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      “Everything looks good over here!” I shout to Parker from the other side of the room. I lift myself up from the floor and grab the clipboard, ready to cross off the last few items on our list, before joining him.

      “No problems here, either.”

      “Shall we give the go-ahead, then?”

      “Go for it. I just want today to be over.” He pushes back his jacket sleeve and glances at his watch. “I have another fifteen minutes before I have to start paying overtime.”

      “You can go, I’ll finish up here. We’re pretty much done anyway. I’ll do all the paperwork and drop it into the office.”

      “Thanks, Tyler.”

      Parker grabs his bag and heads towards the exit of the pub. “Why don’t you stop by later on, for dinner? I’m cooking.”

      “Are you actually cooking? Or are you just heating something up in the microwave?”

      “I’m cooking. Spaghetti Bolognese.”

      “I’m impressed.”

      “Don’t take the piss.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of it.”

      “I get the sauce from a jar, by the way,” he adds, making me laugh. “But the rest is all me.”

      “Wow. Don’t try too hard.”

      “You can stay at home if you’re going to be an arse about it.”

      “I’ll bring ice cream. And something for us to drink, too.”

      “Make sure it’s something good,” he warns, pointing his finger at me, before giving me a quick wave and disappearing from the pub, heading home.

      I lean against the bar to start filing through all the paperwork that I’ll need to drop off at the office, before heading back to my apartment, taking a quick shower, then paying a quick visit to Supervalu. I promised Parker ice cream and alcohol, and I barely have anything at home, bar a few beers. I was meant to go shopping today, but they called me in for this inspection at the last minute, so I’ll have to go tomorrow instead, on my day off. Usually, my days off are dedicated to slightly more adult activities – ones that require two people, or sometimes three or more. Although that isn’t really my style – I always prefer to concentrate on one thing at a time. But Parker has just moved into his new apartment, and he’s been feeling lonely, even if he won’t admit as much. I don’t like the thought of him feeling like that, weighed down by his thoughts, a glass of shitty whiskey in hand.

      When I get back to the fire station, only the guys working the night shift are there, focused on an intense game of snooker. It looks like it’ll be a quiet one tonight – to be honest, it’s been pretty quiet for weeks, now. Months, even. Not much goes on around here – not that I’m complaining. We’re those classic firemen that get called out to retrieve cats from trees – and no, that’s not just an urban legend: it really does happen – or to bust open the front door for some idiot who’s locked himself out of his house. That actually happens more often than you’d expect.

      I like my job, although I’m not making it sound particularly exciting. But I like the town I live in, too: it’s small, safe, and filled with nosy neighbours.

      But you know what I like most of all?

      My apartment.

      I’ve lived here for almost a year, now. It took me a little while to find the perfect place, and it took just as long trying to save for a deposit. I’m a fireman, not one of those millionaires my mother seems to read about in all her books. We’re paid a pretty modest salary, you know.

      It’s the perfect house for one person. There’s a living room with a sofa planted directly in front of my 65-inch TV, where I can watch the game in peace; there’s a kitchen, with a two-seater table – in case I ever have guests at breakfast, if you know what I mean. There’s a big, spacious bedroom with a comfortable king-size bed; a bathroom with a shower and a bath, because I like both; there’s a small garden – extremely small – which I built into the terrace. I use it to grow a few roses and tulips, when the weather is nice enough.

      The building I live in has only two apartments, and luckily, the one next door is still empty. Let’s just say I’m putting pressure on a certain someone for it to stay that way for as long as possible – or, at least, until I can find someone who can live there without pissing me off at all. Hopefully someone single, like me, with no expectations.

      I walk into the Supervalu on the main road which leads into the city, and run toward the whiskey aisle to grab a bottle – a good one, at Parker’s request – and a few tubs of ice cream: one double chocolate and one strawberry. I head quickly over to the checkout, before Parker starts to bombard me with phone calls, telling me to get a move on.

      “Hey, Tyler!” Carlie, one of the Supervalu checkout girls, greets me. “You expecting company tonight?” she asks, scanning my items.

      “Nothing special,” I say vaguely. I don’t feel like letting her in on all the details of my life.

      Carlie has one particular problem: she never seems to understand that you can have too much of a good thing, and that you should stop doing that thing before it stops being good.

      “Thanks.” I smile at her, but not too much – you never know how a smile could be interpreted around here by the female population. To be honest, I’ve often found myself in trouble for making the mistake of smiling too much at the wrong people.

      “Have a nice evening!”

      “You, too.”

      She sighs.

      She actually sighs.

      And I didn’t even smile at her.

      Could you imagine what would’ve happened if I had?

      I grab my things and leave the supermarket, sliding into the car and heading towards Parker’s house, hoping that everything is still standing when I get there – both his house and him.
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      “Oh, my God, you’re here already.” Parker opens the door to me, wooden spoon in hand and one of his daughters wrapped around his neck.

      “Give her here,” I say, handing over the bag of ice cream and whiskey and attaching his daughter to me, instead.

      I’m not sure which daughter this is – I can never tell them apart. But they don’t need to know that.

      “I almost burned the sauce.”

      He leads me into his apartment, which isn’t much bigger than my own. I follow him, a little monkey dangling from my neck. Never use their names: that’s my shameless secret, which I apply to a number of aspects of my life. It’s always worked for me.

      “I’m hungry,” moans the girl clinging to my shoulder.

      “Me too, but let’s not try Dad’s patience.”

      “What?”

      “I’ll explain another time.”

      We reach the living room, where the other little monkey is sitting on the sofa watching cartoons.

      “Hey!” I say, but she gestures for me to keep quiet.

      I sit down, her sister still attached to me, and glance at the TV.

      “This puppet again?”

      “Shh… I can’t hear.”

      “Sorry.” I roll my eyes and try to peel her sister away from me, but to no avail.

      “Why don’t you sit here and watch TV with your sister while I go and check that your dad is coping in the kitchen?”

      “No.”

      Perfect.

      “What if that means that there’s no dinner tonight?”

      “Our neighbour invited us over,” the other girl chimes in.

      “Oh, really?”

      “But Dad said no.”

      “How come?” I ask, glancing – with difficulty – in the direction of the kitchen.

      “It’s called pride!” he yells from the other side of the apartment.

      He didn’t seem to care about his pride when he invited me over, not knowing what to do on his own. But I’m not one to throw things in people’s faces like that; usually I’m more subtle about it.

      “Okay, listen,” I say, finally managing to unwrap her arms from my neck. “If you let me go and give your dad a hand, I’ll let you have three scoops of ice cream. How does that sound?”

      “Two scoops!” cries the dad in question.

      “Three,” I whisper, holding up three fingers.

