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      “So, what are you planning to do?” Jake hands me back the invite, which I fold and slip into my back pocket.

      “I don’t know.”

      “You could just not show up, like you haven’t for the past… What, three or four times?”

      “Maybe.”

      “But…” Jake continues, piling a forkful of fettuccine into his mouth before chewing slowly, waiting for my response.

      “He’ll be there.”

      “Who?”

      I cast him a knowing gaze.

      “Ahh… Got it.”

      “He’s been back for a few weeks.” I try to be vague about it, as if I’d just happened to stumble across this information – not as if I’ve been desperately checking my ex’s every movement in the hope of finding some trace of the past, or even proof of his absence.

      “And you don’t want to see him. But you also don’t want him to know you don’t want to see him.”

      Only Jake could’ve understood my twisted reasoning – that’s why I invited him to the restaurant for dinner after work. It’s also why we’ve been friends for so many years.

      I take a sip of my beer. “That’s pretty much it, yeah.”

      “How long has it been since you last saw him?”

      “Not since last Christmas.”

      “A while, then.”

      Never long enough. I’d only gone over that time to say hello to my granny, who loves it when I come round for Christmas. It reminds her of old times, when I was a little boy running through the shreds of wrapping paper on Christmas morning, hoping to find the present I’d been wishing for.

      “And you don’t think now is the time to face this thing head-on?”

      “Is that not what I’m doing?”

      Jake dabs at his mouth with a napkin and takes a sip of wine, before letting his eyes fall onto mine. He speaks to me, clearly and directly.

      “No.”

      It doesn’t take many words to be clear and direct. Sometimes all it takes is one look, or the right tone.

      “Since that last Christmas dinner you’ve been avoiding going to any events, meet-ups, lunches… Anywhere he might be. Which means you’ve been avoiding everything.”

      “That might be true.”

      “You’ve also been avoiding going to see your parents for the same reason.”

      “That’s not true. There are a million reasons I don’t go to my parents’.”

      “I wouldn’t exactly say you’re facing anything. I’d say you’re hiding from it.”

      “I’m not hiding from anything. I’m just trying to avoid having to bump into him.”

      “And how long do you intend to do that for?”

      For as long as it takes. My entire life, if necessary.

      “I say you have to go. It’s time to show him that he has no effect on you anymore.”

      I wish that were true.

      “But you don’t have to go on your own.”

      “Mmm?”

      Jake turns his attention back to the food I made him, slowly twirling fettuccine strands around his fork.

      “You should take someone.”

      “Who would I take?”

      “I don’t know – maybe one of the guys you sometimes go out with.”

      “I don’t sometimes go out with anyone.”

      He looks around just as one of the waiters walks past us and over to a nearby table, letting a loaded gaze drop onto us.

      My friend nods towards him as soon as his eyes are elsewhere. “Like him.”

      “How do you know I’ve been out with him?”

      “I recognise that look, you know. Gay or straight, it’s always the same.”

      I don’t even try to fight it.

      “I can’t bring one of the guys I sometimes go out with to an event like that.”

      “Then you’ll just have to go on your own this time.”

      “Why don’t you come with me?”

      “That wouldn’t help. Everyone already knows me. You’d just seem… Pathetic.”

      “I’m not pathetic.”

      “Then you definitely don’t want to seem it.”

      “I’m just going to have to politely decline.”

      “Or…”

      “Or?”

      “I might have an idea.”

      He rests his fork on his now-empty plate and grabs his wine, taking a few sips under my watchful gaze before flashing me a sly smile.

      “I think I know the right person for the job.”

      “The job? What job?”

      “The job of being your date for the evening.”

      “Who are you talking about?”

      “I have this friend…”

      “No!” I say, cutting across him.

      “No?”

      “I’m not going out with your friend.”

      “Why not? You don’t even know him.”

      “And I don’t want to.”

      “I don’t understand why you won’t even meet him. You’re both my friends – my best friends.”

      I scoff loudly.

      “What’s wrong with the two of you being friends, too?”

      “We’re your friends. That type of friend.”

      “What?”

      “Gay friends.”

      “So?”

      “Do you have any other gay friends?”

      “I don’t see why that…”

      “You’re just trying to set me up.”

      “Me? I’m trying to help!”

      “You’re only here because you get a free dinner.”

      “That’s one reason, but it’s not just for that.”

      “I’m not going out with your friend, Jake. End of story.”

      “Whatever. You’ll just have to go to this thing on your own and prove to your ex that you’re capable of being in the same room as him.”

      “It’s not a room, it’s a hall. There’ll be loads of people,” I say, unconvincingly.

