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            Jamie

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m heading down the stairs at The Bridge with Nick when I spot Ryan, his brother, at the counter. We join him, threading our way through the crowd. I tap him on the shoulder to get his attention.

      “Hey! You’re finally here!” He stands up, holding a pint.

      “Didn’t you wait for us?” Nick asks, sitting down.

      “The bride-to-be is late, and I’m tired of waiting.”

      Ryan moves the stool and sits again, revealing someone who clearly doesn’t belong here.

      “What about him?” I ask, pointing at him.

      “I have a name, you know.”

      “He’s just the designated driver,” Ryan replies.

      “Well, thank you, little O’Connor,” he says.

      “Don’t you dare call me that,” Ryan warns.

      “I’m not afraid of you. All those muscles don’t impress anyone anymore.”

      “We can discuss that after your face meets my fist,” Ryan says.

      “So, Doctor,” I say, inserting myself into the conversation, “you’re here solely for practical purposes.”

      “He’s family, after all,” Nick says, cutting in.

      Ryan looks sideways at his brother.

      “What? He’s always around, and he’s Evan’s father — he’s basically one of the outsiders.”

      “Outsiders my arse!” Ryan snaps.

      “Don’t worry, O’Connor. I’ve no interest in joining this merry gang. I’m here to do the girls a favour.”

      “Well, since you’re the designated driver… what do you say, Nick? Let’s get the party started!”

      “Let’s do it!” he exclaims, slamming his hands on the counter.

      “But no beer. Let’s kick things off with some whiskey.”

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake! What are your intentions?” the Doctor asks.

      “Don’t worry, Doctor. No one’s taking advantage of you tonight.”

      “Definitely. Also, you’re not my type. Too many muscles, too much confidence, and zero brain.”

      I don’t respond to the Doctor’s provocation; it has no effect on me. I leave him to his intellectual deductions and turn to the barman to order drinks for everyone.

      “Get some for Ian, too; he’ll be here any minute,” Ryan suggests.

      I get whiskey for the group, and we find a table. The Doctor/designated driver/pain in the arse is following us. I suspect he’ll be keeping a close watch on us tonight. That’s his problem. He doesn’t know who he’s up against. We’re players, we’re pumped, and we’ve got something to celebrate. No one is going to kill our enthusiasm. In two days, two of the most important people in my life are getting married, and nothing will ruin my mood — not even him.

      A few minutes later, Ian appears, weaving through the crowd and heading straight for us.

      “About time!” Ryan groans. “Where have you been?”

      “You left me stranded, so I had to get a taxi. Traffic was a fucking nightmare.”

      “I came with him,” Ryan says, jerking his thumb toward the Doctor.

      “You could’ve picked me up.”

      “You weren’t on our way.”

      “We live in the same neighbourhood!”

      Ryan shrugs.

      Ian lets it go and immediately picks up his drink. He knows it’s pointless to reason with that idiot Ryan. He raises his glass, and we all follow suit, ready to toast this extraordinary event that will inevitably complicate everyone’s lives.

      We down our drinks in one go. I turn to the Doctor. “Do you mind?” I point to my empty glass.

      “Are you kidding?”

      “Aren’t you here because you have to make yourself useful?”

      “Fuck you.”

      I laugh, amused, slowly getting up, then reconsider and bend down to his ear. “You wish.” I straighten and turn away. I don’t need to see his expression, and I don’t even care. I just wanted to take the piss. I head to the bar, order another round, and sit on a stool, eating nuts while I wait. I should have eaten something before I started drinking, but I can afford to be a bit of a dickhead for once — after all, I’m with the O’Connors. I have to adapt.

      I grab the glasses, careful not to spill, and carry them back to the table. As I sit down and pass the drinks to the brothers, I realise the Doctor is gone.

      “Where is he?” I ask Ryan.

      “Who?”

      “The Doctor.”

      “How should I know? I’m not his babysitter. His only job is to get us home safely.”

      I scan the room and spot him leaning against a column, talking to a guy I’ve never seen here before.

      I watch the scene silently for a few minutes, ignoring the brothers’ chatter. When the other guy pulls out his phone and starts typing, I realise they’re exchanging phone numbers.

      “Wow,” Nick says. “The Doctor has definitely got it.”

      “Actually, he didn’t even try,” Ian adds. “He just got up, and that guy was all over him.”

      “After all, he’s a decent guy,” Nick continues.

      “What?” Ryan raises his voice.

      “What did I say?”

      “Are you taking the piss?”

      “God, Ryan, relax! It was just a comment.”

      “Don’t. Apart from the fact that he’s a dick and I can’t stand him, I don’t think it’s appropriate to make comments about him. Or maybe you have a particular interest?”

      “Shit, Ryan, I was just talking!” Nick downs his drink in one go.

      I do the same with mine. It hits my stomach like fire. I slam the glass down on the table, clutch my gut, and pant for breath.

      “What’s wrong?” Ryan asks.

      “This fucking whiskey.”

      “Did you eat before you came here?” Nick worries about me as if he were my big brother.

      I shake my head.

      “Well done, Captain! I’ll get you something to eat. I don’t want you to vomit on my shoes tonight.”

      “Wait, I’m coming too,” Ryan says, standing up. “I’ll get another round for everyone. If you can handle it, Jamie.”

      “Fuck you!” I tell him through gritted teeth.

      Nick and Ryan leave, and Ian moves closer to me.

      “Heartburn, huh?”

      “Fucking whiskey.”

      “The whiskey, you say…”

      “What do you want, Ian?”