      She scoffs, before giving in. I get up from the sofa and head towards the kitchen, where an exhausted Parker is attempting to make a dinner almost entirely from scratch.

      “Why didn’t you go over to your neighbour’s?”

      I grab the empty Alfredo jar of Bolognese sauce – which, I have to admit, I’ve also bought a few times, myself – and run it under the tap, before dropping it into the recycling bin under the sink.

      Parker opens the fridge and hands me a beer. I open the top drawer and pull out a bottle opener, take the cap off, and then glance over at the sauce, which luckily seems to look edible.

      Maybe we’ll manage to get through tonight.

      “We had dinner with her the other day.”

      “So? It’s not like there’s a limit to the number of dinner invitations you can accept.”

      “She’s single.”

      “Mmm?”

      “My neighbour. Divorced. No kids.”

      “I still don’t get it.”

      “She tried to…”

      “To…?” I wait for him to continue, then get there myself. “Oh…”

      “It didn’t seem appropriate.”

      “Got it. Well, actually, I don’t get it.”

      “Do I need to remind you why I was living with Mum and Dad again until two months ago?”

      “That was a very… specific situation.”

      “Specifically shit, you mean?”

      “Yeah, that too.”

      “I have to get used to doing things for myself. It’s best not to complicate things too much at the moment.”

      “I agree, but having dinner with your neighbour, spending some time with her every now and then, doesn’t sound so bad to me.”

      “My new babysitter quit.”

      “Already?”

      This is the third babysitter in the past two months – but I don’t point this out.

      Parker sighs frustratedly.

      “What happened?”

      “I was five minutes late. Literally, five minutes. And she tried to charge me for an extra hour.”

      “She wanted overtime?”

      “Come on! Fifteen euros for five minutes?”

      “You should’ve just given it to her.”

      He glares at me.

      “What? Now you have no babysitter! How the hell are you going to go to work?”

      “I’ve asked my neighbour to look after the girls tomorrow.”

      “So you won’t have dinner with her, but you’ll let her look after your kids?”

      “Whose side are you on, here?”

      “Hey! I’m just trying to help you out!”

      “If you want to help, then put the spaghetti on. The water’s already boiling.”

      “Thank God. I was so hungry…”

      I do as he says and add some salt, too. I’m not exactly a chef – I definitely don’t take after our mother in that sense, she’s an incredible cook – but I can get by. He, on the other hand, is shit.

      Oh, yeah. I forgot to mention that Parker is my older brother – older only by eleven months. Our parents always struggled to control themselves when it came to public displays of affection; neither of us want to imagine what they were like in private.

      I turn to my brother, whose face has taken on that gaze once again: a gaze which tells me that he doesn’t know whether he’ll make it to the end of the day without crumbling, or going crazy. I’m growing more and more convinced that the choice I made all those years ago is the only one that makes sense.
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      “Are you going to eat that?” Eve asks Zoe, who promptly defends her plate, shielding it with her arm.

      How can I suddenly tell them apart? Simple. Parker told Eve to eat with her mouth closed, and I took the hint quickly.

      “Stay away from my spaghetti.”

      “I was just asking.”

      “If you want to ask questions, why don’t you ask Uncle Tyler why Ms. Potter called him a damn bastard?”

      My brother almost chokes on his food.

      “What… Er… What did she say?”

      “Did you go out gnome hunting with my daughters’ teacher, by any chance?” my brother asks me, alarmed.

      I don’t laugh, I swear – but Parker’s latest trick of using euphemisms for everything is starting to get out of hand.

      “That’s not exactly what happened.”

      “She said that you never called her back,” Zoe continues.

      “She said that? Really…?”

      “Tyler…” Parker warns.

      “And what else did…?”

      “Do you really think it’s appropriate to ask them that?”

      I shrug. I’m not the one who brought it up.

      “How do you girls know all this?”

      “She said it to Ms. Trent at breaktime.”

      Oh, fuck. Ms. Trent was there, too?

      “And she said all this in front of you?” my brother asks, horrified.

      “No, we were hiding in the bushes behind the bench they were sitting on.”

      “What were you doing there?” My brother continues to ask useless questions instead of focusing on the main problem, here: working out whether or not Ms. Potter and Ms. Trent are currently planning my ‘accidental’ death.

      “Then Ms. Trent said something.”

      I’m sweating, sitting there, immobile. My brother, on the other hand, looks as if he could’ve just sprouted at least five new grey hairs.

      “What?”

      I might as well hear it, right? And, besides, it’s Parker’s problem. He’s the one who’ll have to explain to his daughters that they can’t go around hunting gnomes with anyone until they’re thirty.

      “Ms. Trent said that it happened two times.”

      Maybe it was better not to ask.

      “And then, Ms. Potter…”

      “That’s enough,” Parker cuts in, trying to prevent an inevitable catastrophe.

      “She said that she came three times.”

      “C-came?” I ask, worried.

      She sticks another forkful of spaghetti into her mouth and chews slowly, before speaking again.

      “To hunt gnomes. Right?”

      My brother’s sigh of relief manages even to calm me down, too.

      “In one night.”

      This final statement signals the end of my future in this family.

      “She said that you weren’t even tired, Uncle Tyler,” the other comments, as my brother grips tightly onto my arm.

      “Don’t say a word.”

      I wouldn’t dream of it.

      “Can I have those three scoops of ice cream you promised us?”

      Luckily, the conversation moves onto something slightly easier to digest.

      “We agreed two,” my brother reminds her, getting to his feet.

      “That’s what Ms. Potter said.”

      Nope. I’m still not in the clear.

      “She said that Uncle Tyler promised her that she’d come two times.”

      That’s true – but now doesn’t seem like the right time to bring up the fact that I’m good at sticking to my word.

      “And that she’d enjoy it.”

      “I’ll kill you,” Parker hisses, pointing his finger against me.

      “And then Ms. Trent said that she could always count on you.”

      “Well, I guess…”

      “Are you done?” Parker threatens.

      “Look, I haven’t done anything. It was all them.”

      “I need a drink.” He gets up and disappears into the kitchen. I decide to follow him and do some damage control, telling the girls that I’d be back soon with the promised ice cream.

      As soon as I catch up with him, Parker waves a spoonful of ice cream in my direction.

      “Everything is already difficult enough…”

      I let him vent. I realise that it’s not just what the girls said that’s getting to him; attempting to justify myself now wouldn’t help either of us.

      “…Without you fucking their teacher, let alone the teacher of another class, too!”

      “I’m sorry. Maybe I should’ve just left it – at least with Ms. Potter – but she’s about to move away, and I didn’t think she’d stand around in the playground gossiping about her love life.”

      Parker glares at me.

      I lift my hands and take a step back. “You’re right. I shouldn’t have done anything.”