      “But he’ll be at the head table, probably across from you, and next to your dad.”

      “Are you done?”

      “That depends. Have I convinced you?”

      I glance at my watch. My break has been over for a while and they’ll be waiting for me in the kitchen. Although we’re near the end of the night, I can’t just disappear and let the others clean everything up.

      “What’s this friend of yours like?”

      Jake smiles triumphantly.

      “A good guy. Serious, good-looking, cultured.”

      “Boring.”

      “A little, but that’s exactly what you need.”

      “What I need?”

      “To make a good impression.”

      “You think I need someone to help me make a good impression?”

      “I think he’s the right guy for the job.”

      I think about this for a moment. I hate the idea – like I hate most ideas that come from Jake – but what choice do I have? I don’t want him to think I haven’t got over our break-up, and I don’t want to show up on my own and risk staring at him for the entire evening like an abandoned puppy, begging to be taken in.

      Apparently, this is my only option.

      I look back at my friend. I can tell by his face that he knows he’s won – and he’s proud of it.

      “Do you think your friend will be okay with it?” I ask, not at all convinced about what I’ve just agreed to do.

      “Trust me.”
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      “No.”

      “But I haven’t even…”

      “No.”

      “Could you at least…?”

      “No.”

      Jake sighs heavily, sinking onto my desk with no regard for the tests I’m marking, onto which he’s just disrespectfully planted his backside.

      He came to see me between lessons – ‘for a quick coffee’, he’d said. But I have seen no trace of coffee yet.

      “I’m just asking you for a favour.”

      “Anything you want – but not this.”

      “You don’t even know him!”

      “And I don’t intend to.”

      “You’ve never even wanted to give him a chance. If you met him, you’ll see he’s not as bad as he sounds.”

      “Your useless words aren’t helping. Besides, I’m not stupid. I know what you’re up to.”

      “What I’m… What?”

      “You’ve been trying to set me up with your friend for years.”

      Jake slides off the desk. “What am I trying to do?”

      “Set me up with your friend. I know how these things work for you lot.”

      “Us lot?”

      “You straight people. If you have two gay friends, you immediately try to introduce them.”

      Jake studies me attentively, one eyebrow raised and his hands planted onto his hips.

      “You’re actually not so different, the two of you.”

      “I really doubt that.”

      I go back to sorting through the end-of-semester tests and reach for my red pen.

      “You like that, don’t you?”

      “Mmm?”

      “Marking things in red…” He nods down at the piece of paper on top of the pile. “You’re a sadist.”

      “I’m just doing my job.”

      “Don’t you have principles, too?”

      “Of course.”

      “And you believe in values.”

      I already know where this is going.

      “Friendship is one of the most important, fundamental values in everyone’s life.”

      I roll my eyes.

      “He just needs a date for that one evening.”

      “Can’t he find one for himself?”

      “I told him I’d take care of it.”

      “He needs your help, now? I thought he was a go-get-em kind of guy.”

      “What would you know?”

      “I listen when you talk – even when you’re talking about him, despite the fact I don’t care. It’s called being polite.”

      “Now that I think about it, I probably shouldn’t have told you all those things about him. I’m scared I’ve contributed to your wanting to stay away from him.”

      “It’s not obligatory, you know, for all your friends to know each other.”

      “But you two are my best friends, and I just want you both to give it a chance.”

      “What do you mean ‘both’?”

      “Did I say ‘both’?”

      “You did.”

      “I just meant…”

      “Does he not want to meet me, either?”

      I feel a little offended now.

      “Does it matter?”

      “Well, if you want me to go out with him, then yes, it does matter.”

      “But two seconds ago you were saying no, no, and no!”

      “If you like, I can say it again.”

      “What would it cost you? It’s just for an evening, and you’re the perfect guy.”

      “Perfect?” I ask, pointing to myself.

      “For an evening like this, yes.”

      “Why? What kind of evening is it?”

      “So you are interested…”

      I glare at him.

      “It’s a dinner.”

      “A dinner.”

      “With potential clients.”

      “What clients?”

      “Investors.”

      “What do I have to do with investors?”

      “He needs someone to help him make a good impression.”

      “On investors?”

      I look down at myself uncertainly. I don’t think I’m the kind of guy who makes a good first impression – especially not on investors.

      “Are you sure you’re talking about me?”

      “Who else would I be talking about?”

      “I don’t think I’m the right guy for you.”

      “You don’t have to be right for me. You’re right for my friend Eric, who desperately needs someone to go with him to this event.”

      “So he’s desperate now?”

      “Okay, fine, so maybe I’m pushing it a little. But don’t tell him I told you he’s desperate.”

