quiet for a moment, and Jess gratefully let the hum of the washer fill the silence as she rounded the bar and leaned her hands on a stool.
“You know,” she said quietly, “I have never forgotten about that. I sometimes wonder what would have happened if I hadn’t freaked out like such an eejit.” She rolled her eyes.
Tanner circled the bar and began awkwardly, adjusting the stools with the look of someone desperate to hide their curiosity on his face as he listened.
Maybe it was all the beer, but Jess was suddenly unable to stop herself, her usual reservation drowned out by the local brew.
“I’ve actually thought about him quite a bit over the years, and was so nervous to see him again…  and then I spilled hot tea all over him. Classic Jess move.” She rolled her eyes as she hand-talked her way through this too-much-information moment. “When we met again later, it seemed like we had a moment—but I wasn’t sure—then we had another one… but we got interrupted, and he just got up and left, and—” She caught herself and shook her head. “Damn. I’m rambling. Shoot, Tanner. This is super awkward. Sorry. I’ll get going.”
Jess began assembling her things from the stool beside her, clumsily, dropping first her jacket and then her phone.
“Shit,” she gasped, flapping her shaky hands.
“Sit down, Jess.” Tanner was gentle but firm.
He bent down, picked up her jacket and phone, and stuffed them in her bag before pushing it to the side of the bar. With the practised ease of a barman, he was back behind it, and filling a pint glass full of ice. He set it in front of her.
Reluctantly, Jess picked up a cube and popped it into her mouth, sucking on it slowly, letting the ice melt and trickle down her throat. She inhaled deeply and tried to slow her breathing. The cold helped.
Tanner stood behind the bar with his arms crossed, watching her. “There, now,” he soothed.
“Mmmhf thorry.” The words garbled around the cube and she swallowed, painfully. “I’m sorry, Tanner,” she said again. “I don’t usually… go on like that.”
“Haven’t ye heard the one about the pub owner, Jess?”
“A joke?” she queried, a little puzzled, mouth full of ice again.
“You know the one where the bookie, the rugby player, and the priest all walk into the pub and yer man behind the bar says, ‘What’s yer poison?’… and then they all spend the rest of the night telling him their problems?”
She snorted.
“Alright so,” he continued, “why don’t ye ever just tell me what’s plaguing ye, girl.”
She gave a tired smile, swirling a finger through the ice in her cup. “Coming here,” she started, “has been mixed. I’ve been… happy. It feels like a second chance, almost. But also like… a betrayal, you know?” She twisted her lips and sat back on the stool. “I thought my life would be different, Tanner. I had—have, this great job. I was married. Darren, he was… everything.” She paused, looking down for a moment before continuing, “I managed to get pregnant—which wasn’t easy. We had this whole life planned for the three of us.”
Tanner’s face was soft and kind as she spoke. He lowered himself gently to a hideaway stool behind the bar, leaning on the counter with his chin in his hands as he listened. 
“And then…” she said slowly, swallowing hard.
Talking about the details of Darren’s death still gripped her like a violent ghost, and she felt a crushing tightness in her chest. Tanner reached out and took her hand in his as she plucked painfully at the memories that she kept so carefully guarded in her mind.
“…there was this accident.”
She inhaled deeply and cleared her throat, factual now, like an ambivalent news reporter. “Darren worked from home when he didn’t need to be on-site—he was a… Contractor, for construction, you know?”
Tanner nodded.
“He came to meet me for lunch near my office. Our usual spot was closed, randomly, so we grabbed fajitas from the food truck in the square and sat by the fountain. It was early summer, but like a weirdly warm day, and I was tired—pregnant, right?—so I’d decided to take the afternoon off.” She took a deep breath. “On our way home, Darren said he might as well make a quick stop by the work site.”
She shifted in her seat, sitting up straighter. “It was bizarre, you know? We hit every red light on the way there… like some force was trying to hold us back.” She shook her head. “I was so annoyed with the traffic. I kept nagging him about just wanting to get home, so he ran the last red light. It was one of those four ways, you know the ones? With the red lights? The streets were empty, and he just went for it—to make me happy. He was like that.”
Tanner pursed his lips and nodded, sympathetic.
“When we got there, Darren parked and I sat in the truck to call work. He went to talk to the Foreman. And…” Her voice wavered.
“It was like… slow motion. One minute I was on the phone, you know, talking to my boss and looking at Darren, hearing his laugh. He was maybe… twenty feet away?” She choked on her words, and reached out, grasping the counter to steady herself. 
“The next minute, I saw the scaffolding above him start to come loose. But like, I was frozen, just trying to figure out what I was looking at. Then I saw it shift, and I remember thinking, That’s going to fall. It was like… I was screaming on the inside, but my voice just wouldn’t work, you know, and I was trapped in this, like… useless body. I tried to get out of the truck—” She held up her hands, peering at them. “—but they wouldn’t work, either. I couldn’t get my seat belt undone.”
She whisked away the first tear as it fell.
When she started again, her voice was an angry rumble. She spoke with her teeth clenched, eyes fixed on something behind Tanner like she was seeing into the past.
“…and there was this awful silence of construction… crap… falling through the air, and then the pounding of it all coming down on top of him. On top of Darren.”
Tanner circled the bar and put his burly arms around her, pulling her in tight as she cried into his chest, beating it with her fists, tears soaking his shirt.
“I JUST SAT THERE! I DID NOTHING! DO YOU KNOW WHY HE WAS OUT OF THE HOUSE, TANNER? BECAUSE OF ME. HE SHOULDN’T HAVE BEEN THERE! HE WASN’T SUPPOSED TO BE THERE!”
She snarled and spat, and he just held her—tears and snot and screams and all.
Her voice shook and broke. Tears streamed down her face as she gasped for air, her words spurting and volcanic, until finally, everything had poured out of her.
“He just crumbled.” She looked up at Tanner, eyes red and glassy.
He let one hand go of her just long enough to wipe it across his face and pinch at the tears in his eyes.
Her voice was small now as she spoke into his chest. “He was so sturdy, Tanner. He always seemed invincible, right? Kind of immovable. But the drywall and concrete—and his body just buckled, like a broken frame… like a mangled daddy long-legs.” She gagged on the words, her body suddenly recalling how she’d vomited as she watched the firefighters and paramedics remove Darren from the rubble.
Tanner pulled her in tighter and rested his cheek on her head. She could hear him sniffle quietly. They stayed like that for a long time as she fell apart in his arms; his deep breathing and the steady drum of his heartbeat offering a lifeline of reality for her to cling to.
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Liam was one block from home before he felt in his pocket and realised that he was missing his phone.


“Ah, feck,” he sighed, exasperated, and throwing his head up to the clouds.
He paused for a moment, wondering if he should just carry on home or turn around and retrieve his phone, but remembered that he’d promised to call Cathal in the morning. Liam spun on his heel and strode back the way he came, this time with a brisker pace and less appreciation for the freshness of the evening. Now, he was just cold.
He rubbed his hands together as he walked, arms wrapping tight around his body so as not to let in any unnecessary breeze. Outside of gardening and dining on a patio, Liam avoided the outdoors. He detested the cold and wet, and being apart from his usual creature comforts was just inhumane, as far as he was concerned. Perhaps, he thought, this stemmed from that nightmarish school out-trip to Skibbereen when he was ten.
He cringed, thinking about the morning he’d woken up, drenched in an Arctic sweat and unable to open his own eyes. His face, red and disfigured, had been entirely swollen from mosquito bites. He recalled the sensation—and horror—of touching his face, and not recognizing it as his own. He’d felt so utterly lost, alone in the tent, features indiscernible.
Little Liam had grasped desperately for his glasses, which, of course, offered no help, so he’d just sat there, shivering, on his sweat-logged sleeping bag, for what felt like an eternity. Eventually, it was Sean who’d come in and screamed, followed closely by a ‘Jesus fockin’ Christ, Liam! Whatever is the matter wich-ye?’ which had made Liam laugh. Sean had all but carried him back to the lodge, where the nurse pumped him full of antihistamines, and his face had slowly deflated. It had taken a few hours, and he was still sore even after the swelling had gone.
Now, looking up at the sky and taking a deep breath of the crisp evening air, he rubbed a hand along his chin reflexively, almost as though he needed to check that it was still there and hadn’t fused with his neck in another morbid insect attack. He shuddered, but not from the cold.
The real kicker had been when he’d phoned home from the nurse’s office. The nurse had spoken to his parents and then handed the phone to Liam. He’d wanted to go home. He’d never wanted to be there in the first place. His father—who had been on the other end of the line—had refused his plea.
“Liam,” he’d said curtly, “your mother and I are hosting the Byrnes and we can’t have you here looking like a damn leper.”
“But Dad… I was scared, like…” he’d started, before his father had cut him off.
“I don’t want to hear it. Resilience doesn’t come without hardship. Do you think I got where I am being weak and undisciplined? Your dramatic reaction to this… obviously minor affliction, interrupted an important business meeting, and that is unacceptable. Go back and fit in. Be more of a laugh, Liam. Don’t mope. You’ll make everyone around you miserable.”
Liam had hung on the line even after his father had left the call, tears rolling down his face. His face—his father—it had all stung.
***
By the time he reached Tanner’s for the second time that day, Liam was in a state.
“Christ, man,” he mumbled to himself, “get out of yer feckin’ head.”
He was prone to this.
Perhaps it was his introverted tendency—this getting stuck in his head—or maybe that happened to everyone. He would catch himself from time to time, thinking about these darker memories, or playing out a whole scenario in his head that inevitably went sideways. It always ended the same way—with Liam hurting his own feelings. When he reached the glow of the lamplight outside the pub, he shook his head, berating himself. Why in Christ’s name can’t I just have normal thoughts?
The street was deserted and a little eerie. A cool breeze rippled through the tree branches and created odd movements at the edge of the shadows. The light inside the pub was still on and he let out his breath, relieved. He put a hand on the doorknob and peered in the window, but was stopped by what he saw inside.
There was Tanner with his arms around… Jess? Oh, he’s definitely taking the piss, now. He surprised himself with this initial reaction. Foremost, he felt a tightness in his chest—an irritation, that someone else would have their arms around her; and second most, that it would be Tanner. He knows I like her! His inside voice was still pubescent, apparently. Jaysus Liam. He shook his head. Yer really being a bit extra, now. Tanner’s not going after Jess, like.
Taking a deep breath and looking again, he realised that their embrace was different—parental, almost. Tanner was holding Jess, just holding her—and, by the way her shoulders were hunched, her body collapsed into him, she looked sad. Empty.
Tanner looked up and met Liam’s gaze through the window. Liam raised his eyebrows as if to ask, ‘Should I come in?’ but Tanner shook his head, ever so slightly, without alarming Jess. Liam let go of the doorknob and turned, standing still a moment under the lamppost. He smiled thoughtfully. Sure, maybe Tanner’s feels like home for Jess, too.
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Slowly, she noticed, her body shifted from rigid and angry, to drained and sagging against Tanner. She was exhausted. She’d never really just let it all out before—never heard herself say those things aloud; her silent shame, that Darren’s death was her fault.
Tanner was propping her up now, easing her back onto the stool. He pulled up another and sat close, putting both of his hands on hers.
“I lost the baby, Tanner,” she whispered. “It was all my fault, and I lost our baby, too.” She feared, deep down, that somehow, losing the baby was punishment; like she wasn’t deserving anymore.
He gave her hands a warm squeeze and put his face close to hers, speaking gently, but with conviction. “Listen, girl. This. Was. Not. Your. Fault. Ye’ve been through somethin’ no one should ever have to go through, but ye didn’t cause it. Nor were ye deservin’ of it, I know that for sure.”
She let out another sob and sniffled hard. Her head hurt from all the crying and the beer, which had already released its grip on her senses, leaving them raw. He grabbed a pile of napkins and handed them to her. She blew her nose and took a deep breath, letting it out slow and ragged.
For the first time, really, she looked into Tanner’s face. It was weathered and craggy. He had the form of a man who’d been fit in his day, but whose body had settled in his later years; the steadfast priorities of a family man having taken shape around his middle. A kindness and a generosity shone out of him in a way that she hadn’t noticed before. She’d always seen him as just the rough diamond pub owner, but she could picture him now as a husband and father.
“Oh, Tanner, I’m sorry for—” she started.
“Don’t ye be apologisin’ ’’ to me,” he interrupted. “Ye’ve been givin’ yerself a real hard time, by the sounds of it. Maybe it’s time ye apologise to yerself now.” He gave her a pointed look.
She offered a weak smile and nodded. He stood and reached behind the bar, grabbed an electric blue windbreaker, and draped the jacket over her shoulders.
Plucking his keys off the hook on his belt, he said, “C’mere Jess, I’ll drop ye back wherever y’are stayin’.”
She was too empty to argue, and too tired to feel any more guilt for taking up his night with her problems. She hugged the jacket around herself, inhaling the scent of him— smoke mixed with something musky—and let him carry her bag to the entrance. He nodded to the wall beside the door and she flicked the light switch as she followed him out.
***
Tanner drove the few short minutes back to the hostel. She was grateful for the ride because it was much cooler by the time they left the pub. She tried to make conversation on the ride, asking him about his family and summer plans, and he obliged. Perhaps he would have been more comfortable with silence but maybe he sensed her determination for reciprocity, indulging her with a few details about his own life.
He spoke with deference about his wife of forty years, smiling as he shared little details about the cafe that she’d opened after retiring early from her career as a secretary. Even in the low light of the car, she caught the pride in his eyes when she asked about his son and learned that he’d graduated with Honors. He’d be starting at UCC in the Fall, and his daughter was finishing her degree in Montreal. She hoped she would remember these details for the next time she saw him.          
***
Her limbs felt heavy with exhaustion as she waved goodbye and buzzed into the hostel lobby.  Each step of the stairs felt laboured, like walking through molasses. She steadied herself on the wall as she climbed. The beer was long gone from her system, and only the caustic sting of emotional fatigue remained.
She paused in the hallway outside her room. The fluorescent lights against the bright blue walls of the hall were a stark contrast to the dim pub and street lights. She squinted. It was hard on the eyes.
Jess thought she could hear voices. Is that the TV on in Hayden’s room? She took a few steps forward towards the muffled sound. What’s he doing up? It was four o’clock in the morning. Had he been awake this whole time?
She stood outside his door with her arm raised, trying to decide if she should knock. Maybe he has company, she considered, but then TV? Really? She knocked, hesitantly, hoping she was right about him being alone. The TV voices ended abruptly and a shuffling of footsteps followed. The door swung open, revealing Hayden in his boxers, looking like he had been sleeping. She took note of his tanned, toned body. Not bad, H. He’d been keeping up with his water polo, evidently.
“Sorry, Hayden…” She tugged at the sleeve of Tanner’s jacket. “I thought maybe you were still up.”
“Jess!” he exclaimed, rubbing his eyes. “Nah, I was… must’ve dozed off. I texted you heaps. You ‘right?”
“Oh, shit, sorry.” She pulled out her phone and scrolled through the messages, seeing three and a missed call from him. She sighed. “Just a long night. How’d you get on?”
“Right, yeah.” He leaned casually on the door frame, rubbing the back of his neck. “Took us a while to wrangle Sean into a cab.” He winced. “I reckon his wife’s got a mess on her hands tomorrow.”
Jess gave a tired chuckle. “Yikes. Rough go… what about you?”
“Kinda hooked up with Maeve, actually, but she didn’t want to stay over. Just been waiting up to see if you were alright, and passed out, I guess.”
“Wow, Maeve, eh?” she nodded, approvingly.
He shrugged, a tired grin on his lips. “So… what happened to you, ay?” He had a good look at her now that he was fully awake. “You been crying, Jess?”
“Ugh, yeah. I had the biggest meltdown at Tanner’s after everyone left. I kind of let it all out. It was a bit embarrassing, but… I feel better… I think?” She looked down at her shoes.
Hayden looked sympathetic. “Anything I can do?”
“Um… actually, I was wondering if I could sleep with you? I mean, not ‘sleep with, sleep with,’ but like, sleep in here, with you?”
He nodded and moved aside in the doorway to let her pass. She dropped her bag and Tanner’s jacket on the floor by the dresser, and went to wash her face in the bathroom sink, the warm water serving as a salve on her skin after the inner turmoil she’d expelled that evening. Cupping her hand to scoop up some water, she rinsed her mouth with a little of Hayden’s toothpaste, and used the cheap hand soap to remove her makeup in careless strokes.
He appeared in the doorway, holding a shirt for her, and averted his eyes as she started to peel off her romper and bra, leaving them in a heap on the floor. Jess was grateful for their unspoken understanding as he ducked away from the bathroom. Friends first, always.
Hayden was already in bed with a mystery novel when she stepped out. He pulled back the covers and she crawled in, the sheets cool against her bare legs. She stretched like a sleepy kitten, before pulling up the blankets and nuzzling into the soft, overstuffed pillows and letting out a sigh of relief.
“Thanks, Hayden,” she yawned, her eyes already half-closed.
“You bet, ay,” he said quietly, running a hand through her hair.
He reached up and turned out the light with a click, and she was smiling as she fell asleep.




Liam
Sunday Morning, Number 7, St. Luke’s Avenue


Liam stood at the kitchen window, peering out at the street, and drinking deeply from the tall glass of cold water in his hand. It had been a late, and rather mixed night, between his conversation with Jess and then Tanner, and his wee-hours walk to and from the pub in search of his phone. His phone!
“Shite,” he mumbled, hurriedly putting his glass in the sink with a clang and checking his watch. Feck. It was still too early to grab it. Tanner wouldn’t be there until eleven thirty. Liam drummed his knuckles on the counter. There was nothing he could do but wait a few hours.
He circled the narrow kitchen island and opened the pristine, white refrigerator—new, since he’d bought the place—and reached for the marmalade. Grabbing a spoon from the drawer with one hand, he nudged the fridge closed with his socked foot, before sinking onto the cool, hardwood floor. Liam dipped into the jar, retrieving an ample spoonful, and popped the whole gob in his mouth, savouring the spicy citrus as it melted over his tongue.
His colleague, Grainne,[47] had made it. He wasn’t normally a marmalade man but had accepted her gift graciously, of course, and since discovered that her secret recipe—that most certainly included ginger—was a Godsend.
Grainne, secretary for the History department at UCC, and certifiably brilliant cook, took every opportunity to showcase her most marvellous morsels. According to herself, every day was a good day for baking, but she only allowed her favourites among the department staff to benefit from her passion.
Liam chuckled, spooning another heap, and supposing that by the time he got to be her age, he might be less inclined towards people-pleasing as well; although, something about Grainne made him think that she’d never given a right shite about what other people thought.
Once, around his birthday, she’d whipped up these wee chocolate-hazelnut sweets that were melt-in-your-mouth, the sort that made the heart cry out for more.  She was willing to share most recipes, but not that one—or the marmalade. He’d already tried to charm her into giving them up, but that Grainne was a steel trap. She’d tipped her fuschia glasses low on her nose and looked at him pointedly. “I don’t think so, young man,” she’d declared.
Liam slowly slid another spoonful of the delicious confection into his mouth, and let the flavours roll over his tongue. His eyes fell to the underside of the cabinets, noting that they could use a sweep. He rolled his eyes. There was always something that needed doing.
He gazed up and around at the kitchen, the only one that had ever been just his. He’d shared his first apartment in College with Simon, his roommate, but his mother had insisted on outfitting it with expensive furniture and appliances. Simon had thought this influx of pomp was outstanding, but Liam had legitimately been looking forward to life in a student gaff.[48] It had felt like a right of passage—living with little money and next to no furniture, friends crashing over on a random spare mattress.
The apartment had instead been designed with workspaces for both of them, leather couches, and a cleaning lady twice per week. Nothing was to distract him from his studies, or take away from his status as the offspring of one of Cork’s most prominent business families.
He rolled his eyes, thinking about how this imbroglio had all come with strings attached. His parents had interfered with College by speaking directly with his professors, and it had seemed like there were eyes everywhere on campus. If he ever stepped out of line, his parents had known—and had held their generosity and his familial responsibility over him. Fear and shame had been the twined ropes of the parenting noose in the Walsh household, and as the oldest child, he bore the brunt of his parents' expectations.
The next kitchen had belonged to Mairead, really, even though Liam enjoyed cooking more than she did. It was designed according to her taste, which mirrored that of his father. Stainless steel appliances, granite countertops, and cool grey cupboards lined the walls. Bright white light from the overhead fixtures had bounced off of the high-gloss white tiles that had covered the floor. There’d been a stainless steel island in the middle of the kitchen, and a matching pot hanger overhead.
On paper, he thought, it had been everything a good cook would need. But Liam had hated that kitchen. To him, making and sharing food was an invitation for warmth and connection. Warmth couldn’t thrive in the morgue-like sterility of that space.
This kitchen, however—his kitchen—was a fresh canvas. It was bare-bones and country-style when he’d bought the house six months ago. He had been doing some of the work himself—painting and such—but had hired a contractor for the more structural work of fitting new appliances and removing the outdated half-wall that separated the kitchen and traditional dining space. He glanced over at what was now a wide through-fare. Where someone else might have put a dining table, Liam had instead extended the kitchen with a sort of open pantry-come-library. It housed a dramatic, red brick fireplace that spanned ceiling to floor, with built-in oak shelves on either side. He smiled to himself as he swirled the spoon in the marmalade jar. This space conveyed so much warmth; exactly what a home should feel like.
In the move, Liam had rediscovered some tiles that he’d bought years ago during a business trip to Portugal. Touring the ruins and caves of Conimbriga had felt like stepping back in time. He knew enough about Roman history that he could picture people there, living and working and defending the once-whole settlement. When he’d gazed up at the fractions of the aqueduct that remained, he’d closed his eyes and imagined the flow of water, and what it would have sounded like as it sloshed along the sides of the stone—a boyish rumination. He’d pictured himself being carried away by the current.
From the ruins, he’d spied a stand just outside the site with a hunched elderly man at its helm, selling the most exceptionally hand-painted tiles. The old man had had numerous containers of them—some in odd sizes—but Liam hadn’t cared. He lived for history and travel and colour, and these carefully crafted tiles had felt like little pieces of himself that had been waiting to be unearthed. He’d paid handsomely for all the crates with the same design—non-uniform chunks and all. He didn’t dare leave bits of his soul behind.
The boxes had gone into storage at Tanner’s upon his return to Ireland. The artful tiles that had spoken so much to his heart felt too personal to keep anywhere that didn’t feel like home, and Tanner’s, Abhaile, was the closest.
Tanner had reminded Liam about the dusty boxes in the basement of the pub when he’d separated from Mairead and bought the cottage. They had been the first boxes into the new house, and now the tiles adorned the kitchen walls.  For the first time in his life, he felt at home.
Liam looked down and realised that he’d eaten half the jar of marmalade. He shrugged and took a final spoonful, before heaving himself off the floor and popping the jar back into the fridge.
He wandered through the pantry and into the living room where his laptop sat on the table, flopped onto the couch, and stretched his feet across to the sectional, pulling the computer onto his lap. Opening his inbox and seeing yet another email from Mairead, he hovered for a moment over her name in bold at the top of his screen, and decided against reading it. Instead, he sent an email to Cathal, suggesting that they reschedule their call on account of his phone being out of commission. It was Sunday, after all, and he would rather spend the day in the garden, anyway, than retrieve his phone only to talk business, even if his brother could use the help.
Cathal replied right away with a Zoom link, much to Liam’s disappointment, and Liam checked his watch again. Guess I know what I’ll be doing this morning then, so.




jess
Sunday Morning, Sheila’s Hostel


Jess woke with a pounding headache and squinted her eyes shut quickly after they’d caught the bright morning light through the window. The bed felt roomy, and she heard the shower running. She stretched her arms and legs, taking up the whole bed, and then scrunched herself into a little ball with the blankets tight around her.
The water came to a halt, and a moment later, Hayden came out with a towel wrapped around his waist. She caught herself staring at his towel-tousled hair, and at his skin, flushed from the heat. Jesus, am I this thirsty? Mooning over half-naked Hayden—
“Take a picture, Jess, it’ll last longer, ay!” he joked, bending down to grab his jeans off the floor beside the bed.
She laughed and dove under the covers, only a little embarrassed.
“How’d ya sleep?” he asked.
“Pretty good, actually,” she said, popping her head out. “Thanks for letting me crash in here. I… needed to not be alone, you know?” She sat up. “What about you? Hope I didn’t keep you up.”
“Well, you’re a blanket hog for sure, and I’m pretty sure you grabbed my ass…” He looped his belt and reached for his watch, trying to look serious.
“I did not!” she shrieked, nudging him from under the blanket with her foot. “You wish, anyway.”
He just smiled. “Seriously, though, you doing better this morn’? Sounds like it was a rough night.”
“Yeah, aside from this headache, I actually do feel a lot better. A bit lighter, I think. Man, that Tanner is a good egg.” She slid the elastic out of her hair, yanking when it got caught on a few knots, and reassembled her long locks atop her head. “I still have his jacket, so I’ll take that back this morning and collect the car, too. Maybe bring him something to say thanks… a plant, maybe? Or cookies?” Jess raised her eyebrows and looked at Hayden expectantly.
“Either?” He shrugged. “It’s the thought, ay?”
“True.” She studied her nails. “You have anything on today?”
“Nah, yeah… got some work stuff to do,” he said, muffled, as he dragged his shirt over his head, and then sat down to wrangle his socks. “A few edits for a story I was working on back home. According to my boss, they can’t wait two days ‘til I’m back in the office.”
Jess criss crossed her legs under her, propping her elbows on her knees. “What’s your story about?”
“Traditional Maori sport and games, actually.” Hayden turned to face her on the bed and ran a hand through his hair. “Can’t remember if I told you, but turns out my sister and I have some Maori ancestry on my dad’s side, so I’ve been trying to learn more about the culture.”
Jess raised her eyebrows, cheeks high in an expectant little smile. “No kidding! How is that—what does that mean?”
“Yeah, I don’t really know.” He sighed and ran a hand along the comforter. “Found out pretty recently. It’s weird. Part of me feels like an imposter—like I don’t have the right to claim that part of me. But, I also want to learn, you know? Be a part of Indigenous future.”
“Oh, wow,” she said, sucking in air. “That makes a lot of sense… both the wanting to be connected to your history and also feeling like it’s not okay to claim it. I don’t think you’re alone in that.” She gave a small, sympathetic smile.
He shrugged. “Researching a bit for work has been a start. Sport and games are for sure connected to, like, traditional figures of Maori culture and social celebrations, change of season, that kind of thing. Really interesting.”
“That’s so cool, all the different ways that culture shows up, yeah? Sounds like work has been a good vehicle for learning more.”
Hayden nodded. “Totally, right,” he said, standing up and walking to the little table by the window. “So much of my job is just reporting on everyday sport stuff, but I super liked this one. I think I want to try and find more history to include, especially when there are Indigenous roots. Two birds with one stone, ay?”
Grabbing his laptop off the table, he flopped back on the bed, crossing his feet. This was her cue to leave and she smiled to herself, having always appreciated his unapologetic communication.
“I’ll let you get to it, Hayden.” She smiled as she climbed out of the bed, smoothing the covers. “Thanks again.”
“Yeah, see you tonight, ay?” he said, opening up his computer. “I’m doing the Alumni Rugby this arvo, but we’ll figure something out.”
She gave him a salute and gestured to the shirt she was wearing. “Can I get this to you later?”
He nodded, and she grabbed her pile of clothes, calling out a goodbye as she swung open the heavy door.
Jess crossed the hall to her room and stepped inside, immediately feeling the chill from the open window on her bare legs. Closing it awkwardly with her arms full of clothes and shoes, she noticed the clear sky. The walk to Tanner’s would be welcome once some Tylenol kicked in.
She plopped the heap of clothes on the bed, then stripped off Hayden’s shirt, tossing it on the bed, too. Her skin, immediately gooseflesh in the cool of the room, left her scampering for the comfort of a shower. She turned on the water to warm, while she rummaged in her make-up bag for Tylenol. Popping one in her mouth, she hopped into the shower and took a gulp of the stream to wash down the chalky pill. The water was hot and her skin prickled, making her shiver, before she settled into its warmth. The high-pressure stream pelted down on her forehead—divine relief—and she stayed there until the pain meds had worked their magic.
***
Jess was waiting outside Abhaile at eleven thirty when Tanner rounded the corner in his little blue car, parking behind the pub. He came sauntering up the sidewalk and greeted her with a tired smile. Her heart sank a little. He’d been up extra late because of her.
“Jess!” he greeted her warmly.
God love ‘im. She thought to herself in the Irish way. Tired out, he still smiled and said her name like she was the only person he wanted to see that morning.
“Hey, Tanner,” she started. “Don’t worry, I won’t be staying. Just wanted to return your jacket… and bring you these! She held up the jacket and a small, fancy, striped box.
“Oh, well now.” He eyed the gift appreciatively. “Why don’t ye come in for a moment, then.”
She followed Tanner into the pub. It was a bit odd to be there so early in the day, with the light streaming in through the bay window at the front, and all of the booths and benches empty. She waited until Tanner’s hands were free, and then passed the jacket to him over the bar.
“Thank you again for last night, Tanner,” she said, passing him the box next.
He opened the lid, and a broad smile crept across his face. “My favourite!” he exclaimed, biting into one of the chocolate digestives. “Good girl, yourself!” He held the box out to her.
She graciously waved away his offer, and he finished the cookie in two bites, starting immediately on another.
“The empty cookie package behind the bar was a good clue.” She grinned.
“Well, thanks, love. Say, did ye get some sleep after all that?” he asked through muffled cookie chewing.
“I did, thanks,” she said, nodding. “And you?” She winced, imagining that it couldn't have been much.
“Ah, sure, I sleep like a log. Always have, love, not a bother about that, now. My Margaret, she jokes I’d sleep through the end of the world.”
She chuckled.
“So, how long are ye in town, then?” he asked, leaving the box on the bar and dusting the cookie crumbs from his hands. Opening the dishwasher, he started to remove the now-clean glasses from the night before.
“Um, I’m supposed to drive back to Dublin tomorrow, so… just today. I do have a meeting scheduled for tomorrow morning at UCC.” She shrugged. “I’ll leave after that, I guess.”
The little bell above the door jingled.
“Ye goin’ to see our Liam before you go? Sure, he works at the University, ye know.”
She wrinkled her nose, not knowing what to say, and glanced at the door, her breath catching when she saw Liam’s dimpled smile.
“Who’s seeing our Liam, then?” he said, shutting the door behind him.