      Ian’s eyes flick to the Doctor. He’s still leaning against the column, with the same man looming over him, breathing against his neck. He takes a sip of his drink, keeping his calm façade. The other guy looks ready to throw himself at him, and I can only imagine his intentions.

      Actually, no. I can’t and won’t imagine anything.

      Besides, why the hell should I care what the Doctor does? Or what he might be capable of? Or what that guy might do to him?

      Their intentions are not my concern.

      The Doctor is not my concern.

      Yet the pain becomes unbearable, and I groan in agony.

      “Ah, Jamie, this is bad — no, it’s shitty. Really, really shitty.”

      “Shut up.”

      “Why don’t you see if you can do something about that… heartburn,” Ian says.

      I can’t help looking at him one more time, and it feels like my stomach is being ripped open, clawing for something that doesn’t exist and was never worth finding.
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        * * *

      

      With the Doctor’s help, I get Nick into the car and close the door. He’s completely out, and Ryan is in much worse shape. Ian manages to climb into the car on his own, but I’m not sure he’ll make it home without passing out. Maybe one of those strip clubs would have been easier, but the O’Connor brothers aren’t into that sort of thing — and neither am I, let alone the Doctor. They’d rather spend time at their usual pub with friends and teammates than go clubbing.

      “Do you need a ride, too?” the Doctor asks.

      “I actually came with Nick, and I still have his car’s keys.”

      “Can you drive? You’ve had a few, haven’t you?”

      “Did you count my shots?”

      “Of course not.”

      “Plus, you were so busy…” The words just slip out of my mouth.

      “Hmm?”

      “Never mind. I’m drunk, and I don’t know what I’m saying.”

      “I can see that,” he comments, letting his eyes slide over me. “Come on, Nick will manage. He’ll come back for his car tomorrow. I promised I’d get you all home safely, and I don’t intend to lose anyone on the way.”

      “Professional ethics?” I tease him.

      “Common sense,” he replies, getting into the car.

      Okay, what should I do? Should I go too, or take the risk? After all, I don’t live far from here — just a few miles. If I hadn’t drunk the place dry, I could have run home. But I’m tired. I don’t feel like driving; besides, I told Nick I’d stay at his place. I have a feeling he won’t be happy when the hangover wears off.

      I get into the car and sit in the front passenger seat next to the Doctor. He starts the engine, and we drive out of the car park, heading for the other side of town. The Doctor drives in silence, keeping a watchful eye on the road, his calm almost getting on my nerves.

      Is he seriously not stressed about this? If I were him, I would’ve put them in a taxi and sent them on their way. They’re not even friends, and the Doctor’s only doing this because of the girls.

      I lean back and close my eyes for a moment, hoping to nip the headache in the bud. But my thoughts are racing, giving me no peace and no chance to rest my mind.

      “Why did you do that?” I ask him suddenly.

      “What are you talking about?”

      I turn my head to the side and open my eyes. My gaze settles on his profile, lit by the headlights of passing cars and the street lamps lining the road. I want to look away — I should look away — but each time the light catches his features, I hold my breath, hating myself for noticing how his jaw tenses when he concentrates on the road.

      “Why did you agree to this?”

      He turns his gaze to me for a moment and smiles. “For Casey.”

      “Are you two very close?”

      What the hell am I asking? Why do I care? Why am I talking to him? Why am I in his car?

      “Yes.”

      “And you’re also Christine’s friend.”

      Again. I mean, Jamie, mind your own fucking business.

      “Of course.”

      He doesn’t seem bothered by my questions, so I keep going, because now I really want to know. My mania for prying into other people’s lives is my biggest flaw.

      “And how is that? Knowing she’s with Ryan now?”

      “How come you’re so interested in my life?”

      “I have nothing better to do, and the journey is long. I try to keep myself awake as much as I can.”

      “Chris and I have a great friendship and deep respect for each other despite her terrible choices,” he says, alluding to Ryan.

      I can’t help but smile.

      “Besides, don’t forget we have a son.”

      The Doctor is Christine’s ex and Ryan O’Connor’s partner. They had a child when they were sixteen, before the Doctor realised he was gay. As far as I know, they’re best friends. It’s not like the Doctor and I are friends — in fact, he’s not even friends with the O’Connor brothers — but, as besides being Christine’s ex, he’s also a friend of Casey’s. So, let’s just say his entry was almost a forced step.

      “Your son is a smart kid.”

      He smiles again. I can tell he’s proud of Evan.

      “Are they asleep?” he asks, alluding to the three morons crammed into the back seat.

      I turn to look at them. “Out like babies.”

      “Will you be able to carry them all on your shoulders?”

      “Obviously. Who do you think you’re talking to?”

      “What a stupid question. Are you the Captain or not?”

      When he says that word and looks at me again, the heartburn returns.

      “Yeah,” I mutter under my breath before turning away and remaining silent until we reach our destination.
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        * * *

      

      After dropping Ian and Ryan off at Ryan’s, we take the family’s biggest dickhead, Nick, home.

      “God, you’re heavy, Nick,” I say, struggling to hold him up.

      “Don’t leave all the weight on me,” the Doctor complains. I try to lift him a little and load him over my shoulder — after all, I’m the one with the muscles.

      We both slip into the house, holding Nick between us, and lean him against the wall to deactivate the alarm. He’s not unconscious, but he’s not quite aware of what’s happening, and he doesn’t have the strength to stand on his feet.

      We carry him to the sofa. Nick drops like a sack of potatoes. I definitely won’t take him upstairs to his room to undress him.

      “Where is Casey?” the Doctor asks, realising no one is home.

      “At Riley’s. The girls are spending these two days there.”