      “What the fuck were you thinking?”

      What was I thinking? Not a lot, to be honest, in that moment.

      Ms. Potter was going through a difficult time, and I was there to comfort her. But I don’t think my brother would consider that a good excuse.

      Parker drops the spoon into the ice cream tub, letting his hands fall onto the counter, his head lowered. He looks as if he could fall to pieces in this very moment.

      “I don’t know what I’m going to do when this whole thing about the gnomes stops being believable.”

      I step towards him and rest my hand on his shoulder.

      “I don’t know what I’ll do when… God, Tyler! I don’t know what the fuck to do!”

      “Just take it one step at a time.”

      “I’m exhausted. I’m angry. I’m⁠—”

      “Hey, you’ll get through this. It’ll just take a little time. And, Ms. Potter aside, you know you can always count on me.”

      He stands up slowly, flashing me a tired, resigned gaze.

      “I’ll stay away from their school, I promise.”

      “It’s not your fault. But you are an arsehole.”

      I take the insult. Right now, it suits me.

      “How about I look after the girls one evening?”

      “What?”

      “I can do it.”

      “I’m not so sure about that.”

      “Come on. You know I’m good with them. They love me.”

      “That’s because they know how to manipulate you. They know all your weaknesses, and they use you to get what they want.”

      “True. But at least they know they can have fun with Uncle Tyler.”

      Parker shrugs. He doesn’t want to admit that I’m right.

      “Just for one evening. So you can relax a little. What do you say?”

      “I say that sounds like a terrible idea.”

      “Trust me. I mean, I’m a fireman, right? Who doesn’t trust a fireman?”

      “Someone who grew up with that fireman,” he snaps – but at least he’s smiling. It’s a start.

      “Next time we both have the evening off, I’ll look after them. They can stay at mine.”

      “You’re sure you can manage?”

      No. But is it worth telling him that?

      “Absolutely. I’ve got this, don’t worry.”

      I feel as if I’m wading through a sea of shit. But I don’t tell him that, either.
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      As soon as I turn the corner into the road leading up to my building, I realise that something’s not right. I don’t know how to explain it – it’s just a feeling, like a sixth sense. Kind of the same feeling firemen get when they can smell the smoke before the fire has even broken out. Maybe it’s the way the leaves sit, completely still, on the trees; maybe there’s a slight haze hanging over the street, which dries out your eyes; maybe it’s the eerie silence which always precedes a disaster, interrupted only by the rumbling of your car engine. But it’s only when I pull into my parking space and see that someone has decided to block it with their damn rubbish bin that I realise that my nice, quiet, uncomplicated life is about to be flipped upside down.

      I pull into the next parking space – the one reserved for visitors – and turn off the engine, anxiously lifting my gaze towards the windows of the apartments. To my great disappointment, I notice that there is a light switched on in the apartment next to mine.

      I climb out of the car and place my feet on the ground, my shoes dragging heavily along the pavement and towards the stairway which leads to my front door – and, unfortunately, to what is now my neighbour’s front door. An enormous box and a plant are blocking the entrance to their apartment, as well as mine.

      I’m a nice, polite person – and not just because that’s how my mum brought us up, but, of course, because of my job. I can’t just go around being a dick to everyone. I can’t cause any kind of trouble when I’m in my uniform – or even when I’m not wearing my uniform. Besides, I’m fairly well-known in town; people trust me, respect me. So, in spite of myself, I sink to my knees and pick up the box, grabbing the plant with my free hand. I pull myself together and knock at the door, waiting in the hallway for my soon-to-be-ex-neighbour to let me in.

      What, you thought I was only helping out because I’m a fireman? To keep up with my reputation? You always have to present the best sides of yourself to your enemies; you especially can’t let them see that you’re plotting to have them evicted.

      After a few minutes of waiting, I rest my ear against the door, concluding that there’s no sound coming from inside. Maybe they went down to get a takeaway from the place on the corner, or maybe they’ve taken their dog out for a walk. Maybe I should stop doing what I find myself doing right now, and picking the lock to their front door – I won’t tell you how, it’s a trick of the trade. Maybe I should also stop walking into their house and nosing around. But I have the right to know who my next enemy will be – don’t I?

      Actually, don’t answer that. There’s no need.

      I slip silently into the apartment, and it’s only when the door closes behind me that I recognise the unmistakable sound of the shower running in the bathroom.

      After quickly calculating that it’ll take at least five minutes for them to turn off the shower, wrap themselves in a towel, and step out of the bathroom, I take two minutes to have a quick look around. I put down the box I’m carrying, but keep the plant clasped between my hands – you never know – and I glance around, taking in the characteristic chaos of someone who has literally just moved in.

      Not content with what I’ve already seen – i.e., nothing much – I allow myself another minute to tiptoe over towards the bedroom; but the bathroom door flies suddenly open, catching me in the act. I turn guiltily, ready to spout my usual bullshit about having smelled smoke coming from the apartment; but the figure of my new neighbour turns out to be a pleasant but unexpected surprise. I smile, satisfied. I realise right away that this whole thing could be much quicker and much more fun than I’d anticipated.

      “I thought this might be yours.”

      She looks at me, her eyes wide, wrapping her arms tighter around her chest to hold up her towel.

      “Maybe I should just put it down here.” I kneel down to place the plant on the floor, before standing back up, ready to unleash all my fireman’s charm on her; to show her that I’m a superhero, ready to help any damsel in distress.

      She stays standing in the doorway, her hand still resting on the handle, her cheeks red, her eyes unblinking, her shock almost debilitating.

      “I’m Tyler, your neighbour. Next door,” I say, gesturing towards the wall that divides our apartments. But she still doesn’t bat an eyelid.

      I allow myself one not-so-quick glance at the enemy standing in front of me, just so I can be prepared. She has bare feet, pink nail varnish shining against the wooden floor. Her legs are long and smooth, her sexy hips, her cleavage on display, large enough to…

      “Are you done?”

      Her voice shatters my close analysis.

      “Excuse me?”

      She wraps the towel even tighter around her chest – as if one towel could be enough to contain what I’m imagining is hidden underneath, or as if it could force me to tear my gaze away.

      “I don’t know how it works around here…” There’s no more embarrassment. I think the flush of red across her cheeks has more to do with whatever she’s about to yell at me. Now that I think about it, the redness beforehand probably wasn’t from embarrassment, either, “…but I’m not used to perfect strangers sneaking into my house, uninvited. It’s called breaking and entering.”

      “It’s not breaking and entering. We’re neighbours. The door was basically open…”

      “And you snuck into my house to spy on me, like the pervert you are.”

      “I… What?”

      “And now you need to leave, before I call law enforcement.”