Liam
Sunday Morning, St. Luke’s Avenue


“Jaysus feckin’ Christ,” Liam muttered. The call with Cathal had taken longer than he’d hoped, and his brother had gotten on his nerves. When he’d stepped down, Liam had been very clear about the extent to which he would continue involvement in the family business, and that it was only until Cathal was fully settled into his role. He had also been clear that he would not be reconnecting with their father anytime soon, yet it seemed like every time they talked, Cathal went on and on about how Liam needed to be the bigger person and be more grateful for everything their father had given him.
He slammed his laptop shut—harder than necessary, and certainly harder than was good for the machine—and stood up quickly, pacing around the room. He could feel the irritation in his chest, tight like a stretched rubber band ready to snap, and his skin was hot and prickly. He wished he wasn’t still so easily triggered by the mention of his father—or by his brother, for that matter.
He supposed it was more fodder for therapy.
Liam looked at his watch. It was eleven twenty. Tanner should be almost in now, so. He took a glance in the hall mirror and ran a hand through his hair, leaving it a little messy. It was only Tanner, after all. With keys in his mouth, and one arm sliding a grey flannel shirt over his white v-neck, he tugged the front door shut behind him with his foot.
“Did ye forget to dress then, Liam,” came the sweet voice of his elderly neighbour, Mrs. Piggott.
“Just in a bit of a hurry now, Mrs. Piggot.” He waved, once both arms were in the shirt. He did not want to get stuck doing yard work for her—not that he minded most of the time, but today was not the day. “Sure, I could never compete with ye anyway, so why bother dressing at all?” Liam winked and smiled a winning smile, and she waved away his compliment, a rosy hue growing on her wrinkly cheeks.
“Oh, you,” she murmured.
Liam waved again, adjusted his collar, and headed down the street in the direction of the pub. He needed the walk after his call with Cathal, and quickened his pace, eager to get to Tanner’s to retrieve his phone—and perhaps also eager to find out about what had happened with Jess the night before. Would Tanner even tell me, now? he wondered. ‘C’mere to me, boy, sure that’s none o’ yer business.’ He could hear Tanner’s voice in his mind, and shook his head, chuckling.
He made the walk in record time—twenty minutes—arriving just a little out of breath. He stood outside for a moment, inhaling deeply and slowing his breathing, before reaching for the door handle. The familiar tinkle of the doorbell rang out and he could hear Tanner’s gravelly voice from inside, just out of sight.
“Ye goin’ to be seeing our Liam before you go? Sure he works at the University, ye know.”
They, whoever they were, were talking about him. Well, this was amusing. He half considered standing out of sight to listen, but knew the bell would have already given his presence away.
“Who’s seeing our Liam, then?” he asked, stepping in and shutting the door behind him.
As he came through the entryway and turned to face the bar, he saw Tanner in his usual place. Then his eyes fell on Jess, standing to the side, her bare legs on display under a short, airy dress. Liam caught himself staring.
He ran a hand over his unshaven jaw. Jaysus… He was used to being more composed—unflappable—among all the twenty-something students running around UCC, but it was always different when it came to Jess. His senses seemed to be firing double-time whenever she was around.
He felt self conscious suddenly, and jammed a hand in his pocket, running the other one up the back of his neck, further mussing his hair.
Tanner cleared his throat. “G’mornin,’ Liam!”
“Morning Tanner, Jess,” he said, nodding towards them, perhaps a little too formally.
Tanner grabbed Liam’s phone out from under the bar and slid it across the counter as Liam approached the bench. Then, towel slung over his shoulder, and another in his hands for the glasses, he continued emptying the dishwasher and wiping any water spots, before stacking them behind the bar.
Liam glanced at the floor and smiled to himself. With the things Tanner heard in the pub, he could write for the Irish Mirror if he wanted to. Tanner had always feigned ambivalence when it came to other folks’ lives, but really, he was as eager for news as any of the greedy goss-mongers that worked for the magazines. Liam saw right through him. Ye can’t pretend with myself now, either, he thought, hopping up on the bar, and swinging his legs to the other side smoothly.
Liam jumped down off the counter and Tanner half-turned, levelling Liam with a look that hatched a cackle from Jess behind them. Liam shot her a brazen smile over his shoulder before looking back to Tanner.
“Say, Tanner—” he sing-songed, “why don’t I do that for ye, now?” He boldly slid the towel off Tanner’s shoulder, lip between his teeth, when yet another look took root on Tanner’s face. Liam raised his eyebrows and cocked his head. “Sure, ye’ve loads to get done before ye open.”
Tanner’s scowl was betrayed by the playfulness in his eyes; a shared understanding passed between them. He winked, tossed his drying towel to Liam, and nodded to Jess before ducking down the narrow hall that led to his office.
Liam flung Tanner’s signature towel over his shoulder and took up the task of emptying the washer, handling the glasses confidently. It felt good to be behind the bar again, and it wasn’t lost on him that he was getting a second chance to be alone with Jess. He half-turned to see her rounding the bar with a box of biscuits, and cocked his head.
“So, how was the rest of yer night, then?” he asked, clearing his throat and trying to sound casual, like he didn’t know she’d been there late. He took note of a small tattoo on her inner forearm as he watched her slide the biscuit box under the bar, and wondered simultaneously what it meant and if she’d brought the bickies—how she’d known they were Tanner’s favourite—but didn’t ask about either. Somehow, both questions felt too personal.
“Oh, fine. Good.” She sighed, looking a bit aimless now. She fussed with the hem of her dress. “Lots of laughs, of course… and then I stayed late to help Tanner clean up, actually.”
Liam took note of her fingers at the hem of her dress, and briefly wondered if maybe she should just take that dress right off. Not now, Liam, Jaysus. Ye want to talk to her, remember? He put a polished glass on the shelf, reminding that obnoxiously eager part of him that he actually wanted to know about her evening—about her everything. What’s the story then, Jess?
“He’s such a good guy, you know,” she continued, smoothing her skirt, and running a hand along the surface of the bar. “I mean, I’m sure you know. He speaks well of you.”
“Ah, sure, he’s kind of been a second father to me, really. This place—” he gestured, another glass in his hand “—has been a home, to be honest. More of a home than anywhere else.”
“I can see that,” she said, glancing around the room and looking thoughtful.
Liam paused his work and took a deep breath, resting his hand on the counter. “C’mere, ehm… Hayden made a comment last night, ehm…” He trailed off, not really knowing how to say what he wanted to say.
Jess shifted her feet and gave an odd, quizzical smile.
Liam chuckled nervously and looked to the ceiling, as if that would help, and she laughed, stepping closer. Close enough that he had to take a deep, steadying breath.
“C’mon Liam, just say it, whatever it is, yeah?” She put her hand on top of his.
She’s touching me. Again. Jaysus, Jess, ye keep findin’ ways to put yer hands on me, and I definitely don’t want to stop ye because it’s a pure, feckin’ delight…but also c’mon, woman. Yer killin’ me now.
“So,” he puffed, pulling his hand out from under hers, “ehm, when ye’d mentioned that ye’d married yer man, I’d thought to myself, ‘Jaysus now, Liam, cop on[49] to yerself—would ye ever just stop with Jess, like.’ And so, I left. But then, on my way out now, Hayden made a comment about how ye were not… married. Anymore.” He winced as he waited for her response. Jaysus, Liam, that was beyond awkward now, ye absolute feckin’ bollocks.
Jess took a visible deep breath and raised her hands, adjusting the little clippy that was holding her hair together. “Yeah…” she began and then sighed. “Didn’t get a chance to tell you before you left, but… I lost my husband five years ago.” She paused, crossing her arms, and shook her head. “Workplace accident. One of those, wrong place, wrong time situations. It’s been really hard, to be honest.”
Liam’s heart sank. “Jaysus Christ almighty, Jess.” He looked down and rubbed a hand across his chin. “I’m so sorry, now—and sorry I brought it up. I imagine it’s painful. Shite like that—not that it’s shite, I mean it is, but—” He rolled his eyes. This was desperate, now. He was fucking this up royally.
She smiled, looking sympathetic to his plight, and put her hand next to his on the counter, pinkies touching. “I know what you mean, Liam. It’s ok. It is shite, really.”
He released a half-laugh. “What I mean is, things like that, ehm, they don’t ever really leave you, do they?”
“No, they don’t.” She scoffed. “I actually had a bit of a breakdown last night after everyone left.” She sighed. “Poor Tanner. He was so patient. It wasn’t my finest hour, that’s for sure.”
Liam nodded and cocked his head. “Ah, Tanner’s an alright sort for breakdowns. I’ve had, ehm, a few of those here myself, to be honest, now.” He offered a sympathetic smile, letting his fingers graze hers. “I’d say it’s part of the trainin’ when ye open a pub, like. But in any case, now, sounds like ye had one of those human moments my counsellor’s always bangin’ on about.” He slid his hand under hers and felt her clasp it. “Are ye alright? I’d say that’s rather a lot, now.”
Jess sighed again, heavily, and squeezed his hand gently. “Yes. I am.” She blew a strand of hair that had come loose from her braid. “It helped, you know, to get it all out. I guess part of me always blamed myself.” She offered a wobbly smile.
“Sorry, now, Jess,” he said quietly. “C’mere, I can’t even imagine what that must have been like—is, like. Do ye have some… I dunno, now… help with all that?”
“My friends have been great, yeah—and therapy. I’m super lucky that way.” She glanced down and then back up to him, holding his gaze. “And coming here, too, to be honest, has been really good. I kind of feel… alive again, you know?”
Something stirred deep inside him when he heard that. Liam nodded. He did know.
They stood quietly for a few moments. This is our thing, he mused. The silent gaze. He could hear Tanner in the back office, rummaging around and clicking the keys on his adding machine, tallying up from the previous night.
Jess leaned in, breaking their silence. “Is that an old-school adding machine?” she whispered.
“Yeah,” he chuckled under his breath. “Sure, Tanner’s a good sort, if a little outdated.”
“I guess putting in the dishwasher was a big step, then.” She bit her lip as she nodded to the machine, a little smile sneaking onto her cheeks.
“Oh, it was, now. Jaysus, he was agonizin’ for months, like!” Liam rolled his eyes and grinned.
“It’s gone awfully quiet out there, now,” came a low rumble, and Liam startled at the sound of Tanner’s voice from the back. “That bar might be able for a ride, but I sure as shite won’t be cleaning up after the two of ye.”
Liam froze, eyes wide, looking at Jess. Christ, now, Tanner, ye’ve such a way with words.
Jess’ hands flew to her mouth, barely stifling a guffaw. She was growing a little scarlet, too. Liam stepped back with his hands up, instinctively making room for that ever-popular Holy Ghost, and knocked a glass off the shelf.
It fell to the floor, smashing.
“Shite,” he breathed, wincing.
A coarse laugh echoed from Tanner’s office, and Liam looked to the ceiling, letting out a shuddering breath.
“Sorry, Tanner!” they bellowed in unison, like a couple of schoolchildren, and then snickered.
“Broom?” Jess asked.
Liam nodded to the closet just off the end of the bar, and she came back with a dustpan and broom, handing him the pan. He bent down and held the pan out for her to sweep into, keeping his eyes low when he realised that he could see up her dress. He swallowed and cleared his throat.
With the remains of the shattered glass in the bin, and Jess having taken up her position beside the counter again, Liam turned with an emphatic, ‘Now,’ to resume his work at the dishwasher. He bent forward to retrieve the next glass and smirked. She was watching.
“Ah, sure, this isn’t a show, now, Jess,” he said with a scoff. “Ye goin’ to just stand there, gawkin’ at my arse?” He shook his head and tsked. “I’m not just a piece of meat, ye know.” He polished the glass in his hand, and shot her a pointed look as he placed it on the shelf.
She bit her lip.
That’s it now. Ye just go on, so, and bite that lip of yers. Those lips were kryptonite.
“Not just a piece of meat, eh? So… you’re a bit of a piece of meat, then?” She deadpanned, eyebrows raised as she stepped towards him.
It was Liam’s turn for a lip-between-the-teeth moment.
“To be honest, Jess, I’m feeling a wee bit objectified. We Irish are rather egalitarian over here, now. Perhaps ahead of ye Canadians. We’d never just stand around, watchin’ someone do all the work, makin’ inappropriate comments, like.” He feigned disapproval as he retrieved another glass.
Jess leaned her hip against the bar and crossed her arms. “My apologies,” she started, sounding solemn. “I was clearly insensitive. I fear the patriarchy has ruined me—expecting you to do all the manual labour… while I watch.” She shook her head.
Liam chuckled as he worked the glassware, taking care to set it gently on the shelf.
“What I should have said,” she continued, “is that… you’re a premium cut.” She paused, offering a wry smile. “Of meat, I mean.”
“Is that right?” Liam looked incredulous as he swiped the towel from his shoulder and tossed it to her. “Ye’ll work for that, now,” he said, eyebrow cocked.
Jess fumbled it, and Liam chuckled. “Hand-eye coordination has never been my thing,” she mumbled, a blush rising in her cheeks.
Liam immediately felt bad for embarrassing her.
Only a little though. Humble Jess was pretty cute.
“C’mere,” he deadpanned. “Who do we blame for ye bein’ such a terrible catch? Have ye always been so desperate?”
Jess recovered herself and looked at him ruefully. “Who do we blame for you being so rude?” She shot him a playful side-eye. “Anyway, I’ve just never been good with balls. I mean, they’ve got to be pretty much right in my… face…” She winced, looking down suddenly, and playing with the towel in her hands. “For me to… catch them.” She pinched her lips together and slowly raised her wide eyes to look at him, as a scarlet hue spread over her cheeks.
Balls right in yer face now, Jess? Alright, so. Liam tried hard not to laugh as he watched an expression, that could only be described as utter mortification, take over her features.
“I mean—” she closed her eyes. “That’s not…”
He chuckled. “I’ll put them right in your hands next time then.” He paused. “The towels, I mean.”
Jess let out an airy little giggle, and Liam turned back to the washer, smiling to himself. He grabbed a glass and handed it to her for her to wipe.
They worked silently for a while, side by side, just sharing the space. Her scent, kind of woodsy and floral, he thought, hung in the air between them. Liam drank it in, savouring these moments where they could be comfortably quiet together.
She bent down to grab the last glass out of the dishwasher herself, and he closed it gently after her. Her arm brushed his as she reached for his towel off the counter, and he watched as she wiped the glass in slow, gentle circles. Liam inhaled, catching himself staring at the rhythmic movement of her hands.
It was oddly seductive.
As she stood on her toes, reaching across him to get the glass on the shelf, Liam suppressed the urge to slip his arms around her waist and kiss the back of her neck. He felt the heat from her body, magnetic, pulling him into her orbit. He bit the inside of his cheek to steady himself. What’s she doing to me, like?
Jess was folding the towels now, smoothing them gently as she lay them on the counter, and he watched the way her hands slid over the fabric, imagining how her hands would feel sliding over his body. He swallowed hard and leaned his forearms on the counter beside her, trying to quell his arousal.
He nodded back towards the bar. “Ehm, there’s a laundry basket under the bar,” he said, and then watched over his shoulder as she delicately fingered the lid of the basket to slip the towels inside.
He cleared his throat. “Ehm, Jess, ye’ve been through a lot. And sorry now if I’ve been... readin’ into things, like. I keep doin’ that with you, so it seems.”
She let the lid of the basket drop and stepped in close, laying a hand on his arm. Liam sucked in a breath and exhaled slowly through tight lips, his body burning to turn and grab her. To pull her into him. To bury himself in her scent—in her skin. He wanted to feel the rush of her body against his, pleading to be enveloped by every inch of him.
“You don’t… you’re not, misreading, I mean,” she murmured.
Everything inside of him swelled with pride, and hunger. He straightened slowly and turned to face her, sliding a hand across her hip. He bit his lip, delighting at the nearly inaudible gasp that escaped her, and the instinctive way that her hips moved closer to his in an invitation.
Her lips twitched and pouted just a little, and he wanted to capture them with his own. She held his gaze as she traced her hand up his forearm and gripped his bicep, her other hand resting on his chest. He tugged her to him, and her whole body seemed to respond; colour flooded her cheeks, and her hips and breasts settled against him in one fluid motion. She released something of a little moan, and Liam felt a nudge from his nethers.
Jaysus, she’s a ride, his body screamed. Christ,
take me now, Jess. Right here, on this feckin’ bar. Who gives a shite about a mess. Just jump on top and take my co—
Tanner coughed loudly in the backroom, and Liam was reminded they weren’t alone.
Jess held his gaze, her eyes seeming to plead for this moment to last.
He smiled as he placed his lips close to her ear and murmured, “So glad yer here, Jess.”




jess
Sunday Morning, Abhaile


When Tanner emerged from the office, Liam was busy wiping the counter, while Jess set out stools at the tables. Every time she glanced at Liam from across the room, her body recalled the way he’d felt pressed against her, and a delightful shudder skittered down her limbs, resting low in her belly.
Behind the bar, Liam had pulled away first, which was probably for the best. Tanner’s cough had reminded them that they were not alone. And am I legit the kind of woman who just shags some guy she hasn’t seen for twenty years, after only a few conversations? Her lickerish, throbbing vajay had seemed to think she was.
Jess had to admit that she’d gladly taken the chance to be alone with him. It had been the messy hair. The way he’d moved with ease behind the bar, towel slung over his broad shoulder, and fingers manoeuvring the glassware with confidence. The way he’d asked carefully, thoughtfully, about Darren, and then later, had teased her mercilessly—suggestively. It had been the way she shivered when he’d whispered in that accent of his.
When her arm had brushed his, her skin had flushed with heat and her breath had caught in her throat. She’d swallowed, eyes locked on his. He’d brazenly slid his hand around her waist, pulling her close—hard—against him. Something deep in her core had reminded her how much she missed being handled like that.
She’d released something the night before, with Tanner; thoughts and feelings that had been chaining her to memories of an old life. She knew Darren would always hold a place in her heart, but after letting everything out, she was making space. This trip had opened a part of her that had been closed off; it filled her with the hope that she could let someone else in.
When she’d stood there behind the bar, pressed against Liam, she’d realised that the slow burn she felt inside was for him. The real Liam. Not just the one from twenty years ago, or from her fantasies. She’d willed him to put his lips on her. Anywhere. Everywhere. Every fibre of her being had begged,  just do it.
But he hadn’t.
Instead, his cheek had feathered hers as he whispered low and teasing in her ear, “So glad yer here, Jess.”
Sweet Jesus. If that wasn’t a basement-flood moment, she didn't know what was.
She watched now—from the corner of her eye—the way he leaned over the counter, wiping in broad circles with concentration, brows slightly furrowed. He caught her eyes once, and raised his eyebrows suggestively with a half grin playing at his lips, like they shared a secret. She looked away quickly and blushed, flustered. Lord, I’ll need some dry knickers after this. 
Liam chuckled under his breath like he could hear her thoughts.
If Tanner noticed the tension between them, he didn’t let on, and instead, turned up the lights and flipped the sign on the door to ‘Open.’
“Right so, ye two,” he announced, clapping Liam on the shoulder, and then snatching the cloth from his hand. “Thanks for all yer help this morn, but it’s time ye both were off, then.”
“You ready to be rid of us now, Tanner?” Jess asked, joking.
“C’mere, ye’ve both spent far too much time here in the last twenty-four hours,” he looked between them over his nose, pointedly. “I’m kicking ye out! Get some air, will ye!”
Jess couldn’t tell if Tanner was serious, so she looked at Liam. He was standing with his arms crossed, smiling broadly.
“Okay, so. Tanner, thanks for the phone,” he said, grabbing it off the counter and sliding it into the back pocket of his jeans. He scooped Tanner into a bear hug, which Tanner relaxed into somewhat awkwardly, looking pleased.
Jess smiled to herself. It didn’t seem like they did that very often.
“We’ll see ye again, Liam.” Tanner cleared his throat and pulled away, squeezing Liam’s shoulder. “Mind yerself, now.” He looked between Liam and Jess, eyebrows raised.
Liam laughed and stroked his chin, looking a combination of embarrassed and mischievous, like he knew that Tanner knew that his sanctity was in question.
“And Jess, lovely to see ye again,” Tanner crooned, plodding over and sweeping her into a hug. “And good luck at UCC tomorrow, now.”
“Thanks for everything, Tanner,” she spoke into his shoulder. “You’re a real gem.”
“A rough diamond perhaps now, girl,” he said a little gruffly, a poor attempt to hide his appreciation for the compliment.
Jess stepped back, hands on his shoulders. “A diamond, nonetheless.”
They made their goodbyes to Tanner, and Liam held the door for her as she stepped out into the fresh, midday air.
“UCC tomorrow, then, so.” It was a statement more than a question, as he followed her out. Apparently, they weren’t going to talk about what had almost happened inside the pub.
They moved to the edge of the sidewalk to let an elderly couple pass, and Jess couldn’t help herself from giving Liam a slow, once-over as he casually leaned against a lamp post. She took in his legs; fitted jeans hugged his defined calves and thighs, up to, what she imagined, was one damn fine ass. And his torso up to his shoulders, while hidden under a cosy-looking flannel that she had no qualms about picturing herself in, gave the impression of strength and toned musculature. There was no doubt about it. Liam had a nice body, and he knew how to dress it.
Lip between her teeth, she shook her head. Focus, Jess.
He offered a wry smile.
Oh God. Her insides winced—if that’s even a thing. Had he seen me gawping like a thirsty rake?
“Um, yeah…” she started, shifting gears. “I… have a meeting tomorrow with the head of the Computer Science department.” She paused, fiddling with an out-of-place hair. “He approached me at the Summit last week, about working on a safety and inclusion project with some of his students. Dan—maybe you know him?” She raised her eyebrows, tucking her hands in her dress pockets.
He shrugged, his eyes fixed on hers.
“Anyway, I guess he felt I might be a good fit.” She shrugged. “We’ll see what the students say!” She looked down a moment and smoothed the skirt of her dress, before meeting his gaze.
“Ah, fair play,[50] Jess!” Liam touched her arm gently, and then smiled at his shoes, looking bashful.
“Thanks, Liam.” Heat rose in her cheeks and she chuckled awkwardly.
He cleared his throat, looking up at her again, and shoved his hands in his pockets. “Ehm, do ye know what the project is about?”
“Um…”
His eyes were trained on hers, wide and expectant looking, and the rest of him seemed relaxed against the lamp post, like there was nowhere else he needed to be—like there was nowhere else he wanted to be. Her insides fluttered in the most distracting way, and she fought the urge to mention it. Something about Liam had always left her feeling like she wanted to say exactly what she was thinking.
“So, apparently,” she continued, “it’s designed for populations that are often at risk in the community, you know… BIPOC folks, trans people, Neurodivergent folks, yeah?” She cleared her throat. “They want to create something—actually something similar to a project I’d worked on years ago for a school, which is why Dan invited me to meet—that allows people to, sort of, clock-in and then receive a call if they don’t clock-out. You know, to make sure they’re safe?”
Liam nodded, tight lipped, and closed his eyes for a moment.
Jess ran a hand over her hair, twirling her braid between her fingers. “Dan said they’re calling it Get Home Safe, and basically, other approved app members can see who has clocked-in in their area—or hasn’t clocked-out after a period of time—and either call, or come to help, if someone is in trouble.” She took a breath and let it out slowly.
Liam was quiet for a moment as he ran a hand over his chin, before putting it back in his pocket. He shook his head, looking to the sky. “Jaysus, the world’s an absolute bollocks, isn’t it?” He paused, scuffing his shoe across the ground. “I can’t believe this is where it’s at, then. That people need actual apps to make sure they get home, or wherever, safely, like.” He sighed and pressed his lips together.
Jess wrinkled her nose and nodded in reply. They were quiet for a minute.
Liam broke the silence. “Ehm… yer one, ehm, Ruth, now she—they, actually—have been working on safety planning with the Diversity Council for the college. Sure, I bet they’d be interested to know about this.”
“Yeah! Ruth!” Jess’ eyes lit up. “Pretty sure I’ll be meeting them tomorrow when I meet with Dan and his student group.”
“Ah, that’s brilliant then.” He smiled encouragingly. “So…” he raised his eyebrows and stuck his hands further in his pockets, “seeing as how you're going to be on campus anyway tomorrow, do you… ehm, want to meet for lunch? Perhaps tell me about your meeting?”
Jess felt a flutter in her stomach. Is this a date? “Yes!” she replied, entirely too quickly. “I mean, that sounds great.”
Liam grinned down at his shoes. “My office? One o’clock?” he asked, shuffling his feet, and looking up at her with just his eyes in that boy-next-door kind of way.
Something inside her swooned—hard.
“Yeah.” She nodded. “One o’clock it is.”
They both stood there for a moment, an awkward silence seeping into the space between them—the sort of space that might have best been filled with a kiss.
“Well, I guess I should go get the car,” she blurted. Really, Jess? REALLY? The CAR?
Liam pushed off the lamp post with his foot, and stepped in towards her. Here we go… She froze for a moment, not sure what to do. She’d never been good at navigating these situations. He seemed to read her uncertainty and took her hand, giving it a gentle squeeze.
“Tomorrow then, Jess,” he said smoothly as he moved past her, their bodies almost touching again.
She inhaled deeply, that yummy man-smell filling her airways, and tried to hide her smile. Continuing in the opposite direction towards the school, she desperately wanted to look back to see if he was looking, too, but she didn’t. Instead, she let her grin spill all over her face as she pulled out her phone and texted the girls.
So… 







liam
Monday Morning, University College Cork


Liam got to the campus early, which was surprisingly easy, even after having been awake half the night. It had been pleasure over business that had kept him awake; he’d been thinking about what could have happened between him and Jess if they’d been alone at Tanner’s.
The night had been restless and uncomfortably hot, despite the cool temperature of the evening. Lying exposed, with the sheets kicked off, he’d stared up at the ceiling, watching the shadows from the trees outside the window create a dance of light and dark before his eyes. He had been trying not to think about her but that was useless, so he’d given in and allowed his imagination to run wild, returning to the primal urge that had pulsed through him when her body was pressed up against his behind Tanner’s bar. Jaysus, he’d wanted to take her right there and then.
Liam had thought about how he could have seen under her dress when they were sweeping up the glass, but purposefully hadn’t, because… respect, and all that. But in the quiet of the night, he let his mind worship her, making a slow sweep up the curve of her legs, to the soft flesh of her inner thighs. He’d run his tongue over his bottom lip as he’d reached for his rock hard cock, and taken matters into his own hands, stroking slowly up and down his firm shaft, picturing her on the edge of the bar.
His chest had heaved as he’d envisioned himself on a stool between her legs, and her letting him slowly inch her knickers down as she held his gaze, breath coming fast in anticipation of his touch. Pumping faster, he’d imagined sliding that dress up around her hips and grabbing her arse with both hands, legs resting on his shoulders, and pulling her to his lips so he could taste her.
He’d been beside himself, and desperate for release, breath ragged, yet not wanting to let go of this all-consuming desire for her. He’d come—hard and shuddering—as he’d pictured her gripping the edge of the bar, flexing her hips hungrily against his mouth, and gasping his name as she moaned with pleasure.
The tension in his body had released slowly, and he’d shivered again, the culmination of all of his craving pouring out of him. He’d lain there, legs sprawled, one hand over his relaxed cock. He’d run the other hand through his hair as his breath had steadied.
Holy feckin’ Christ. He wanted Jess.
It had been years since he’d genuinely felt this way about anyone. He was physically attracted to her, of course, but it was more than just that. He also found her intriguing—challenging. She was brilliant, and the way she’d listened when he’d poured his heart out at Tanner’s two nights ago, had given him a sense of hope that maybe he wouldn’t have to feel alone forever.
So, by nine-thirty, Monday morning, when he’d caught himself tidying his office for the third time already—wanting it to be perfect—he rolled his eyes at himself. Stop making this more than it is, ye feckin’ muppet. But
it was something more; at least, it felt like something more.
In the light of the day, mind distant from the previous night’s lusty ruminations, he carefully arranged, and then rearranged, his treasures on the shelves to the side of his solid oak desk. Somehow, he had scored one of the University’s beautiful old offices with polished wood and high ceilings, and he wondered what Jess would think of it. Would she think it was archaic? Or cosy? A real professor’s office?
He knew he didn’t need to impress her, that wasn’t what this was about.
Well, maybe a little.
He wanted her to see the things that were important to him—evidence of the real Liam Walsh. He wanted her to see him.




jess
Monday Morning, Sheila’s Hostel


Jess could feel a smile on her face even before she opened her eyes. She stretched leisurely, before kicking the bed covers back, and letting the cool air of her room wake her fully.
The night before, Aine had collected her and Hayden for an evening kayak tour of Lough Hyne. Hayden had been so tired after the Alumni Rugby game, that he’d slept the whole drive to the lake. Jess never could understand how he was able to do that, but
it had given her and Aine the perfect opportunity to catch up, sneaking in a few harmless snickers about the old days at his expense.
Aine had seemed happier than ever, travelling for hockey and spending time with her sister and niece on the weekends. She’d even dropped some hints about a new relationship, although was keeping it under wraps for now. Jess’ heart had flooded with gratitude and happiness for her old friend. Truly, there was nothing better than seeing someone you care about, brimming with joy.
When they’d arrived, an hour before dark, Jess had taken in the unusual view of the saltwater lake. Surrounded by low rocks and brush, it had seemed almost like a tidal pool for giants. As the sun had sunk lower in the sky, and they’d prepared to get in their boats, she’d stood still for a moment, caught off guard by the magic of the light playing on the water.
When they’d shoved off from the boat launch and into the darkness, she’d felt as though she was paddling into an abyss. Not being able to see anything was both freeing and terrifying. Her heart had pounded in her chest, and she’d tried to focus on the rhythmic sounds of her paddle dipping in and out of the water. The little droplets splashing off in between strokes had helped steady her nerves.
When the tour had come to an end, the three of them had sat quietly on the side of the Lough, just listening to the movement of the water below.
***
Jess’ phone pinged, startling her back to the day ahead. It was probably Hayden, letting her know that he was up. He’d asked her to wake him if she hadn’t heard from him by eight. She rolled over and grabbed her phone, noting the time. He’d need to be at the airport in an hour. She knew she’d miss him, and made a silent pledge to actually keep in touch from now on.
roger that good buddy 

...she texted back before hopping in the shower, carefully assembling her associated toiletries afterwards, so as not to forget anything.
She was checking out of the hostel today, too, and planned to head back to the little cottage outside Dublin. Her heart sank when she thought about leaving Cork—and Aine and Hayden—maybe for the last time. As scared as she had been about coming to the reunion, the trip had lit a fire in her that had been long extinguished. She’d been happy with Darren, of course—more than happy.
She had also been comfortable.
Settled.
Returning here had allowed her to get in touch with that side of herself that was open to adventure and possibility.
Jess humped her bags down to the car, stopping to push the hair out of her face and switch hands every few steps, and loaded them into the trunk. She would check out before dropping Hayden off, and then head to UCC. They passed in the lobby and she tossed him the keys, which he caught with a natural ease on his way out the door. It’s not goodbye yet, she told herself as she swallowed the burn at the back of her throat and blinked away the mist forming in her eyes. A pang in her chest told her that she loved him, honestly, and that she always would— even if they never saw each other again.
***
Jess rummaged in her bag for Euros to pay for parking at the University, finding some at the bottom and some in her leather change purse. She flipped down the sun visor to look in the mirror, realising that her eyes were red and puffy.
She’d done her best to stay composed when she’d said goodbye to Hayden at the airport, but the wobble in her voice had betrayed her. He’d dropped his bag and whispered, ‘Come ‘ere,’ into the space between them, and pulled her in for a tight hug, making her promise to keep in touch this time. She’d nodded, worried that if she tried to speak, she might break into full-body sobs. Hayden had reached up and cupped her face, brushing away a rogue tear, and somehow giving the rest of them permission to flow freely. He’d looked at her with the softest eyes as he held her face gently in both hands, a sloppy grin on his face, and then he kissed her lips earnestly, before slinging his bag over his shoulder and striding into the building. 
Walking to the car—vision blurry with tears—she’d felt her phone vibrate.
Fresh start ay Jess? Do something you wouldn’t do.