      The O’Connor women have bonded so much that they’re now inseparable. I think it’s a survival instinct: I can’t see any other way to deal with the O’Connors than to present a united front and hope they don’t kill each other at one of their family dinners.

      “Well, I’ve done my job. Do you want me to take you home or…?”

      “No, I’ll stay here tonight. Someone has to watch over him, and since Casey isn’t here…”

      “Do you want me to help you take him upstairs?”

      “He’s fine where he is.”

      “You can’t leave him on the sofa.”

      I shrug.

      “Come on, just one more little effort.”

      I snort, but I let the Doctor convince me to take Nick to his bedroom.

      What a fucked-up situation! I knew it would end like this, but I didn’t think I’d end up babysitting the O’Connor brothers with the Doctor.

      “If you’re going to undress him, I warn you I’ll leave you to it.”

      “Such a fuss,” he comments as he helps me up the stairs, this mountain of stupidity slung over my back. We take a few clumsy steps towards the bed, and when we put him down, we both fall with him.

      “What an idiot,” I say, trying to free myself from his arm looped around my neck.

      The Doctor laughs as he tries to free himself from Nick’s grip, too.

      We pick ourselves up at the same time and, for an instant, find ourselves close — too close — in the dark. It’s the kind of closeness you should never experience in a moment like this, especially when you’re drunk, your senses are numbed, and your mind lost in an unknown place. When you’re under pressure, and everyone around you seems to have found a way forward, while you stand still and watch them run past you.

      We get up slowly and walk away in silence. The Doctor clears his throat and fixes his unruly hair.

      “So, I’ll leave you with him,” he says, nodding towards Nick.

      “I’ll try not to kill him in his sleep.”

      “If you decide to go through with it, nobody will ever know I gave you a ride tonight.”

      We both smile awkwardly. This kind of exchange is unusual for us.

      “Take care, Captain,” he says before turning and heading for the door.

      I watch him walk away into the darkness, then instinctively call out, “Be safe!”

      He turns back to me.

      “Well, it’s night, you’re alone in the car, and…”

      The Doctor smiles gently, then heads down the stairs.

      I hear his light footsteps, the soft creak of the door, the gentle click as it shuts. Then I hear his shoes on the gravel, the car door closing, the engine’s roar, and at last, the sound of silence.

      I sit on the bed beside Nick’s helpless body, listening to the wall clock’s rhythmic ticking while something wild pounds inside my chest, refusing to slow down no matter how deeply I try to breathe.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Jamie

          

        

      

    

    
      I greet the teammates invited to the event before heading to the altar to say hello to the man who will tie the knot today and his groomsmen.

      Wearing my best jerk smile, I walk up to them. It’s probably not ideal today, but I love messing with the O’Connors — and since they get so worked up, I’m not about to miss the chance.

      “Hello, O’Connors! Are you already freaking out?”

      “Just what we needed!” Nick says, immediately growing nervous.

      “What is it? Is it the tension before the big event?”

      “Things were good until you showed up,” Nick retorts.

      “What does this have to do with me?”

      “Please don’t make it worse,” Ryan comments.

      “What’s going on?”

      “Nothing. It’s just that…”

      “That someone is losing it?”

      “Is that appropriate, Jamie?” Ryan admonishes me.

      I shrug innocently.

      “I didn’t force him to marry. If he can’t do it…”

      “Why? What makes you think I can’t do it?”

      “Enough,” Nick says, grabbing me by the arm. “Let’s go for a walk, just the two of us,” he threatens, glaring at me.

      I laugh, pleased with myself and my doing.

      We head for the outdoor buffet set up for the occasion, each of us taking two glasses of a very colourful drink with hardly any alcohol in it.

      “You having fun, yeah?”

      “What can I say? It’s too easy to take the piss out of you.”

      Nick shakes his head and drains his glass.

      “You nervous too?” I ask.

      “Me? Why should I?”

      “Is the rope getting tighter around your neck?”

      “Fuck you.”

      “Well, I thought you’d be the first after that big public proposal. What are you waiting for?”

      Nick and Casey got engaged a few months ago.

      “I didn’t think there was such a rush, and I didn’t think anyone would beat me to it.”

      “Taken away from you, huh?”

      “You can see that my brother couldn’t bear the idea that, for once, I was the favourite son.”

      “After all, what does it change? Eventually, it’ll be your turn. Or are you afraid she might reconsider in the meantime?”

      “A piece of paper doesn’t change how I feel about her, or how she feels about me.”

      “True.”

      “And we’re in no hurry. It will happen soon. As soon as my family has recovered from this euphoria.”

      I put down my glass. “I’m going to do my duty.”

      “It’s about time.”

      “Unless she had second thoughts and climbed out of the window.”

      “Don’t joke about that, Jamie. My family couldn’t handle another runaway bride.”

      Despite the delicate situation, I smile. An O’Connor being left at the altar isn’t new.

      We head back to the groom, who is so pale that I think he is about to collapse on the grass.

      “Be nice,” Nick says between his teeth before joining Ian and Ryan.

      “How is it going?” he asks his brother.

      “We’re almost half an hour late.”

      “Well, that’s normal, isn’t it? Brides are always late,” Nick comments.

      “Not quite all…” Ryan mutters, taking an elbow from Nick.

      “What did I say?” he complains.

      “Don’t be a dick,” Nick retorts.

      Having confirmed that the three brothers are in their public-display-of-affection phase, I leave them and head to the main hotel building, where the ceremony is taking place. In the lobby, I find Mr and Mrs O’Connor.

      “You look beautiful today,” I tell Karen, hugging her. I take her hand and bring it to my lips, bowing slightly. “Always gorgeous.”

      “Oh, Jamie, you’re still being as cheeky as ever.”