      “You’re still assuming I’ll say yes.”

      Jake smirks at me, and I sigh.

      “Because you know I’ll give in.”

      I take off my glasses and rest them on the desk, pinching the bridge of my nose and closing my eyes, hoping to fend off the migraine from this morning’s lesson, which seems to be worsened by my friend’s appearance.

      “When is this event?”

      “I knew I could count on you.”

      I open my eyes slowly and let them land on my friend. I can’t see him clearly without my glasses, but I can tell even now that his expression is smug, his smile satisfied.

      “Just this once,” I say quickly.

      I don’t want to start a landslide of favours like this.

      “Absolutely.”

      “And I know I’ll never like him.”

      This is a very important point, and something I can’t go back on – not even for all the love I feel for Jake.

      “That’s fine.”

      “And don’t even try to set us up or whatever.”

      “Not even as friends?”

      “I’m not joking.”

      He raises his hands.

      “I don’t understand why you’re being so reticent.”

      “I don’t understand how you can use that word.”

      “You’re not funny.”

      “I wasn’t trying to be. I’m boring, you see. That’s why your friend wants me to meet potential investors – they’ll know I’m not someone you can just fool around with.”

      “How do you know…?”

      “I guessed. I know his type.”

      “I don’t think you really know what you’re dealing with.”

      “And trust me, I don’t want to.”

      “I don’t understand why the two of you can’t just be friends, the way you and I are – the way he and I are.”

      “Because things are fine as they are and I don’t want to complicate anything.”

      “If you say so…” He sits back down, then glances at the test I’m marking.

      “At least give him a B.”

      “At most, this is worth a C. Probably worse.”

      “I told you, you’re a sadist.”

      “I’m impartial.”

      “You’re a dick.”

      “If that’s what you want to call it…”

      “I bet your students hate you.”

      “Maybe, but my courses are always full.”

      “Are you gloating?”

      “Are you leaving?”

      Jake laughs before getting to his feet, ready to let me get back to work. I need to finish marking these tests before my next lesson, or I’ll have to bring them all home.

      “It’s Saturday night, the dinner.”

      “Saturday. Got it.”

      “But I suggested to Eric that the two of you should meet up first.”

      “That sounds sensible.”

      “So he’ll be expecting you tomorrow at the restaurant he works in, before closing.”

      “Anything else?” I ask, irritated.

      “Yeah, he said to wait for him at the bar and not tell anyone who you are.”

      “I already regret agreeing to this.”

      “I’m aware.”

      “Are you also aware of the fact that this will end up on the list of things I’ll never forgive you for?”

      “It must be a long list.”

      “It’s never-ending.”

      Jake heads over to the door of my office, laughing.

      “Tomorrow, before closing time. And please…” he says, joining his hands together as if in prayer.

      My friend Jake has always loved drama. At school, they always cast him in the lead role for any plays.

      “What now?”

      “Don’t piss him off.”
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      “Someone’s asking for you at the bar.”

      I let someone else take the plates I’ve just prepared and turn to face the guy who’s working the bar tonight; he’s just poked his head into the kitchen.

      “A weird guy.”

      “Weird?” I ask, curious, quickly washing my hands and drying them off with a cloth.

      “Weird for someone who’s asking for you.”

      “You’re bringing guys to work, now?” Miguel, my sous-chef asks, from across the kitchen. This kitchen is way too small for this conversation, and there are people everywhere – it’s impossible to keep your business to yourself.

      “Don’t you have enough guys already?” he continues, unfortunately within earshot of one of said guys, who’s just come back in from the main room to collect an order.

      “Shut it!” I snap, throwing the cloth at him. “I just need five minutes,” I say.

      He glances at me from over his shoulder. “Only five?”

      I should never make friends with colleagues, but Miguel and I have worked together for three years. It’s hard to keep things strictly professional, especially when you spend twelve hours a day together in such close contact. I should also never have mixed my private life with my work life. But I’m here six days a week, almost all day. I have little spare time to go out, see friends, or meet people.

      I leave the kitchen and head into the main room, where my bad decision is waiting for me at the bar. I look over at the people sitting there, drinking or eating a quick snack. When I see someone who could fit Jake’s description, I take a few seconds to study him, before he realises he’s being stared at.

      I’ve never met him in person, in spite of Jake’s best efforts. There’s a photo of him in my friend’s house, though it’s not a recent picture. I think it was from when they were at school together. I’d never have recognised him from that.

      He’s sitting at the bar, a glass of wine in front of him, his fingers drumming the counter. He looks as if he never wanted to set foot in this place – not tonight and not ever.