      I’m about to tell her that she’s standing in front of a member of the law enforcement, but she’s already left the doorway and is making her way over to the sofa, where her phone is waiting. She grabs it and starts to dial, her gaze never leaving mine.

      “Hey,” I lift my hands. “There’s no need to…”

      “I’d like to report a maniac,” she responds to the voice on the other end of the phone. “I can hold. Thanks.”

      “What the hell…?”

      “Yes, he’s in my house right now.”

      “What the fuck?”

      “He says he’s my neighbour. The address is…”

      “Hey, hey! Wait a minute…” I try to step closer, but she moves quickly towards the kitchen, grabbing a knife from the counter and waving it in my direction. It’s one of those huge chopping knives you see on the TV shopping channels; the kind of knife which could easily slice a beer can in half.

      I raise my hands again and stand still.

      “No problem, I’ll keep an eye on him,” she says, hanging up. “They’ll be here as soon as possible.”

      This can’t really be happening.

      “I’d suggest you stay where you are. I know how to use this.” She waves the knife at me again.

      How the hell did I end up in this shitty situation?

      I know, I should be scared. I should be a little pissed-off, too, considering the way I’m being treated, and the way this psychopath is putting me in my place – especially after moving into an apartment that isn’t meant for her. But something a little further south on my body seems to have other ideas. I’ve always had an issue with women who grab you by the balls – figuratively, of course – and that’s why I make sure to always stay away from them.

      “Oh, my God!” she cries, horrified. “You really are a maniac!”

      Unfortunately, she also seems to have noticed the argument currently being held between my mind and the stirring sensation manifesting in my trousers.

      “Can I just…?”

      “Shut up!” She brandishes the knife back in my direction.

      “Just let me explain.”

      “Explain what? That you just go around showing up in poor women’s houses and attack them?”

      “Attack? Come on…”

      “Well, definitely at least to spy on them. You look like a stalker, but you pretend you’re all innocent.”

      “Well, thanks. And poor women? You’re the one pointing a knife at me!”

      “Only because you’re being a pervert!”

      “Here we go again…” I roll my eyes and sink onto the arm of her sofa.

      “Hey!” she cries. “No one said you could sit down.”

      I scoff and get back to my feet. There’s no point trying to explain. I don’t even think it makes sense to try and speak to her; she’s an absolute nutcase. I reckon she’s recently escaped from a mental institution. Maybe she’s moving into this empty apartment because she needs somewhere to hide out – although that doesn’t explain the plant, or the fact that her stuff is all over the place. But it does explain the knives – I noticed the rest of the set on the kitchen counter. Either way, in a few minutes, the police will be here, and we can finally get this ridiculous misunderstanding ironed out. I’m a member of the law enforcement, too. This will all be brushed under the carpet in three second, and she’ll end up looking like an unhinged madwoman. It’ll be the talk of the town, and I can finally get my freedom back, without any more crazy neighbours.

      I hear the sound of tyres on tarmac and, seconds later, the sound of a car door closing. She moves closer to her front door, never taking her eyes off me; she opens it and glances outside, before turning back to me.

      “Clock’s ticking.”

      I don’t respond. It’ll be more satisfying this way, when I get to see the look on her face as I run my victory lap around her apartment.

      “Can we come in?” a familiar voice chimes from outside. “We’ve received a call.”

      She opens the door, still wrapped in a towel, and the two most stupid, useless policemen in town step into her apartment.

      “Er… Good evening,” Ronan blathers, the first of the two idiots.

      “Good evening?” she snaps right away. “I called because of an emergency, and you start with good evening?”

      “How else were we supposed to start?” the other asks. Finn: another old acquaintance of mine.

      “There’s a maniac in my house!” She gestures towards me with the knife.

      “It looks like you’ve got it under control.” Ronan takes off his cap and his gaze lands on me. “Oh, you’re going to like this, Finn.” He elbows the other, who also turns to look at me.

      “Tyler Hayes,” he says, slowly. “Still bothering all the women in town, I see?”

      “I knew it!” she cries, convinced.

      “Bothering? I live next door.”

      “We know, we know.” Finn takes a few steps into her house. “My sister knew that, too.”

      S. H. I. T.

      “I was the one who came to pick her up at sunrise, about a hundred metres from here. Barefoot.”

      “Listen, I didn’t kick your sister out – without her shoes. I’m a gentleman. She was the one who seemed in a hurry to leave.”

      Ronan laughs, but Finn grows serious.

      “Can we please get back to the fact that I called you because this maniac broke into my house while I was in the shower?”

      Ronan and Finn study her carefully, and she tightens the towel around her chest again.

      “Would you mind concentrating on the problem at hand, please?”

      “Could you not have put some clothes on?”

      She glares at me.

      “I mean…”

      “So.” Ronan furrows his brow. “Let me get this straight. You called us because of a break-in, and…”

      “And that’s it,” I say, losing my patience, now. This has already gone too far. “I didn’t do anything.”

      “You’re still looking at me!”

      “It’s hard not to,” Finn adds.

      “Excuse me, but whose side are you on, here?”

      “The right one,” I say.

      “So, Tyler,” Ronan says, trying to keep the conversation on track. “Why did you let yourself into Ms…?”

      “White.”

      “Ms. White’s house?” he asks.

      “Shouldn’t you be writing this down?” she points out.

      “She’s right,” I say, glancing over at him.

      “Why did you let yourself into her house, Hayes?”

      “Because I thought I could smell smoke. I knocked, no one answered, so I thought that someone might be in danger…”

      “Smoke? I was in the shower!”

      “I smelled it. It must’ve been coming from somewhere.”

      “Don’t tell me you actually believe this?”

      Ronan and Finn exchange a glance.

      “You have to understand, Ms. White,” Finn begins. “This is a pretty small town. Everyone here knows each other…”

      “So you have no intention of following through with my statement?”

      “Statement?” I ask, shocked.

      This is really going too far, now.

      “Listen, I’m a⁠—”

      “If you’d like to make a statement,” Finn says, interrupting me, “then we are obliged to take him away with us.”

      “Are you serious, Finn?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe you should ask my sister.”

      I let myself fall back onto the arm of the sofa, speechless. I can’t believe this.

      “Shall we make this statement, then?” Finn asks her.

      “Of course we should.”

      “You’ll need to follow us down to the station.”

      “No problem.”

      “Maybe… Er… With some clothes on.” Ronan lets his eyes fall quickly onto her.

      “Give me two minutes.”

      “Meanwhile, we’ll take him downstairs. If you could, you know, put down the knife…”

      She looks at the knife in her hand, before moving towards the kitchen counter to replace it.