      I laugh and shake James’s hand.

      “How are you doing?”

      “We’re nervous,” Karen tells me, nodding towards her husband.

      James is not doing very well. Between his advancing illness and his knee injury, he’s probably not in the best shape. An event like this is likely to confuse him and make him nervous, which is why they chose a discreet location, hoping to keep the ceremony private and avoid the press. I did what I could to help, too; I didn’t want the day to turn into a race for the first photo of the bride and groom, or anyone to feel uncomfortable during such an intimate and important moment.

      Everything has to be perfect.

      “Don’t worry, I’ve got it covered. I’ve thought of everything, and I’m going to make sure that no one gets away this time.”

      “Oh my God,” Karen says, bringing her hand to her chest.

      “Everything will be fine,” I assure her.

      “Thank you, Jamie,” Mr O’Connor says. “For everything you did.”

      “Don’t even mention it; it’s my job.”

      After hugging Karen, I head for the lifts. I call one and wait for it to arrive. When the doors open, I slip inside. Before the doors can close again, however, a hand blocks them, forcing them to slide open again. Someone steps in, straightening his tie. When he looks up at me, I realise we’re going to the same place.

      “Room 304, third floor?” I ask.

      “Of course,” he replies, turning his back to me.

      I press the button, and we go up in complete silence. The doors open, and he glances back at me. “After you,” he says, gesturing with his arm.

      “Such a gentleman,” I say, smiling.

      I go outside first, and we head for room 304. When we reach the door, he knocks, and we wait, facing each other, for someone to open it. He smiles at me, then stretches his hands towards my throat.

      “What the hell…”

      “Relax, Captain.”

      His soothing voice instantly calms me. I'm aware of his hands near my throat, the warmth of his exhale against my skin. His fingers make the lightest contact with my collar as he straightens the knot, and I go completely still — lungs frozen, eyes fixed — terrified he'll see right through me.

      He slides his hands away and looks me in the eye. “There, now you’re perfect.”

      “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. You have an important role; you have to be impeccable.”

      Before I can tell him I would still be impeccable naked, the door opens.

      “Oh, there you are!” Casey says. “We’ve been waiting for you. Come on in.”

      “I wouldn’t want to be in the way,” the Doctor says.

      Casey grabs his arm and pulls him inside. “Enough fuss; we need you.”

      “For what?” I ask, closing the door and stepping into the room. Then my sister, Riley, turns to me, and I almost fall to my knees in tears.

      “Jesus, Riley,” I say, bringing a hand to my mouth. “You’re… you’re…” My voice cracks.

      “You are the most beautiful bride I have ever seen,” the Doctor says, helping me out, understanding exactly how I feel.

      My sister is getting married today. My strong, beautiful sister. She’s marrying Ian O’Connor, one of my best friends and teammates.

      She’s my family. She’s everything I have.

      It all happened very suddenly. After the baby was born, Ian couldn’t wait any longer; he wanted to give her a family. I think he wanted that for himself, too. They were two lost souls who found each other, and my niece — who, by the way, shares my name — completed their family of three.

      Now my sister finally has a chance at a real future after a life of fear, suffering, and loss. She’s going to get everything she deserves, and if that idiot O’Connor doesn’t make her happy, I’ll kill him with my bare hands.

      “You look great,” Riley says, stroking my face.

      “As always,” I reply, trying to play it down because the emotion is so overwhelming that I have to let it out somehow. Otherwise, it will crush me.

      “We’re a bit late,” she says, biting her lip.

      “The wait will be worth it,” the Doctor says, smiling at her.

      He always seems to have the right words.

      “Oh, you’re so right,” Chris interjects.

      “I hope O’Connor realises how lucky he is,” the Doctor says again.

      “I hope so,” Riley replies excitedly.

      “I assure you he knows,” I comment.

      “Thank you, Jamie.”

      I shrug as the Doctor’s eyes settle on me, making me uncomfortable.

      “All right, let’s not waste any more time. I’m here for little Jamie,” he says.

      “What?” I ask, looking at him.

      Chris hands my niece over to the Doctor. “He offered to look after Jamie during the ceremony.”

      “And you trust the first person who comes along like that?” I ask my sister instinctively.

      “The Doctor is family,” Riley says.

      I shake my head, puffing out my cheeks, as he takes my niece with him. He lifts her and gently settles her head on his shoulder. He looks at her and smiles, and an enormous weight crushes my chest.

      “Martin?” Riley calls him by name. No one ever does; to us, he’s just the Doctor. But I like the way it sounds on my sister’s lips. “Can you tell Ian that I’m on my way and that I’m looking forward to spending my whole life with him?”

      Her words are like a splinter, scratching deeper and deeper, leaving an indelible, painful mark inside me. It feels as if they could tear my chest open and prove to the world that there is still something left inside.
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            Jamie

          

        

      

    

    
      “Ready?” I ask Riley, who is clinging to me.

      She nods but doesn’t look at me; her nails dig into my arm.

      “It’ll be fine,” I say.

      “Do you promise?” She finally looks up at me with her wonderful, sparkling eyes, and my heart clenches so tightly in my chest I fear it might disappear.

      For so many years, my sister promised me everything would be fine, that I would have the life I deserved, and that I would get everything I wanted. Throughout her life, she made sure that was exactly how things turned out.

      If I am Jamie, the Captain, today, I owe it all to her.

      If I have a life today, it’s only because of her.

      She raised me, protected me, and loved me. She made me who I am today. Now, it’s finally her turn.

      “This is what you deserve, Riley.”