 
Last words from Hayden. She’d laughed through her tears. He knew her too well. She’d sighed, breath unsteady, and sent back a heart. That boy—now a man—would always have a piece of it.
***
She was an hour early for her meeting.
After donning sunglasses to disguise her swollen eyes, she paid for parking with the scavenged change, and hustled to the library. The main entrance was ultra-modern; glass and some kind of metal siding contrasted with the old stone buildings that made up other parts of the campus. She slipped into the cool, paper-and-ink-scented air of the building to find a bathroom.
Having cried all the way to the University, the full-face mirror in the all-gender bathroom confirmed she was looking less ready for a development meeting than she’d hoped; even less ready for lunch with Liam, which made the bottom drop out of her stomach every time she thought about it. Is this a date? she wondered, still.
“Dress for success,” she sung to herself as she curled her eyelashes and layered on another thick coat of mascara. She stood back to look at herself in the full-length mirror at the end of the line of stalls.
She looked different.
There was more colour in her cheeks, and a pride in her shoulders that hadn’t been there before this trip. She realised that she had spent the last five years hiding, not within herself as she’d thought, but from herself. When she looked at herself now, she saw someone stronger, and more confident. Even after all the crying that she had done that morning, her reflection showed someone happy.
Exiting the bathroom with still half an hour before her meeting, Jess took some time to wander through the haven of books. When her eyes travelled over the stained glass and rich, wood buttresses of the Boolean Preservation, she was transfixed. She walked up and down the aisles slowly, in deference, pausing now and again to let her soul feast on the aged covers and gilded lettering.
She desperately wanted to creak open the narrow, wire-mesh doors to the cabinets, and trail her fingers along the spines of the books until she landed on just the right one. She imagined how it would be to pick it up with reverent hands, drinking in the scent of the timeless work.
A haven, indeed.
Deep ticking marked the passage of time on the round-faced clock overhead, and it took effort to pull herself away. Footsteps infused with the joy of the place, Jess set course for the Computer Science department, eager for the meeting ahead.




liam
Monday Morning, University College Cork
There were two classes to teach, followed by office hours, before Jess was meant to arrive for lunch. Liam felt restless and kept checking the hallway each time a student left, in case she’d arrived early. At ten minutes to one, as he was seeing one student out and about to welcome another in, he saw her standing at the counter of the department office. She glanced up at him and caught his eye, smiling.
That buzz of anxious energy he’d been feeling all morning, gave way to a giddy delight, his whole insides swelling with anticipation. His student, looking from teacher to the mystery woman, gave a knowing grin, too.
“Hey hey, Mr. Walsh!” he said, with a gratuitous wink. “I’d say you’ll be working through lunch then, so.” He gave Liam a playful slap on the back and Liam clasped a hand on the young man’s shoulder.
“Did ye have a question about the actual course now, Tom?”  With his eyes lingering on Jess, Liam encouraged the young man into his office.
He could’ve sworn he heard a little giggle from her direction as he closed the door.
Tom was one of those bright, wise-ass students that Liam typically liked teaching. He honestly enjoyed the young man’s bravado; it kind of reminded him of Cathal, before he started working for their father.
Today, however, Liam kept eyeing the clock; time dragged on like the ageing of a fine wine. Tom had come with a question about an upcoming assignment, but, as was typical of him, ended up in a lengthy debate with Liam over some historical controversy. He had a true gift of that gab, that much was sure.
Five minutes to one. How do I wrap this up, now?
One o’clock. Jaysus, get out of my office, like.
Five after one. Christ All feckin’ Mighty!
Finally, at ten minutes after the hour, he found a discreet way to kick Tom out, enticing him with a historically-themed riddle to solve before their next class. Tom gleefully accepted the challenge, decidedly cocky about his ability to solve it.
Liam did genuinely enjoy teaching, and especially appreciated the students who took a practical interest in their studies, applying their growing knowledge of history and philosophy to their understanding of the world. He could see why Mr. O’Connor had appreciated students like himself and Aoife O’Shea in school. Although, unlike O’Connor, Liam was confident that he could value his students without being creepy.
After Tom left, Liam smoothed his shirt and ran a hand over his hair.
There was a smell.
He took a whiff of his armpit, and no, it wasn’t him. Thanks be to God for that, now.
Since Tom had been there, the air in his office carried the unmistakable odour of a dorm room; dank socks bathed in cologne, and week old take-away. Liam opened the windows that looked out over the square, taking a deep breath of fresh air and exhaling slowly. Jess was waiting for him. He felt that swell of delight inside again, and smiled into his reflection with the confidence of a kid who’d just won a lifetime supply of cake.
He crossed the office in two long strides and whipped the door open, beaming, ready to greet her.
“So sorry to keep you w—” he started, and then watched Jess deflate as Mairead flew down the hall and threw herself into his arms.
“Oh, my darling hubby,” she crooned, putting her hands on his chest and kissing him on the cheek. “You don’t have to apologise to me. I know you were probably helping one of your beloved students!”
What the fuck is this? He was speechless. He peered over her perfectly coiffed hair to see Jess, head down, looking confused.
“I, ehm, wasn’t apologising to yourself, Mairead,” he said in a low voice as he tried to pull back. “Let go, now. Why are ye even here?”

He watched, his heart frantic, as Jess stood up and slung her handbag over her shoulder. He tried to brush past Mairead, but she blocked him, and he wasn’t about to give her the satisfaction of being pushed; Lord knows the tales that woman would spin about that. He’d end up escorted out by the Garda by day’s end.

Jess was standing up with her handbag, looking ready to leave.

“Jess! Wait. Please?” He begged, betraying himself and sounding more pitiful than he would have liked.
“It looks like you’re busy, Liam... It’s okay,” she replied, a look of disappointment in her eyes as she turned down the corridor.

His jaw set. This wasn’t how this was supposed to go.

“Bye, then, Jen, is it?” Mairead called out, frost on her tongue.

Jess flinched at the comment, but didn’t turn around. Liam watched in horror as some other kid stole his cake.
He was ready to throttle someone. “Mairead,” he growled. “What. The fuck. Was that?”
She pushed past him into his office, visibly scrutinising every surface. Evaluating it, he felt. Evaluating him.
“Now, now, Liam bear,” she simpered, swivelling to close the door behind her. “Sure, I sent you an email inviting you to lunch. Or… have you been too distracted with your little whore, to check?”
And there she was—the real Mairead—his soon-to-be ex-wife. With the door closed and no witnesses, Mairead dropped her gushing wife act. Liam suddenly remembered the email from the day before that he had chosen not to read, and irritation bubbled in his chest. Keep your head, man, he told himself. She’s only trying for a reaction. He breathed out slowly through his nose, to steady his voice.
“Have ye signed the divorce papers?” he inquired, slipping his hands into his pockets.
“Well, this is… quaint,” she sniped, ignoring his question and proceeding to sit down at his desk, putting her feet up.
They were done pretending, that much was clear. He took a deep breath and opened the door, having no intention of being alone with her.
“I’d say I’ll pass on that lunch, Mairead, and unless ye’ve signed papers for me, ye’ve no reason to be here.”
“Oh, Liam. When are you going to realise that you’re not in control here? All you had to do was play your part, but you couldn’t even do that, could you? Honestly, if only you could have predicted how regrettable your choices have been.” She was pawing at things on his desk— pens, papers; it seemed like she left no surface untouched.
Liam imagined an oozy slime trail left behind where her fingers had mauled his belongings. My choices? he thought. My choices? Our marriage is one fucking choice I regret.
Not that it had been a choice. At least, it hadn’t felt like one at the time.
“I’ll sign if it suits me,” she continued. “Until then, as your wife, I think I’ll be going wherever I want.” She stood and strode towards the door, having made her point. “Manky old tiles, by the way. But you’ve always liked that home-spun look. What is it you call it? Bespoke?”
His insides raged, skin prickling slowly up his spine. His jaw clenched tight. She’d been into his house.
This was too much.
“Bye-bye now,” she said, pausing at the door to reveal a mordant smile.
Liam balled his fists in his pockets; he wanted to hit something. He hated that she still, so easily, got under his skin, and, since her affair, seemed to make a hobby of it. They’d never made each other happy; he really couldn’t understand why she wouldn’t just move on.
Liam waited until after he was sure she was gone, before storming out towards the administrative desk and slumping on the counter, chin in hand. Grainne peered at him over the top of her computer and adjusted her glasses.
“And what did Madam want today, then?” she queried, reaching into her handbag and tossing a sweet to Liam.
He caught it in one hand, gingerly unwrapped the crinkly foil, and popped it in his mouth, nodding a thanks. The sweet gave him something to focus on, bringing his senses back to the moment. It was smooth and buttery, melting in his mouth.
His jaw began to unclench. 
“I wish I knew, like” he said, balling the foil wrapper and tossing it with ease into the bin behind her. “I suppose I get why she can’t let go, now. But sure, it’s not myself she wants. It’s just the name. The life.”
Grainne clucked at that and Liam sighed heavily, tapping reflexively on the counter.
“Young man,” she scolded, “do I come into yer office and bang on yer desk?”
Liam removed his hands quickly and tucked them behind his back. “Sorry,” he said with sincerity. He knew she hated that.
“Now,” she began, sliding her glasses further down her stubby nose, “ye seem to have lost something.”
Liam looked at her quizzically.
She tsked. “Don’t tell me ye’ve already forgotten about yer one with the lovely accent?”
“Jess.” Shite, he realised, rubbing a hand along his jaw. I have lost her.
“That’s the one, now. Thought at first she was one of Mairead’s little wagons...[51] but, she seems a bit of alright, I’d say.” Grainne looked at him with her eyebrows approaching her hairline, and a twinkle in her eyes. “Ye’d be wanting to go after her then, so.”
“Ah, she’s probably long gone, Grainne. Sure, she’s going back to Dublin tonight, and I don’t even have her number because I’m a total bleedin’ eejit, like.” He put his head in his hands and sighed heavily.
Grainne put a gentle hand over his, and Liam looked up.
“She was a bit of alright, wasn’t she?” he asked, sounding rather sorry for himself.
“Oh, for God’s sake. Pull yerself together, man.” Grainne never did have the patience for wallowing. She slid a stack of sticky notes in front of Liam, and there, right on top, was Jess’ email.
His face lit up as he snatched the top note from the stack and dashed to his office.
“Grainne! Yer an actual Goddess now, ye know that, right?” he called back.
“Don’t know why yer surprised,” she murmured, a smirk twitching at her lips.
Liam flung the office door closed and swung into his chair, simultaneously flipping open his computer. Jaysus now Jess… please be checking yer email, he begged in silence.
He was all thumbs as he typed.
To: jessicaomaly@gmail.com

From: Lwalsh@ucc.ie

Jess,

Hope you get this before leaving tonight. I’m so sorry about today… don’t know what that was. Can we have a do-over? Dinner tonight?

I like you, Jess.

Liam

He hit send before he could change his mind. He did want to see her, desperately, and he needed her to know that. Mairead may have thwarted their lunch plans, but she hadn’t won.  She couldn’t take this—whatever this was with Jess—from him.




jess
Monday Morning, University College Cork


To Jess’ delight, Dan’s focus group had been very welcoming. While she’d been excited to meet them, she’d also felt some minor trepidation—after all, she wasn’t the target audience. Am I just going to seem like some eager, do-gooder Karen, trying to take over their project? she’d wondered, her stomach turning as she’d approached the building. Taking a breath, she’d reminded herself that Dan had invited her for a reason, and that if she wasn’t a fit, she’d want them to find someone who was.
At the end of the meeting, Dan and his students had asked her to join the project on the spot. Her experience with a similarly structured concept in the past would offer some valuable insight in terms of coding, without taking away from the vision or the voices of those leading the group.
Jess had been bursting as she’d stood up from the table, casual chatter having resumed amongst the students. This meant a lot. She’d been waiting a long time for the opportunity to feel like she could contribute to something meaningful, not just a project that added convenience or entertainment, but that actually made a difference in the lives of people who needed it.
Her insides had been smiling.
Making her goodbyes to Dan and his students, she beamed as she left the building. This was more than she could ever have expected. Researching and applying for the Summit had been one of the many somethings that offered both distraction, and a sense of purpose, after Darren had passed. And now, after the Summit and this meeting with the students—seeing a glimmer of what could come from it—she felt like somehow Darren’s spirit of hope for the world was with her, and for once, thinking about that didn’t make her sad. She smiled to herself, heart full of pride and gratitude, and realised that the first person she wanted to tell was Liam.
He would light up when she told him about the meeting, she just knew it.  Maybe he would hug her, or better yet…
She sighed in that painfully obnoxious I’ve met my prince sort of way, and then immediately rolled her eyes at herself. You are too damn dreamy, Liam Walsh, she mused, chuckling at her Nineties Disney Princess absurdity. Just sta-hap being so hot and lovely and thoughtful and flirty and smart and all the things.
Actually, maybe don’t… stop. She snickered.
The Liam-flutter—Liz’s words, not hers—strummed at her insides as she headed towards his building. She scrunched her lips, trying to steady her growing giddiness. They’d been skirting the shores of something at Tanner’s yesterday, but she was running out of time.
Not leaving without a snog, she decided. At the very least, she needed some closure on that kiss they’d started twenty years ago. Jess needed to be bold—do something she wouldn't normally do.
She let loose a little squeal—immediately looking behind her to make sure no one else had heard—and picked up her pace.
***     
At a quarter to one, she found herself at the History Department office, and peering over the back of a large computer at a petite, older woman with cropped white hair and spectacular fuschia glasses. Huh, she thought. It’s the long lost love child of Elton John and Judi Dench.
“Hi there,” she started. “I’m looking for Liam Walsh.”
The woman raised her eyes, long enough to give Jess a once-over and grimaced, before returning her gaze to the computer. Jess stepped back far enough to check the sign above the desk, confirming she was in the right place.
“Um, I’m sorry to bother you,” she tried again, “but… is this where Liam Walsh’s office is?”
“Ye’ve no business here,” the woman countered without looking up, her tone incisive.
Wow.
“Um, ok… maybe I’ll just sit…” Jess gestured to the chairs against the wall opposite the desk.
The woman rolled her eyes, her jaw set.
Okay… Jess took the chair closest to the door—and farthest from the desk. Whomever this lady was, she didn’t seem to think Jess should be there. Am I in the wrong place? The stink-eye vibes coming from behind the computer were palpable.
After five long minutes of busying herself with the fascinating articles at the bottom of her purse, she pulled out her phone and checked the staff directory online, only to confirm that, in theory, she was in the right place. She spent the next five minutes gawking at the walls for signs that it was actually true, and hoping that Liam would wander out of one of the closed doors and save her from this awkwardness.
Save you? Really, Jess? She scoffed at herself, a little too loud, and a pair of shrewd eyes glanced over the computer. Come on Jess. She’s a tiny—albeit spicy—lady. There must be some kind of mistake. Just turn on the charm.
Jess stood up slowly, slinging her purse over her shoulder, and cautiously approached the desk again. She cleared her throat softly.
“I’m sorry,” she tried, eyes wide, determined to look as self-effacing as possible. “I understand you must be very busy. I just wanted to make sure that I was in the right place, or, that I wasn’t sent to the wrong place… by accident.” That last part came out like a question and she wrinkled her nose.
The woman locked eyes with Jess and took her time sitting up straight at her desk. She slowly removed her hands from the keyboard and let them hover just above.
Jess’ eyes widened. Oh, fuckity-fuck fuck. Here we go. Wrong move.
And, then, this micro-Machiavelli lashed venom, like a viper.
“Cop on to yerself now, girlie,” snapped the little fiend, pointing a wrinkled finger at Jess. “I don’t know, now, which one of them yer working for, but if I were ye, I’d be staying clear of that tosser,[52] and the harlot-shrew he’s got in his pocket. Forget whatever promises they’ve made ye.”
Jess flushed, a knot tightening in her chest. There had to be some kind of mistake here.  She wasn’t speaking of Liam, was she?
“Um, do you mean that I should steer clear of Liam?” she asked, wincing. “Is there something I should know?”
The woman sat back in her chair and pulled her glasses down on her nose, peering over them at Jess. There was a drawn-out silence as she slowly crossed her arms under her enormous shelf of a bust, hoisting her breasts halfway to her chin.
Somehow this didn’t take away from her martial presence.
“Ye don’t work for Lorcan… or Mairead, do ye?” she posited, but it wasn’t a question.
“Oh, wow. Yeah… no.” Jess adjusted her bag on her shoulder. “ Um, I’m Jess… and Liam,” she said carefully, “invited me to lunch. He told me to meet him here—I think.” She paused, waiting for a shift in this woman’s expression.
It came like refrigerated molasses.
“Alright so,” she said slowly, the slightest hint of a smile creeping onto her lips; a silent awareness that they were both sizing each other up. “A pretty girl has come to lunch with our Liam, then. He’s only after mentioning something about that now, come to think of it… but, ye can never be too careful, anyway.”
Jess breathed out, only realising then that she’d been holding air in. Jesus, why is this lady so intimidating?
Jess cleared her throat and smiled, more out of politeness than genuine feeling. “I can see Liam’s chosen his security well, then.” She stood her ground, feigning confidence, peepers linked with this feisty old gal. Old lady my ass, she thought. Bet she’s a straight-up Ninja. Definitely got a Tupperware of pastry throwing stars in her purse.
But two could play at this game; something about this spectacled cassowary made Jess think that she must care an awful lot about Liam, and she wasn’t about to get in her bad books.
“It’s Mrs. O’Riorden,” the woman offered, breaking the silence first. “But, seeing as how yer a friend of Liam himself, anyway, or so ye say… ye can call me Grainne.”
Jess smiled, for real this time, and nodded. “Well, nice to meet you then, Grainne.”
“And the same to yerself,” Grainne offered, scooting her chair closer to the desk again, and leaning forward. “Sorry, now, about earlier, then. Ye really can never be too careful. God love ‘im, but sure Liam’s an angel spawned by the devil… and then he went and married herself.” Grainne’s chin dissolved into her neck, the way she peered at Jess over the rims of her glasses.
“You mean Mairead?” Jess quirked an eyebrow quizzically.
Grainne shot to standing and was suddenly leaning across the counter; Jess startled, and was again reminded of the sudden movements of snakes, only Grainne didn’t seem so much like a snake anymore. More like… an owl—cunning and wise.
“Yer one who must not be named,” Grainne whispered, eyes narrowed, referring to Mairead. “Oh, she’s got some notions now.”
What could Jess say to that, really? This whole conversation—and situation, if she was honest with herself—was leaving her unsure about this lunch with Liam. She felt her stomach tighten. There was some big-time, unresolved baggage in his life, and it—Mairead—didn’t seem to be going anywhere fast. Does that make me… the other woman? she wondered. No. But—
This was doing her noggin in, alright.
Jess shook her head. “It does sound like a complicated situation…” she hedged diplomatically.
Grainne leaned further across the counter and looked side to side. Jess followed suit, not knowing who they were trying to avoid.
“C’mere to me, now, I don’t like to be a gossip…” Grainne whispered, eyes bulging behind her specs as she glanced towards a closed door to her right. 
Jess could tell that this woman positively lived for gossip, and grinned. You’re not fooling anyone, lady.
A door clicked open and Grainne looked up. Jess followed her gaze as Liam’s fit frame appeared, showing a student out. He looked at Jess, and a broad smile spread across his face. Her heart did a funny skitter, and her limbs tingled. He looked like he wanted to say something, but was stopped short when a young man, who had been waiting with his headphones on, got up and greeted him. He glanced between Liam and Jess, and smirked.
“Hey hey, Mr. Walsh!” he said, cocking his head and patting Liam on the back. “I’d say you’ll be working through lunch then, so.”
Jess flushed, eyes wide, and giggled. She looked at Grainne, who seemed to be suppressing a smile.
Liam cast Jess another glance and ushered the young man into his office.
“That’s Tom,” Grainne added in a low voice, nodding towards the door after it closed. “A real chancer he is—but smart, I tell ye. Liam has taken a real liking to him. Sure, he reminds me a bit of Cathal—that’s Liam’s brother, now—when he was young.”
“It sounds like you’ve known their family a long time, Grainne.”
“Right, ye are. I worked for his father at Walsh Publishing a long while ago. Good businessman… but I don’t care for his politics—” she shook her head sternly “—or the way he treats his sons. Like they’re assets, anyway.”
Jess rested her head on her hand, lips pressed together in sympathy.
“That’s how I left now, ehm, almost thirty years ago.” She sighed heavily, adjusting her glasses. “Tried a spot of retirement in the last few years, but when Liam came calling ‘round about a part-time secretarial opening in his department, oh, I was happy out now.” She smiled, eyes a little glassy.
Jess smiled back. “I can tell you're very fond of him.”
“Oh, I remember when he and Cathal were running ‘round the place as wee lads. Sometimes Liam would just sit under my desk with a book! Cathal was always the more active one; bit of a messer[53] and the like, while Liam—” she smiled, thoughtfully.
Jess leaned in, eyes wide, encouraging.
“Liam was much quieter. Thoughtful. Even when he was older and into  rugby—big, strong lad, he was. Handsome, but sure ye know yourself.” She winked. “He would drop me flowers from beside the pitch after practice on his way home. Sweet boy. I think somehow he felt responsible for me leaving.” She shook her head, inspecting her tidy nails. “But, that’s himself, ye know. Always looking out for everyone
else.”
Jess bit her thumb. Liam had always been kind—and chivalrous, apparently. Her insides swelled with adoration, but there was a pang of heartache there, too. He had grown up too fast, it seemed.
Grainne scowled, then, and the lines of her face folded neatly into a frown.
“The day I left, now, ehm…” she started carefully, “was the day I saw Lorcan—that’s his father—strike him.” She shook her head, lips tight together, and adjusted her glasses. “I’m an old crone myself, but there’s no abiding by that in my book. The look in that boy’s eyes, and the way he hid in my cabinet for the rest of the afternoon, I knew for myself it wasn’t the first time.”
Jess felt her nostrils flare and jaw clench as she listened, decidedly protective of the little boy who’d been afraid of his father.
“And I reported it ye know, but Lorcan now, oh he has long arms, sure he does. Sat over my shoulder, anyway, while he dictated my resignation letter, and I was out on my own arse by day’s end. Never forgave myself for not doing more for those boys.”
Jess reached out a hand and placed it on Grainne’s. “That’s so hard. Sounds like you did everything you could, even though you wanted to help more.”
Grainne gave her head a shake. “Ah, the head of me. Didn’t I go and say too much, now? C’mere, let’s have a sweet.” She pulled a glass container, lined with pretty, green paper, out from under her desk, and offered a sumptuous-looking treat to Jess.
“Thank you. And thank you for sharing about Liam,” Jess said quietly, gingerly plucking one of the pastries out of the container, and hesitantly taking a bite. “Oh my God,” she groaned, as the flavours swirled across her tongue. “This is incredible!”
It was a decadent, flakey pastry, filled with hazelnut and chocolate. There was a sticky confection on the surface… honey, maybe? and then delicate slices of almond layered on top. Food of the Gods, certainly.
“Wow,” she mumbled, covering her mouth as she took another bite. “Did you make these?”
Grainne nodded, a beguiling smile tugging at her cheeks, and slid a pad of sticky notes across the counter to her.
“Put yer email down, love. I’ll send ye the recipe.” She fixed her glasses and looked pointedly at Jess. “But…don’t ye be sharing it with that man in there, now—sure he’s been after it for months—” She grinned and motioned to Liam’s office, seeming to enjoy the game of who got what recipe. “—but food of the Gods isn’t meant to be eaten alone now, girl. So, ehm… it’s a good cause to share it, if yer planning to give him a ride.” She winked. “He could use that, now.”
Jess swallowed her bite, looking quizzically across the counter. “A ride? Sure, I guess. To where?” It was an odd sort of request, she thought. Maybe he doesn’t drive?
“Ehm, no, love. A ride.” Another wink. “Served naked?” she whispered.
“Oh. OH. Grainne!” Jess gasped. “And… noted,” she added with a nod. She got a sudden vision of Grainne as a young woman. Saucy minx.
“Good girl, yourself,” Grainne replied. “Now,” she announced, handing Jess another morsel, and nodding to the chair against the wall.
Jess whispered a thanks and sat down with her treat, nibbling at it like a little mouse, her nerves getting the better of her again. She crossed and uncrossed her legs as she sat, listening to the clickity-clack of Grainne’s keyboard against the hum of the overhead lights. Chatting had been a distraction, and now any minute, she would have to be bold.
Jesus. You can do this. It’s just lunch for God’s sake.
She was mid-way through a proper eye-roll at herself, when a dark-haired woman strode down the hall. Jess immediately sat up straighter, self-conscious, as she took this woman in. The chestnut beauty was gorgeous, sporting a casual elegance, with slim-leg charcoal trousers, a cream-coloured blouse, tan ankle boots and a matching, expensive-looking, handbag.
Jess awkwardly tugged at the silk shirt dress that she’d felt pretty in only moments before, hoping that Liam wouldn’t step out and see her as a pale comparison to whomever this woman was.
She glanced at Grainne, whose eyebrows were knit together over the top of her screen.
Jess started to reassure herself that Liam had invited her to lunch, and had shared a fevered moment with her at Tanner’s, when his door opened and he exchanged a goodbye with Tom.
“So sorry to keep you w—” he started, looking apologetically toward Jess.
“Oh, my darling Hubby!”
Barf.
Hubby, she mocked in her head, never having appreciated that turn-of-phrase, but a tightness was creeping into her chest where it hadn’t been before.
This must be Mairead.
Jess flashed hot, and her eyes fell to her lap as Mairead put her
hands on Liam’s chest and kissed his cheek. The long cold fingers of confusion tugged hard at the ligaments around Jess’ heart, and she tried to swallow them away.
Mairead reminded her of a chic dementor, swooping in like that.
“You don’t have to apologise to me,” Mairead simpered. “I’m sure you were helping one of your beloved students!”
Jess glanced up at Grainne, who rolled her eyes and tightened her lips; then her eyes travelled to Liam—and Mairead, whose arms were still draped possessively around his neck.
Jess couldn’t see his face, but heard the low rumble of his hushed voice. Does he want this? Did I miss something? Eyes returning to her lap out of sudden embarrassment—like she really was ‘the other woman’—she considered that maybe it was better to just leave.
It’s not like we’re actually together… or anything; not like I have an actual right to be here. The idea that she might be just another complication in Liam’s life clouded her thoughts, obscuring that giddy sense of hope that she’d walked in with.
Jess stood up and slung her much less expensive bag over her shoulder.
“Jess! Wait. Please?”
“It looks like you’re busy, Liam. It’s okay,” she replied, feigning resilience. She offered a half smile before turning for the door.
“Bye, then, Jen, is it?” Mairead’s technically perfect diction echoed down the hall like a joyless musician.
Jess flinched at the obviously intentional mistake in her name, before escaping to the stairs under the exit sign.