      Jake was right. He doesn’t seem bad. He’s not like the guys I usually go out with, which is working in his favour. I just hope he’s capable of pretending to like me for one night. I hope I’m capable of the same thing.

      I slip behind the bar and rest my hands on the counter in front of him, clearing my throat.

      “Waiting for someone?”

      He lifts his eyes slowly onto mine. They’re light – green, I think, or maybe grey. The bar isn’t very well-lit, so I can’t be sure. He’s wearing a pair of nerdy glasses and his hair looks as if it hasn’t seen a pair of scissors for a long time; his jacket is dark and lifeless, looks as if it should belong to a droning professor. Underneath it is a shirt of unidentifiable colour which seems to need a good steam or iron.

      The barman was right – he is weird for someone like me. But I think he’ll do just fine for the evening I need him for.

      “You must be Jake’s friend Sean.”

      “In the flesh.”

      He reaches his hand out and smiles at me, making me immediately regret ever accepting to be part of this farce.

      I rest my elbows on the bar and lean closer to him, hoping to hide from prying ears.

      “Let’s get a few things straight before we begin.”

      He raises an eyebrow and scrutinises me.

      “You and I are not friends.”

      “We’re off to a good start, then.”

      He takes back his hand and grabs his glass, sipping his wine calmly. This only makes me even more agitated than I already am.

      “I hope Jake has explained our agreement. This is a one-time thing. Nothing will change between us – I don’t want you getting in the way every time I’m out with Jake, or something.”

      “Can I just remind you that you’re the one who needs me? I’m doing you a favour here, not the other way around.”

      “I don’t need anyone – especially not someone like you.”

      “Someone like me?” He frowns. “I’m trying to think of every possible option here, and none of them are positive.”

      “Forget it, don’t bother.”

      “Wow. Got it.”

      He rests his hands on the bar and slowly gets to his feet, sliding his wallet from the inner pocket of his jacket and leaving a note on the counter. He replaces the wallet and meets my gaze.

      “Could you please tell our mutual friend it wasn’t my fault, and that you showed up already pissed off?”

      My mouth falls open in shock. I don’t have time to come up with a response – he’s already leaving the bar, under my incredulous gaze. I wait for a few seconds, trying to process what has just happened, before deciding to follow him. I step outside and spot him on the pavement, walking slowly towards the end of the block.

      “Hey!” I yell, but he doesn’t turn around.

      I quickly stride over to him, touching his shoulder to make him turn around.

      “I need a date. And the idea doesn’t thrill me.”

      I would never have known how to justify my behaviour, otherwise. I’m certainly not going to apologise, although I realise I may have taken things a little too far.

      “The idea of having me as a date? Or the idea of needing a date in general?”

      I sigh and decide to be truthful. “Both.”

      He nods. He doesn’t seem annoyed.

      “At least you’re honest.”

      “Listen, if I could avoid going to this thing, I would.”

      “What kind of thing is it?”

      “A dinner.”

      “Jake already told me that – he mentioned something about investors?”

      Jake is always good at omitting the details.

      “In a way, yeah. I guess we could call them investors.”

      He studies me, unconvinced.

      “Come back inside.” I nod towards the restaurant behind us. “We can talk more. Maybe over a bowl of pasta.”

      It’s all I can give as a peace offering.

      He glances behind me, then sticks his hands into his pockets, shaking his head.

      “I’d rather talk here, because I don’t think there’s much left to say. Dinner is on Saturday, right?”

      “Exactly.”

      “And I’m assuming it’s formal?”

      “More or less.”

      I’m scared to ask whether or not he owns a tux.

      “Don’t tell me I’ll need a tux?” he asks then, joking, but my expression makes him serious. “Remind me again… What kind of dinner is it, exactly?”

      “You don’t need to wear a tux, okay? Just any kind of suit is fine.” I look him up and down. “Preferably a black one.”

      He studies me, too. He doesn’t seem offended by my once-over.

      

      “Black suit,” he says. “I think I can make that work.”

      “And a tie, obviously. And a light-coloured shirt. White would be ideal.”

      “Anything else?” he asks, one eyebrow piqued.

      I can tell he’s barely holding back a ‘fuck you’.

      I have to admit, I wouldn’t have held it back.

      “I think that’s everything. I’ll come by at six. Give me your address – actually, better give me your number.” I take my phone from my pocket. “I have to go back inside. They’ll need me in the kitchen.”

      He tells me his phone number without objection, and I quickly key it into my contacts list, slipping the phone back into my pocket.

      “See you on Saturday, then.”