      I lean down and kiss her cheek. When I look at Ian, whose hands tremble violently at his sides, I see my sister’s expression mirrored on his face — joy and fear at the same time. They long for happiness, but the weight of their past, their suffering, and the fear that they are not worthy of a second chance burdens them. I hope they get everything they deserve, with interest. And if they don’t, I will bring the world down. 

      My sister deserves everything she didn’t have before, surrounded only by love, joy, and happiness.

      I will accept nothing less.

      “Come on,” I tell her, squeezing the hand resting on my forearm. “You don’t want to give Ian a heart attack, do you?”

      Riley takes a deep breath and nods. We walk slowly towards Ian, the guests standing and watching us with ecstatic, dreamy expressions. When we reach the altar, Ian steps down and offers his hand to Riley. I take my sister’s hand and gently place it in Ian’s; the force of their love washes over me the moment their fingers intertwine, and I nearly burst into tears.

      Riley looks at me. I kiss her forehead and say, “Just be happy, please.”

      Then I walk up to Ian and hug him. I squeeze him tightly and whisper in his ear, “She is my whole life, O’Connor.”

      Ian slowly pulls away. “I swear I will protect her at the cost of my own.”

      I nod, and they take their places next to the best men. I step aside as the ceremony begins. The celebrant starts to speak, gesturing with his hands as he looks at the bride, the groom, and the guests, while I fight to swallow the tears choking my throat.

      I turn my head to the right, and my gaze falls on the Doctor in the first row. My niece is blissfully asleep in his arms. He holds her like someone who’s used to rocking babies. He had a child, after all, and I suppose you never forget these things, even when they’re grown up. Besides, he’s a doctor — he’ll know how to deal with babies.

      I sigh and turn back to the couple. Riley looks more serene now that she is next to Ian; he, meanwhile, is on the verge of tears.

      God, these O’Connors! Big and muscular, yet crybabies.

      Then Ian takes Riley’s hand and brings it to his lips. She smiles, and he looks ready to overflow with joy.

      I wonder what it feels like to have someone who is your whole world. I wonder how it’s possible to find someone who can sense your heartbeats and breaths, someone you’d trust with everything.

      Someone who gives you the strength to be your best self.

      The celebrant talks about promises, respect, and family. Riley listens attentively while Ian looks at her. He can’t stop looking at his woman and smiles more than I’ve ever seen him do. More than is humanly possible or bearable.

      Nick and Ryan are doing their best to maintain a semblance of seriousness. As far as I know, James has warned them not to ruin this moment with one of their screwups, or they’ll be stuck tidying up and repainting the garage as punishment.

      People around us are murmuring, a few guys from the team are snickering, and someone is crying uncontrollably, but I’m not paying attention to any of it. I focus on Ian: his dreamy eyes, his smile and his trembling hands. Riley notices it, too. The moment she realises her soon-to-be husband is shaking with emotion, she gently takes his hands in hers and squeezes, giving him the strength and confidence he needs. She is telling him she is there for him and always will be, just as she has been for me so many times.

      My sister is incredibly strong; we can all learn from her, and I hope to be even half as strong as she is one day.

      Without realising it, I turn my head to the right again. Jamie is awake now, and the Doctor is holding her up. She faces him; he smiles at her and speaks softly, as if explaining what is happening. She seems to hang on his every word, enchanted by this almost stranger who is looking after her while her parents promise each other forever.

      Something painful and irrational moves quickly through my chest. Too many emotions, all too real, all at once.

      Ian and Riley are exchanging their vows, and the celebration continues, but I can no longer pay attention. My eyes remain fixed on him.

      Dear God, what is it? My stomach twists into knots and a wave of nausea rolls through me.

      Maybe I still haven’t recovered from Friday’s excesses. Or maybe I’m coming down with something — the flu, mono — because I feel like I’m going to throw up, and I can’t think of any other explanation.

      Then his gaze lifts, slow and deliberate, and settles on me.

      I must turn away, go back to my business, and forget this insane moment. I should be focusing on my sister and my brother-in-law, but I can’t. Or maybe I just don’t want to.

      I hold his gaze for as long as possible; there’s no way I’m going to be the one to look away first. I’m Jamie Murray, and I won’t bow to anything or anyone.

      Go ahead, Doctor. You have no effect on me.

      But then the Doctor smiles at me. It’s a genuine smile, and I’m not even sure it’s meant for me. Maybe he’s smiling at the occasion, the bride and groom, the baby, or something else entirely. He lifts only one corner of his mouth — the left — and it feels like a superhuman force slams into my stomach.

      I’m tempted to bend over and collapse onto the grass, but I can’t do that in front of everyone. I resist, just as I do when I’m on the field when my muscles are screaming in pain, but I have to hold my breath, afraid that breathing too deeply might break me in two.

      Then the applause erupts, chaos following close behind. People stand up, blocking my view of the Doctor.

      I should now be able to breathe again, away from that tempting smile and those magnetic eyes. Instead, I still can’t breathe; it’s worse — it’s like having both my lungs removed or being a goldfish out of its bowl.

      And that is a problem.

      A huge disaster.

      A fucking mess.

      I’ve just realised I like the Doctor, and I really shouldn’t.

      I know what happens when I want something.

      I know what happens when I finally get it.
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        * * *

      

      Whether I like it or not, I’m now part of the O’Connor clan, and as such, I’m entitled to a seat at their table. I don’t think there’s a worse seat than this one. I like the brothers, and I quite like Chris and Casey, too, but spending a whole day with them without a break is really unnerving. I can’t wait for the party to end so I can retreat to my hotel room. Luckily, my beautiful niece is also at the table, but she seems to have fallen asleep. Perhaps she is exhausted, too. The whole family is difficult to deal with, and since she can’t tell them to fuck off yet, she has chosen to take a nap instead.