      “Let’s go, Hayes,” Finn says, stepping closer to me. “You’ve earned yourself a ride in the Batmobile.” He pulls out a pair of handcuffs and waves them in my face.

      “You’re not being serious?”

      “It’s just protocol, mate. Turn around.”

      “This cannot be happening,” I comment out loud, as he pulls my wrists together behind my back. “You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?”

      “Honestly, Hayes? I really am. And I think my sister will enjoy it even more when I tell her what’s happened.”

      “Not as much as she enjoyed being next door with me. But I don’t think she’ll tell you about that.”

      I should not have said that. I only realise my mistake when Finn begins to read out my rights, adding the accusation of  public order offence.
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      “Please tell me you haven’t actually called me to bail you out?”

      “Are you going to keep bringing this up?”

      “You’re a fireman, for fuck’s sake!”

      “Are you done?”

      “Sorry, I can’t help it.”

      I scoff and shove my hands into my pockets as my now ex-best friend, Niall, opens the police station door for me.

      “I don’t think I’ve quite wrapped my head around it, yet…” He continues to take the piss, as if all the laughter, comments, and jokes from those four imbeciles in the station tonight weren’t enough. Everyone seems to know about this already! I play against them in the law enforcement GAA tournaments; I don’t even want to imagine what will happen when the guys in the fire station find out about this unfortunate misunderstanding.

      Niall unlocks his car and I climb inside, before anyone else can see me and start taking the piss.

      “It was just a big misunderstanding,” I repeat, for the thousandth time.

      Niall switches on the ignition, still shaking with laughter.

      I was such an idiot to get involved with that madwoman, and I was an even bigger idiot to have called Niall to bail me out. But who else could I have called? My brother’s looking after the girls, my parents are on holiday, and it’s best that my colleagues find out about this as late as possible… I didn’t exactly have much choice.

      “I thought you were supposed to be my mate,” I grumble, leaning my elbow against the window and fixing my gaze outside.

      “I am – that’s why I left my favourite headmistress at home alone, with no underwear on, and only a white chocolate cheesecake for company.”

      “Did you really have to go into that much detail?”

      “You were the one doubting my role as the best friend.”

      “I wouldn’t say ‘best’.”

      “Do you want me to drop you off here, in the middle of the road?”

      “I want you to stop rubbing it in.”

      “Taking the piss is one of the pillars of our friendship.”

      I roll my eyes, before letting my gaze land on him. “I still have no idea how the hell this all happened.”

      “Did you or did you not let yourself into her apartment?”

      “Yeah, but⁠—”

      “And had she not just stepped out of the shower?”

      “You know about that, too?”

      “And did you or did you not constantly stare at all the parts of her body that the towel wasn’t covering?”

      I scoff, irritably. Ever since he’s started going out with that absolute goddess of a woman, he’s become a little too big for his boots.

      “That’s all just gossip.”

      “So they didn’t arrest you in her apartment?”

      “Apart from that. That part’s true.”

      “And had she just stepped out of the shower?”

      “Technically, that’s true, too.”

      “And you weren’t staring at her with your X-ray vision?”

      I don’t even attempt to justify myself anymore. He wouldn’t believe me even if he’d been there himself, covering my eyes with his hands.

      I almost preferred him when he was an absolute train wreck. He had no job, no mates, and no plans for the future. Now he has a job, which actually sounds kind of cool; he has a woman who’s even cooler; he has a daughter who makes him look somewhat cool; he has a plan for the future which actually seems to involve some sort of wedding.

      What the hell has happened to my friend?

      “So, this gossip…?”

      “I was just doing my job.”

      “And what is that, exactly? I seem to have forgotten…”

      “I should never have called you.”

      “And done what, instead? Spent the night in a cell? With all those thugs?”

      “The only thug around here is you.”

      Niall laughs, before turning into my street. Her damn bin is still taking up my parking space. Has no one told her yet that you’re supposed to take the bins out on Sunday evening? Or that you’re definitely not supposed to leave them blocking the parking spaces?

      “She’s taking over your parking space,” Niall points out.

      “Oh, really?”

      “I’m guessing that didn’t go down well with you.”

      “Not at all.”

      “You know you can just ask her to move it, right? Just knock on the door like a normal person, introduce yourself, tell her that you’re a fireman – you know, someone she can trust…” Niall can’t quite hold back another laugh.

      “You’re really enjoying this, aren’t you?”

      “So much. It’s so nice not to be the talk of the town for once.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, what with the mess you’ve just made, and with everything they’ll have written up at the station… Tomorrow, everyone will be talking about you, Tyler. And not just the women.”

      Fuck you, Niall.

      I open the car door and stick my foot onto the tarmac.

      “Hey!” Niall leans over to the passenger side. “No more bullshit, okay? I have a nice evening planned, and I have no intention of interrupting it again.”

      “I’m never calling you again.”

      “See you later, local hero!” He takes the piss one last time before pulling out of the car park and going back to where he came from.

      I climb the stairs dejectedly, my head hanging low, resisting the temptation to knock at her door and tell her exactly what I think of her, of her chopping knife, and of her body under that towel. I feel like I’m at risk of being arrested all over again, just at the memory of that body. I unlock my front door, opening it, and settling myself down into my quiet, calm living room. I switch on the floor lamp next to the wall, heading into the kitchen to pour myself a glass – or two – of something strong, something good. And not ‘good’ like the bottle I took over to my brother’s the other day, but the kind of ‘good’ whiskey I keep just for myself, for special occasions. I’d say this is a special occasion – wouldn’t you?

      I wouldn’t bet on it, you know. I never shy away from a challenge, and this whole thing feels like a challenge to me.

      She’s played well so far – she’s played dirty, in the most meaningful sense of the word. But she’s played well, I have to admit. But I haven’t had the chance to show her my cards just yet – and, my dear neighbour, I always have the winning hand.
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      I open the fridge and pull out the bottle of wine I bought this afternoon at the grocery store down the road, before rummaging around in search of the glasses I bought this afternoon, too, at the same grocery store. There was next to nothing in this house when I first moved in, so I’ve had to sort it all out myself. The estate agent gave me that stupid plant, and brought me over a few boxes of kitchen utensils – a moving-in gift, he’d said. A gift which is still spread across my floor, apart from the knives, which actually turned out to be useful. I knew I was right to unpack those first. I have a sixth sense for these things.

      I open the bottle and fill my glass to the brim, before grabbing my cell and choosing one of my favourite playlists – the one I always listen to when I’m trying to relax – then head out to the balcony. I slide the door aside and step outside, where a little table with two chairs is waiting for me. I reckon this is the only way to salvage what has been a horrible day.