liam
Monday Afternoon, University College Cork
Liam was unfocused, only realising once he was in the classroom when it was too late to cancel,  that he was not doing his students any justice, and he hated that. After missing his lunch date because of Mairead’s unexpected appearance, he’d gone to the gym and pumped hard until his muscles burned and he was drenched in sweat. He’d checked his phone every five minutes, hoping for a response from Jess, and his heart sank lower each time he refreshed his inbox and found nothing.
In his first class, he assigned group work—which he never did—and allowed himself to wander between the students, only half-listening to their discussion. It was a disservice, he knew, but he had nothing to give.
As the students filed out, Tom approached the lectern. “Say, Mr. Walsh?” He was more hesitant than usual, which caught Liam’s attention. “Are ye alright, then? Ye seem a little… off.” Tom winced, looking both expectant and uncertain. “Sure, I was acting the maggot back there and ye didn’t even notice.”
Bless him, Liam thought. He actually sounds concerned.
“Ah, sure ye know yourself,[54] Tom,” he said, shoving the remaining books into his satchel and slinging it across his body.
Tom hitched his rucksack a little higher and followed Liam out. He was quiet for a moment, before nodding thoughtfully.
“I do, like,” he said decidedly, looking sideways at Liam. “A while back, now, I broke up wit’ the love of my life.”
Liam hid a grin. Tom was so young to have a ‘love of his life.’ But… then again, at that age, Liam thought he would never get over Jess.
If anything, the past few days had confirmed it.
“Sure, I caught ‘im doing the dirt[55] on me, like. Me, boi.” Tom gestured to himself like he was a gift from the Gods.
An amused smile played on Liam’s lips. Jaysus. He admired Tom’s confidence, even in the face of heartbreak.
“Can ye imagine? Can’t be having that now, anyway,” Tom added. “We split, and I was absolutely gutted.”
Liam knew what that was like—being cheated on. Even though he never actually loved Mairead the way Tom had loved his fella, it had still felt rotten when he’d found out.
He looked empathetically at Tom. “That’s rubbish, Tom. Ye didn’t deserve that, now.”
Tom nodded. “Thanks,” he added emphatically, and as if he considered himself wise beyond his years, clapped Liam on the back for the second time that day. “I was a wreck to be honest, now… and then… I was alright, like.” Tom ran a hand through his floppy, bleached hair. “And I met yer man, anyway, you know the one who sits in the front row.”
Liam raised his eyebrows, surprised that Tom and Fionn[56] might be an item.
“Thanks to ye now. Ye made us partners for that—” Tom rolled his eyes “—shite assignment at the start of term. I thought yer man was only for the books, now, but turns out he’s a real gas… and a fine thing, boi.” Tom’s lip was between his teeth. “I mean, have ye seen him, like,” he groaned.
Liam cleared his throat and shot Tom a pointed look. Tom looked sheepish; he often forgot himself around Liam.
“Alright, so,” Liam said, eyebrows raised. While he appreciated the young man’s thoughtfulness, he was the teacher, not one of the lads. “I’ll let ye go then, Tom.”
“Ok, boyo,” Tom started, and Liam cleared his throat again, shaking his head.
Jaysus now, Tom. A modicum of formality if ye will, like.
“Mind yerself then so, Mr. Walsh,” Tom added, as he swaggered backwards down the hall.
Liam paused in the hallway, letting Tom go on ahead. He was a sweet lad, in fact, and whatever did or didn’t happen with Jess, Liam would manage. A lonely heart was nothing new.
***
Grainne looked hopeful as Liam sauntered past her desk on the way back to his office.
“Nothing yet, anyway.” He shrugged.
“Ah, love.” She sighed, tsking.
Liam gave her a tentative smile over his shoulder as he unlocked his office and stepped inside. “Have yerself a good night then, Grainne.”
He closed the door and leaned against it, letting his bag fall to the floor. Nothing had changed, really. He was still alone, and still wading his way through a messy divorce. Somehow, having had hope and then losing it was worse than never having had it at all. He rested his head against the smooth wood of the door as he contemplated what he needed next.
And what he needed were plans for the night, otherwise, he would just be home alone, feeling rather desperate for himself.
He pulled his phone out of his pocket without even looking at it and turned up the volume. Scrolling through his contacts, he thought about who he could call.
Who would I call? he wondered. Sean would be with his family, and Maeve would no doubt have something on. He didn’t want to see Cathal, and he’d have to explain too much to anyone else that he hadn’t seen in a while.
Then, it hit him.
He whirled around and flung open the door, hopeful to catch Grainne. He would invite her to dinner.
“Grainne!” he called out.
She’d been ambling down the hall towards the exit, her sore hip evident as she walked. She turned, half-facing him just before the door.
Liam heard a ping and felt his phone vibrate in his pocket.
“Would ye ever like to—” he began as he pulled out his phone. “Ehm, sorry now, Grainne, I just have to—” he apologised incompletely, without even looking up, as his fingers fumbled thrice with his passcode. His eyes went wide, and then an enormous smile spread across his face. Liam felt as though his heart might leap right out of his chest.
There was a message from Jess.
“She said yes,” he whispered to himself, and then shouted, “She said YES!”
Grainne cleared her throat and smirked. “Ehm, sorry now, Liam,” she said with a wink, “But I’ve plans this evening.”
Liam could have hugged her. He flashed her his most boyish grin and nodded to the door. “Way ye go, then. And ehm, thanks.”
Her thin lips twitched into a tender smile. With her hand already on the exit, she pushed through the door.
Liam tore into his office, grabbed his bag, and flew out with nary a care in the world except for getting home. He could hardly reply to Jess’ email fast enough, typing with one hand, as he pulled the door closed with the other.




jess
Monday Afternoon, The Hideout Cafe       


Jess sat in The Hideout Cafe, drumming her not-as-perfect-as-Mairead’s nails on the smooth, white, tabletop. Why am I jealous? He literally never even wanted to marry her in the first place. She grimaced into her espresso and took a soulless sip. She’d promised herself that she would stop into the cafe before leaving the city, but now that she was here, she wasn’t enjoying it. She stared at what was undoubtedly beautiful, local artwork, with empty eyes. This was normally the type of thing that would give her all the warm fuzzies, but today, she couldn’t see past the glass and strokes of colour to absorb the life of the pieces, and that made her feel even worse.
She winced. Liam hadn’t come after her.
After leaving his office, she’d waited outside in case he might have, but he’d never come. Her adult brain knew that his situation with Mairead was complicated, and that perhaps he hadn’t been able to get away before she’d left, but the petty, ego-fueled, teenage part of her brain—well, that part felt totally jilted.
She ran her hand over her forehead, leaning heavily on the table. Jesus, Jess. Stop being such a fucking child. This isn’t even about you. What—did you think he was going to just drop everything because you’re here and you’ve had, like, all of three conversations?
She didn’t actually expect that, or feel that way, of course. Not really. At least she was telling herself that she didn’t, when her phone pinged.
Finally. She glanced at the screen. Last night when she’d charged her phone, she hadn’t noticed that it wasn’t even plugged into the wall, and it had died—of course—during her meeting that morning.
When Liam hadn’t come for her, she’d been too tired and too disappointed to get in the car, so she’d wandered the campus aimlessly until she’d remembered about the cafe. It had been ages since she’d gone a few hours without looking at her phone. So much of her life revolved around it, it seemed, and it had been refreshing to be meandering the streets completely unplugged.
But, at the cafe, she’d nabbed a table with an outlet for her charger, not wanting to start the drive to Dublin without a phone, in case of an emergency. She drank slowly, forcing herself to look at the art that she couldn’t feel, and resisted the urge to doom scroll until there was a full charge. She scrolled through the notifications;  An email from UCC... maybe Dan following up? Or Grainne with that recipe—not that she has to worry about Liam getting it, now.
Her heart twinged when she thought about that. So much for my do-over.
Jess took a swig of the cold dregs, and thumbing open the email, her eyes went wide. She gasped and bit her lip as she read, scanning the note hungrily.
Pursing her lips, she inhaled deeply. I like you, Jess. She repeated the words to herself, hearing his voice in her head. Eyes closed, her insides buzzed like a jar full of bees. This email had come a few hours before, not long after she’d left the office. Probably thought I’d left campus… She bit the side of her cheek as she typed, and retyped, a response.
No worries Liam—


No… that’s not right…




Hope you had a good afternoon…





Ugh.




To:
Lwalsh@ucc.ie

From: jessicaomaly@gmail.com

Hey Liam,

I would love a do-over. Let me know where and when, and, I like you too.

Jess




She hit send and put her phone down, nerves setting in as she considered an actual date with Liam. This was not just lunch on campus after a meeting. This was dinner, and he liked her. She picked up her phone again, her insides thrumming, and shot a text to the girls. They wouldn’t get it for several hours, but she had to tell someone.
“Ehm—” The young person working the counter called over to her. “Sorry now. We’ll be closing soon then, so.”
Jess looked up, realising that she was the only one left in the cafe. It was nearly four o’clock.
“Oh, gosh, sorry. Of course.” She scrambled her things together and brought her cup to the counter. “Thank you,” she called over her shoulder as she walked out the door.
There was a reply from Liam by the time she reached the car.
To: jessicaomaly@gmail.com

From: Lwalsh@ucc.ie

Brilliant Jess!  #7 St. Luke’s Avenue. Blue door with the garden. (Not far from the tea incident, anyway.) Say, 6pm?

Liam

Not far from the tea incident. Jess shook her head and chuckled. Cheeky guy.
She looked up the address on Google Maps and was hit by a jolt of angst. Oh, my God. That’s a house… like, probably his house. Suddenly, this felt like way more than just a regular date. Going to his home was a level of intimacy she hadn’t expected, and she wondered if she was really ready for that.
Is he? whispered
the butterflies in her belly.
Sliding into the car, Jess realised she also had another problem. She’d checked out of the hostel that morning, but clearly wasn’t going to make it back to the cottage for the night. She took a deep breath and puffed out her cheeks, letting the air out slowly. She needed a place to stay… and a place to get ready.
After nearly an hour of scouring the availability for every hostel, B&B, and hotel in the area, she was in a state. The only rooms available for the night were penthouse-type suites in fancy hotels, and they were way more Euros than she could justify spending—or afford.
She leaned her forehead against the steering wheel—promptly startling herself, and a nearby pedestrian with the horn—and sighed.
Fucking hell.
She considered cancelling. If she left right then and stuck to the highway, she could be back to the cottage before it was dark, but the thought of not seeing Liam again made her chest ache. She whimpered, feeling sorry for herself.
It was quarter to five.
“Do something you wouldn’t do,” she said aloud to herself. She tossed her head back. “Ha,” she said sarcastically. She couldn’t wait to tell Hayden about this one. “Okay, Jess,” she said, trying to pump herself up. “You have a car. You can just… sleep in the car for the night.”
It was brilliant, really.
She could park somewhere discreet, yet close to the house. She would put the seat back, mirror down, freshen up, and then grab some wine from the off-licence, and be at Liam’s by six.
She cocked her head and offered the steering wheel a wry grin. Now, this was a plan.




liam
Monday Evening, Fitzpatrick’s Grocery


Liam practically skipped out of the office after receiving Jess’ message. She was coming to dinner. To his home. To his home! Jaysus, he thought, stroking his chin, and suddenly remembering that he’d left the bedroom and bathroom in a tip that morning.
He stopped at Fitzpatrick’s en route, picking up a whole chicken to make a lemon-rosemary job of it. It had been a while since he’d had anyone to cook for, and his head was spinning at the thought. Just keep it simple, Liam. Don’t over-feckin’-complicate this, he told himself. He could pick salad and potatoes from the greenhouse—that would be easy—but wasn’t sure yet about dessert. Jess, he thought, seemed like she’d like something sweet.
Or, better still, he’d like to taste something sweet—on her.




Jess
Monday Evening, St. Luke’s Avenue
At six sharp, armed with a Chilean wine and a bundle of nerves, Jess knocked on the cobalt door. Through the surrounding bay windows, she could see rows of books lining stunning wood shelves on either side of a bare-brick hearth. She took in the well-tended garden and large greenhouse to the right, noticing the little fat birds that flitted and chirped among the nearby bushes.
She took a deep breath and adjusted her top. Getting ready in the car had been a bit of a trick, but she’d settled on a pair of tight blue jeans and an olive, off-the-shoulder, cashmere sweater. With a little gloss on her lips, and a loose, wispy knot in her hair, Jess was comfortable, and was hoping that Liam would match her low-key vibe.
He did not disappoint.
She watched, with a teenage giddy-ness inside her that she hadn’t felt in years, as he walked with a casual confidence to the door. Through the window, she could see that he wore a fitted, black v-neck, dark jeans, and a kitchen towel over one shoulder. There was just a little five-o’clock shadow hugging his jaw, and the t-shirt left the defined muscles of his arms well on display.
Then, there was the scent of the most inviting and marvellous something wafting out of an open window to the left. Here she was, heart all a-Liam-flutter, and about to step inside, where he’d been slaving away in his kitchen—for her. My loins… she thought, Forget dinner, Liam. You can have ME, instead.
Something primal stirred inside her as he moved just out of sight, presumably to the other side of the door, the electric anticipation of the moment palpable. She took another deep breath and blew it out slowly.
The door lock released, and her breath hitched.




Liam
Monday Night, Number 7, St. Luke’s Avenue


Liam was sliding the chicken back into the oven when he heard the knock at the door. He tossed the kitchen towel over his shoulder and smoothed his shirt, unable to wipe the tremendous smile off his face. Maybe he was overconfident, but he had a good feeling about the night ahead. 
Catching sight of her standing at the door through the bay window, he swallowed. She was holding a bottle of wine and looking off towards his garden, and he was struck by how beautiful she was in profile. He cleared his throat and reached for the door.
“Jess!” Did my voice just crack? Feck. “So glad ye could make it.”
She was wearing these jeans that hugged her body, showing every delectable curve, and he had the sudden urge to just grab her ‘round the arse and pull her against him. That’d be the job now, boi, he thought, lip between his teeth.
“Thank you for the invitation,” she replied softly, looking him right in the eye and handing him the bottle. Her words were like a rich pudding sliding off her lips, and Christ Almighty if he didn’t want to taste them. There was an awkward silence before he realised that she was obviously waiting to be invited inside. Christ, ye feckin’ muppet. Get yer head on straight.
“Jaysus, sorry, now. Come in!” He stepped aside so that she could enter, and showed her where she could put her things.
 “Liam, your home is wonderful,” she exclaimed as they stood in the entryway. “You’ve put so much work in by the looks of it!”
“Ah, it’s nothin’ much, anyway.” He shrugged off the compliment, but a surge of pride had bubbled up inside him when she complimented his home, and he felt his cheeks warm. It meant a lot that she noticed the work he’d put in. He was proud of it.
“Are you blushing, Mr. Walsh?” she teased.
Not as much as ye'd be blushin’ if ye knew all the things that I wanted to do to ye, Jess. But of course, he didn’t say that out loud. He ran a hand up the back of his neck and smiled down at his feet. “Slaggin’ a man in his own home, now…” he tsked as he walked towards the kitchen, motioning with a nod for her to follow. “I’d say ye deserve somethin’ for that now, anyway.”
“Do I?” she inquired playfully as she trailed him into the kitchen. “And what did you have in mind for this egregious infraction?”
He smirked over his shoulder, raising his eyebrows.
He’d seek retribution for that sass.
“Oh!” a gasp spilled from her lips as she entered the kitchen. “These are amazing, too...” she trailed off, pointing to the tiles. “I love them.”
He rummaged underneath the kitchen island for another cutting board and slid it across to her, nodding to the large wooden knife block. “Don’t think ye can get out of yer atonement with flattery, now,” he said, plonking potatoes on her board, eyebrows raised and a cheeky grin across his face.
“Lord—atonement?” she teased. “You’re not Catholic or something, are you? Am I even allowed to be here?” She glanced around quickly, a coy smile on her lips.
And then, a look of regret clouded her face—like she’d realised how brutal that sounded. Her lips parted and her eyes darted around frantically, looking like she was trying to find the right words.
Liam bit his lip and caught her eye. “Not at all, like.” He held her gaze. I’d say I’m in the mood for a bout of Catholic guilt now, anyway… “I can sin freely now, Jess.”
Her shoulders relaxed, and a small smile crept into her cheeks. She was blushing.
Ye’re welcome, Jessica, he thought, feeling a little smug at having saved her from herself. He’d been so used to seeing her poised—in command of herself—and he realised how attractive she was when she was a little off her game. Something pleasant stirred inside him, but he wouldn’t let it take over—not yet.
He cleared his throat and gestured to the tiles with his free hand. “And ehm, got them on a trip to Portugal years ago, and just never had a use for them—the tiles, I mean.” He shrugged. “But I’d say they're alright in here anyway, so.”
She smiled.
He watched as she moved to the sink to wash her hands, enjoying the hesitant little ways she moved around his kitchen—like she didn’t want to overstep. She was looking around, presumably for something to dry her hands with, and Liam glanced at his shoulder, realising that he had taken custody of the towel.
“Ehm, there’re towels in the drawer beside the sink, there.” He should have turned away when she bent over to pull out a towel, instead of admiring her from behind. He took a deep breath and exhaled slowly, needing to get himself in check. He wasn’t a stranger to the female form, obviously. Yet, somehow, all of his practised years of appropriate male behaviour quickly dissolved into rampant, teenage desire around her—and that was not cool. Get it together, Walsh. He rolled his eyes, admonishing himself.
Turning to thank him, towel in hand, Jess caught him red-handed looking at her arse, and gave him a knowing twitch of her lips.
Liam looked away, sheepishly. “Sorry, now. Just, it’s nice to have ye here.” He raised his eyebrows in a cautious smile, hopeful that he hadn’t made things awkward just now.
She dried her hands leisurely, and he could feel her eyes on him—intoxicating, in that way he’d felt at the reunion. “It’s… nice to be here, Liam,” she said slowly. 
He released one of those inward yes noises that Maeve always made fun of him for, and reluctantly broke their gaze, nodding to their respective cutting boards on either side of the island.
They were comfortably quiet for a few minutes, both working away. He liked her over there, cutting things, sharing his kitchen. She pursed her lips when she sliced down, her mouth making little pouts and twitches as she worked. This was nice.
She paused.
“Sorry, I should have asked before. How do you want the potatoes cut?” She bit her lip in earnest, and he chuckled inside.
“Ah, sure ye know yerself. So they’re no longer whole, like.” He knew that was bold, and truthfully, she had been cutting them all wrong, but he hadn’t had the heart to tell her.
She laughed and her eyes flashed with something that took him by surprise as she set the knife down, and then her lips twitched into a wry smile.
He smirked.
“Just don’t blame me, Sir, if whatever delicious thing you’re making doesn’t turn out because of your cryptic instructions,” she teased.
He tossed his head back and laughed deeply as he circled the island. Well, fuck me… maybe Jess isn’t so distantly Irish, anyway.
Liam found himself standing behind her, not knowing in his mind exactly what he was going to do there, but he didn’t have to.
“May I?” he murmured, reaching his hand down towards hers to show her how he wanted the potatoes cut. She had this… woodsy scent again, and wisps of her hair tickled his chin as he leaned in closer. He bit his lip when she nodded consent for him to be there, and it was everything he could do not to kiss the back of her neck, and behind her ear.
“I want it… like this,” he whispered, and she let out a barely audible gasp as he held his hand over hers on the knife, slowly guiding her slices.
I want it like this? He’d just said the most eejit-sounding thing, but when she arched back into him in response, pressing her voluptuous self into his lower half, he didn’t care. His heartbeat sped up as he stood there, his body fitting perfectly around her, and he smiled to himself.
And then he felt a twitch, a growing fullness in his pants. Liam needed to move before he made this uncomfortable. Will ye ever just calm down, ye little fecker. Jaysus, he told himself, hoping his nob was listening. He could leave her wanting more, but he certainly could not parade around the kitchen with his cock at full mast.
He cleared his throat quietly and took a step back, giving the counter beside her a tap. “Way ye go, then,” he announced, reluctantly moving himself back to his station, where there would be a full island between them.

Safely on the other side of the island, Liam felt a private sense of satisfaction as he glanced up from his own cutting board, and took note of her wide eyes and flushed skin.
“You, um… you aren’t going to finish?” she queried, sounding a little breathy.
Ye going to help me then, so? He smirked. “Finish?” he asked instead, innocently, as if the idea of finishing wasn’t foremost on his mind.
“Yeah, finish…” she trailed off. “I mean… with the potatoes,” she added, gesturing at the cutting board. “There are two more here…”
Liam rolled his eyes and released a low chuckle. Feckin’ Christ, Jess. Don’t ye be talking to ME about unfinished potatoes, now.
He set down his knife, eyes twinkling, and leaned forward on the counter. “Jess,” he tsked. “Don’t ye be telling me… that the grown women of Canada can’t find their way around a potato, now.” He looked at her pointedly, a sly grin tugging at his lips.
Two could play at this game, and he was playing to win.




Jess
Monday Evening, Number 7 St. Luke’s Avenue


He put down his knife and leaned forward, the muscles of his arms flexing as he braced them on the island. An it’s on like Donkey Kong grin was all over his face. Oof, you smug turkey. Jess wrinkled her nose and flared her nostrils in mock disdain.
What a bloody tease. This man was something else.
I want it… like this… His words, in that dreamy accent, were on a serious loop in her head.
Lord almighty. The rumble in his throat when he’d said that, had her feeling some type of way. How rude he was now, to tease her about potatoes, and then show off his smoke-show biceps in her time of vaginal crisis.
The whole, enveloping her at the kitchen island with his strong arms, and the slow, rhythmic guiding of her hand under his—Hose. Me. Down.  Jess needed a fan just thinking about it. Each thrust of the knife on the cutting board had sent a shiver through her core, and she’d found herself a little breathless when he’d pulled away.
Which reminds me, why did you move, Sir?
‘Way ye go,’ he’d said.
She rolled her eyes. As if there was any way she could’ve gone that didn’t involve ripping her clothes off right there in his kitchen. Perhaps he’d sensed the flood warning, because he’d had the actual audacity to roll his eyes when she’d asked if he was going to help her finish.
And he’d chuckled.
It had been a sort of dirty, throaty, panty-melting chuckle, she’d thought—but still, rude.
Fortunately, after the potatoes, Liam absolved her of cooking duties and Jess instead got to sit at the island, spectating with wine in hand, which he didn’t seem to mind. It turned out that Liam was an excellent cook, and she was more than happy for the courtside view while he worked away. Nothing sexier than a man in command of the kitchen, she thought, taking a sip as she traced his easy movement between the appliances, him adding a dash of this here and a dash of that there. There was a fluidity and comfort in his actions; this wasn’t new to him, and it was clear that his spirit was at home in the kitchen.
It was surprising, too, how comfortable the quiet between them was. Liam didn’t seem to feel the need to fill the space with chatter, which was refreshing after all the small talk of the last week. Every now and again he murmured for her to pass him something, or asked her to taste something, and sometimes, she slid off her stool, just to place his wine glass in his hand and feel him lock eyes with her as he took a sip.
It was easy—familiar, somehow.
When dinner was ready, Jess made up the island, pulling out another hideaway stool from underneath, while Liam lit a fire in the pantry-come-library that sat between the kitchen and the living room. She’d been taken by it when she was waiting outside for him to answer the door, and even more so when she’d entered the house. Oak shelves—loaded with jars of spices and other savoury-looking goodies, and book after book filling the remaining spaces—lined the wall that surrounded a red-brick hearth. More of those gorgeous tiles tied the space to the kitchen. What Liam had done with the space was stunning; it was sumptuous and snug, and he clearly had an eye for design.
With the sun setting outside, and the fire ablaze in the next room, Jess smiled, relishing in the cosiness of dinner at the kitchen island—and relieved, actually, to not be across from each other at a formal table, which would have felt awkward and impersonal after the intimacy of cooking together.
Between bites, Liam gestured with his free hand to where the dining room might have been. “D’ye know, ehm, before the pantry idea… I thought at first about doing a sort of formal dining room.”
“Really?” she asked, eyebrows raised, and popping a bit of chicken in her mouth.
“I guess I thought I should, ye know?” He shrugged and took a sip from his glass.
Jess swallowed, putting her fork down, and pressed her lips together into a thoughtful smile.
“But…” he continued. “It reminded me too much of growin’ up, to be honest. Best behaviour, and all that, like.” He glanced down for a moment and shook his head, before meeting her eyes. “I realised, anyway, that I don’t want that—not for myself now, or… for anyone else that comes into my life.” He raised his eyebrows, as if that last part was a question, and Jess suppressed a shiver.
Her insides fluttered, and she twitched her lips into a sympathetic smile. “I get that,” she whispered. “You want to feel like… you can be yourself in your own home, yeah?”
Liam made that funny sort of agreement sound again, and Jess realised that it was usually in these moments when they were both sort of exposed—vulnerable, in a way.
“And,” she paused, looking upwards and searching for the right words, as she traced the edge of her fork with her finger. “I think a kitchen should feel… sort of like the heart of a home, you know? And, it makes sense to me, anyway, that you’d feed your body where you feed your soul.” She looked back at Liam and laughed, wrinkling her nose. “Oh, God, that sounded really corny, didn’t it?”
Liam gave his head a shake and chuckled, smiling. He reached across the island to take her hand. “It did, yeah,” he said and bit his lip. “Ehm, but… it was also perfect.”
***
When they’d finished eating, Jess stood up to clear the plates. Liam stood, too, but she told him to sit. He’d done the cooking, after all.
“Ah, sure, ye did chop the potatoes, anyway,” he offered, taking a sip of his wine and giving her a side-eye.
“Only after you refused to finish what you started,” she teased over her shoulder, and when she looked back to the sink, she saw him smiling in the reflection of the window. “Is this your dish soap?” She gestured to the bottle beside the faucet.
“It is, yeah, but sure ye don’t have to do that, Jess. I can do it tomorrow, like. It’s not a bother.”
“It’s not a bother for me, either.” She smiled as she slid the plates into the ready sink. “Tell me about the trip where you got your kitchen tiles, eh?”
She moved the soapy cloth in slow circles, rinsed, and repeated as she listened to his story—laughing at times, and her heart breaking for him at others. With the sing-song quality of his accent, the warm water, and a little buzz from the wine, she hardly noticed when he stood and came to her side, becoming an interlocking cog to her wheel in motion, taking dishes from her hands and drying them.
He finished his story like the end of a bittersweet song, and Jess just stood there quietly for a moment, beside him at the sink. She turned and held out her hand for the drying cloth, catching his eye as he stepped closer and handed it to her. Wiping her hands lazily, eyes locked on his, she felt every inch of her body flush under his gaze. A gentle smile held in his cheeks, and she felt her own cheeks rise in response.
“What is it?” she asked him softly, folding the towel and placing it on the counter. 
He stepped closer still, into her breath-space, his forehead against hers. “Can I kiss ye now, then?” he murmured.
“Yes,” she breathed, tilting her lips to his and sliding a hand onto his chest.
Liam met her halfway, brushing his lips against hers, soft at first—like a request—as he slid an arm around her hips and pulled her against him. She clutched the fabric of his shirt and pressed her hips into him, wanting to feel every inch of his body against hers.
He ran a hand up her back and settled it at the base of her neck, letting his fingers trace along her hairline. Liam captured her lips this time, firm and insistent. She shivered, groaning into him, and felt him smile against her mouth.
He pulled away, just enough to rest his forehead on hers again. “I don’t want ye to go, Jess,” he whispered. “Will ye stay over? We don’t have to do anythin’ more, like.”
She smiled and tucked her head under his chin, grateful that he wouldn’t be pushy. “This is really nice for right now,” she whispered into his chest, biting her lip. “And yes. I’ll stay.”
He let his hands slide down to her hips, hooking his thumbs just inside the top of her jeans. The kitchen was warm, but his hands were surprisingly cool, and the feel of his fingers along the edge of her pants was a suggestion of what could be.
It made her ache.
He made her ache with a longing that filled her whole insides.
Jess looked up at his face as she pushed her hips into his, and felt his hardness.
“Jess—” His voice was low and raspy.
This is for me, she thought.
It was powerful and intoxicating, and she wanted more. Liam let out a low groan as she grasped the back of his neck and pulled his mouth to hers, pleading with her lips for his touch. He slid his tongue between her parted lips—tasting—like he was determined to know every inch of her. Heat radiated outwards from her core, prickling her skin.
And then he picked her up, his strapping arms lifting her easily, and set her on the kitchen island. She parted her legs, and he wrapped his strong fingers around her thighs, pulling her closer. She felt herself on the edge of the counter, its cool surface penetrating the seat of her jeans, but he had her. She was safe against him—in his arms—and she knew he wouldn’t let her fall. Jess kissed him deeply, sighing into his mouth, as the warmth of his body pressed hard between her legs.
“Oh God, Liam,” she murmured, a little breathless. “I want all of you, but—”
The ‘but’ was hard to say. She wanted him with her whole body, and it would be so easy to get caught up in this moment.
“But… we should stop,” he finished for her. Stepping back just a little, he pressed his hands into the countertop, and leaned his forehead on her shoulder. He breathed out slowly, and she immediately missed the feel of his body on hers.
“I’m sorry, Liam.” She ran her fingers through his hair. “I just… need to slow down.”
He lifted his head to face her, brows furrowed. “Don’t apologise, Jess. I don’t want ye to ever feel like ye can’t say no to me.”
She leaned forward, gently clasping her hands around his face, and kissed him on the forehead.
Liam cleared his throat. “Ehm, c’mere like… why don’t I get the beds made up. I’ll sleep on the couch. What do ye need?” He looked around suddenly. “Ye don’t have any of yer things now...” He quirked an eyebrow. “Ehm, we could grab yer stuff?”
He stood up properly, and she hopped off the counter, gliding her body down against him.
He closed his eyes and groaned, lips pressed together. “Sure, I thought we were slowin’ down, now…”
“I just like to see that look on your face,” she teased.
He rolled his eyes dramatically, then bit his lip.
“Um, I might just have a shower if that’s alright,” she hedged, tracing the vee of his shirt. “Maybe I can… borrow a shirt or something? I always have a toothbrush in my purse, anyway.” She let her hand trail down his chest as she locked eyes with him; he released a low moan in response. “And… we can sleep in the same bed, Liam…”
He raised his eyebrows and gave a throaty chuckle, rubbing a hand along his jaw as if in contemplation. “Ehm, to be honest now, Jess, I don’t think I can…” He looked a little sheepish, and ran a hand through his hair.
She bit her lip and closed her eyes for a moment. I mean, who am I fooling with that idea, anyway?
Liam released his hand from the counter beside her, and took a slow step back. He shoved his hands in his pockets and nodded his head towards what was surely the direction of the bathroom. “Ehm—” he chuckled and shook his head, as if he couldn’t believe their plan for the night. “There are clean towels on the rack now, anyway… and, I’ll find a shirt for ye then, so.”
She grinned. Jesus, he’s lovely.