      The waiter weaves between the tables with a tray laden with drinks, but Ryan immediately stops him and has him leave the whole tray at our table.

      “What are your intentions, O’Connor?” I ask as he hands me one.

      “What kind of question is that? We’re celebrating the first O’Connor to finally get the fuck out of the way properly.”

      “As if the wedding ring on his finger were enough,” Nick cuts in. “Besides, don’t forget we all live in the same neighbourhood now.”

      “That’s another reason I need a drink.”

      I finish my drink just as Ian and Riley make their official entrance, holding hands like Mr and Mrs O’Connor.

      Spontaneous applause fills the hall as the guests welcome the newlyweds, who happily make their way to the table next to ours.

      “Poor woman,” Ryan comments, taking the second glass.

      “Look who’s talking!” Nick shoots back.

      “None of the women in this family has this much luck, you know?” I say. “I really feel sorry for them.”

      “All envy,” a voice behind me says.

      “What are you doing here? Has your wife dumped you already?” Ryan turns to Ian.

      “I came to see if anything disastrous was already happening, you know.”

      Ian sits down next to me and takes a glass.

      “Are you calm now?” I ask.

      “Fuck you, Jamie.”

      I laugh, but Ian quickly turns serious.

      “I almost lost my shit,” he whispers.

      “Afraid she wouldn’t show up?”

      He shakes his head. “Afraid it wasn’t true. I still can’t believe that woman actually married me.”

      “I don’t believe it either,” Ryan says.

      “I believed it from the start,” Casey chimes in.

      “That’s because you’re not like them,” Nick replies.

      “Hey, family,” Riley says as she joins them at the table. She throws herself onto Ian’s back and wraps her arms around his neck. Leaning over his shoulder, she waits for him to turn around. “It seems our moment has come.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Our first dance.”

      Ian immediately stands and wraps his arms around his wife’s waist. “I’m damn ready.”

      She smiles, then turns to us. “I expect to see you all on the dance floor for the next one. You too, Jamie — don’t be a smart arse.”

      It sounds like a threat.

      The bride and groom move to the centre of the reception room, where there is enough space for them to dance. As the music starts, Ian immediately pulls Riley close, marking his territory and making it clear to everyone exactly where things stand.

      The music wafts through the room as the guests look ecstatically at the bride and groom, waiting to join them on the dance floor.

      “Come on, let’s go,” Nick says. He’s the first to get up, taking Casey by the hand and inviting her to join him.

      “Are you staying with Jamie?” Casey asks.

      “Sure.”

      “Come on, Mr Muscle. Let’s show them how it’s done,” Chris says, getting Ryan to his feet and leading him towards the centre of the room.

      I remain at the table alone, watching people rise from their seats to dance to the song. Leaning back in my chair, I take a few more sips of my drink and let my gaze wander to the other tables. I can see the Doctor and his son seated two tables away to my left. They are talking. Evan’s behaviour is like his mother’s: he moves around agitatedly, gesticulates and gradually warms up. Meanwhile, the Doctor remains calm, only hinting at a smile and shaking his head. His son’s temperament and mannerisms clearly amuse him. Then Evan gets up, looks around — perhaps for someone to dance with — and strolls away, leaving his father alone. Like me, the Doctor is the only person left at his table, but he doesn’t seem uncomfortable. He’s a discreet man who doesn’t immediately stand out in a crowd. You wouldn’t turn your head if he walked past you on the street; he doesn’t attract attention at first glance. Instead, one must take the time to observe, study, and truly understand him. He has his charms, especially today, dressed in a dark, perfectly fitting suit, with slightly messy hair and a beard that covers his jaw. He slides his fingers along the rim of the glass, tracing its outline, and then loses himself in the liquid inside it. After a moment, he lets out a sigh.

      What do I see? Melancholy? Sadness? A longing to be anywhere but here? Or just loneliness?

      Hell, Jamie. Why should you care how the Doctor looks, how he’s feeling, or what he’s thinking?

      “Hey,” a hand slides slowly down my shoulder, forcing me to turn away from my close analysis of the Doctor for a moment.

      “Back already?” I ask my sister.

      “It’s our turn.” Riley grabs my hand and pulls me to my feet. “Ian is dancing with his mother, and well, you are…”

      “I’m at your complete service.”

      “I’ll stay with Jamie,” Chris says, appearing at the table. “Go on, it’s your moment.”

      I guide my sister onto the dance floor. When we reach the centre, a few steps from Ian and his mother, I hold her close, and we start to move slowly.

      Riley rests her head on my chest, and I sigh with relief, knowing she is safe and happy. I feel lucky to have witnessed it all. I can finally see her living life to the fullest.

      “Thanks for everything, Riley,” I tell her, kissing her on the forehead.

      “I don’t⁠—”

      “Shh, don’t say anything. No need.”

      Riley stays silent, letting the music and me lull her. My gaze barely lifts, as if it already knows exactly where to go.

      Only one direction: the wrong one, the most dangerous one.

      The one with no way out.
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        * * *

      

      Halfway through the party, I realise the moment I’ve been dreading has arrived — it’s time for my speech. No one actually asked me to give one, but I know I can’t back out. I stand up and clink my glass with a knife.

      The room freezes. Conversations cut off, forks hover mid-air. All eyes are on me. I’m used to being the centre of attention, but this is different. I can’t just flash a smile at the crowd and the press. This time I have to bare my soul. I have to be myself, and I’m not good at that.

      I clear my throat and awkwardly lift my gaze around the room, not fixing on any particular point.