      I sit down, resting my legs against the railing, music wafting lightly outside from the apartment. The weather is okay, tonight, too – it’s not yet as cold as it is at home, and I don’t need a fluffy coat or ski gloves. But maybe I should grab something to cover my legs…

      I put my glass down on the table and get up, heading back inside to pull the blanket from my bed. I wrap it around my body and, given I’m already there, I grab the bottle of wine, too. But when I get back to the door I stop right away; there’s an unwelcome shadow floating across the floor of my balcony, reminding me of my first impression of the place I now call home. And it was definitely not a good first impression. I wait for the shadow to disappear – I have absolutely no intention of running into him, and don’t want to have to go back inside and grab hold of another knife, or call law enforcement again. I’ve been up for more than forty-eight hours, now, and I’m so exhausted that I don’t want to do anything but curl into a ball and wake up just in time for my new job.

      I wait next to the door for a few minutes, and when the coast seems to be clear, I step outside, finally able to relax a little. I should have gone straight to bed as soon as I arrived, but I tried to put it off at least until the evening, to try and get my body and my mind back onto a normal sleeping pattern. I didn’t exactly plan for the fact that, when I was finally ready to go to bed, my maniac of a next-door-neighbour would turn up to welcome me.

      I finish the rest of my drink in one gulp at the mere thought of our unfortunate encounter, before hastily pouring myself another glass. The situation definitely calls for another drink.

      At the police station, they told me that my new neighbour is actually an esteemed fireman, a pillar of the community; someone you can trust blindly. They said that he only broke into my apartment because he could sense danger. But what danger, exactly? I’d just got here, and I hadn’t even turned the stove on, yet – which, by the way, is electric. How the hell did he manage to smell smoke? And can we also mention the fact that he was trying to see through my towel? I know that kind of look, and I know that kind of guy, too. It makes no difference that he’s a fireman.

      How can he already be home? That means they didn’t even keep him in custody for two hours. He deserved an entire night in a cell, just as he deserves the fact that I won’t retract my accusation. They asked me to reconsider, and said that if I didn’t retract my statement then he could risk being suspended from the force – they said it could have serious repercussions for his career. But that’s not my problem. I’m not the one who broke into a stranger’s house, right? Besides, he’s an adult. He should be capable of taking responsibility for himself. And, yes, maybe I did jump to conclusions without giving him a chance to speak or to explain himself, but come on! I found him in my house! Who wouldn’t have called the police, in my position?

      I have no idea how things work around here. I’ve only just moved in, and I’m already starting to regret it – but I don’t think that it’s normal anywhere, no matter how calm and safe a place may seem, to break into other people’s houses uninvited.

      I gulp down the rest of my drink, hoping that it’ll finally calm my nerves and help me get some sleep. I thought that, after two whole days of travelling, I’d have collapsed onto the floor by now, but I can’t seem to switch my mind off. And when I can’t keep my thoughts quiet, it doesn’t matter how exhausted I am. Maybe another hot shower would help, seeing as the last one was rudely interrupted.

      Just as I decide to head back inside and jump back under the shower, before crumbling into bed, a voice from the apartment next door forces me to stay another few minutes. Well, ‘forces’ is a big word – let’s just say that I decided to stay and eavesdrop for a while, to listen to whatever he was saying.

      It sounds like a one-way conversation, so I guess he’s on the phone. I can’t hear any other voices, and I didn’t hear anyone go in or out of his apartment. I’m wary of the fact that I can hear his voice from my place, which also means that I’d be able to hear when he’s home, when he comes and goes, when he has company, when… I jump to my feet and continue with my original plan: shower, then bed.

      I grab the empty glass and the bottle, step into the apartment, and slide the balcony door closed behind me. I take a few steps into the living room, but his voice floats through the walls, loud and clear. I even manage to distinguish a few words. Psycho, definitely. Fucking nightmare, too. And then an everyone’s going to take the piss out of me tomorrow which instinctively makes me smile. When I can’t hear anything else, I head back towards my room in search of something to sleep in, among the chaos of my half-unpacked suitcases. I lock myself in the bathroom, longing for another piping-hot shower – this time, with no interruptions – followed by a night of deep, rejuvenating sleep.
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      At half past six in the morning, I’m already up, a cup of coffee wafting beneath my nose, my hands planted on the kitchen counter, and my gaze fixed onto the living room wall ahead of me; a wall which I share with my new, emotionally unbalanced neighbour.

      I didn’t sleep as well as usual. I couldn’t seem to shake off the comments made by all the guys down at the station, or my brother’s roaring laughter on the phone – a brother who had obviously been previously informed of last night’s events, and who – even more obviously – wanted to be the first to take the piss. He wasn’t too happy to find out that he was actually the tenth person to make fun of me, or that Niall had beat him to it. He doesn’t like the fact that we’re so close, and that I often help him out of difficult situations more than I help my own brother. But what can I do? I just go wherever I’m needed.

      When I got home last night, she was already there. I could hear her moving around her apartment. I heard the music she was playing, and I heard the balcony door open. And then, well, I took a peek through the curtains. I didn’t see much, just her shadow, but I knew she was sitting outside, and that she’d been there for a while. It’s only been a day, and she’s already sucking up my personal space. It’s bad enough that we share a wall, which means I can kiss my privacy goodbye, but now we also share a balcony: one of my favourite places. Unfortunately, the balcony has no divider – I never thought to put one up, as my lettings agent told me that I’d be informed before any decision was made on the empty flat next door. What use were all those inspections I helped him out with?

      I look down at the phone next to my hand. It’s six thirty-five; yes, my monologue lasted only five minutes. Is it too early to call him and give him an earful? I mean, I am the innocent victim in this whole situation. He’s the one who made this mess, so he should be the one to put it right. I don’t intend to share my space with a neighbour – especially not one with a few screws loose, who thinks that I’m a maniac. I don’t want her phoning the police every time she hears a woman in my apartment making unusual noises at night – and, yes, I really do mean ‘unusual’.

      This situation needs to be resolved as soon as possible. My new neighbour has to go, before she’s even finished unpacking the chaos she’s brought along with her.

      I grab my phone in search of my letting agent’s number. After four rings, he picks up, panting.

      “I already know what you’re going to say.” I can almost hear the birds chirping in the background. “Can we talk about this in the office later?”

      “No, we’re talking about it now. I can’t wait another three hours. This needs to be sorted immediately.”

      “I’m in the middle of a run.”

      “That is absolutely not my problem. What is my problem, however, is the fact that you rented out an apartment that was not yours to rent out, to someone who has no right to be living there.”

      “You didn’t enjoy your little holiday in custody, did you?”

      I scoff. “How the hell do you know about that?”

      “They called me last night. Someone apparently smelled smoke.”

      Shit.

      “Someone who runs the inspections on the entire building.”

      “So? There could’ve been a gas leak. Or she could’ve been in trouble.”