Liam
Monday Night, Number 7, St. Luke’s Avenue


There’d be no sleeping after the way Jess had pressed herself against him in the kitchen, her silky skin burning like a fever at his touch. Liam could still taste her on his lips. The way his tongue had slid between them, meeting hers, warm and luscious. The sensation had sent a jolt of pleasure straight through him to where it was visible, desperation growing from his unsatiated arousal.
He’d pulled away when she’d asked him to stop, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t interested in more. Now she was sleeping in the next room—his room—and he was on the couch, with nowhere near enough privacy for a wank. Liam scrolled through his phone, determined to distract himself from thinking about Jess in his bed, but the image of her emerging into the living room after her shower was hard to ignore.
She’d looked so beautiful—cheeks flushed, and hair wet and wild around her shoulders. As requested, Liam had slipped a t-shirt—a white one—just inside the bathroom door, which he hadn’t thought twice about until she came out with no bra. Dark knickers had been visible under the shirt, which had stretched seductively over her hips, and Liam realised that he should have thought better about that colour choice.
For her sake, at least.
Personally, he held no regrets.
They’d stood a little awkwardly in the living room, like they didn’t know what to do. It was getting late at that point, and he’d told her he might read before bed, and had offered her a book, too. Having settled on the couch, he’d tried not to watch her as she delicately fingered the spines of his books. He’d liked how she stood on one leg, with the other in some kind of a yoga-looking pose, while she’d read the backs. She’d picked out an Irish dictionary—a gift from his Grandfather—and had held it up, asking if it was ok for her to read.
“Shall I test ye in the morning, then?” he’d teased.
She’d smirked, stepping over to him beside the couch. When she’d bent over and placed a slow kiss on his lips, it was everything he could do not to pull her onto his lap. The kiss had thrummed through his core, and the familiar tension between his legs returned.
He’d blown out through pinched lips, his balls tight with need, as she’d swung her hips slowly toward his bedroom and half-turned at the door. Jaysus, ye’re a pure feckin’ temptress, now, Jess. It had felt like an invitation.
“Good night, Liam,” she’d said as she’d stepped into his room. “Thank you for tonight.” She left the door ajar.

“Fuck,” had been his drawn-out whisper into the dim light of the room.
***
It had been at least an hour, maybe more, since she’d tucked herself into his bed, and his eyes were settled on the moon, full and bright, through the living room window. Other than that, his phone was the only glow. The embers in the fireplace were nearly gone, and it was just him, and the thoughts he was trying not to have about his houseguest.
He startled at a rustle of sheets from the other room and dove under the blanket, pretending to be asleep. He didn’t want her to think he couldn’t sleep because he was stuck on the couch. Hearing her pass, he edged one eye open, and watched her slip into the kitchen, fill a glass with water, and take a long sip.
Putting the glass down gently, she stood at the sink—peacefully, it seemed—with one leg tucked behind the other, her hands propped on the counter. Liam thought about how easy it would be to slip in behind and wrap his arms around her, feel her body melt back into his as he kissed her neck… her collar bone… slid his shirt off her shoulders…
Shite. She was coming back.
He jammed his eyes shut, and tried not to smile when he felt her stop not far away. Is she watching me sleep, then?
He sensed her movement before he heard it, and his eyes flashed open when he realised that she hadn’t gone back to the bedroom. Christ almighty, what’s she after going to the garden for, then? She’s not got any pants! For whatever reason, Jess had taken a right and headed towards the back door that led to the yard.
Liam bolted upright, but paused to check himself.
Cock in reasonable order? Brilliant. While it seemed to be on standby whenever she was around, it certainly wasn’t a homing device, and he wasn’t about to lead with it into the garden to find her. ‘Fancy a midnight aubergine, Jess? Why I’ve got one right here…’ He scoffed. Focus, Liam. She could be a sleepwalker, for all he knew—and a dangerous one at that. He had a sudden and terrible vision of her going absolutely mental with his pruners, and his heart skipped a beat as he approached the back door, feeling for his wellies in the dark.
They were gone. Jess…
He dashed through the house, grabbed his runners from the front door, and slid them on at the back. Opening the back door, he could see her and his white shirt incandescent in the moonlight, as she stood in the greenhouse. She looked like some kind of stunning, pantless apparition, and he breathed a sigh of relief that there were no pruners in sight.
Feckin’ hell, anyway. He shook his head, chuckling to himself. She really is a bit of a muppet.
With hands in his pyjama pockets, he sauntered towards the greenhouse entrance. The night air was cool on his skin, and he immediately wished that he’d put on a jumper—or a shirt, even. He stopped at the door and put his arms up on top of the frame, appreciating the stretch.
“Can ye not sleep then, Jess?” He scratched the back of his head. “Were ye so desperately concerned for the welfare of my tomatoes?”
Her back was to him, and a startled gasp burst through her lips at the sound of his voice. She nearly jumped out of… my wellies, he realised, and bit his lip.
“Liam! Holy Christ!” she squeaked, letting out a nervous giggle as she turned to face him. “Sorry, did I wake you?”
He swallowed hard when his eyes traced down her body, taking in her nipples, hard from the night air. This girl—this woman—was half naked in his greenhouse, wearing his shirt and his wellies; he had to work to remember why he was holding himself back. No, in fact, I couldn’t sleep, Jess, because I needed a wank… and your naked arse in my— 
“Ehm… couldn’t sleep, myself,” he said as he stepped inside.
“You looked so peaceful a minute ago.” She feigned seriousness, but the amusement at the corners of her lips as she stepped toward him betrayed her.
“So, what yer really saying is, ye were watching me sleep? Sure, that’s a bit odd, like.” He closed the distance until they were inches apart—Jess in the enormous wellies, and Liam’s eyes fixed on hers as he slid his arms around her hips and rested his hands at the arch of her back.
She reached up and cupped her hands around his face, meeting his lips with her own.
Oh, fuckin’ Christ, Jess…ye’ll be the death of me now, like.
Liam accepted the kiss gladly, but truthfully, hesitated a little. He wasn’t sure how far she wanted to go; he needed a sign.
“Jess, I don’t want to go any further than ye want, but yer pure temptation, ye know that, right?”
She slid a hand around the back of his head and pulled him towards her, her mouth hard and hungry against his, and he felt more clear of her intentions.
When she moaned into his mouth as he dropped his hands low, and pulled her by the arse up against his growing hardness, suddenly the trajectory of the night seemed… obvious.
And when he growled, “Jess—”
And she ran her teeth along his earlobe, murmuring, “I want to feel all of you…”
He was pretty
feckin’
sure that this was a green-light-go.
Liam was certainly no longer feeling the chill of the night. Capturing her mouth once more, he pulled back and grinned mischievously, before turning and kneeling on the concrete, nodding for her to hop on his back.
“Wh—are you serious?” she gasped.
“C’mon so. Yer going to break yer neck clomping about the place in my wellies. Besides, I’m a massive[57] ride, I’d say.”
She cackled as she climbed onto his back, grasping her hands around his broad shoulders, and sniggering into the back of his neck.
They lost the wellies in the process, but Liam continued with determination across the lawn toward the house. Nothing—unless she changed her mind—was stopping him now.
“Your boots!” she exclaimed. “We should grab them!”
“Will ye ever forget the feckin’ wellies, Jess? Jaysus Christ!”
It was exactly the exasperation required of the moment, and Jess giggled mercilessly at his expense.




Jess
Monday Night, St. Luke’s Avenue


Jess left her laughter hanging in the moonlit branches outside, falling silent as they entered the muted house. Liam slid off his shoes. Coming into the quiet, she felt as though they were intruders, and gripped tighter on his shoulders as he carefully closed the door behind them. She swallowed hard and buried her face in the back of his neck, comforted by the warmth of his skin. 
Sex, now that it was going to happen, seemed like a big thing.
Everything so far with him had been small beans compared to getting naked—compared to inviting him into her—and she suddenly worried that she wasn’t ready.
That she would be bad at it after all these years.
That her body wouldn’t respond to him the way that she desperately wanted it to.
That she might cry.
Or, maybe, that it would be wonderful, and she’d still have to say goodbye.
Jess felt her heart pounding in her chest, and unwittingly, let out a little whimper. Stop overthinking this, Jess. Just fuck him already. Just rip off the proverbial band-aid, and get some.
“Are ye alright back there?” he whispered, sounding concerned as they stepped over the threshold of the bedroom.
“Yes,” she whispered back, heart in her throat. No…
He deposited her on the end of the bed and she laid back, staring up at the ceiling as she dangled her legs over the edge, and blew out softly, hoping he wouldn’t notice as she tried to calm the flustered butterflies in her stomach. Liam sat down beside her and laid back, too, facing her with his head propped up with his arm.
“Ehm, you went a bit quiet, there… and then ye made a wee little… somethin’.”
She took a deep breath and rolled over to face him, curling her knees up to fit in the crook of his body. He slid his other arm around her hips and pulled her in close. She closed her eyes and inhaled, taking in his scent, the heat of him comforting against her snowballing nerves.
“C’mere, like… talk to me,” he murmured, giving her hip a squeeze. “If ye’ve changed yer mind, now… if yer not ready…”
She took a deep, ragged breath, and let it out slowly through her nose.
“I feel—” she started, and then paused, not actually knowing how she felt, or how to explain it. She flushed, a little embarrassed for blowing so hot and cold.
Why can’t I do this?
“I guess,” she continued, “I’ve never really been good at casual sex… not after Darren. And I do want this.” She tucked a rogue lock of hair behind her ear. “I want you,” she said,  placing a hand on his chest, “like, so bad.” Jess swallowed, eyes skirting his. “I’m not making sense. Sorry. Maybe I shouldn’t have said all that. This is weird, right? I’m making this weird.” She sat up and put her head in her hands.
She felt him sit up, too, their thighs touching.
“Look, Jess… ehm… this, with you, it’s never been casual for me, anyway, like.”
She glanced sideways at him, sitting beside her on the end of the bed, hands clasped together between his knees.
“Can’t believe I am saying this now—” he paused, clearing his throat “—but, ehm… even back then, when you were here, it was never just about meeting.” He looked a little bashful, before cocking an eyebrow. “Don’t get me wrong now, I had some real”—his chest rose with a sharp intake of breath—“how would ye say it now, inappropriate thoughts about ye—”
She chuckled, playing with the seam of the blanket.
“—but, I also wanted to chat with ye now, just have a laugh. Ye were so clever, which always scared the shite out of me, to be honest. And,” he peered at her out of the corner of his eye, “ye always cared about everyone… even the real eejits in the bunch.”
Jess smiled. “I thought about you, too, you know,” she admitted quietly.
“Anyway now, whatever happens, like… it’s not a shift[58]
with ye.” He looked down—resolute—then cast a quick sideways glance at her. “Ah, go ‘way! Did ye just admit that ye were having thoughts about myself?” There was a grin playing on his lips.
Jess bit hers and blushed. “Maybe…”
“And?” In the darkness, his eyes were intense, urging.
“And what? You want me to reveal all of my lusty thoughts?” She cringed. Shit. Should NOT have said that. Oh my God.
“Good Lord! They were lusty thoughts, now?” He tsked. “I’d say I should hear every last feckin’ one of them. Ye must be bursting to unburden yerself, now.”
She laughed out loud.
“Go on, so.” Liam crossed his legs like he was hosting office hours right there in his bedroom. “I can see that this has been eating away at ye.”
It was obvious that he was working hard to keep a straight face, but she couldn’t contain herself. The tension that she’d felt in her gut was easing with every snicker, and she was grateful for it. Every time she looked at him, he raised his eyebrows like he truly was expecting her to spill all of her dirty secrets, and that set her giggling hysterically again.
“YOU FIRST!” she finally shrieked.
Liam rubbed his jaw.
He’d been clean-shaven at the office, and now, had a desperately rakish look about him, sitting there, topless, with a delicious dose of five o’clock shadow. She eyed his lips and licked hers.
“Alright, so. I s’pose I should’ve seen that comin’ now.” He looked up at the ceiling, a slow smile creeping across his face. “Sometimes… when I’d have history first thing, I’d get to school early, so I might run into ye coming out of yer room.”
Jess raised her eyebrows. “That’s it? That’s pretty tame there, Liam,” she joked. “You were an innocent, I guess.” She patted his thigh. “Did you think we’d, you know, have tea and toast, or something? Talk politics?” 
“Ehm, no.” A lazy grin slid across his face. “I was thinkin’ you’d invite me in, like.”
“Oh.” She swallowed, heart skipping a beat. “And, what would we have been doing… in my room?”
Liam cocked an eyebrow. “Ah, go on. I’d say it’s your turn now, so.”
She faked a scowl, and turned, so that she fully faced him. “Um, so, I did like you then…” she started. “A lot, actually.”
He cocked his head and clicked his tongue as if to say, but of course.
“And, I always wondered what it would have been like if we’d been, you know, secretly hooking up.” She practically whispered those last words, as if she could still get in trouble for saying them out loud.
He smirked as he turned his body to face hers. “Sure, I wasn’t the only one thinking about me in yer room, then,” he said.
Jess shook her head.
“And so… tell me now, like, whatever were we doing behind yer closed door?” Liam waggled his eyebrows comically, but there was a growing fire in his eyes as he lazily traced a finger over her thigh.
She paused, feeling shy. “Well, I suppose… we were kissing.”
“Ah, well, I’m afraid that I don’t really know what that entails, like. I’d say the culture between Canada and Ireland might be quite different when it comes to such things.”
“You are shocking!” She tossed her head back, laughing. “You’ll want me to explain it next, yeah?”
He locked his eyes on hers, quirking an eyebrow. “I’d say ye should. I’ll want to be sure yer on the same page as myself, now. And if you must demonstrate,” he continued, more seriously this time, “well, then, so be it.”
Jess scoffed as she inched closer to him and cupped a hand around his cheek, placing a slow, soft kiss on his lips.
Liam pulled back dramatically. “Jaysus, this is culture shock now—and it’s worse than I thought.” He shook his head. “I’d say ye Canadians are rather repressed, like. God love all of ye, but this is desperate.”[59] His expression was serious, but the twinkle in his eyes was telling.
Jess furrowed her brow and gripped his shoulders, swinging a leg over his lap. Liam bit his lip and slid his hands around her waist as she sunk herself onto him, her bare thighs gripping his hips.
“Well, then,” she murmured. “This sounds like a very challenging time for you, Liam. I do hope you have some good support, something to cling to…”
Liam dropped his hands low and grabbed her ass, pulling her fast up against his cock. “I’d say I do now, Jess,” he whispered into her neck.
She let out a little groan at his growing hardness, urgent against the silky fabric at the cusp of her thighs. Jess pressed her lips to his, soft and languid, as he rocked his hips, hands pulling her tight to his body. That deep longing to be touched throbbed inside her, and she chased it as she ground against the thick bulge in his pants.
Good God she needed this—and it felt right.
Here, with him.
His hands found their way towards the hem of her shirt. “May I?” he murmured.
“Please,” she breathed.
He slid the shirt slowly up and over her torso, letting his fingers trail gently along the sides of her rib cage, and she shivered. The cool air of the room was refreshing on her skin, and his touch was like a fever by comparison. He lifted the shirt gingerly over her head and tossed it across the room, and she chuckled softly upon hearing it flop somewhere in the darkness.
Only a little moonlight slipped in between the cracks of the blinds, giving his body an ethereal quality, but one she could touch. Jess revelled in the warmth of him against her, the light traces of his fingers that made her shiver, and their sounds—his sharp breath when she ran her hands through the back of his hair, and her own little gasps of pleasure.
She pressed herself closer, and he groaned against her lips as her hard nipples grazed his chest. He held her hips tight, burying his face in her neck.
“How… do ye like to be touched, Jess?” he asked, low and raspy.
His words vibrated through to her core, unleashing a shudder. She placed her hand on his and slid it gently across her hip, letting him feel her body tense and twitch in response to his touch. Holding his gaze, she watched him swallow hard as she guided his hand up her torso, filling it with her breast. 
“Like this,” she whispered.
Her breast fit perfectly in Liam’s hand, as though this body she’d grown into was made to find its way back to him. He let his thumb trail over her nipple in delicate strokes, his head lolling back with pleasure. She leaned in and nibbled the length of his neck, placing kisses along his jaw.
“Jess…” he breathed, and then his face snapped back to hers as he captured her mouth with his lips—feverish and insistent.
The kiss was consuming, and full of desperate longing, and Jess realised that she wanted—no, needed— to be completely naked with him. She craved the heat of his skin against the wet, aching lips of her sex.
She stole herself from his embrace, reluctantly sliding backwards off his lap, and heard his sharp breath.
“Oh, Christ,” he panted. “Are ye okay? Sorry, was this too much, now?”           
She kept her gaze steady on his shadowy form, and slipped her underwear down, shimmying it off onto the floor.
“It’s not enough,” she murmured. “I want more.”
Nudging herself between his knees, she took his hand again, gently placing it on her stomach. She guided his fingers down the slope of her belly, until she heard a heavy breath catch in his throat when he reached her wetness.
Liam released a growl of satisfaction as he let his fingers trail, teasing around the edge of her slick opening. Leaning forward, he grabbed her ass tight with the other hand, and gently took her nipple between his lips. Jess’ back arched at the feel of him sucking her skin, and he slipped two fingers inside her, just long enough for her to tighten around him, before he slowly dragged her wetness up over her clit.
“Like that?” he rasped, circling his fingers.
Her core pulsed, desperate to feel him inside her again.
“Do it again, Liam,” she hummed against his cheek—and he did.
This time, he gently grasped around her neck, sliding his hand up to her jaw until her head tipped back and she let out a throaty gasp. He lapped the other nipple slowly with his tongue before sucking it into his mouth, as he plunged his fingers, wet with her readiness, inside her again, pulsing them in and out torturously, the palm of his hand brushing against her clit.
Jess grabbed his shoulders and ground against his hand, moaning with exasperation when he removed it—a delicious ache left in its absence. She slid her knees around his hips on the bed, straddling him, as she kissed his neck, his jaw, before pressing her lips to his, hungrily, as she reached between them, and shifted the waistband of his pants to release his cock. He burned between her thighs, thick and hard, and she slowly rocked her hips, feeling herself slide along his length. He slipped his tongue between her parted lips and his groan in her mouth sent a shiver to her core.
Liam slipped his hands around her hips and under her ass, lifting her as he stood up. Lips on his, she let herself melt around him, wrapping her legs around his waist and hands clasping the back of his neck. His strong arms held her tightly, and as he released her lips and pressed his forehead to hers, a chuckle of satisfaction spilled from him which made her smile inside.
“This alright, now?” he murmured.
“It’s more than alright,” she whispered, kissing him softly. “And—” she bit her lip, “—thank you for checking.”
He turned to face the bed and Jess caught a wry grin on his face, just before he carefully released her with a flop onto the cool, flannel duvet.
“Good,” he rumbled. “Because I’d say, ye left something unfinished… back there in the kitchen.”
She fell backwards and shrieked with delight. “You mean the potatoes?” she sassed, an excited giggle spilling out of her.
He let out a raspy laugh as he rustled at the foot of the bed to slide off his pants, and then braced himself on top of her, whispering against her neck, “Not the spuds now, Jess.”
A throaty chuckle slipped out of her as she wrapped her thighs high around his torso, pulling him down to her—his lips to hers. Liam tangled his tongue with hers as she ran her hands up the back of his neck and gripped his hair, and released a savage groan. His cock pulsed full and hot against her slick clit, leaving her insides thrumming with anticipation for his every touch, and she arched her back, her breasts pressing into his chest.
Stealing her mouth from his, Jess slowly trailed her thumb over his lips. “Tell me what you want, Liam,” she whispered.
He held her gaze as he let the fingers of one hand trail down between them and graze the engorged edges of her opening, his breath hitching as she flexed into his hand. “To kiss ye… here… like…” he rasped. 
Jess groaned. “I want you to,” she murmured against his throat.
Liam grinned mischievously and took his time kissing his way down her neck, her belly, towards that ache of desire between her legs that pleaded for attention. She writhed beneath him, more than ready to feel his lips on the most sensitive parts of her.
He started low, the tip of his tongue tracing her supple edges towards her clit, and then paused.
“Liam, please…” she gasped, her hips flexing instinctively towards his mouth, her body hungry for him.
He chuckled against her skin, and she felt it vibrate to her core.
He lowered his mouth again, slowly, teasing, to where she could feel his breath on the slick lips of her sex. Dipping his tongue into her opening, he made a sound of pure satisfaction as he torturously dragged the flat of it towards her clit, then took the throbbing nub between his lips and sucked it gently, until she was digging her ass into the sheets and opening her legs to him as wide as possible. Gasping, she clutched the sheets with one hand and played with his hair with the other, gripping his head tight against her as he moved his tongue, leisurely exploring every delicate angle of her sex. Jess let loose a desperate moan, as she ground into his unrelenting mouth.
It was tempting to let him finish her right then.
“Liam,” she breathed, lifting his head. “That was….” A throaty little chuckle slipped out of her.
He sat back on his heels, his breath ragged, watching her with heat in his eyes as she sat up to meet him. Liam pulled her in close, ducking his forehead to meet hers. Jess placed a grateful, languid kiss on his lips, the taste of her desire lingering on his mouth.
“That was…” She swallowed. “Mmm.”
She trailed her hands down his torso, taking in the strength of his body with her fingers. She felt his stomach muscles twitch beneath her touch, and slid her tongue into his mouth as she reached a hand down to grasp his hard length.
“I want to taste you,” she whispered low against his cheek, after their lips had parted.
Liam swallowed. “Jess, I—” His voice was ragged, hungry. “You don’t have to—”
“I want to,” she rasped, her thumb stroking his engorged skin.
“Then, yes,” he breathed, his hands cupping her face. “And ehm… I’m clean, like, tested,” he whispered.
Jess smiled into the darkness. “Me, too—should have said that before.” She placed a palm on his chest and gave him a gentle push. “Stand up,” she hummed, and followed him as he backed off the end of the bed.
She took in his whole body, visible now as he stood before her. His legs were thick and muscular—unwavering. He stood with more confidence than Jess had ever seen a naked man stand, one hand on his ample erection, and the other held out to her as she eased herself off the edge of the bed. He pulled her into his arms, hands gripping her ass, ravishing her lips with his own. Jess smiled against his lips when she felt his hardness pressed against her. It was satisfying and powerful, knowing that she had this effect on him.
Releasing his lips, she let her nipples trail down his body as she came to kneeling. He exhaled sharply, eyes closed, and head rolling back when his cock rested momentarily between her breasts. She could see his Adam’s apple bob as he swallowed and bit his lip.
Jess took him in her hand and stroked his shaft slow and firm, bringing the head close to her lips as she breathed out slowly. She felt the shudder in Liam’s thighs, and smiled before wrapping her lips around him; smooth, hard, and full.
He groaned, low and raspy, and gently cupped the back of her head. She gripped his tight ass with one hand and slid the other along his shaft as she took more of him in her mouth, her tongue rolling lavishly over his salty skin. She savoured the taste and feel of him; it was intimate and powerful. They were sharing themselves completely tonight. She rocked her hips gently—instinctively—as she sucked his cock, and felt her wetness gathering at the cusp of her thighs.
Liam was breathing heavily, and she could feel him stopping himself from thrusting into her mouth. “Jaysus... “ he breathed. “Jess, ye need to... stop, before I come.”
She slid him slowly out of her mouth and stood up, her insides thrumming.
“Was that okay?” she murmured, placing a kiss on his chest, a wicked grin on her lips.
He tilted her chin up and answered with a deep kiss, and she felt like she might melt against him.
She pressed herself, slick with wanting, against his body and whispered into his neck. “I want to feel you inside me.”
Liam cupped her face in his hand and backed her onto the bed, holding the small of her back as he lay her down. She opened herself to him, welcoming him, and he slipped his tongue inside her mouth as he entered her, full and throbbing. She felt a connection—no—a wholeness, that she hadn’t felt in a long time. Jess gasped against his lips as he began thrusting slow and deep inside her, letting out a primal, possessive groan of his own.
She watched him above her. His eyes were soft and vulnerable, and there was safety in knowing that she wasn’t the only one opening herself tonight. This was important for him, too, it seemed. They moved together, hips locked in rhythm, and she smiled against his lips, delighted to be known in this way, again.
Liam slowed to a languid pulse. “Ye feel amazing—” he rasped, placing his forehead on hers, “—but I want to see ye. I want to see all of ye when ye come.”
She nodded, and he held her hip, rolling them both over so she was on top. Liam bit his lip and raised a hand to cup her breast, squeezing gently, thumbing over her hardened nipple. He slid his hands to her hips, his eyes wide and reverent, groaning, as she sunk herself onto him.
Heat flooded Jess’ body as she ground into him, her insides pulsing with need, and she watched his face as she rode him; the way he bit his lip, and his sharp breaths as her hips rolled back and forth sensuously with his cock deep inside her. His eyes locked on hers as he teased her clit with one hand, lip between his teeth, and as she moaned his name, she could see him fighting his own release, holding on for her.
She kept her hips low and steady as the burning inside her strengthened and spread into a delicious, prickling heat that ran down her back. With breath rapid, she worked her hips harder as a primal groan escaped his lips.            
“Oh, God, Liam,” she breathed, “I’ve wanted you for so long.”
He grabbed her ass with both hands, pulling her tighter against him, and she gasped, her whole body on fire and shaking.
“You have me, Jess,” he growled, thumbing her clit in slow, firm circles.
Jess’ head flew back as she let loose a cry filled with all of the anguish and lust that had been pent up inside her for so long, her insides pulsing with each wave of release. Liam thrust up into her one last time, arching his hips as he let out a long groan of relief.
She lolled forward, slowly kissing his chest and neck, and he flexed and shuddered beneath her, the culmination of their shared desire pouring out of them.
Liam pulled the duvet up and around them, holding her close as their breathing slowed. They lay like that for a long time, with him inside her, placing gentle kisses on the top of her head, as she lazily traced the muscles of his chest with her fingers.
She was safe, content—satisfied.
This was peace.