      “I’ve never had a high opinion of the O’Connor brothers,” I begin, which makes the guests laugh. “Don’t be mad at me, O’Connors — you too, James and Karen. You have certainly done a great job. It’s just that some of you are bigger dicks than others.”

      There’s more laughter, along with some cursing through clenched teeth, from my table.

      “But then I saw Ian looking at my sister. I’d taken her to the Leinster Training Facility to show her what I was doing and how hard I was working. I wanted to make her proud, because I owe her everything I am today.” I look at Riley in Ian’s arms, tears streaming down her face. “And you know, he didn’t look at her like a conquest, a woman he wanted to have fun with. He looked at her as if she were the missing piece in his life. But Ian is not the sharpest tool in the box, and it took him a while to understand and accept that. Definitely not without some help.” Riley smiles through her tears. “He gave my sister what she dreamed of and deserved, because, Riley, nobody in this world deserves a full and happy life more than you.”

      I look away from the bride and groom; otherwise, I won’t be able to continue.

      “Ian gave Riley a family. And now there’s little Jamie and…” I shift my gaze to him. His eyes are fixed on me, but not like everyone else’s. I know he’s searching for something he shouldn’t be seeking: something so small, dark, and inhospitable it offers nothing, not even for a moment. His head nods slightly, as if he understands I need a little encouragement — a gentle push to keep going. It feels like he knows I can’t do this alone. The warmth of his gaze and the confidence he instils in me give me the strength I need to express my feelings before they overwhelm me.

      “You are my whole life, Riley.”

      His lips curve upwards now, but I can’t bear it. I can’t hold that smile.

      I turn back to my sister.

      “You have always been, and you always will be, the most important person in the world to me, along with little Jamie. You are my family, and I love you both immensely. And… Ian,” I say, turning to him, “I’m glad it’s you.”

      I take a deep breath and raise my glass. “To you, your wonderful family, and your love. I have never seen two people love each other as much as you do.”

      I set my glass down as the room erupts in applause and sink back into my seat, feeling Nick’s hand squeeze my shoulder affectionately. I don’t turn to him.

      Instead, I let my gaze rise — just slightly.

      I know exactly where to look.

      His eyes are already there. He understands now.

      He knows where to look, too.
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      The party has come to an end. Most of the guests have already left; only a few diehards remain, clinging to one last drink.

      I step out onto the patio to get some air. I drank a little too much, which I rarely do, but I feel entitled to make an exception, just this once. After all, I’m off tomorrow, and even though I know I’ll pay for it during training on Tuesday, I don’t really care. Even the Captain allows himself a break now and then.

      I sit down and stretch my legs, swirling the last whiskey of the day as I savour the silence and solitude of the outdoors. Before me lies the open countryside, the street lamps of the avenue twinkling below and the stars burning bright in the clear, cloudless sky.

      I finally loosen my tie and toss it onto the small table beside me. Despite the cool air, I shrug off my jacket and roll up my shirt sleeves to my elbows. I no longer have to maintain the façade; I can simply relax and enjoy these final moments of tranquillity before heading to my room.

      I can still hear music from inside. I glance back at the lounge’s glass window and see Ian and Riley still dancing. The brothers are now slumped in their chairs at the table, deep in conversation, likely sharing thoughts about the day as one large, close-knit family.

      I look ahead once more, relax in my chair, and close my eyes as I lean my head back. Light footsteps break the night’s silence as they approach. Assuming it’s one of the O’Connors, I don’t bother turning around or opening my eyes.

      “Is the party over? Is it time to put the kids to bed?” I ask.

      I hear a faint laugh, then his voice.

      “Are you referring to the three little pigs?”

      I instinctively open my eyes and sit up straighter in my chair. The Doctor is sitting in a chair close to mine.

      “The three little pigs?” I turn to look at him.

      He shrugs and stares straight ahead.

      The Doctor is holding a glass as well, but he isn’t drinking; he just swirls the liquid. From the colour, it looks like the same drink I’m having.

      “And your son?”

      “I think he’s hitting on one of Riley’s colleagues.”

      I smile and turn my gaze back to what’s in front of me.

      “So, Captain, how are you feeling?”

      “Hmm?”

      “Your sister and Ian…”

      “As long as he acts like a man.”

      “Right. Testosterone first.”

      “He’s not that bad, but he fucked up now and then. After all, he’s an O’Connor.”

      The Doctor raises the glass to his lips just as I turn to look at him again. He pauses for a moment, then I watch the liquid slide down his throat, his neck still constrained by his shirt and tie. After a day like this, he doesn’t flinch, while I can’t wait to strip off these uncomfortable clothes and finally breathe.

      “Nice speech, by the way,” he says, glancing at me. “You and Riley must be very close.”

      “We are.”

      “You can tell. It’s just the two of you, isn’t it?” he asks discreetly.

      “Uh-huh.”

      Don’t dig any deeper, Doctor. You don’t know what you might find.

      He nods thoughtfully but doesn’t pursue the subject. He remains silent, his gaze fixed on nothing.

      “Are you staying here tonight?” I ask, not even sure why I’m doing this or why we’re having this conversation. I don’t understand why I’m letting my guard down, or why I feel like doing it right now, least of all with him.

      “Yes.”

      “And… er… alone?”

      I can see his blush even in the moonlight.

      “With Evan.” He takes a sip. “You…?”

      “Alone,” I reply quickly, as if I might run out of breath.

      “No conquests?”

      “What?”

      “Come on, Captain. Your reputation precedes you.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Everyone is aware of your… success.”

      “You’re not talking about rugby, are you?” I ask, instantly regretting the question.