      He nods, doesn’t add anything. If he had, I probably would’ve deserved it – but right now all I care about is this damn event. I need to show everyone I can do it; that I can move on. That no one can hurt me.

      Not even them. Not even him.

      “All good?” I ask, not convinced yet that he’s really agreed to do this.

      The last thing I want to do is show up on my own.

      “Saturday at six. Black suit and tie. White shirt.”

      I sigh in relief and say goodbye, turning back towards the restaurant, ready to finish another long day but not at all ready to face the weekend.
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      I look at myself in the mirror as I straighten the stupid collar of this stupid white shirt so that I can sort out my stupid black tie, as requested by my date for this evening.

      As if I needed to be told how to dress – as if I’m incapable of going to a formal dinner. As if I haven’t done it a thousand times already for faculty events.

      I’m a professor: I know how to carry myself, although never arrogantly so. I’m polite and kind – I don’t need to be taught what to do or what to wear. He could’ve saved his breath; if he’d spent even a few minutes talking to me, instead of snapping, he’d have known that. If he’d maybe asked me some questions about myself, taken the time to get to know me – if he’d done so over the years we’ve spent avoiding each other – then he’d know who he was dealing with.

      I sigh and glance back down at my watch. Eric is fifteen minutes late. Maybe he’s changed his mind, or the dinner’s been cancelled and he’s forgotten to tell me.

      I should never have got involved. It’s not something I agree with: fiction, lies, a man I don’t like but have to spend an entire evening with.

      The problem is that I’m incapable of saying no – not to friends, family, even colleagues. Least of all to Jake. We’re childhood friends; we lived in the same neighbourhood and went to the same schools. I even had a little crush on him back then, which I still feel a little ashamed about even now. But he never made me feel silly or wrong. He didn’t leave my side even for a single day – not even when I tried to kiss him, out of nowhere, in my room, while we were sitting on my bed. But this is a story I can’t think about right now.

      I grab my phone and decide to send my friend a message to see whether he knows of any changes to the plan. But just as I’m about to hit ‘send’, my phone buzzes with a new message.

      I’m downstairs.

      I know the number – I saved it to my phone yesterday when he texted to ask for my address.

      I slip my phone into my pocket and grab the jacket from my bed. He didn’t even bother to get out of his car; he doesn’t deserve a response.

      I grab my keys and leave my apartment, heading down the stairs and opening the door onto the street. I step outside and look around. I don’t know what kind of car he has, so I have to look around at all the cars parked along the road. When I spot his silhouette, I take a deep breath and approach the car. I open the passenger door and slip inside. Eric pulls away almost before I’ve even got the door closed; I strap quickly in and hang onto the handle above my head. From what I can see, his driving is a little too extreme for my taste.

      We sit in total silence for the first few minutes of the drive. Eric hasn’t said hello to me or even looked in my direction, and I haven’t, either.

      I don’t know how to act; whether to be polite as always or to give him a taste of his own medicine.

      I don’t like the idea of him thinking I’m a dick, so I opt for option one. I clear my throat and attempt some sort of civil conversation – there’s no reason we can’t be friendly with each other.

      “Where is this dinner?”

      “Somewhere on the other side of town.”

      “Somewhere… Like a restaurant?”

      He nods and changes gear. He still hasn’t even looked at me. He’s rigid, his hands grappling onto the steering wheel with more force than necessary. His features are tense, his eyes narrowed in focus on the road ahead. I wouldn’t be surprised if he were gritting his teeth, too.

      In the car, the silence is interrupted only by the sounds of the city centre as we drive away, by the horns of passing cars and the screech of tyres on the tarmac.

      I try to relax, taking deep slow breaths and letting his delicious and slightly seductive scent seep into my nostrils, and to leave me with a strange sense of nostalgia and sadness – something which has nothing to do with me, with this evening or our strange encounter. It’s something we don’t share but which, for some unknown reason, has imprinted itself onto my skin as if it belonged to me.

      “Maybe it’s best if we lay out some ground rules before we get there.”

      His hard voice interrupts my thoughts.

      “Sure, that seems fair.”

      “Try not to talk too much, okay?”

      “Mmm?”

      “I know what you professors are like.”

      “You do?”

      “You talk. A lot. About things which aren’t very interesting for anyone else.”

      “Are you telling me we’re boring?”

      He shrugs.

      It’s as if he’s said yes.

      “So have you been out with a lot of professors to make a statement like that?”

      “You and I aren’t going out.”

      “Then what do you call this?” I ask, gesturing between the two of us.

      “A fake date?”

      I nod, thoughtful.

      “Next rule,” he continues, ignoring me and the time it’s taking for me to digest his every word. “No contact.”