Liam
Tuesday Morning, Number 7, St. Luke’s Avenue
Liam slept soundly for the first time in a long time, waking only in the wee hours as the sun began to emerge and the birds became restless. They’d fallen asleep in a tangle of arms and legs, and truthfully, he hadn’t wanted to let go. He felt as though if he wasn’t holding her, she might disappear, or worse, she might have never been there at all.
But at some point in the night, Jess had rolled away—curled on her side. And now that he was awake, Liam feared that maybe she would regret what had taken place between them.
He rolled over carefully to get up, wanting to check the time. If he was honest with himself, what he really wanted was some reassurance, but he wasn’t about to wake her and ask; and he couldn’t just lie there festering about it.
Liam sat up and started to swing a leg over the side of the bed, and Jess stirred. He froze, like he’d been sculpted out of the backdrop of the room, and waited to see if she was, in fact, still asleep. She sighed, hand scrunching the sheet, her face peaceful.
Jaysus, she’s feckin’ beautiful, anyway, he thought to himself, looking down at her.  She had these wee freckles—visible now, in the light of the morning—dotting her face, and he wondered how he’d never noticed them before. He ran a hand over his jaw, fighting the urge to jump back under the covers, pull her against him and bury himself in her warmth. Could get used to wakin’ up like this, now.
He shook his head.
It was too soon for these thoughts—and she was leaving, anyway. His heart sank at that.
Assured that she was still sleeping, he swung the other leg over the bed and pushed himself up, careful not to make any of the old-man noises that he was prone to making now when he stood. Somehow, that had started even before he’d turned thirty, and at not-yet-forty, they were entrenched.
Jess rolled over and reached out lazily to where he’d been lying. He noticed the little pout that formed on her lips when her hand came up empty, and pride bubbled in his chest. She opened her eyes and looked surprised to see him standing there.
“You watching me sleep, Liam?” she teased, drowsily. “That’s a bit odd, like.” She bundled the blankets around her like a cocoon.
He smiled. “Didn’t want to wake ye,” he whispered, as he lifted the sheet and slid back into bed.
“Do you have somewhere to be?” she mumbled, eyes half closed again.
“Not for a while yet,” he assured, stroking her head gently.
“Mmm, good.” She sighed and scooted closer to snuggle into his chest.
Liam pulled her in close, the tension he’d been feeling in his chest loosening, as he wrapped one arm around her hips and tangled the other hand in her already messy hair, which was soft, and still a little damp from the night before. She wiggled closer, tucking her head under his chin, her hand resting over his heart. He could smell his shampoo in her hair, himself on her skin, and there was something oddly gratifying about that.
It was Tuesday, and he didn’t have anywhere to be for a few hours. Reassured with Jess snug in his arms, Liam let his mind wander back to the night before. He bit his cheek to stop himself from laughing out loud at the memory of her blundering around his greenhouse in just his shirt and wellies. She was lovely and strange, and he felt at home with her. Like he was finally coming back to something that had been long lost in the shuffle of life and others’ expectations. Like he was coming back to himself.
He refused to think about her leaving. Just a little healthy denial; not a bother at all, right?
She let out a little sigh, stretching as she dozed, her full breasts rising and falling against his chest. The rest of her, supple and intertwined with his legs, left him acutely aware of his arousal, which was increasing by the minute. He knew he should try to distract himself—quell his growing hardness—but he didn’t care.
Sorry, not sorry now, anyway…
He wanted to think about her. The way she’d moaned and gripped the sheets when he’d sucked her gently. The fiery look in her eyes right before she’d put him in her mouth and rolled her tongue along his thick shaft, like he was the only thing that she’d ever wanted to taste. About her riding him, slow and deep, with her breast cupped in his hand, and the way she’d gasped his name when she came. He wanted to think about all of that—do all of that—again.
Jess let out a small giggle.
Christ Almighty, he thought, smiling to himself. She knows, like. How could she not? But he found himself, again, not caring as she slipped her leg a little higher, making room for his cock to rest up against the heat of her sex.
Holy feckin’ Christ. He inhaled sharply.         
“Um, Liam,” she whispered into his neck.
Ah, feck it. Could we not just pretend like it’s a totally normal thing now, to have a hot cock up against ye in the mornin’, Jess? Just a bit of delight?
A sheepish smile crept across his face. “Yeh?”
“Is that a… potato in your pocket, or… are you just happy to see me?” She sniggered, clearly finding herself a great craic at this early hour.
Liam rolled onto his back, only a little scarlet, and belly laughing out loud. “Ehm, I’d say there’s more than a potato's worth here, to be honest now, Jess,” he shot back—eyes twinkling—his last words catching on the chuckle in his throat. He looked sideways at her; at the little smirk on her lips. “Sorry, now,” he said, more seriously.
She slid her hand across his chest, tucking her hips and breasts against him again, and repositioned her leg over his thigh.
He failed to suppress a low groan.
With her head in the crook of his arm, she planted a kiss on the side of his torso and said, “Don’t be.”




Jess
Tuesday Morning, Number 7, St. Luke’s Avenue


Pressed against Liam, his heart beating slow and steady, it was easier to pretend that they wouldn’t have to say goodbye. The heat of his skin was enough to keep that determined knot of uncertainty from fully forming in her stomach, and she didn’t want to let go because when she did, there would be questions in her mind that she couldn’t answer.
Questions that felt too soon to ask.
Questions that she didn’t know if he shared.
So, Jess snuggled closer, drinking in his scent, pretending.
She was happy—more than she’d expected to be—and her lips on his torso curved into a smile that spilled over and lit up her whole insides. The night before had been honest and vulnerable. She’d laid herself bare in more ways than one, and surprisingly, it had been okay.
Wonderful, even.
Up until then, it had been hard to imagine being that way with anyone again, and yet, this trip had opened something in her, and made space for this visceral connection that she felt with Liam. Perhaps it was their shared history, or the fact that they were both so tired of being sad and alone, but there was an ease when they were together. It was disarming in a welcome sort of way. Maybe she didn’t need to hide anymore—and maybe he didn’t, either.
Liam placed a slow kiss on her forehead and whispered a thank you into her hair as he dragged himself away to the shower, and suddenly, that knot in her gut was bundling itself with a keen disregard for anything else. Her stomach lurched. She couldn’t lie there anymore; pretend time was over.
Jess hopped out of bed once the shower was running, and spied Liam’s shirt on the floor. She pulled it on as she stepped through the bedroom door towards the kitchen. Phone… she thought, remembering that she’d left it in her bag by the door. Retrieving it, she realised she hadn’t checked it since before she’d arrived. Jess cocked her head. Sign of a good night.
Well, that thought was a double edged sword.
Heaving a sigh, she scrolled her Instagram feed for a minute, before posting in the group chat. She had let the girls know she would be having dinner with Liam and then sleeping in her car for the night, and to call the Garda if she hadn’t checked in in the morning. There was a firm scolding from Liz for the car sleeping plan, and a suggestion that she just ride the ‘D’ all night, instead.
Took your advice Liz…

She stuffed her phone back in her bag with unnecessary haste as the bathroom door opened, and stood, hands on hips, looking out the window. She didn’t dare turn around; didn’t want her face to betray all of the emotions that sat heavily on her chest. She took a deep breath, and watched as the rain streamed down the glass. It would be a long, wet drive back to Dublin. She shook her head, swallowing the growing lump in her throat.
“Lashin’ out there so,” Liam said as he came up behind her, wrapping his arms around her waist.
She could feel his bare, slightly damp chest against her back, and the bundle of towel around his waist at the small of her back. It was comforting to have his arms around her again, and she let the warmth of his skin melt away her worries for the moment—only a temporary fix, of course. Reality could wait. Right? He just needed to not let go.
Liam traced his fingers lightly down her arms, turning her left wrist gently, exposing the little characters of her tattoo.
“I’ve been meaning to ask about this, now,” he murmured into her hair.
Jess gave a soft chuckle. “It’s Japanese,” she said quietly. “It… reminds me that I’ll be ok.”
“Mmm,” he hummed, and she felt him smile against her shoulder. She inhaled deeply as he kissed softly along her neck, revelling in the warm, tingly sensation left behind by the softness of his lips. He turned her gently by the hips, leaning in for a kiss.
Her hands shot up to cover her mouth.
“I haven’t brushed my teeth!” came her muffled voice.
Liam chuckled. “I don’t care…”
Jess wriggled out of his arms and scampered for the bathroom where she’d left her toothbrush. “You might! And I do,” she called over her shoulder.
She could hear his steps and laughter behind her, and when she came out, he was at his closet in the bedroom.
“Ok. Now I’m ready,” she declared, arms out wide as she approached him. 
Liam shook his head. “Ah, sure the moment’s passed, anyway, like,” he teased.
Jess huffed, and in one smooth motion, flung the towel from around his waist.
Her eyes went wide. Well good morning, Liam. She rather surprised herself with this move. Though, unlike her, who would have shrunk and tried to cover herself in the broad daylight, Liam just stood there, like being naked in front of her was the most natural thing in the world.
“Do ye see something ye like now, Jess?” he smirked, eyebrow cocked.
Oh, my God. He’d caught her staring. This was embarrassing. Also yes, yes I do.
She cleared her throat, feigning confidence. “Sure do,” she said as she stepped in and draped her hands around his neck, placing a minty kiss on his warm lips, his bare cock pressing against her stomach where the shirt had ridden up. He slid his hands up under the back of his t-shirt as she stretched to meet his mouth, pulling her in close.
“Ehm, I’d say yer a bit overdressed now,” he murmured, walking her backwards towards the bed.
She giggled. “And I’d say, you’re going to be late for work if we keep this up.”
“Ah, feck the lot of ‘em,” he whispered between kisses on her collarbone. “Sure, college is highly overrated.”
She laughed out loud at that. “You don’t mean that!”
He sighed heavily, dropping his hands from her hips. “Yer right yerself, Jess. I don’t.” He held her gaze for a moment before looking down. “Look, ehm, I know ye need to get on to Dublin,” he met her eyes again and cupped her cheek, “but… would ye ever stay one more night, now? I… don’t want to lose ye just yet.”
Jess’ heart swelled, and so did the lump in her throat. She wanted to stay, but this was only delaying the inevitable. Eventually, she would have to leave. Back to Dublin. Back to Canada.
“Okay,” she nodded.
He smiled. “Now, I don’t want to go in, but it seems I will, so… can I drop ye ‘round to get yer things? Where was it ye booked in, now?”
She blushed and pressed her lips together in a sheepish sort of smile. “I’ll be alright. Thanks, though,” she mumbled, playing with the hem of his shirt.
Liam looked at her quizzically. “Ehm… it’s not a bother, like. I’m after asking ye to stay, so the least I can do is—”
“Alright!” she interrupted, and then said quietly, “My stuff’s just in the car…”
“Ah, ye hadn’t checked in then, so.”
Jess rolled her eyes. Jesus… I’m going to have to spell it out, aren’t I?
She chuckled. “No. There wasn’t anywhere for me to check in to, so… everything is in the car.” She looked at him pointedly, her eyebrows raised.
Liam scratched the back of his head—still naked, as if that was completely normal—and crossed his arms over his chest. His forehead was all scrunched up, slow gears turning, and his eyebrows nearly met in the middle of his face. It was cute, really.
“Ehm, sorry now, so ye… so, if I hadn’t... ehm, then ye would’ve—“
“Slept in the car.” She made an awkward fishy face and fiddled with the sleeve of the shirt. “Yep, that was my plan,” she said, mostly averting her gaze.
Liam looked concerned—no, shocked. And then this sort of bewildered amusement crossed his face, before he crossed his arms, resting his chin in the palm of his hand.
“Is that a cultural thing now—sleeping in cars, like?” he inquired.
She shook her head, laughing, and then nodded towards the closet. “Pants. And then you can drop me at the car, yeah?”
***
It was a short drive, of course, because Jess had deliberately parked close to his house.
“Ah, good sight lines now. Nice tree here above ye; bit of protection from the rain, so. I’d say ye might have a hidden talent here now, Jess,” he said, with all the sincerity of a Cheshire Cat.
Merciless! she thought, rolling her eyes
“You are brutal, you know that, right?” she said with a grin as she grabbed her purse and opened the car door.
“C’mere, take these,” he said, wrangling a couple of keys off his ring and passing them to her. “The big one is for the front door now, and the other one is for the garden shed. Maybe wear some pants this time if yer gardening. Sure, my neighbour, Mrs. Piggott, will be telling the news of ye to the whole neighbourhood, otherwise,” he added with a smirk.
She smiled. “You're not worried I’m some con artist then… shagging you, and then robbing you blind while you're at work?”
“Ah, sure the only thing you’ll be after stealing is my heart now, Jess!” he retorted, then squinted his eyes closed and pinched his lips tightly together, like he was mortified by his own words. He leaned his head onto the steering wheel. “Ehm, could we pretend like I didn’t just—“
“Say that?” she finished for him, suppressing the giddy guffaw that was desperate to slip out. “Not a chance,” she assured, before pecking him on the cheek and slipping out of the car.
“See you tonight!” she called out to his open window, swinging her hips and his keys as she walked backward towards her car. Stealing my heart… She could see him looking as scarlet as ever in the side mirror.
He gave a little wave before taking off down the lane.
“Oh my,”  she whispered aloud to herself. “Stolen hearts all around, like.”




liam
Tuesday Morning, Shandon Flowers


Liam stopped at Shandon Flowers on the way to the College. He must have stood at the counter for ten whole minutes, debating between the Pink Radiance and the Flaming Fiesta bouquets. Feckin’ Christ almighty, but why does this always have to be such a pain in the arse?
Couldn’t a man just buy some bleedin’ flowers without so much hassle?
“Ehm, sorry now. Can I help ye get something sorted?” The cashier, an audible gum chomper, wanted to know—naturally. “Who’s it for then?” he asked.
“Would ye ever do something in the middle of these two now? A… Flaming Radiance, perhaps?” Liam flashed his most dashing smile, but was pretty sure he knew the answer. For the fifty-five Euro it was going to cost, however, he thought he might as well ask.
“Ehm, no, like,” he said, in a what the fuck do ye think this is, sort of way, which made Liam chuckle inside.
“Alright so. I guess I’ll go for the Flaming Fiesta then, thanks. Ye can address the tag to Grainne.”
“Ok so,” he replied, sounding rather apathetic as he went to work pulling stems, clipping, and assembling.
Liam checked his watch—he wouldn’t be late.
Aside from his Freudian slip this morning as he dropped Jess at her car, Liam was resolute in his belief that the morning had been brilliant. He’d woken up after a genuinely good night, and next to Jess, the massive ride herself. He smiled to himself. And tomorrow, he’d do the same.
He was trying not to think about what would happen after tomorrow, when the cashier slid the bundle of flowers across the counter to him, and plonked away on his register.
“That’ll be fifty-five Euro, thanks,” he said through his gum.
Liam tapped his card, grabbed the bouquet, and nodded a thanks on his way out.
***
Grainne was at her desk when he arrived. He placed the bouquet on her counter as he breezed past on the way to his office.
“What’s all this, now?” she called after him.
Liam hung his jacket on the back of his chair, and grabbed his notes for class. “Just wanted to say, thanks a million,” he said, returning to the hallway and locking his door.
Grainne smiled. “I take it things went well with yer one, then?” she asked, adjusting her glasses as Liam swung past her desk again.
He grinned, smoothing a hand over the countertop and raising his eyebrows. “It’s like I said. Thanks a million.” He heaved his satchel over his shoulder, moving swiftly for the exit. “See ye after class then, so.”
Grainne nodded, already back to her computer.
***
The class was noisy with chatter when Liam walked into the room and flopped his satchel on the wide podium at the front. Not a bother, he thought. There wasn’t much that would put a damper on his mood today. At this very moment, Jess was probably in his shower—all naked, like—and he’d be coming home to her later tonight.
He was only a minute late, but the students were all crowded around Fionn’s computer, no doubt looking at one of those tickity-tock gobshites[60]  that the youth were so into these days. One of them noticed Liam and elbowed Fionn, who tried to quickly dispel the crowd.
“Ehm, something good, now?” Liam asked, smiling. In a good mood, he could take some light-hearted banter with his students. Sure, why not, anyway?
There were a few titters in the crowd and then Tom spoke up.
“Ehm,” he started, grinning from ear to ear, “just a music compilation from a long time ago. The Nineties, like.” He laughed. “Sure, yer a bit ancient now, so maybe ye know some of them then, Walsh-y.”
“From a long time ago,” Liam cut in. “Ancient, like.” He rolled his eyes, laughing in spite of himself. “Ye lot are pure shockin’ now,” he teased, leaning back on the front of the podium and smiling.
Liam was interrupted by the sound of the auditorium door opening behind him, and the class fell silent. He craned his neck to see who had come in—probably some tardy little muppet, he assumed—and then straightened himself immediately when he saw the Department Administrator standing at the door, his lips in a thin line.
“Professor Walsh, a word please.”
Liam swallowed. This didn’t seem good.
“Ehm, of course. Yes.” He turned to the class. “Why don’t ye have a look at the extra readings listed in the syllabus,” he said, knowing full well they wouldn’t, “and I’ll be back shortly, then.”
The department teaching aid slipped in the door behind them, and Liam gave him a bewildered nod. Padraig[61] O’Hanlon, the Department Administrator, motioned with his chin to the class.
“Ye can take over for Professor Walsh’s class then, Lenny,” he said, turning in the doorway and motioning for Liam to follow.
Take over my class? Christ! What ever the fuck is happening in here, anyway? Liam felt a flash of irritation as he followed Padraig out the door.
The class remained silent until the door was nearly shut behind them, and it was then that Liam heard the whispers commence. The annoyance he’d felt a moment ago faded into fear. His heart was in his throat; a clammy sensation took over his hands, and he wiped them on the back of his dark jeans, hoping it would make a difference.
It didn’t.
“Follow me, Liam,” commanded Padraig, in a way that was most unlike him.
They had always gotten along well, but now Padraig’s voice was hard to read, and Liam couldn’t catch his eye.
“Padraig, wait,” Liam started, hoping that he might appeal to this man, whom he’d grown chummy with since he’d started at the college. “What’s this all about, now?”
Padraig stopped, half-turning to Liam, but still unable to meet his eye, casting his gaze to the wall opposite them, instead. “C’mere Liam,” he sighed, sounding exasperated. “Look, I don’t think ye did this.” He shook his head, wincing. “But it’s fierce dodgy now. There’s been an accusation against ye.”
Liam’s eyes went wide. “What? Christ, now, what kind of an accusation are we talkin’ about?” His mind raced, searching desperately for what he could have done wrong. Being a male teacher in these times wasn’t simple, that much was clear, but he was always so careful—never looking anywhere but at the eyes of his students, and always dissuading any potentially inappropriate topics. How’s this even happening? he wondered, frantically.
Liam swallowed hard.
They were nearly at the Dean’s office. Shite, he thought. This is fucking serious, now. “Padraig” he pleaded, “ye can’t let me go in blind, like. What’s goin’ on? What have I been accused of?”
Padraig put his hand on the door but paused before opening it. “Look, I’m not supposed to tell ye before we get in there in case ye, I dunno, leg it for the exit, now. But—” He ran a hand over his face, looking as uncomfortable as Liam felt. “—ye've been accused of sleeping with a student, Liam.”
Liam felt like he was going to be sick, his worst fear as an educator coming true.
“Padraig. Ye know I didn’t do this, now,” he said, desperate for alliance. “I didn’t like—come on. Ye know me!”
“What I know, Liam, is that there’s a film.”
And that was the last thing Padraig said before opening the door to the Dean’s office, and ushering a wide-eyed Liam inside.




Jess
Tuesday Morning, Number 7, St. Luke’s Avenue
Jess parked her car at Liam’s and hefted her things out of the trunk, setting them down in the driveway to close the lid. As she lifted her bags, she was startled by the seemingly sudden appearance of a small, elderly woman with wispy white hair, and large, buggy eyes. She wore a sort of woollen tunic, and Jess noted the saggy ankles of her stockings at the mouth of her—what could only be described as—old lady shoes.
“Oh!” Jess gasped, dropping the bags as her eyes met the old woman’s. “Sorry, I didn’t see you there.”
“Not a bother, now. Sorry if I startled ye,” she said, eyes bulbous in their sockets.
Her voice was a sort of sing-songy warble, and Jess smiled. She was cute, nana-like, but Jess wouldn't have been surprised if she’d been a real Irish mammy in her time.
“It’s only that I thought it was yer one, ye see.” Her wrinkled lips stretched into an oddly wide smile, and Jess was momentarily distracted by whether or not this woman had teeth. “But yer not, now, are ye.”
Jess felt a flash of something hot in her gut.
Did Liam have women at his house on the regular then?
Was he cooking dinner for them, too?
Was she just the flavour of the week?
She shook her head. This rabbit hole wasn’t helpful.
“Sorry, I guess I’m not who you were expecting,” she said, smiling politely. “I’m Jess, by the way. I’m an old… friend.”
“Oh, Jess,” she said. “Yer not from around here, now, are ye? I’m Mrs. Piggott, Liam’s neighbour.” She pointed a gnarled finger to the quaint little row house next door.
“Well, nice to meet you, Mrs. Piggott,” Jess said sweetly, picking up her bags again.
I’m not going to ask her who she thought I was, she told herself. She wouldn’t be that woman.
“Um, Mrs. Piggott?” Or, maybe she would. “Who did you think I was?”
“Sure, I thought ye were Liam’s sister now, so. Pretty thing. Didn’t catch her name.”
“Oh,” Jess breathed, eyebrows raised, both relieved and disturbed. Liam doesn’t have a sister...
“Said she had a surprise for him, sure she did, but the poor thing had forgotten her key.” She cocked her head and peered at Jess, nodding. “I let her in with mine, of course. Do ye have a way in, love?” she asked, raising her barely visible eyebrows. “Shall I get my key, then?”
This woman is nuts, Jess thought.
It seemed like Mrs. Piggott was quite the obliging old gal, just letting scads of women into Liam’s house with no proof of identity. She made a mental note to tell him he might want to ask for his key back.
Jess held up Liam’s set, smiling. “All good, thanks. And, nice to meet you,” she added, stepping toward the house.
“Oh, Jess!” she called out. “Will ye ever tell Liam, now, that I’ve an awful feeling there’s a rat under the house?” Mrs. Piggott’s eyes seemed buggier at the word ‘rat’—her hands clasped at her breast like the claws of a water-logged crab.
Sounds like there might be more than one rat in the neighbourhood, Jess considered. Sister, huh?
“Sure thing,” she called back instead. “You take care, eh?”
She stepped towards the door, heavy bags in hand. In the reflection of the window, she could see that Mrs. Piggott was still milling about the driveway, picking at weeds, as she made her way to the sidewalk. Jess shook her head.
Cute lady; terrible security.
***
After a long shower, and in a pair of much-needed fresh knickers, Jess made tea in Liam’s kitchen. It was odd to be here without him—in part because it was comfortable. She found what she needed intuitively, except for the maple syrup, which was decidedly lacking. She supposed it was an unlikely staple in Irish homes, settling for honey in her tea instead.
Liam wouldn’t be back until later, and she didn’t have anywhere to be, so she pulled up the recipe that Grainne had sent her. Serve them naked you say, eh, Grainne?
If she was honest with herself, Jess was choosing to ignore the enormous elephant in the room, which was that she would be leaving Cork the next day—and after one more night in Dublin, she’d be gone. Perhaps, she thought, if she covered said elephant with enough hazelnut and slivered almonds, that reality might go away—at least for a while.           
“Time to get your bake on, lady,” she said aloud to herself as she searched the kitchen for the necessary ingredients. She grabbed a whisk off the hook by the stove, did a twirl, and spoke into it. “Ya girl, Jess, will be serving up sin tonight.” She shuddered. Oh, my God, Jess. That was fucking embarrassing, even by yourself. She cleared her throat, and casually slipped the whisk back in its place.
Nope. Nothing to see here. Thank God for an empty house.
Pretending that she hadn’t just cringed herself out of the kitchen, Jess checked the pantry next. Hazelnuts.... hazelnuts…
“No hazelnuts.” She clicked her tongue and grabbed her phone, easily finding the nearest grocery store, thanks to Google.




liam
Tuesday Morning, University College Cork


The office of the Dean, with its beautifully hand-carved wooden shelves, original stained glass, and thick, ox-blood carpet, felt unusually warm—stifling—despite the very real chill in the room. Liam loosened his top button, aware that he had nearly soaked his shirt before the meeting had even begun. He realised that perhaps this made him look guilty—which he wasn’t—but a film? Surely, there must have been some mistake. He’d never ever crossed a line of professionalism with a student, and he’d never made a sex film, ever.
Padraig motioned to a single chair opposite the Dean’s desk.
Jaysus,
what a fucking mess this is.
Liam ran a hand over his face and stared at the panel before him. Lanky, red-haired Padraig, took the seat to the left of the Dean, and someone with mousey blond hair and thick glasses—whom he assumed was a union representative—sat to the right. The Dean herself had dark, short, cropped hair, and a London accent. She had a perpetually pinched look about her, but Liam had always respected her decisions when it came to the University.
The Dean cleared her throat, her expression unwavering. “Professor Walsh, an allegation of sexual relations with a student has come to our attention. You will be relieved of your duties until this matter is resolved, as we take such allegations very seriously here at the University College Cork—which I should think you would be aware of.”
Liam nodded. “Yes, of course.” He swallowed and looked at each of the faces across from him. “May I—” he started, trying to find the right words, “ehm, I would like to know where this allegation came from, anyway. I have never had an inappropriate relationship with a student.” He took a ragged, deep breath. “Sure, some of the students are rather… informal with me, maybe don’t regard me in the way that they do some of the older staff, ehm—take Tom, for example, he’s always calling me boyo, or Walsh and the like, and—” he rambled nervously, wondering why his mouth wouldn’t cop the fuck on and stop spilling words.
The Dean held up a hand and Liam stopped talking immediately, letting out the rest of the breath that he’d been holding in.
“Liam,” she said, attempting the closest thing to a smile that he’d seen so far from her. “I understand that you have been held in high regard since you were a student here and now, similarly, as a member of staff.” She sat straighter in her high-back chair. “As it stands, we have been unable to identify the woman in the film. My office received an anonymous email this morning with the film attached.” She handed him a printout of the email. The caption read ‘Class with Professor Walsh, cum along for the ride.’
Liam felt his throat closing and a threatening sting at the back of his eyes. He tugged at the collar of his shirt. Bleedin’ hot in her, so. He took a breath and looked down at his hands—clasped and white-knuckled—in his lap.
“Show me the film,” he said quietly. And then a little louder, looking right at the Dean, “I need to see it for myself.”




Jess
Tuesday Noon, Number 7, St. Luke’s Avenue


Jess was surprised to see Liam’s car in the driveway when she returned from the store. He wasn’t outside, so he’d either broken into his own house, or borrowed back his key from Mrs. Piggott. She pulled her headphones out and shoved them in her pocket as she approached the door, and tested the handle.
It was unlocked.
She paused for a moment, wondering if she should knock. It felt a little weird just walking in. She turned the knob hesitantly and slowly pushed the door open.
“Liam?” she called out.
“Hey, Jess,” came his voice from the direction of the bedroom.
He sounded tired, exasperated.
She slid her shoes off at the door, and quietly hung her jacket on the coat rack. Is it still okay that I’m here? Has he changed his mind? Her mind began an unhelpful whirl and she took a breath to slow it.
Leaving the grocery bag by the door, she padded softly to the bedroom, and found him sitting on the edge of the bed, head in hands. He rubbed at his temples with his thumbs.
“Hey,” she said gently, leaning against the door frame.
Liam glanced up at her from under his hands and gave a weary smile. “Ehm, we should talk, like,” he said.
Jess’ heart plummeted towards the floor— hovering there, waiting for the final drop. She felt that burning at the back of her throat return, and willed herself not to cry. She wanted to walk away with dignity. As friends who realised it would just never work. Not as a snivelling mess. She inhaled deeply and pushed it out slowly.
Here we go.
Liam moved some cords and patted the bed beside him, and reluctantly, Jess sat. She hated to be so close to him right now. It would only be more humiliating when he asked her to leave. I should get ahead of this, she thought. Save us both some misery.
“It’s okay, Liam,” she started. “You don’t have to say it.”
He sighed heavily. “Ye know, too, then?”
“I’ve figured it out.” She took a shallow breath. “So… thank you. Though, I don’t regret this.” Her stomach was doing flip-flops, and she suddenly felt cold. Tears were threatening at the corners of her eyes. There was no way she could look at him. “I’ll get my things together,” she said, standing up.
“So that’s it, now?” He sounded disappointed—no, irritated.
Make up your damn mind, Liam, she griped to herself—annoyed now, too. She didn’t know how she thought this—whatever it was, between them—would end up, but he could get fucked if he thought he could have it both ways.
She turned, half-facing him. “Not sure what you want me to say, Liam.” She raised her eyebrows, shrugging. “This was never going to work. So, you’re saving us both some time by ending it now.”
“Ehm, wait… what?” He looked genuinely confused. “Sure, is that how you really feel?” He shook his head. “No—don’t answer that. Just, what is it that ye think we’re talking about, now?”
Now it was Jess who was confused. Maybe she’d misunderstood this whole thing.