      The Doctor gives me a half-smile, then stands and turns away. “Well, it’s been a long day.”

      He heads inside, and I search for any excuse to keep him with me a little longer.

      I don’t want to go back to my room.

      I don’t want to spend the night with my own thoughts.

      I don’t want to be alone.

      “Doctor?” I call out to him, and he stops. I quickly catch up with him as he turns towards me. When I get in front of him, I realise I’m shaking and feeling awkward, completely out of place. Maybe it’s the emotions of this day, the feeling that I’ve lost everything important in my life, and the sense that everyone else can make it. Everyone except me.

      Or maybe I just like the Doctor.

      I don’t know how the fuck it’s possible.

      And I don’t know how to make him like me back.

      He raises an eyebrow, waiting for me to speak as he looks intently into my eyes. His eyes look magical in the moonlight, as if they could hold my whole world and make it more lovely, more livable. But I know it’s not just his eyes. It’s the alcohol, the atmosphere of this damn day. It’s the way I can’t breathe when I’m close to the Doctor, and I can’t breathe when I’m not. It’s the fact that I want the wrong man, and that there’s no way to stop wanting him except to have him in my bed — possibly this very night — before this insane thing becomes a destructive obsession.

      I step towards him and raise my arm, brushing his shaggy jaw. His eyes widen with confusion.

      I can’t look into them any longer, or I won’t be able to go on.

      Before reason returns and the alcohol wears off, I take the wrong step: my hand slips behind his neck. I pull him towards me, and my mouth crashes into his.

      The Doctor remains motionless, but my gesture does not frighten him. I am the one trembling, afraid I like this sensation too much: his warm, wet mouth; the taste of whiskey on his lips; his hot breath filling my lungs.

      I am also afraid he does not like it at all.

      I press myself against him, desperate to control what I’ve started. His hands press gently against my chest, as if to keep me at a safe distance, but I persist in my madness.

      The Doctor parts his lips, overwhelmed by my boldness, and I slide my tongue into his mouth.

      Christ.

      In that instant, my world melts away. Everything shatters in the heat of his kiss, crumbling into useless dust. Jamie, The Captain, is about to drop to his knees on the grass, breathless and weak, overwhelmed by the storm raging through his body.

      I try to resist, to fight its fury.

      To remain standing.

      And then, irreversibly, I fall.

      I slide my other hand behind his neck, pinning him against me. His fingers clutch at my shirt as I explore his mouth, intoxicated by his taste; desire floods through my body.

      The Doctor doesn’t retreat. Finally, his tongue tangles with mine, and as I feel it seeking mine, I press against him, desperate to ease the ache throbbing between my thighs.

      I breathe into him and he into me, overwhelmed by this moment, by the desire to take it to the next stage, possibly in my room, with him leaning over me as I beg for his thrusts. The urge to have him for this night — just this one night — or my mind will no longer be able to go home.

      Just as I think I have him in my grasp, the Doctor pulls away, gently but firmly pushing me back, his palms pressed to my racing heart. He composes himself, trying to mask his breathlessness, but he fails.

      I know you enjoyed it, Doctor, and that you can’t wait to do it again.

      He clears his throat, then crushes my pride and shatters my confidence. “I will not be one of your one-night stands,” he says, calm and impassive. “It doesn’t work that way with me.”

      I stay silent, knowing that if I say a single word, I’ll only make myself look even more pathetic.

      “I’m not impressed by your muscles, your pretty face, or the fact that you are… who you are.” His tone is harsher this time, almost annoyed. “I’m sorry you haven’t found anyone to end the night with, but you will not write my name on the wall of your conquests.”

      He smooths his suit, turns away, and quickly disappears inside the venue.

      I stand outside, incredulous, because I can’t believe I actually kissed the Doctor, tried to get him into bed, and got rejected.

      I can’t believe the Doctor rejected me.

      I can’t believe how I feel, knowing he doesn’t want me.

      The Doctor doesn’t want me.

      And knowing this only fuels my eagerness to have him as soon as possible, so I can rip him off, like an old band-aid, from my mind, my thoughts, and everything he is capable of clinging to, without causing any pain.

      Without leaving any marks.
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      Once I’m done with my daily training, I head to the facility’s back pitch, where the kids are practising. I approach the stands and see Nick yelling at his players.

      “Problems?” I ask as I join him.

      “Ask me why,” he replies.

      “Why, what?”

      “Why did I listen to you?”

      “Because you know I’m always right.”

      A few months ago, when Nick wasn’t sure of his path after rugby and modelling, I suggested he consider coaching. After a trial at the Leinster Summer Camp, they hired him as the junior team coach.

      He drops back onto the second step. “If we lose this one too…”

      “Ah, come on now, don’t be so negative.”

      “How can I not be? We’ve lost three matches in a row.”

      “Shit happens.”

      “I can already feel the bench shaking under my arse.”

      “Don’t be so dramatic. You’re only the junior coach; yours wouldn’t be the first arse kicked out.”

      “This is not helping.”

      I sit next to him and watch the kids playing on the pitch. “Give them time, and give yourself a bit of time as well. They’re not a proper team yet; it’ll take a while.”

      “I hope you’re right.”

      “Have a bit of faith, will you?”

      Nick gets to his feet and lets out a sharp whistle, calling an end to training. After sending everyone into the locker room — lecture and all — he comes back over and drops onto the stands beside me.

      “Done for the day?” he asks.

      “Free as the wind.”

      “Any plans for tonight?”

      “I told Ryan I’d stop by his place to see Jamie, and then I’ll head home. I’m so tired; I’m still recovering from the wedding, and that workout really wiped me out,” I say, touching my sore shoulder.
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