      “Contact? What kind of contact?”

      “Between me and you.”

      “Do we have to keep a social distance?”

      “I’m being serious.”

      He seems to be the one who’s annoyed, here, but can he hear himself?

      “No… Brushing against each other.”

      I narrow my eyes and drop open my mouth, but decide to stay silent and see where he thinks he’s going next.

      “Don’t take my hand or touch my arm or any other part of my body.”

      I’m about to politely tell him where to shove it when his speech becomes ridiculous.

      “No kissing.”

      Kissing? Is he seriously talking about kissing?

      Who the hell would I kiss?

      “Just say hello, shake hands, and nod.”

      I’m still trying to process the ‘kissing’ topic.

      “Just try to be… A nobody.”

      I can’t hold back anymore. “Can I at least breathe? Or do you want me to hold my breath all night, too?”

      “I’m just trying to…”

      “To turn me into a mannequin you can drag around with you.”

      “Something like that.”

      At least he doesn’t try to deny it.

      I don’t care about any of the shit that’s come out of his mouth during this short but horrible car journey. I don’t care that he’s asked me not to touch him – I mean, we only met two days ago, so there was never any danger of me trying to hold his hand. And with someone like him?! But the fact that he’s asked me to be something which hurt me for so long… I can’t let that slide.

      “Try not to say anything that could mess this all up, okay? Just… Do that.”

      “What if someone asks questions about us? About how we met, or…?”

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” he says, exasperated.

      He pulls into an enormous car park outside a hotel, then turns off the engine.

      For the first time, he turns to face me.

      “No one cares about you.”

      I wonder what the hell I’m doing here; why I’m doing this favour for someone who I don’t and will never like. Why am I letting him talk to me like this? But then he continues his sentence, under his breath: “just like no one cares about me.” Suddenly, my longing to ditch this evening and leave him to his fate just dies.

      The problem is that I find it impossible to be a dick – even when I try my hardest. And I can never stay mad at someone, even when they hurt me. And I don’t think I’ll ever change. Maybe I don’t want to. I’m happy the way I am. I’m happy with myself.

      This absurd evening and his absurd behaviour won’t make me doubt who I am.

      “Come on. How hard can it be?”

      I try to be encouraging, because I don’t like the concern on his face and because the air in this car is becoming heavier and heavier.

      “If I can do it, you definitely can. Besides, you have a date that you can take all your frustration out on.”

      He shakes his head. “You’re not here to motivate me.” The atmosphere changes again, bringing us right back to where we started. “You’re here to play a part – just try to do it right.”
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      At the entrance to the Radisson Blue Hotel, one of the front-of-house staff comes immediately over to us.

      “Good evening, gentlemen. May I help you?”

      “We’re here for the St. Vincent event,” I say, my voice quiet.

      My date is too busy looking around with his mouth wide open in shock to listen.

      I know there’s no point being secretive about this evening – we’re already here, after all – but I keep putting off the moment when I’ll have to explain my family to him, and tell him why I didn’t follow in their footsteps, like everyone expected me to.

      I pull the folded invite out from my jacket pocket and hand it to the man. He opens it and looks at me.

      “Mr. O’Shea, it’s a pleasure to meet you. Please, follow me. The event is being held in our Imperial Hall.”

      My date steps over just as the man invites us to follow him, and we walk in silence towards the room.

      He closed his mouth when I told him to just play along; to be honest, I think I’ve been a bit of a dick. But we’d just got here, and I was nervous at the thought of seeing my family again. So I took it out on Sean, who has no idea what he’s even doing here.

      “Dr. and Mrs. O’Shea will be happy to see you.”

      I simply nod in response, hearing my date thank him for his help before following me into the Imperial Hall, where a waiter welcomes us at the door with a tray laden with champagne flutes. I take one and finish the whole thing in one gulp as my date politely declines. We hover in the doorway for a moment, as I let my eyes roam the room in search of the source of all my pain while he watches as my old life starts to swallow my current life.

      “You never told me it was this kind of event. Or that it would be taking place in the fanciest hotel in the city.”

      “Would you have come if I did?” I ask, unfounded accusation in my tone. “If you knew what this was about, would you have accepted anyway?”

      “Yes,” he says, leaving me floored. “I’d have liked to know so I could be prepared. But it wouldn’t have made a difference.”

      “It’s a fundraiser.”

      “Fundraiser. For what?”

      “Cancer.”

      He frowns.

      “Research for… St. Vincent Hospital.”

      “And what exactly are we doing at a fundraiser for Cancer research?”