“Um, well… I thought you were going to tell me that we’re fooling ourselves, and that I should just go.” She rushed through that last part, eyes downcast, and playing with the hem of her denim jacket.
“No, Jess.” His shoulder slumped. “I mean, maybe we are, like—” He looked up to the ceiling and sighed. “But that’s not what we need to talk about.” He took her hand and pulled her close, resting his forehead on her belly.
She hesitantly brought her hands up to his face, running her fingers through his hair. She could smell his shampoo—a breezy, clean scent—and it was comforting to touch him. To know that he wasn’t asking her to leave.
“Okay, so, clearly I don’t know what I thought I knew…” she said slowly, “and I need you to tell me.”
Liam pulled her onto his lap with one arm and held up the cords with the other. She could see now that there was a small device at one end. Is that a camera? She flushed hot. Pretty familiar with technology, there was no mistaking that little nugget.
“Jess,” he started, like he didn’t know what to say, “there’s a film. Of us.”
She leapt off his lap. “There’s a WHAT? You—please tell me that you didn’t tape our… night together.” Shame crept into her belly, and she wanted to crawl under a rock and hide forever. Her shoulders curled in and she felt her stomach clench. Was I this stupid to trust him?
Liam stood quickly, palms up in front of him. “No, not at all. I didn’t know, like. I found out this morning. I’m so sorry.“
Jess paused and looked out the window. The details of her conversation with Mrs. Piggott were making sense now. His ‘sister’ who had forgotten her key, but wanted to surprise him.
“Mairead?” she asked with a sigh.
Liam sighed, too, and nodded. “I think my neighbour may have let her in, now. She mentioned ye, and my so-called sister—who sounded an awful lot like Mairead, now—when I went to get the spare. I’d say I won’t be leaving a key with her anymore, that’s for sure.”
Jess had to chuckle at that. “Good call. Oh, my God,” she said, slumping down on the bed again. “She was just going to let me into your house if I didn’t have a key. Couldn’t believe it!”
She took a deep breath, not yet having processed the part where she was in a sex tape, just so relieved that he wanted her to stay.
Liam sat down beside her, his pinky finger resting up against hers on the bed. “Oh, I know, like. God love her, but that woman’ll be the death of me, now…” He trailed off as he rubbed his forehead. He cleared his throat. “So. This film, now, ehm, it didn’t get far, I don’t think.”
She pursed her lips and nodded. “Wow, yeah. Good,” she said, almost absentmindedly. This was all a lot to take in. Did people watch it? Did I look weird? “Did a lot of people see it?” She winced, only half wanting to know the answer.
“I dunno, now, to be honest,” he replied, eyebrows raised. “But at least three, including the Dean of the University.”
Jess’ hand flew to her mouth as she swivelled to look at him. “Oh, wow. Is that how you found out—at work? Did students see? Oh my God.” She cringed. “Are you in trouble?”
He shrugged. “Ehm, I hope not, now. I guess we’ll find out.” He looked sideways at her. “It was a shite morning, to be honest. I got pulled out of class and into the Dean’s office, and got accused of sleeping with a student.”
“Oh, Liam. No…”
He rolled his eyes and nodded. “I thought at first, sure it can’t be me, like. For one thing, I would never… with a student.” Liam looked pointedly at Jess, like he really needed her to know that that was true. “And then I thought, Jaysus, I’ve never made a sex feckin’ film before, anyway.” He shrugged. “Thought maybe I had some sort of pornstar doppelganger, now.” He ran a hand through his hair. “D’ye know, I actually laughed out loud when I saw it—I was so relieved that it was us, ye know, something I could sort of explain—that this great guffaw came out of me.” Liam gave a breathy laugh. “The Dean was not impressed, like.”
Jess stifled a strangled laugh. “I bet not. Jesus,” she said, shaking her head.
“So, I explained who ye were… and then they called Grainne in to verify that she’d met ye and that ye weren’t a student.” He sighed. “The Dean called over to the Computer Science department too—” He winced. “—to verify that ye’d been there for a meeting, and then they let me go.” He sighed.
“Dan in Computer Science knows?” Jess groaned, thinking about her app collaboration. What a great impression. Oh my God. How am I supposed to work with these people now?
“Ehm, I don’t think he knows about the film, now. Sure, I believe he was just asked to confirm who ye were.”
She relaxed her shoulders, realising how tense they’d been, and sighed—relieved.
“There’s still an investigation, though,” he said, gesticulating as he spoke. “The tech department and the Garda are going to look into tracking the email. I’m sure it’s from Mairead, now—knowing that she’s after coming into the house, like.”
Jess nodded. She hated to jump to conclusions, but Mairead did seem to be the most likely culprit.
“Can I help, somehow—tracing the email, I mean? I’m pretty good with computers…” she smiled shyly.
Liam smiled back and slid his arm back around her hips, pulling her close. “Yer a regular Enola Holmes, then.” He kissed the side of her head. “And thanks, ye know, for offering. Might be a wee conflict of interest, though, I’d say.”
Jess raised her eyebrows and nodded again. She hadn’t thought about the potential conflict of interest. The idea of pulling a Holmes and solving this mystery—not to mention, taking Mairead down a notch—was more than appealing. That Mrs. Piggott might be a loose cannon, but Mairead was a menace, who, for some reason, wasn’t finished with Liam.
“What’s Mairead’s deal, anyway?” she asked, quizzically. “Like, why is she doing this weird shit?”
Liam scoffed and flopped back on the bed, hands over his face. “Dunno,” he puffed, his voice muffled by his hands. “That’s just herself, ye know.”
Jess carefully lay back next to him. Face towards the ceiling, she turned her gaze to watch him out of the corner of her eye.
“Actually, now, I think she’s just in a rage that things haven’t worked out as she’d planned. She’s like my father that way—always manipulating.” He rolled on to his side to face her and heaved a sigh. “So, I’m just after reading this email that she’d sent the other day.” He brought his arm under his head, propping himself up a little. “I’d ignored it at the time, but after speaking to Mrs. Piggott, now, I thought I’ve missed something, alright.”
Jess rolled on to her side to face him, too, scooting closer so she could feel the heat of his body. Liam placed a hand on her hip. `             
He looked like he was choosing his next words carefully, running his fingers along the seam of her jeans, brow furrowed. “So, ehm, in the message was an ultrasound photo.”
Jess’ eyes went wide. “What? But—you two haven’t—”
“Oh, I know, like. And I can’t, now, of course.” He gestured to the crotch of his pants.
“So, what then?” she asked, sounding more impatient than was perhaps fair.
“I gather that she’s been stalling on the divorce because she’s been trying to get pregnant. Started with the assistant, not sure who else. She’s all but admitted to that, now.”
Jess blew out a breath. “So, what’s her plan? To cuckold you?” She placed a gentle palm on his chest, playing with the buttons on his shirt. “Oh, man, if that’s the case, that’s messed up.”
Liam nodded. “It is, now. Christ.” He pulled her in closer by the hip, gesturing with that same hand as he spoke. “If I ever knew her at all, like—and I’d say I have—I’d think her plan was to get pregnant so I couldn’t leave, or something.” He sighed heavily. “Sure, dad had that written into the ante-nuptual agreement, that we couldn’t divorce if there was a child. It was one reason I had the vasectomy.” He shrugged. “Found out later, of course, that those documents aren’t as binding here, as they are in other places.”
Jess thought she saw sadness pass across his face. Perhaps he would’ve liked to have children with the right person.
“Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned, eh?” she said quietly, tracing the pale green lines on his shirt. “What about the video of us, though? Was she just trying to make you out to be this, like, asshole guy, who cheated on his pregnant wife, do you think?”
“Lord, I wouldn’t put it past her, now.” He shook his head. “She’d save some face, in a way. She could stay on with the family business, and my father would look like the best feckin’ man around—taking in poor Mairead after his shite son couldn’t keep it in his pants.” Liam gave a hollow laugh and looked to the ceiling.
“I’m sorry, Liam,” Jess said softly.
She watched his Adam’s apple as he swallowed—hard. “Me, too.”
Jess felt for him, her chest tightening, as she thought about what kind of parents would put their child through something like this.
She decided that his family genuinely sucked.
They were quiet for a minute, just curled up together on the bed, breathing, and then her stomach twinged, wondering if he regretted their night together after all the trouble of the morning.
“Um, do you regret… this?” She gestured between them tentatively, “After everything that’s happened today?”
Liam pulled her firmly against him and held her there, rubbing her back. “No. Good Lord, Jess. Not for a moment.” He kissed her hair. “Jaysus. Not for one feckin’ second.”
She smiled into his collar and inhaled his scent, grabbing a fist full of his shirt.
“C’mere, if it wasn’t this, ye know it would be something else, now.” He rested his chin on the top of her head and scoffed. “She would’ve found something, to be sure.”
“She’d do well on reality TV, you know. Like on The Mole or something.” Jess ventured.
Liam laughed, pulling back slightly to look at her face. “Right so! And ehm, speaking of such things, ye should know that ye can’t really see who ye are—in the film.” He paused, and shook his head. “My face now—it’s everywhere about the place.”
“Well, in fairness, Liam, your face kind of was everywhere about the place,” she mused, casting her eyes down her body. 
He let out a boyish chuckle, stroking his chin. “Indeed.” He cocked his head, biting his lip. “Look, I’m off until they get this sorted, so I guess we have some more time.” He raised his eyebrows hopefully, as he looked at her.
“And your students?” she asked, brow furrowed.
“Ah, sure they’ll be happy to be rid of me for a bit. Lenny, the teaching aid, will fill in, anyway,” he added, and then cleared his throat. “Ehm, so, now, about... that other thing ye said.”
What thing? Jess was confused, and then winced, tucking her head into his chest, recalling her assumption from earlier. Oh, right.
“D’ye really think we’re fooling ourselves now?” he asked, earnestly.
“I don’t know what to think, Liam,” she said, shrugging a shoulder. “I know that I don’t want to say goodbye, even after all this… absurdity.”
He took her hand and pulled it to his chest, placing it over his heart, and murmured into her hair, “Maybe we don’t have to. C’mere, I know this is a lot. But… maybe we can try distance, for a while, at least? Sure it can’t be any worse than what we’ve already been through—between messed up marriages and grief and feckin’ sex films.” He smiled awkwardly.
She gave a doubtful nod. He wasn’t wrong. Trying long distance would not be worse than trying to forget him. It wouldn’t be worse than returning, more alone than ever, to that stifling void known as home—home, which was just an abandoned station, where the train of life no longer stopped.
Trying couldn't be worse. Jess bit her lip.
“Let’s give it a shot,” she said, casting her gaze upwards to his face. The statement lacked confidence, but it was a start.
Liam looked relieved, and a broad smile swept across his face. It was hard not to get caught up in it, and she felt her smile widen, too. This wouldn’t be easy, but being with Liam was the happiest she’d felt in a long time. She needed to try.
Jess cleared her throat, desperate to change the subject. “Hey, so, guess who gave me a certain hazelnut recipe?” she teased, nudging his thigh with her knee.
“Go on. She didn’t!” Liam pulled back slightly, searching her face.  “Let’s have a look then,” he exclaimed.
“Ah, there were conditions upon its release, you see,” she said pointedly.
He rolled his eyes. “‘Course. Should’ve seen that coming, now. Go on, so?”
Jess ahem-ed importantly. “Her exact words were, ‘best served naked.’”
Liam’s eyebrows shot up. “Is that so? I s’pose it’s good I’m off this afternoon, then.”
She scoffed. “And you think this is my plan?”
“Sure, it’d be my plan if I were ye. I mean…” and he gestured to himself proudly.
Jess shook her head, laughing. She was falling hard for this man. This would be messy and complicated; she had no idea if it would even work out. But she was in it now, and there was nowhere to go but forward.




liam
Thursday afternoon, Dublin Airport
Liam leaned against the driver’s side of his car and squeezed his eyes, wiping them with the back of his hand. He heaved a ragged breath and looked to the sky. It was bright out, and for some reason, it made him think that a chilled, damp day would have been more appropriate for saying goodbye. There was a heaviness in his chest, and his guts were all twisted up. He’d known this was coming, but that didn’t make it feel any better. Christmas, he thought. I’ll see her at Christmas. And they would talk—video chats, texts daily—in the meantime. It was something.
It was enough, right?
It had to be. They could make this work, surely. It was like he’d said to her before—trying long-distance couldn’t be worse than what they’d already been through.
Liam turned and opened the car door, pulling his phone out of his pocket as he swung a leg in and sat back heavily onto the seat. He moved the seat backwards for more leg room, and propped his phone on the steering wheel and stared at it. He’d known this was coming too, and it was already feeling harder than the goodbye he’d just said to Jess in the departures lounge. He took a deep breath and let it out slowly, trying to steady his nerves—reminding himself that he was no longer a child. Stick to your points, Liam, he told himself. Don’t get lost in dad’s feckin’ word salad.
Conversations with Lorcan were only successful if you agreed on everything, and if you didn’t, there was no conversation to be had. Liam had—on numerous occasions early in life, as children tend to do—attempted to challenge his father’s ideas. It was good natured, of course, in that way that a child questions their parents; never meant as an attack. Lorcan, however, had always perceived everything that wasn’t a direct agreement as some sort of disloyalty, even from his very young sons. Liam learned early on, that it was safer to let Lorcan chisel the child he wanted, than to try and be himself.
He puffed out hard, and grabbed his phone before he could change his mind. After dialling his father, he put the phone up to his ear and listened to it ring, his heart whomping violently in his chest. There was a fleeting worry that Lorcan might be able to hear his heart through the phone, before he remembered that that wasn’t a thing.
I’m grown now. I can do this.
The little Liam inside him needed to know that his bigger counterpart could handle this.
His father’s new secretary answered. Liam had heard about her from Cathal; she sounded young.
“Ah, yes, hello. Put me through to Lorcan Walsh, please. Tell him… it’s his son.”
Liam traced a hand over the dashboard as he waited to be connected, watching the dust particles float through the stream of sunlight coming in through the windscreen.
Lorcan’s voice came on the line.
Liam’s heart was in his throat and he nearly hung up, feeling immediately like he was going to be sick. It didn’t matter how big or old he’d grown, when talking to his father, he would always feel like the scared child that he once was.           
“Hello, Father,” Liam started, enacting the expected Walsh formality.
His father was curt, but then, he’d never been one for niceties—especially with Liam—and seemed to think that Liam was calling to ask for forgiveness for being such a useless piece of shite.
“Ehm, no, I am not calling to apologise, now.” Liam needed to remain calm and not let his father get under his skin. He cleared his throat and rolled his shoulders, attempting to shirk the tremble that had crept into his voice. He continued. “As ye may know, Mairead refuses to sign the divorce papers.”
Lorcan made a distasteful remark about Liam’s ability to be a man and handle this himself.
Liam sucked in a breath, holding it with his lips pursed, while his father spun artful poison. Lorcan’s words forever threatened to unravel the tapestry of self-love that his son had been left alone to weave. As a child, these carefully crafted insults had adhered themselves to Liam’s heart, leaving him paralyzed and confused.
Wasn’t it myself who was raging?
But dad’s in a rage now.
I must be the problem, somehow.
Liam exhaled slowly—inaudibly, like he’d learned to do over the years—and gripped the phone tighter in his hand. He was angry, but wouldn’t show it; wouldn’t let his father have the satisfaction of knowing he’d gotten to him.
“Ye see,” Liam continued, “she took it upon herself to film me at home, now, and then sent it to UCC. I could have been sacked.”
Lorcan was laughing now, and that familiar prickly feeling of childhood humiliation crept up Liam’s spine.
He forced his shoulders down, pushing away the unwelcome sensation. Anger could be a weapon or an armour, he’d learned, and he refused to weaponize his words and his affection to gain the obedience of others, like his father did. Instead, Liam had been learning to listen to his anger and let it remind him that he was worthy of protection, and that he was allowed to stand up for himself and those he cared about.
“She’s been brought in for questioning by the Garda,” Liam said. “The tech department at UCC is after finding out if it was herself who sent the video.”
His father was telling him what a disappointment he was—as a son, and as a man. That if he’d kept Mairead more satisfied, this never would have happened.
“Now,” Liam said calmly, “here’s what yer going to do. If there’s anyone Mairead will listen to, it’s yerself—ye two are cut from the same cloth. So, yer going to give her a ring, and make sure she’ll have those divorce papers to my barrister by the end of the day.”
Lorcan scoffed and threatened to hang up, saying that this was Liam’s mess to clean up. That if he wanted to be treated like a big man, then he should start acting like one and get his wife in line.
Liam balled his fist at his side, cleared his throat and spoke with conviction. “By the end of the day, like. Otherwise, I’d say I’ll be taking the option to press charges against Mairead.” He didn’t wait for his father to respond. “There’d be a trial now, then. Lots of publicity on a case like this—wife of Liam Walsh, pregnant by an unknown man, facing imprisonment—seeing as how ye’ve done such a bang up job of getting our family famous, now.”
His father was silent on the other end of the phone. He remembered, as a child, how it seemed like his father wasn’t even breathing when he was angry. Liam could imagine his face—growing beet red and twisted, like a dried jalapeno—but this time, finally, he wasn’t afraid.
He waited, holding steady until Lorcan hung up, and heaved a sigh of relief when he heard the beep on his phone that indicated the call was over.
Liam had gotten the last word for once.
***
Friday morning, University College Cork


He’d come into the office unnecessarily early—not actually having classes until the afternoon—and Grainne had been up and out of her desk as fast as her bad hip could carry her. She’d never been one to show too much affection—baked goods, and a good slagging were her preferred love languages—but today she clasped her arms around Liam’s middle and squeezed tight, pressing her cheek up against his chest.
Liam had wondered when she’d gotten to be so small.
She’d given him a final squishing before she’d stepped back, her wrinkly hands clutching onto his forearms.
“C’mere—” she’d hissed, glancing around as if to see who might be overhearing them.
Liam had looked back and forth, too, and then right into her eyes, nodding expectantly.
“Yer one.” She’d grimaced, squeezing harder on Liam’s arms. “I slashed her feckin’ tires—that bitch.”
***
“Wa-hey, Mr. Walsh! Great to have ye back, now, boi!” Tom called out, standing up from his seat at the front of the class that afternoon.
Truth be told, the students all looked pleased to see him, he thought. It was good to be back. Padraig had left a message sometime during the drive back from Dublin the previous day, that Liam needn’t return until the following week. Although he’d been cleared of all accusations, apparently the Dean herself had offered that he take the rest of the week off.
Really, Liam just wanted to get back to normal; his new normal with Jess, a phone call away.
“Thanks, Tom.” Liam cleared his throat. “Sure, it’s good to be back. Shall we get on about it, then?”
Liam smiled to himself as he unpacked his satchel and set his notes on the podium. He’d thought to himself, the whole drive from Dublin, about what to teach during his first class back. The students had already been notified that his abrupt absence was due to a family emergency, so there was no need to fumble about trying to explain himself. Nonetheless, he couldn’t help but feel a little tongue in cheek about the whole thing.
“So, the socio-political history of infidelity…” he started.




jess
Friday, Vancouver International Airport, Canada


“Thank you!” Jess nodded to the flight attendants as she stepped over the threshold of the plane and onto the Passenger Boarding Bridge, that would lead her back to reality—back to her home. As hard as it had been to leave Ireland, and Liam, she couldn’t have stayed away forever. Her job, her friends, her cat—they were all here, and she needed to face them all again. She needed to see if the changes that she’d felt within herself during the last couple of weeks remained when she returned home, and if they did, whether or not home was still where she belonged.
***
There were texts from GG and Liz to call them as soon as she cleared customs. While she waited outside for a cab, Jess reassembled her hair into a tight bun on the top of her head, and left them a voice message in their group chat.
“Hey, made it in one piece. Just waiting on a cab,” she said, speaking into the end of her phone.
A flurry of texts followed—they’d been on stand-by, it seemed—with offers to pick her up so she didn’t have to arrive at the house alone. Jess smiled, grateful. Those two really were wonderful.
“Come over later?” she spoke. “We’ll order in.”
you sure?

 
Jess paused, looking skyward, lips slightly parted, as if her words were in suspended animation. She wasn’t sure, really. The dread of having to walk into the house—at all—was expanding uncomfortably in the space between her ribs. She wasn’t the same woman that she was two weeks prior—but what if being home sucks me back into the numbness?
Except it wouldn’t.
If anything, being home might hurt even more—now that she was feeling things again.
She held her phone up to her lips again and pressed the microphone button. “I’m sure. But thanks. I need to know how it feels to walk in there by myself. I’ll text you later.”
A Yellow Cab pulled up, and the driver helped Jess load her suitcase into the trunk. After giving him her address, they settled into a comfortable silence—him listening to something that sounded like Bollywood music, and her running her nails along the ridges in the seatbelt fabric. He didn’t seem to want to make conversation, which was fine; her heart was beating too forcefully in her chest to speak properly, anyway.
Jess stared out the window, elbow resting on the side of the door, as they passed through the city. Amidst the anxiety of returning, and all of the unknowns with Liam, it was grounding to be back here in her city with the coffee shops that she knew, her friends, and her work. There was a great deal of comfort in the familiarity.
She thought then about Hayden and Aine, and the kind of comfort that she’d felt with them, both twenty years ago and over the last week. They had always accepted her just as she was, and being in their company had always been such a relief from the usual brave-face requirements of day-to-day life.
And then there was Liam.
Her insides fluttered at the thought of him. What are we doing? Is this even real? Do people do this—just fall for each other, again, after two decades, and begin a transcontinental romance? Jess rolled her eyes at her reflection in the window, and then caught herself smiling and bit her lip. This thing with Liam might not be ideal, given the distance, but the way she’d come alive with him was hard to deny. That comfort was there with him, too—in his house, in his bed and with him inside her.
Somehow, even apart from each other over the years, they’d grown and changed in ways that had brought them back together. After having faced more than their fair share of heartache, maybe it was their turn to be happy.
***
The taxi turned onto her street, the driver slowing down—presumably to look for house numbers—and Jess grew restless. She had the urge to just fling the car door open, leap out, and run the rest of the way to the house. She put her hands on her knees to stop them from bouncing, and took a deep breath. The cab driver glanced sideways at her and then back at the road. Be cool, Jess, she told herself, even though she was anything but.
She needed to get this over with.
The driver pulled up to the house and motioned to the driveway. Jess nodded, and he pulled in behind her little white hatchback. She kept her eyes down and focused on paying.
The air outside was warm when she stepped out, smelling of fresh lawn clippings and something floral. She took a deep breath and scanned her street, taking in the lush greenery and colourful sidewalk chalk drawings on the road. Signs of summer. 
Jess thanked the driver as he put the handle of her suitcase in her hand and set the other bags on the front step. She watched him pull out of the driveway and gave him a little wave, before slowly turning to her house.
Leaving her bags at the foot of the steps, she lifted her heavy limbs up the worn, grey stairs. Funny—she hadn’t noticed how weathered they’d become. The porch swing had a few stray leaves on it, and she brushed them off absentmindedly, before reaching into her purse for her keys and inserting them into the large, brass lock on her red door.
Going through these motions felt like an out-of-body experience.
Click. The lock gave way and Jess swung the front door open, the world dropping into a deafening silence. All she could hear was her breathing and her fevered heart thumping.
She stood there for a moment, fearful, and unable to cross the threshold.
A loud, annoyed-sounding meow, and the thundering of tiny feet against the wood floor broke the silence, and suddenly Jess was on the floor with Lavender, his head frantically rubbing against her knees and knuckles. She moved her hands over his soft, silky fur, scratching under his chin, and rubbing his belly just the way he liked.
“Hey, pal, I missed you!” she whispered and he purred, seemingly in response. New cat toys littered the hallway floor, and Jess stretched herself to reach for one, then dangled the little catnip fish in front of him. “Looks like Sage and Kye took good care of you, buddy,” she said as he swiped at the toy and caught it in his paws, biting it comically with the side of his mouth. She smiled and tipped her head back against the wall.
She let herself look up and around at the entryway, and down the hall and at the stairs that led up to her room and bathroom. Everything was more worn than she remembered, and she realised, with some shame, that perhaps she’d not been coping as well as she’d thought in these last five years, and that, probably, others had noticed. Her chest twinged as anger flashed hot in her limbs, and she had the sudden urge to just rip everything apart and start fresh. Her skin prickled and she felt tears stinging behind her eyes.
She bit her cheeks, not wanting to let them come.
Lavender was over-excited with catnip, rolling about on the floor, and suddenly it was too much for both of them. He bit her forearm and she cried out. He ran down the hall, and she was left kneeling there by the door, flapping her hands as she fought back the tears.
And then they came, fast and sputtering, as she placed her hands down on the floor and heaved enormous sobs on all fours, letting hot tears splatter the carpet of the entryway. Exhausted by her emotions, she felt claustrophobic, and yet paralyzed by overwhelm in her big, sad house.
Jess stayed like that for a long time, letting the ugly tears fall as she gagged and choked on her own breath.
***
When the heaving had subsided, she collapsed to the floor, rolled onto her back, and lay there on the carpet, staring up at the ceiling. Lavender ambled back and circled her appraisingly, before snuggling up at her side; she draped a hand over him wearily.
There was a buzzing in her purse and she lifted her head to see where it was. It was too far to reach, and she let her head down again on the floor, seriously considering not checking her phone. Seriously.
Despite herself, though, and not without an exasperated sigh, Jess decided to make a half-assed move for it.
With her back glued to the floor, and her brain refusing to make it move, she shimmied herself along the carpet and hooked the strap of her purse with her foot. Got it, her insides cheered. Lord, this was depressingly satisfying. 
Dragging it awkwardly towards her with her ankle, one hitch at a time, closer, closer… it was finally within reach. She bent her knee and stretched a hand out to grab hold of the strap. Fuck yeah, she thought.
Sometimes, it really was the little things that got you through.
She yanked the purse up onto her belly, and collapsed her head and arm back onto the floor, bone-weary from the effort of this accomplishment. Staring at the ceiling, she stuffed her hand in and rummaged for her phone.
It had stopped buzzing, of course, but Jess looked at the display. Liam.
She sighed. He must have been calling to make sure she got in okay. The phone vibrated in her hand and there was a text from him.
Did you get in alright?