      “Listen, Tyler. I had to do it, okay?”

      “You had to?”

      “They offered me a really good commission.”

      “And you had no other apartments on the market?”

      “Not for short-term let.”

      “Short-term?” My senses sharpen immediately. “How short?”

      “Three months. No one else would’ve taken it. Landlords usually ask for a minimum of one year. And she’s from out of town, too – no one wants an expat in their house with no guarantors.”

      “How out of town?”

      “I can’t give you that information.”

      “I’ll remember that next time you ask me for a favour.”

      “Someone was putting pressure on us, okay? Both on me and on the landlord.”

      “What kind of pressure?”

      “All I can tell you is that they made us give her the apartment.”

      “So it’s all just a series of coincidences…?”

      “Exactly.”

      “Coincidences that you never spoke to me about. How long have you known about this?”

      “Well, I don’t know…”

      “You deliberately didn’t tell me, right?”

      “I thought that, maybe, once you met her…”

      “Oh, believe me. I’ve met her.”

      “Listen, I have to go. My muscles are cooling down. If you want to talk about this calmly…”

      “I don’t want to talk about it. I want you to sort it out for me.”

      “There’s no solution to this, Tyler. It’s only three months. What do you want me to do about it?”

      Three months, he says.

      “I guess I’ll just have to sort it out on my own.”

      “Tyler…”

      “Enjoy your run, you traitor. And don’t count on me for any more last-minute inspections. You and I are done.” I hang up, just to make my threat seem more consistent, and place my phone back on the counter. I grab my coffee cup and take a few sips.

      Three months. Like hell.

      There must be something I can do to hurry things along.

      I’ll make sure I get my space back, my independence. Eight days, max, and the apartment will be empty again. I don’t care that it’s only for a short-term contract – I don’t want anyone getting in my way, especially not a woman. Especially not someone who seems to frequently drive herself crazy, someone who is from out of town; someone who doesn’t understand how things work around here, who isn’t part of the community.

      There’s always a way to get what you want, and I’m going to make sure I find it. I’m a fireman, and I’m not scared of anything. I don’t mind getting my hands a little dirty if it means that I can send Ms. Kitchen Knife back to where she came from, as quickly as possible.
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      A strange, unsettling silence welcomes me as I set foot in the fire station. The other guys on shift haven’t arrived yet, so I head towards the changing rooms quietly, approaching my locker and placing my bag on the bench beneath it. I sit down, ready to get changed for my shift, when the changing room door flies open, making me jump.

      “Hayes!” the chief calls.

      I leap to my feet.

      “In my office. Now.”

      He closes the door behind him, and I start to breathe again. I thought I was alone, and thought I’d get a few more minutes of peace before the others turned up and began the infernal piss-taking, but I suddenly see a familiar face peering through the glass panel of the door. I realise that the games haven’t even started yet, and that today is going to be long and decidedly shitty.

      I nod at him to come in – it makes no sense to put this off – and he slips into the changing rooms.

      “Just say what you have to say, and get it over with. The chief is waiting for me in his office.”

      “Maybe it’s best if I don’t rub it in,” my brother says from the doorway.

      “What? But you love rubbing it in.”

      “Not when it comes to a dead man.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?”

      Parker wanders over and pulls a newspaper from behind his back.

      “You’d have seen it sooner or later, anyway.”

      I grab the paper and take a look at the page.

      “I don’t believe it.”

      Parker shrugs.

      “Who the fuck did this?”

      “Someone from the department, I guess. Maybe someone who has it in for you…”

      “Finn. That son of a⁠—”

      “The one who caught his sister escaping your house in the middle of the night?”

      “She didn’t escape,” I say, clearing things up. “She left with a sense of urgency.”

      “I don’t want to know why.”

      This time, I’m the one to shrug.

      “You’d better get moving, the chief didn’t look too happy this morning. You know how much he hates publicity,” he says, nodding towards the paper. “Especially when it’s bad publicity.”

      “That arsehole Finn should be arrested.”

      “You’d know all about being arrested…”

      “Whose side are you on, here?”

      “Hey, the other guys will be here soon, and I refuse to be on the weaker side.”

      “I am not weak!”

      “Besides, I need something to distract me.”

      “And you decided to distract yourself with my misery? Couldn’t you have found another way to distract yourself? Like, I don’t know… Maybe with your divorced neighbour?”

      Parker crosses his arms and looks at me. “Don’t come crying to me when the angry mob is out looking for you, pitchforks and all.”

      “Pitchforks?” I can’t help but laugh. “That’s a good one, really… Especially for someone as old and boring as you.”

      “Old? There are only eleven months between us.”

      “I don’t mean the age…” I scan him over from head to toe. “The rest, Parker.”

      “Fuck off, Tyler! I have absolutely no sympathy for you.”

      I laugh again as I’m heading for the door, leaving the changing rooms and joining the chief in his office. His door is open, and he’s standing there, arms crossed, behind his desk.

      “Take our time, did we?” He says right away, his eyebrows raised.

      “No, sir, I just…”

      “Close the door, Hayes, and sit down.”

      “Yes, sir.” I do as he asks and make myself comfortable, as he sits down across from me, on the other side of the desk.

      “Tell me that this is all just a misunderstanding.”

      I swallow. “It is, sir.”

      “So you didn’t break into your new neighbour’s apartment?”

      “Well, sir, if you want the full story…”

      He lifts one hand to keep me quiet, then pushes the newspaper under my nose – the same paper my brother showed me just minutes ago in the changing rooms.

      “Tell me that there’s a reasonable explanation to all this.”

      “There is, sir.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “It’s just complicated. You need to look at the whole picture to…”

      “Let’s put it this way. I’m going to ask questions, and you’re only going to respond with ‘yes’ or ‘no’.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Did you break into your neighbour’s apartment?”

      I thought we’d already moved on from this, but I don’t think it’s best to point this out.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Did you, or did you not, smell smoke?”

      I have to watch what I say, here.

      “I thought that…”

      He shakes his head.

      “No, sir.”

      His expression is steady. Mine less so.

      “Are you a pervert, Hayes?”

      “No, sir.”

      “A stalker?”

      “No, sir. Absolutely not.”

      “Are you the sort of person who harasses young, single women?”

      I need to watch what I say here, too.

      “No, sir.”

      His jaw tightens.

      “Did you mistreat a public official?”

      “He’s a public official, now…?”

      He raises an eyebrow.

      “In a way…”

      He waits for my response, still as a statue.

      I sigh. “Yes, sir.”

      He nods slowly, then lowers his eyes to his desk. He grabs hold of his stamp and slams it down onto a pile of documents, before passing them to me.

      I glance quickly at them.