      I fiddle with the knot of my tie for no apparent reason and then, almost choking on my saliva, I say: “My parents…”

      “Frederick!” My mother’s voice interrupts my explanation. “We weren’t expecting you.”

      “Ma,” I say through gritted teeth as she leans over to plant a kiss on my cheek. “It was a last-minute decision.”

      “They always are.” My father joins us. “It would’ve been nice to receive an RSVP. Now we’ll have to rearrange the seating.”

      “Don’t be silly, Brendan,” my mother says. “I organised this evening, so I can invite whoever I want, however and wherever I want.”

      I close my eyes for a second, hoping to materialise somewhere else – even hell. Anywhere would be better than this.

      “But you’re not alone.” My mother’s voice shifts up a tone, and their eyes fall onto my date, who has been standing in silence for the entirety of our conversation.

      “Good evening, Mrs. O’Shea. It’s lovely to meet you.”

      My mother holds out her hand. He takes it, bending slightly as if to kiss it.

      “And Dr. O’Shea, it’s an honour to be here tonight, and to finally meet you in person.”

      My father swells up with pride and reaches out to shake Sean’s hand tightly.

      “Thank you both for the invitation.”

      “I don’t think I caught your name,” my father says.

      “Oh, of course. How silly of me. It’s Sean, Sean Quinn.”

      “And what do you, Mr. Quinn?”

      “Honey…” my mother carefully tries to extract Sean from my father’s talons.

      “What do I do? Well, I’m currently attending this event with your son.”

      I could burst into laughter if I weren’t so concentrated on breathing – because in the exact moment that my date politely puts my pompous father in his place, someone approaches us. Someone holding someone else’s hand – a someone who isn’t me.

      “Frederick.” My name drips down my back as if his hands were on my skin. “We weren’t expecting to see you here.”

      I wish I could inhale and say something intelligent, but I don’t think I can – not now that he’s here with someone else. Not now that he’s moved on, leaving me behind, with no map, no compass, no reason to even attempt to find the right path.

      “I didn’t think you’d manage to get the night off. Don’t they need you in the kitchen?”

      I grit my teeth, balling my hands into fists, trying to hold my rage at bay.

      “I can do this,” I mutter to myself.

      I can’t get enough air into my lungs to form an articulate response. But my unlikely date comes to my rescue again, putting yet another pompous arsehole in his place.

      “It wasn’t easy. There’s total chaos whenever he’s not there,” Sean says, a smile planted onto his face. There’s a confidence oozing from him which I didn’t even think he was capable of two minutes ago. “But he’ll do anything for his family, and for such a good cause. Right, honey?”

      I brush over the nickname he’s just given me and try to join in.

      “E-Exactly.”

      I did my best. No one can blame me.

      “I don’t think we’ve met,” he says to Sean. “I’m Colm, Colm Brady.”

      “My right-hand man,” my father adds, another blow to my stomach.

      Sean shakes his hand, then looks over at his date. “And you’d be the left hand, I suppose?”

      Something which feels suspiciously like wanting to cry starts to prick at my throat. I don’t know what it is, exactly – maybe emotion mixed with gratitude, or maybe sadness and bitterness. Because no one has ever bothered to string two words together for me before, and it’s so damn nice to hear somebody try – even though that somebody is only doing so because I asked him to.

      He smiles politely and holds out his hand.

      “Robert Jackson. I’ve just joined the team.”

      I can’t help but scrutinise Colm – which he notices, of course. He flashes me a smile not unlike the one his date just flashed at mine. I let my attention fall back onto him.

      “Now that we’re all introduced, I reckon we should get back to our table. Your speech starts in fifteen minutes, Brendan,” my mother says to my father. “You’re all at the top table with us,” she says.

      “Really, that’s not necessary,” Sean begins, but my mother grabs his arm.

      “I’ll have two more seats prepared.”

      She lets go of Sean and leans into me. “I’ll see you at the table,” she says, before taking my father’s arm and walking away.

      “See you later,” Colm says then, grabbing his date and following my parents over to the table.

      Sean and I stay standing – basically still in the doorway – in silence. Our minds are full of information we maybe weren’t ready to digest – not so quickly, and not with all these eyes on us.

      “I think I saw a bar,” Sean says, the first to break the silence. “Down there,” he continues, nodding.

      “There’s always a bar,” I respond, flat.

      “Shall we go and scope it out before heading over to the top table?” There’s a thread of sarcasm in his voice which I appreciate in that moment – just as I appreciate the way he immediately suggests alcohol to make it through the evening.

      “I think sounds perfect.”

      “After you,” he says, gesturing for me to lead the way.