 
There was a part of her that was glad she’d missed the call—a part of her that didn’t want him to know her like this; messy, flapping, sobbing in a puddle with gaping wounds in her heart.
Lip between her teeth, she clutched the phone to her chest and looked again to the ceiling. A bigger part of her, however, didn’t want to hide this from him. While away, she’d realised that she’d been hiding from herself, and as much as it hurt at this moment, she was determined not to do that anymore.
That meant not hiding from others, either.
She released a ragged breath as she brought the screen in front of her face and tapped the call button beside Liam’s name, trying to steady her breathing as she waited for him to answer. With the phone to her ear in one hand, she gently rubbed the pads of Lavender’s feet with the other, and he twitched in his sleep.
“Jess!” came his deep, sing-songy voice.
She blinked back more tears and sucked in a breath, holding it. Hearing him on the other end of the line tugged at her heart in the most beautiful and devastating way.
“Jess?” he asked, more tentative this time. “Are ye there, now?”
She breathed out and swallowed hard. “Yes,” was her throaty warble. She cleared her throat. “Sorry, yes, I’m here.”
“Jess,” he started, “are ye alright?”
What could she say to that? I’m fine. Right? Fine. All good.
“No…”
“Are ye at home now?” he asked. She could hear the rustle of him adjusting the phone against his ear.
“Yeah.”
“Sure, I bet it’s hard, like,” he said gently. “Comin’ back to the house, now.”
“Mmmhmm,” she whimpered, her breath hitching, as she tried not to cry. “It sucks.” Her voice broke, a sob slipping out, and then another, and she jammed her knuckle between her teeth, biting down hard to stop more from escaping.
“Ah, Jess,” he sighed. She could hear a flick in the background, and imagined him putting on the kettle. Tea for all occasions over there. “I’m so sorry, now.” There was a scraping sound, and Jess could picture him pulling a stool out from under the island in his kitchen. “It makes sense, anyway… that it would feel like shite.”
She nodded but couldn’t get the words out; she sniffled, instead.
“Ehm…what do ye need, now?” he asked softly.
“Um,” she warbled, taking a deep breath and letting it out slowly. “Tell me something, um—tell me about your day?” She sniffed, wiping her nose with the back of her hand.
“Ehm, well, thought I’d make some tea, now, ye see, maybe walk about the city with it in an open mug,” he said, jest in his voice.
Jess released a breathy chuckle.
“C’mere, actually now… Mairead signed the divorce papers today.”
That got her attention.
Jess swiped a hand across her eyes and sat up abruptly, disturbing Lavender, who cocked a brow at her before closing his eyes again.
“Oh my God—Liam, that's amazing!” she exclaimed. “How, though? I mean, that was fast. Why now?”
He chuckled. “Ehm, well, I went a little Lorcan Walsh, to be honest, now.”
Jess’ brow furrowed. “Uh, how Lorcan?”
“Right. I suppose that could mean a lot of things, then. Ehm, called my dad, told him he needed to get her to sign the papers, otherwise, I would take the option to press charges against her. Knew he wouldn’t want that for the business, now.”
“Wow. That must have been intense.” She hit the speaker button and balanced her phone on her knees, yanking her hair out of its knot and letting it fall around her shoulders. “How was it, talking to your dad?”
“Sure, ye know yerself,” he said, and if a voice could shrug, his would have.
“How was it really, Liam. Come on.”
She heard him take a deep breath before puffing out his answer. “It was bollocks, now, Jess. He was a real arse-hole.” Liam inhaled audibly again, sighing heavily. “Frightenin’, actually. Jaysus. Doesn’t seem to matter how old I get, I still feel like a wee one talkin’ to him.”
Jess smiled in sympathy, even though he couldn’t see it. “That makes sense.”
“Thought I might gawk[62] or somethin’, to be honest.”
Jess snorted. “Did you?”
“No. Jaysus, now.” He laughed and cleared his throat. “Sure, it was hard, but standin’ up to him was… I was kind of proud, anyway, I think.”
She took the phone off speaker and held it to her ear again, lying back on the carpet. “That was super brave, Liam. From what you’ve said about your father, he sounds like a scary guy.” She ran a hand through her hair. “Good for you, though, even when it wasn’t easy.”
Liam gave a tired, uneasy sort of laugh. “Just glad it’s sorted, anyway. Will take some time to finalise now, but I’m free, like.” Then he chuckled. “Ehm, also Grainne kind of took matters into her own hands. Not sure, anyway, if that expedited Mairead signin’ the papers or not.” There was a creak that sounded a lot like Liam’s kitchen cupboard, and then she heard the identifiable thunk of ceramic being set down on his countertop.
“Oh—what did she do?” Jess winced, imagining the worst. Who knows what that woman is capable of, she thought, more than half seriously.
“Sure, she slashed her tires. Can ye believe it? Jaysus, now.”
Jess imagined Liam running a hand through his hair as he said ‘Jaysus’ in that way she’d come to notice.
“I can, actually,” she said, gesticulating in the air with her free hand, head nodding side to side against the floor. “Grainne’s a bad-ass, Liam,” she offered with a chuckle. “Thought it could have been worse than just slashed tires, to be honest.”
He laughed, sounding sort of nervous, she thought. Perhaps he was only just now considering that Grainne might have more than sweets hiding in her purse.
“Now.” He announced, clearly changing the subject as he cleared his throat. “C’mere Jess, where are ye? Ye sound a bit far away, like.” The kettle whistled in the background,  followed by the click of the stove.
“I’m in Canada, Liam,” she deadpanned, and then laughed. “I’m on the floor. Like, literally on the floor of the entryway.”
“Ye really didn’t make it that far then, so.” There was a sound of water pouring. “Is wee Lavender with ye at least? Yer neighbours take good care of him?”
“Yeah,” she puffed, blowing a strand of hair out of her eye. “He’s here, and they did. Kye and Sage are the best pet sitters. Lots of new toys it looks like.” She propped her knees up and stretched one arm above her head. Exhaustion was setting in and she muffled a yawn.
“Ye sound tired now, Jess. Should I let ye go?”
“Maybe not just yet?” She turned on her side, curling herself around Lavender, and stroking his fur as he slept. “GG and Liz are coming over later, but it feels like you and I just said goodbye. I’m not quite ready to do it again. That okay?”
“Not a bother, now.” There was a scuffling sound. “C’mere, I’ve joined ye on the floor, like.”
“In your entryway?” she asked, wrinkling her nose.
“Ah, Jaysus no. Christ, that’d be feckin’ manky, now—with all the outside bits everywhere about the place.”
“Hey!” She laughed. “Are you saying I’m manky? Where’s that sweet, diplomatic man I know?”
“Ehm, sorry now,” he chuckled. “But ye must be speaking of someone else—how many of us are there, then?”
“Well, ” she started, “I’d need at least three for a reverse harem, so…”
“I’d say I’ll have to work to keep my top spot, anyway…” he teased.
“Who says you’re top now?”
Liam laughed deeply and Jess giggled, before taking a deep breath and letting it out. This was good. Hard, but good. It felt like Liam was already there with her—that there was space for him, even in the midst of her clusterfuck of emotions—and that gave her hope.
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“No…” Jess rolled sideways in a fit of giggles, the top half of her leaving the screen until she righted herself. “This is just not right, Liam.” She shook her head. “I won’t allow it.”
“And what is it that yer going to do about it now? I’d say yer just going to have to watch.” He shrugged. “Sacrilege or not, like.” Liam grinned, a giddy sort of feeling in his chest. He was enjoying himself immensely, having chosen the offending potato purely for the satisfaction of her reaction.
He looked at her, across the screen, across the world. It had been nearly five months of not being able to touch her—taste her. His body craved her skin, and he fell asleep most nights with her name on his lips, long after they’d said goodnight. And this evening—morning for Jess—he was on the cusp of something. She would be in his arms again soon, and they could find out for real if the ‘us’ they both kept referring to could actually work.
Liam made his first cut along the careful, previously drawn lines of his as-large-as-he-could-get potato. Wee nuggets wouldn’t do for this—not at all.
“Honestly.” She shielded her eyes. “I cannot believe you are going to carve that thing,” she said, both annoyance and amusement in her voice. “You know that would never fly if I were there right now. I know there are pumpkins in Ireland. You’re just taking the piss with this.”
“Right ye are, Jess,“ he teased, “and that, now, is precisely why yer going to watch, and appreciate it for the ingenuity that it is, like.” He was nearly finished, the Sharpie pen lines giving way to Liam’s easy hand with the pocketknife. “Almost… oh, this is deadly now.” He admired his work.
Jess would be pleased—exasperated too, most likely, but pleased—he could tell.
Lip between his teeth, Liam whirled his spud around for the big reveal, angling it just so that her screen would fill with his masterpiece.
“So,” he asked, “what do ye think?”
Her hands flew to her mouth, and this sort of throaty quaver came out. Her face read first as confused, then surprised, then, this glassy tenderness took over her eyes, and Liam exhaled, smiling. He’d been holding his breath.
She bit her lip. “I… I love you, too, Liam,” she breathed. She dabbed at the corner of her eye with a polished nail, and smiled in that mixed emotions way that he caught her doing sometimes. “Thank you,” she whispered.
His whole heart swelled, and if he could have climbed through the screen to hold her, he would have.
“I love ye, Jess,” he said seriously, with his words this time. And he meant it.
“I love you!” she squealed, beaming now. “And I can’t believe you carved that into a frickin’ potato! Are you going to put that out on Hallowe’en? Wait—how are you even going to light that thing?”
Feck. He hadn’t thought about that, but of course, she would consider the logistics. No matter. He was nothing if not resourceful.
“Yee of little faith, now,” he scoffed, side-stepping the camera to rummage in a box beside the kitchen island. “C’mere, would ye ever hold the spud for me now?” he joked, holding it to the screen.
She snorted, rolling her eyes, as Liam retrieved the necessary apparatus and resumed his toil. 
“Oh, no, you—you are, aren’t you?” she gasped, shaking her head.
He was cork-screwing into the bottom of the potato like his life depended on it, and now there was a rather useless hole in the bottom.
Jess raised her eyebrows, looking sceptical, but said nothing. Liam’s eyes darkened with determination as they darted around the empty island—finding nothing.
“Aha!” he exclaimed, raising his pointer finger to the air. He scurried off camera again, this time to the door where he hung his keys, returning momentarily with the little torch he kept on his keyring. He jammed it into the hole and turned it on, lips pressed together and eyes wide, waiting for her reaction.
“Oh… my God,’ she laughed. She was shaking her head, smiling. “You—” she started quietly, playing with a corner of cloth spread over the coffee table.
Liam prepared for a great revelation of her fondness for him. This was the beginning of a grand gesture, after all.
“You are perhaps the worst pumpkin carver I have ever met,” she stated defiantly, before adding in a soft voice, “and I wouldn’t have you any other way.”
He laughed. There she was. His Jess. “I’d say ye can have me any way ye want before too long now,” he said, mischief in his voice.
“Ugh, Christmas is so far away, Liam,” she whined. “I just wish you were here now,” she added sadly.
“I know, like. Me, too.” Liam twitched his lips. Soon now, Jess. He didn’t want to feel this right now—this desperation. “C’mere,” he said, changing the subject, “ye’ve been busy over there, so. What ever did ye carve in yer pumpkin?”
Jess squinted and wrinkled her nose, looking sheepish, and turned her carving to face him.
“A cat,” he said, deadpan, but his insides were jubilant with the irony of it all. Jess, ye absolute muppet.
She nodded, looking like she was trying not to laugh. “Um, it’s Lavender… see?” She pointed to the little whiskers.
“I… for the first time ever… profess my love for ye… by carving it into a spud—a genuinely romantic gesture. One that I have been planning for ages now.” That was a lie. He’d thought of it just that afternoon, although he’d known he loved her for months. Maybe he’d always known. “And ye… have made… a cat.”
She was laughing for real now. “Yep!” Jess collapsed in a heap against the side of the couch. “I’m sorry, okay!” She tried to regain her composure, but was failing miserably—much to Liam’s enjoyment. “Your grand romantic gesture was amazing. Truly.” She bit her lip, looking only slightly apologetic.
He sighed dramatically. “I s’pose ye’ll just have to find a way to make it up to me, now,” he shrugged with a grin, eyebrow cocked, and thinking about all of the ways he’d like to accept her remorse.
Jess met his gaze, and, to Liam, she looked rather coy. She began to unbutton her shirt—his shirt that she’d robbed before she left.
“Suppose I will,” she whispered. 
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Jess checked her lips in the bathroom mirror one last time, before turning out the light and stepping gingerly over the paint cans littered by the door, choosing to ignore the brushes and rollers she’d left soaking in the tub. She refused to turpentine her hands again that day, especially after getting into good clothes.
Fireworks exploded in the distance. Trick or treating was over, but she’d leave the candy bowl outside for any stragglers or teenagers who were still out and about. She’d never subscribed to the notion that trick or treating had an age limit, figuring that if the big kids were out collecting candy from the neighbours, then they weren’t someplace else collecting trouble.
Her phone pinged from the living room where her laptop was set up on the coffee table, and she locked the front door as she rounded the entryway off the stairs, shoving a box for the Salvation Army flush against the wall with her foot.
Liam must be ready. She grinned as she flopped on the couch, tucking her legs underneath her.
But he wasn’t.
His message was asking to delay their call for another hour, and he’d been like that all week—since the night of the potato carving. Jess dropped her phone on the couch and closed her computer, sighing heavily. He’d been cagey this week—hadn’t seemed himself—and Jess worried that he regretted what he’d said. She rubbed at the side of her face, threatening to disturb her carefully done make-up. Really Liam? What’s your deal?
It was Hallowe’en. Her favourite holiday—ranked even higher than Christmas in her books—and they were meant to have, as Liam called it, a ‘fancy dress’ call tonight. Jess had curled her hair—leaving it half down and half pulled back—and rented a floor-length, Victorian-style, cobalt-blue dress. They were dressing up as Sherlock and Enola Holmes, and planned to watch the mini series together over FaceTime. She couldn’t wait to see Liam as Sherlock—he would be dashing as ever.
Disappointed—and more than a little annoyed, if she were truly honest with herself—Jess peeled herself from the couch and trudged into the kitchen, pouting. She wondered if he’d gotten cold feet somehow; if he thought they were a mistake now that the L-word was on the table.
No.
No spiralling, Jess.
There was just something going on with him lately, and she would call him on it tonight when he was finally available. She rammed a piece of chocolate into her mouth and then jumped, a shriek trapped in her throat, when she heard the doorbell. She grimaced. Seriously? The candy is already outside.
She stomped—unnecessarily—to the entryway, flicking the porch light switch to make sure it was on, and swung open the door with more grit than was fair to whomever was outside.
The cool air of the night wrapped around her instantly, slowing her heart rate, and the crackle of fireworks in the distance pulled her attention to the sky. There was nothing to see but clouds and the moon, which hid eerily behind them. Perfect night for Hallowe’en, she mused, taking a deep breath of the crisp, smoke-filled air.
She looked down at her pumpkin—Liam’s favourite cat—and bent low to blow out the candle. Stooping, she noticed something dark on the step below, hiding in the shadow of the bush beside the stairs. Jess crept forward, her bare feet slowly adjusting to the coolness of the wood stair, and worried that what was hiding was some kind of dead animal that she would have to deal with in the morning. She peered cautiously, not really wanting to see the poor creature.
She grimaced.
Resigned to the fact that there wasn’t anyone but herself here to deal with it, she darted inside to grab her phone and returned with the flashlight on, proceeding to shine it in the direction of whatever it was.
And she gasped, for there, next to the bush, was not a dead animal at all. It was a pair of boots.
She lifted them and saw in the light of the porch that they were emerald green, held together by a pink ribbon around the ankles. Jess flipped them over to check the size and heard a thud as something tumbled out. Crouching down to pick it up, she realised that there were more somethings cloaked by the shadows that shrouded the front steps.
She held it to the light. It was an odd little piece of tile—a Portuguese tile.
Jess’ heart was beating fast in her chest now, a hopeful smile sliding across her face to replace the pout from just minutes before. She ran into the house for her keys, locking the door behind her, as she returned to the porch and stepped into the boots that were just her size. She held the skirts of her dress up with one hand, and clomped down the steps, shining the flashlight on her phone as she went.
She followed the trail of tiles to the sidewalk—collecting them in her skirt at the risk of damaging her rented costume—and scoured the ground for more. They led her to the right, where she could see the reflection of the street lights on their shiny surfaces as they trailed down the street to the crosswalk.
Confused, as she picked up what seemed like the last tile at the edge of the crossing, Jess flipped it over in her hands, lighting the words on the back with her phone. ‘Look both ways ye muppet,’ they read. She grinned and bit her lip.Oh my God.
She scampered across the street—after looking both ways for traffic—to find that the trail picked up again going left; she followed it to where it stopped, finally, in front of Sage and Kye’s house.
Almost right across the street from hers.
She shook her head and chuckled to herself. Circuitous route, Sir, she thought, a little judgmentally, before realising that he wouldn't have left the tiles in the path of cars; Liam was much too practical for that.
With the tile pieces heavy in the make-shift sack of her skirt, Jess plodded carefully up the stairs. Sage and Kye’s home was the same sort of early nineteen hundreds style as hers, only with a bright yellow door and an inclusive Pride flag hanging above the mailbox.
Her heart beat madly in her chest as she knocked hesitantly on the door, not knowing who—or what—to expect.
There was a sound of heavy footsteps approaching, and then the door swung open to reveal Sherlock Holmes himself.
“Trick or treat,” he said with a mischievous grin, holding out a bowl for the tiles.
Jess was speechless for only a moment, before revealing a bewildered sort of grin, as she absentmindedly dumped the contents of her skirt into his waiting bowl, unable to take her eyes off him.
“Liam! I—” She’d thought and felt so many things over the past months. So many mixed emotions. Now, overwhelmingly, she felt relief.
He set the bowl down on a side table and stepped out onto the porch in his socked feet. He pulled her into his arms and kissed the top of her head, before lifting her chin and gently grazing her lips with his.
Jess let herself be enveloped by his strength, returning the kiss gently, before resting her head on his chest, reacquainting herself with the steady drum of his heart. She breathed him in, mirroring the unfaltering metronome of his breath, and felt her body relax against his.
“How are you here?” she finally asked, speaking into his chest.
“Ah,” his voice waved a little, nervous-sounding. “So… I’d applied for a six-month position at the University of British Columbia a while back, so we could try, ye know, bein’ in the same place.”
Jess drew her head back, eyes wide with disbelief. “Really? Why didn’t you tell me?”             
Liam scratched the back of his head with one hand, holding her steady around the hips with the other.
“Ehm, right, so… it all kind of got sorted in the last week. Sorry, now if I got this arse-ways, like.” He closed his eyes, wrinkled his nose. “I guess I didn't tell ye because… if it didn’t come through, I didn’t want us both to be disappointed.”
“Who says I’d be disappointed?” she teased, having regained some composure; she gave his chest a gentle shove.
Liam chuckled, rolling his eyes.
“Seriously, though,” she said, stepping back a little and grasping hold of his hands. “How… does this actually work?”
“Yeh, ehm… my position at UBC starts in January. Obviously, I was to be here for Christmas, like we’d planned, ehm, but when Sage and Kye’s plans fell through and ye asked if I could look around for last minute accommodation for them, I thought, well…” he trailed off, shrugging his shoulders.           
“Ooh,” she groaned, smiling. “You three are rather clever, aren’t you? So… they’re staying at yours, then?”
He nodded quickly, smiling with wide eyes, brows approaching his dapper Deerstalker hat. “I’ll be finishing the term at UCC remotely. This alright, then?”
“It’s… amazing,” she said, exhaling. “I mean, bold move, though. This was very Hallmark Christmas
movie of you.” She raised an eyebrow and shrugged. “Risky. Could’ve been real awkward if I was like, ‘um… no, see you in December actually.’”
“Ah, Christ,” he sighed, putting a hand to her cheek and pulling her in close again. “That would have been pure feckin’ balls now. Pretending I wasn’t your neighbour for the next two months until the holidays, only doing video chats, like. Jaysus.” He grinned down at her and met her lips.
Jess slid her hands up his chest and cupped his face; something loosened in her chest and was replaced by relief. She’d missed this, having him close. Delighting in the sensation of his mouth against hers, she pressed her whole body against him, a dreamy feeling stirring in her core. Liam slid his hands down her back and rested them low on her hips, thumbs tracing slow, gentle circles that made her insides thrum.
Releasing her lips, Liam lifted his cap a little and pressed his forehead to hers, a lazy smile on his face. “See ye got yer wellies,” he said, gesturing to her very anti-Enola footwear.
She smiled. “Um, so that was super cute, actually,” she said earnestly.
Holding her waist with one hand, Liam adjusted his cravat like a proud gentleman. “In fairness to me now, it was brilliant.”
This man... She just laughed. “So… what now?”            
He scratched his chin. “Ehm, I dunno now, Jess,” he said, pulling a pocket watch out of his jacket and scrutinising its face. “I did have this FaceTime thing with a girl comin’ up in a bit, then.” He wasn’t hiding his smile well.
Jess rolled her eyes, chortling at his audacity. “You are shocking.”
“I know, like.” He grinned. “C’mere to me then, I’ve got Enola set up on the telly. Maybe… a bit of a… Netflix and Chill night?” He leaned in for a kiss.
Jess’ head flew back and she stifled a chuckle, her eyebrows up around her hairline. “Not sure that means what you think it means, Liam.”
“Ehm, I beg yer pardon, now,” he scoffed. “Sure, I looked it up,” he wiggled his eyebrows suggestively as he scooped her into his arms. He carried her over the threshold, kicking the door shut behind them with one foot.
“You looked it up, did you?” she teased.
“So I did,” he said, sounding purposeful. And then a grin, which could only be described as wickedly charming, spread across his lips. “And I know exactly what it means.”




Ehm, just a few wee notes, anyway—not at all like an epilogue…
To: Lwalsh@ucc.ie

From: Goriorden@ucc.ie

Sent November 30, 2023 3:35pm

Liam,

Hard to believe you’re away nearly a month now!

Tom keeps showing up, asking after you—banging on my desk and the like—the messer. I tell him to cop on to himself, but sure, you know yourself what he’s like. (Can’t let on that I’m pleased to see him, anyway.)

Here are the scans of the articles that you asked for from your office. Lenny’s made himself quite at home there—can’t say I’m pleased to see that, as I suppose I keep hoping it’ll be you walking in each morning.

But never mind me.

How’re you getting on then? C’mere, how’s your one?

Grainne x

To: Goriorden@ucc.ie

From: Lwalsh@ucc.ie

Sent December 01, 2023 9:05am

Thanks for the articles, now, Grainne. You’re a gem, to be sure.

Please say hello to Tom for me—suppose he misses the office hours. Sure, it’s true that online learning isn’t the same.

Now. How am I getting on? Well, we’re just after having breakfast here at Jess’—she’s got me putting maple syrup in my tea if you can believe it. Thought she was talking pure bollocks now, if I’m honest, but it’s actually quite nice. You might even like it. Don’t want her getting any notions about it, though, so I’d say I’ll keep baulking about it a while yet. (C’mere, don’t tell her I said that, now.)

So, couldn’t believe it, now, but Jess’ after pulling out the Christmas tree. It’s only the 1st! I told her it’s not right to start with the decorations and shopping until the 10th, but feckin’ Christ the look she gave me—you’d swear she was Irish with that alone. I told her, now, that I wouldn’t be doing anything for the holidays yet, but sure I’ve
an awful feeling I won’t be sticking to that.

For herself, sure, she’s still really pleased to be part of the app project—and fair play to her, she was up with the birds the other morning to Zoom with Dan and his team of students. Ruth, you know Ruth from the Diversity Council, offered to help pilot the app on campus, too. You might get an email about that, now, before year’s end.

Take care now, Grainne. Hope you’re well. I’ll be sorry to miss our baking exchange at the holidays, now. Hope you’ve made plans with your man—Clive, is it?

Liam x

To: Lwalsh@ucc.ie

From: Goriorden@ucc.ie

Sent December 2, 2023 10.47am

Liam Walsh, you get your arse out there and help that woman with the tree. You’re in her home now, and you’ll cop on to yourself. Besides, she’s a good egg—and you’ll be wanting to hang on to herself if you know what’s good for you.

As for myself, Clive and I will get on to his kids at the holidays. Though, we’ll stay at a Bed and Breakfast nearby... can’t be arsed to stay with all their wee ones, now. Said I’d make him that nice hazelnut job you like so much as a consolation…

Grainne x

Liam closed his computer, smiling to himself. Grainne. He shook his head.
“Hey Liam?” Jess’ voice came from downstairs, followed by the sound of her slippered feet on the steps.
He chuckled at the playfulness of her tone. “Ehm, yes?” He was in for it in the next minute, he could feel it. He stood up from the kitchen table, tucked in his chair, and stepped towards the door to the basement.
“Don’t suppose you’ve reconsidered helping with the decorations?” She smirked as she appeared in the doorway, balancing a worn box marked Christmas Stuff in one hand, and a heap of lights in the other.
Liam grinned, failing to feign the seriousness he’d been aiming for. That had been happening more lately, much to his chagrin. She was the marvellous undoing of him, to be sure, and he wasn’t complaining.
He held out his hands in anticipation of carrying either the box or the lights. She heaved them both into his arms, cheeks flushed, and a little out of breath, before turning back down the stairs. 
He scoffed dramatically, and then a wide smile spread across his face. December tenth. Ah, feckin’ hell.
“D’ye know, Jess?” he started, setting the box and the lights down beside the table and running a hand through his hair. He turned to follow her down the stairs. “I’d say I have, like.”


Officially done, now, so.

 
 

 
[1] “The College” PRON uhn koh-losh-te
[2] “Brilliant, happiness” PRON Awn-yah
[3] “Home” PRON Ah-vah-le
[4]
“Freedom” PRON Sheer-sha
[5]
“Dove” PRON Kal-um
[6]
“Old, ancient” PRON Kee-nin
[7]
“Bright, radiant” PRON Nee-v
[8] “Protection, strong-willed warrior” PRON Lee-um
[9] “Irish warrior queen of Connacht”
[10]
“Dream or vision” PRON Ash-ling
[11] “Health” (cheers) PRON slawn-che
[12] That woman
[13] “Irish warrior queen of Connacht” PRON May-v
[14] “Pearl” PRON Mawr-aid or Mur-aid
[15] “Jesus, a mild expletive”
[16] “Fuck; throw; steal”
[17] “Shit”
[18]
“Battle Rule” PRON Kah-hal
[19]
“Name of an Irish River” PRON Cloh-da
[20] “Disgusting, dirty, rotten”
[21] “Sex, or someone sexually attractive”
[22] “Someone who tries to get away with things; mildly unscrupulous”
[23] “Dear, noble” PRON Kwee-va
[24] “Dick; fool; idiot”
[25] “God’s grace, full of charm” PRON Shiv-awn
[26] C’mere (to me) “Listen, I’ve got something to tell you, come over to me”
[27]
“Golden Princess” PRON Or-la
[28]
“Little dark one” PRON Keer-ah
[29]
“Fair” PRON Fin-ee-in
[30]
“A very long time”
[31] “Starving”
[32]
“Bright-headed” PRON Kill-ee-an
[33] “Dick”
[34] “National Police Service”
[35] “The quintessential Irish mother”
[36] “Person of lower social class”
[37] “Idiot”
[38] “French kiss; between single and dating, commitment wise”
[39] “Beautiful, radiant” PRON Ee-fah
[40] Inward Yes: non-verbal way of saying yes, often conveys a comfort with the other person
[41] “Fun, good vibes, a good time.”
[42] “Funny”
[43] “To act tough/posture oneself”
[44] “Cigarettes”
[45] “Drunk”
[46] “After hours, blinds down and doors locked, drinking at a pub”
[47] “Love” PRON Grawn-yah
[48] “House”
[49] “Having or needing some common sense or intelligence about a situation”
[50] “Well done”
[51] “A difficult woman”
[52] “An obnoxious, objectionable man”
[53] “Someone who jokes around a lot”
[54] “You understand/it’s up to you/can be used to avoid a topic or more complicated answer”
[55] “Cheating on someone”
[56] “Fair-haired”PRON Fee-on
[57] “Beautiful, attractive”
[58] “Make-out, kiss with the tongue; can mean casual sex”
[59] “Something quite awful”
[60] “Stupid and incompetent”
[61] “Patrician, noble” PRON Pawd-rig
[62] “To vomit”
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The first novel of this series is Forget the Feckin' Wellies,  in which we encounter Jess in her late 30's,  with a second chance and love and life.  She travels to Ireland as it exists in 2023 and reconnects with old friends and an old flame---and sparks fly as pants hit the floor in this early summer rom-com read.  Location inspirations are Cork City,  Wexford, and Dublin,  Ireland; Vancouver,  Canada; and Coimbra, Portugal. 

The second book in this series (currently in process) takes place in Japan when Jess is in her early twenties.  She arrives there for her first big job after University and she ends up with more than just a pay cheque.  Hit the Izakaya and the tattoo parlour with Jess and her friends; live (or re-live) the romantic angst of your early twenties; and of course,  bring a box of condoms for the lots and lots of sex. Location inspirations are Yonago City,  Sakai Minato, Hiroshima,  Osaka,  and Kyoto,  Japan.

The feeling behind this series is growth and empowerment.  The author began with a goal to write a character who feels connected and empowered by her body,  and who finds meaning and enjoyment in various sexual relationships throughout her life.  With so much of our Western culture being defined by what the patriarchy has deemed appropriate,  Gen is working to re-write some of those lived narratives,  through her characters. 

Stay tuned for more awkward mis-haps,  laughter,  nostalgia, real-world references,  and spice,  as the series continues. 
Forget the Feckin' Wellies
 
Toss your wellies by the door and bumble along with Jess and Liam.

Awkward Millennial, Jess O’Maly, is stuck. Five years after experiencing a traumatic, life-changing event, she feels like a cat lady living on auto-pilot—surviving, not thriving—and she certainly isn’t getting laid.

Perhaps it’s Lady Destiny at work when Jess is invited to Ireland for both a tech conference and a reunion of her trip twenty years ago. Maybe, she thinks, this is her second chance at life.

Jess takes the plunge and immediately finds herself swept into the charm of the Irish landscape. It’s not long before she bumps into an old crush—like, literally. She might have knocked him off his feet if he wasn’t so… built. Jess has thought of Liam more than a few times since their kiss twenty years ago and now, here he is—walking away.

Wait. What? 

Liam Walsh, everyone’s go-to guy, is also feckin’ stuck. New home, new job—but he can't shake off his nasty ex. Despite being surrounded by people, he feels so alone. 

Liam’s twenty-year high-school reunion is just days away and he has no intention of attending—until he learns that Jess O'Maly, keeper of his jilted, teenage heart, will be there, too. Hazy memories of their forbidden kiss haunt his conscience—shite. He has an apology to make.

What will happen with this decades-old forbidden flame? Will they ignite on this lost-love journey along the Irish Coast—or, will a bunch of other feckin’ malarkey get in the way? Put on the kettle and find out!




Thank you in advance for leaving a review. 



Please consider leaving a review of Forget the Feckin' Wellies on the platform of your choice.  This is such an important way to support authors,  especially new ones. 

Goodreads: 
https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/195763034-forget-the-feckin-wellies

Amazon: 
https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0CDSYGFF1



Instagram: 
#forgetthefeckinwellies
#traveldiariesofjessomaly
#writergenesisbird




Thank you!





cover.jpeg
FORGET
THE
Tockh
WELLIES






images/00001.jpg