      “You’re suspended, Hayes.”

      “Suspended?”

      “Until further notice.”

      “But, chief…”

      “There’s nothing else I can do.”

      I slump back into my chair in disbelief.

      “I’ve always turned a blind eye to your bullshit, even when there was that rumour going around about a woman escaping your house in the dead of night.”

      “It wasn’t…” I let it go and decide not to explain myself for the thousandth time – no one believes me, anyway. “It was all just a big misunderstanding.”

      “As much as I know you’re extremely good at what you do, and how serious you are about your job, my hands are tied, here. I’m sorry.” He gets up, and I mirror him. “You need to leave the station and fix this whole mess.”

      “Are you telling me I need to clear things up with her?”

      “For God’s sake, no. Talk to an expert. A lawyer, maybe.”

      “A lawyer? Come on, chief! It’s just a stupid misunderstanding!”

      “Misunderstanding or not, I can’t risk the entire squad’s reputation for you. Sort things out as quickly as possible, or your suspension may end up being permanent.”
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      Parker walks me out of the building in silence. He doesn’t seem to want to take the piss anymore, which is good, as I don’t really feel like being a dick anymore, either.

      The other guys are starting to turn up, one by one. They wave at us from outside the station, a laugh escaping some of them, with others asking me whether it’s true that I was handcuffed. Someone else loudly proclaims that they can smell smoke. Another asks me whether there was a kitten stuck up a tree that needed my immediate attention.

      “Don’t listen to them.”

      I shrug. Their piss-taking is the least of my problems by this point.

      “In a few days, this whole thing will have blown over, you’ll see. It’ll all go back to normal. People will forget this whole story and move onto the next exciting piece of gossip.”

      “Exciting? Around here? I don’t think so.”

      “It happens, every now and again. Besides, it’s Christmas, soon. People will be so busy that they’ll forget how this whole thing even started.”

      “How did this whole thing even start, Parker? I still don’t get it.”

      “Then maybe it’s time to work out why it is that you always end up in these situations.”

      “Always?”

      “The fact that you’ve managed to stay out of trouble up until now has always been because you happen to know everyone. Everyone knows your… How do I put this…? Your… ways.”

      “My ways?”

      “Do I need to remind you about the whole story with Ms. Trent and Ms. Potter?”

      I immediately shut up.

      “Speaking of teachers…”

      I raise my hands. “I swear, I didn’t do anything.”

      Parker glares at me.

      “Just to be clear.”

      “I need a favour.”

      “What do teachers have to do with it?”

      “Actually, it’s about school. I have a dentist appointment on Monday.”

      “And…?”

      “And, seeing as you’re now free, I thought you might be able to pick the girls up from school, keep an eye on them for a few hours.”

      “Why would I do something like that?”

      “Because you have fuck-all else to do, and because they’re your nieces, and because the last time I took them to the dentist with me it was a nightmare.”

      “You don’t know that I have nothing better to do.”

      “I know all your shifts and, up until a few minutes ago, you thought you were working.”

      “So? Maybe I’ve already made other plans.”

      “Listen, Tyler.” Parker slips into that ‘big brother’ voice he’s been using ever since he became a dad, and I hate it. “I don’t want to get involved in your business…”

      “Which you already are.”

      “Okay, then let’s just say that I’m forced to get involved so that I can help you out of this particular situation.”

      I scoff. “Go on.”

      “Someone made a statement against you.”

      “Everyone already knows that.”

      “It would probably be best for you to stay away from anyone who could make the situation worse, just until this whole thing is cleared up.”

      “You mean: stay away from all women, right?”

      “Exactly.”

      This whole thing is reaching new levels of shittiness that I didn’t even know were possible for just one person to achieve.

      “This isn’t just a way to get me to look after your daughters, is it?”

      “My daughters are your nieces.”

      “Yes, okay, but they’re your daughters first. They’re my nieces by default.”

      Parker sighs in frustration.

      “Fine, I’ll look after them.”

      “And you need to pick them up from school, too.”

      “Okay.”

      “At ten past one, okay?”

      “Got it.”

      “They have lunch at school, but you’ll need to make them a snack at maybe three, three-thirty.”

      “No problem.”

      “Try to make sure that the snack doesn’t have them sitting on the toilet all afternoon or keep them up all night.”

      “Who do you take me for?”

      Parker lifts an eyebrow.

      “A little trust wouldn’t go amiss, you know.”

      “I’ll only trust you when you prove that I can.”

      “You’re letting me look after your daughters. Why would you do that if you didn’t trust me?”

      “Because the only other babysitter I found costs eighteen euros an hour.”

      “That’s robbery!”

      “Tell me about it.”

      “Don’t worry, I’ll take care of it. I’ll pick them up from school, make them a healthy snack, keep them entertained, then have them returned to you as good as new.”

      “Tyler…”

      “I’m serious. Come on, they’re my nieces. You can trust me.”

      “I don’t really have much choice.”

      I pat him on the back. “Ever the optimist.”

      “Oh, and by the way…”

      “What now?”

      “No more gnome hunting. Not with teachers, not with teaching assistants, not with secretaries, not with…”

      “Hey, hey…”

      “I’m serious.”

      “Me, too. When it comes to my nieces, at least.”

      “I really hope so.”

      “Relax. Everything will be fine.”

      “I’ll let the school know, then.”

      “Let the authorities know, too, while you’re at it.”

      “Tyler…”

      I can’t help that I always see the positive side to every situation; I can’t help that I was born to downplay everything, to joke around. Problems aren’t my strong suit: not unless they involve a fire, or a damsel in distress.

      “Who do you take me for?” I ask, feigning offence.

      “Someone who breaks into other people’s apartments.”

      Touché.

      “Don’t worry, I’ll only sneak in through the school gates. And by gates, I mean the actual gates in front of the school. It wasn’t a metaphor for⁠—”

      “You’ve just been suspended.”

      “So?”

      “Does that not worry you? Are you not a little… Angry? Disappointed? Devastated?”

      Devastated? Let’s not get carried away. It’s a little frustrating, okay, but I’ll find a way out of this. Just as I’ll find a way to get rid of Ms. Call the Cops, before the other guys get too used to taking the piss out of me.

      “No.” Parker interrupts my thoughts.

      “What?”

      “Don’t do anything.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I know that look. I know what you’re about to do.”

      “Me?”

      “Don’t try to fix this your own way, Tyler. You’ve already done enough damage.”

      Exactly – I’ve done quite a lot of damage. I’m hardly going to change now, am I?

      I’ll get rid of her, I’ll get my job back, I’ll reclaim my reputation, and, most of all, I’ll get my personal space back. Ms. See-Through Towel is going to seriously regret ever thinking she could win against me.
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