      We head over to the bar and get some drinks. I order straight whiskey and he goes for a glass of champagne. We both finish our drinks in one go and allow our gazes to settle on each other.

      I think this is the first time we’ve really looked at each other. And I don’t think I was prepared for this kind of contact.

      “If you’re expecting me to thank you…”

      The corner of his mouth lifts. “No, I’m not here for you to thank me.”

      “Then why are you here?”

      I ask because it all seems so absurd: him being here, the way he introduced himself to my family, the way he came to my rescue. He grabs another glass of champagne and turns to look out at the ballroom. He doesn’t finish the whole drink in one go this time, but sips it calmly.

      “I’m here to play my part. Nothing more, nothing less.”

      His answer shouldn’t annoy me as much as it does. It shouldn’t make me want to ball up my fists again, or find that my breathing is heavy. It definitely shouldn’t create this unexpected sense of disappointment which I feel inside me, mixing with the slight confusion of the whiskey I’ve just inhaled.

      “Is that not what we all do?” he asks then, turning to me. “Aren’t we all just showing the nicest versions of ourselves?”

      “I guess so,” I respond. “Although I think that, sometimes, we actually show others the worst version of ourselves.”

      And that’s the saddest thing of all.
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      After downing a couple of drinks, Eric seems ready to head over to the top table.

      I was not expecting an event like this. I wasn’t expecting Eric to be part of this family. I knew the surname, but I never put two and two together. How could I have? Jake hadn’t mentioned anything – unless he has no idea, either. But I doubt it. They’re best friends, and it can’t be easy to keep a family like this secret.

      Everyone in town knows Dr. O’Shea. I think everyone in the country actually knows him – he’s one of the most highly regarded surgical oncologists around, and has saved hundreds of patients who were told they had no chance of survival. Now he concentrates mostly on research, alongside his wife, one of the primary investors in St. Vincent Hospital.

      Eric says hello to some people we pass on our way to our table. He’s polite, elusive but civil, and introduces me to everyone without ever mentioning my role in his life or the reason I’m here. It seems an excellent tactic; the less fake gossip going around tonight, the easier it’ll be to get out of this whole situation when it’s over.

      We sit at the table, but no one else is here yet. Eric stops a waiter, grabbing two more glasses from his tray. I’m about to thank him for thinking of me for the first time tonight, when his father’s right-hand man sits down to his right.

      “This is a delightful  surprise,” he says to him, as Eric’s expression hardens. “I really didn’t expect to see you.”

      “They’re my family.”

      “Of course, I didn’t mean…” He laughs nervously. “I’ve just got back from Boston. I’m basically back and forth every other month, now.”

      Eric finishes his drink, not responding.

      “We haven’t seen each other for a while. I thought you might be avoiding me… But you look well.”

      Colm leans in, as if he wants to whisper something into his ear, but Eric turns his head away, towards me, his eyes narrowed. This stops Colm from continuing. He straightens his tie, clearly uncomfortable, then gets up, leaving the table slowly.

      I don’t like him. Colm, I mean. I don’t like the way he makes me feel, the way the hairs of my arms stand on end when he gets close to Eric, and the way Eric reacts to his presence. I still haven’t worked out whether it’s because it’s painful or whether it’s because he doesn’t want him there, but I know that it’s certainly not positive. Just like this entire event, the atmosphere in this room. Despite the good cause, I can feel a toxicity coursing through the ballroom, wrapping me up and stopping me from being able to really breathe.

      I clear my throat and ask, because I want to know. “I’m here because of him, aren’t I?”

      “I don’t owe you an explanation.”

      “No, you don’t. Not if you don’t want to.”

      “I don’t want to.”

      “Perfect.”

      “Then why did you ask?”

      “Because I thought you might want to talk… Maybe vent a little.”

      “You and I aren’t friends.”

      “Absolutely not. But sometimes it’s good to let it out with a stranger.”

      “I don’t want to do that, either.”

      “At least I know. I’ve done my part.”

      “What’s that? Getting involved in other people’s lives?”

      “I’d just like to remind you that you brought me here. You should’ve guessed that I’d find out.”

      “Find out what? Who I am? Where I come from? How influential my family is, while I’m a total nobody?”

      I don’t like his words. I don’t agree with what he’s saying, and I don’t like the way my stomach reacts to it, either. No one should talk about themselves like that, and even though I barely know him, I’m certain that the reason he’s so hard on himself is down to someone else’s words.

      “You’re a chef,” I say calmly. “You work in someone else’s restaurant.”

      “Are you analysing my shitty life?”

      “You could have a whole chain of restaurants in your name by now – even hotels, if you wanted. You’d never have to work another day in your life.”
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