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      The baby that was supposed to bring us all together, has torn us all apart.

      She’s mine!

      I need to have her.

      But fate wants something else.

      Very soon she’ll belong to my elder brother.

      

      It’s my brother’s wedding and she is the maid of honor.

      She stands across at the altar,

      And I just can’t keep my eyes away.

      

      Our attraction is mutual,

      A magnetic force pulling us together.

      Both of us know it’s forbidden,

      But keeping our fling a secret wouldn’t hurt anyone, would it?

      

      That’s just what we thought,

      Until…

      The tragedy strikes,

      And our whole world is shattered.

      

      Tomorrow is the day when she’s agreed to get married to my brother.

      She says we need to give up, distance ourselves – that it won’t work out!

      But I am already in too deep.

      How can I give up so easily?
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      “Liza, you look…” I can’t even finish that sentence, the words get stuck firmly in my throat as emotion get the better of me. I choke desperately but still a tear falls. “I’ve never seen you look so lovely. That dress is honestly the best thing that I’ve ever seen in my life. It’s stunning.”

      “It did cost a fortune.” Liza giggles and twists her hips from side to side. “But I think it’s worth it, don’t you? Marcus doesn’t mind anyway. He says I’m worth every single penny.”

      I bite down on my bottom lip, trying my hardest to keep my opinion inside. I respect Liza’s decision and there’s obviously a lot she loves about Marcus. I might think he’s a bit dull for my once extremely wild older sister, but she’s happy now and that’s all I care about. Clearly by the time she met Marcus she was more than ready to give up her wild, partying days anyway, so that’s fine, and he is very handsome in a Wall Street banker type of way. I suppose they complete one another.

      Actually, Marcus is fine, he isn’t a problem at all. It’s his family I don’t much like. His father is a stuffy rich guy who seems to think the rest of the world is beneath him, and his mother gives the impression that she thinks Liza is only after Marcus’s money, which definitely isn’t the case. Our family isn’t exactly poor anyway. Just because we’re not caviar eating, mansion living in, gold pooping wealthy, doesn’t mean that we need them for the cash. No, Liza just loves their son.

      “Well he’s right because you look stunning. I love the mermaid design of it, it clings to you in a lovely way.” I brush my hands down her sides with only a tiny spark of jealousy inside me. I haven’t ever harbored dreams of getting hitched myself, I don’t think I’m a romantic type, but seeing my sister look so lovely makes me wish for just a little bit of romance. It’s been too long. “You must be happy.”

      “Oh I am, Sephy,” she swoons, actually clutching her hands together in glee. “So happy.”

      Her dark blonde hair, which is exactly the same shade as mine but longer and wavier, is tied up in a complicated looking chignon on top of her head. We also have similar blue eyes and high cheek bones, both of which came from our mother, but my frame is curvier and my breasts heavier. Usually we look quite similar, but today even in my bridesmaid dress I look like a bag of crap next to her.

      “Well I’m glad you’re happy. Who would’ve thought that when we met him eighteen months ago in that wine bar that it would lead to here.” I was there that night and I certainly didn’t think that way. I didn’t think Marcus would manage to woo my sister at all, but here we are. “Crazy, huh?”

      “What’s crazy is apparently his brother was there that night. You know the guy who’s his best man.”

      “Best man?” I screw my nose up in confusion. “I guess I thought there wasn’t one.”

      I don’t tell Liza this, but I assumed his father had vetoed the idea of best man because that would involve a bachelor party and a speech that he couldn’t control. In all the rehearsals there certainly hasn’t been any mention of a best man standing at the end of the aisle with Marcus.

      “No, well I think it was up for debate for a while.” Liza shrugs and turns to stare at herself in the mirror again. She runs her fingers along the slightly low cut neck line and smiles. “Alex has been travelling and I don’t think they were certain that he’d be back on time.”

      “For his own brother’s wedding? That’s insane. I never would’ve missed this.”

      “Well, Marcus and Alex must be close as well because he said if Alex couldn’t do it, he didn’t want one. Anyway, he landed late last night, back from… I don’t know, Australia, I think, so all is well.”

      I purse my lips and nod. Any complaint I’ve got is irrelevant, this isn’t my day. If there’s a last minute best man then so be it. I just believe if the last minute inclusion came from our side of the family it wouldn’t be allowed. Marcus’s day would’ve lost his shit.

      Not my issue, I remind myself. I’m just here to keep my sister happy, that’s all.

      A beeping sound comes from outside the window which means it’s time to get the show on the road. “Are you ready, Liza? It sounds like it’s time to head to the church.”

      She pauses for a moment and takes in a couple of deep breaths, looking hesitant for only a brief second. Then she nods determinedly. “Yep, let’s do it, Sephy. I’m ready to get married.”

      “You’re going to be a wife,” I chuckle as I remind her. “Who’d have thought it?”

      Liza grabs my hand and smirks at me, then we move towards the stairs to get to church.

      I help Liza bundle herself and her dress into the car before squeezing into the small space next to her. As we move along the road, I realize that nerves are actually kicking in. There are butterflies swimming everywhere, making me tremble just a little bit. It might not be my big day, but I’m still going to be a part of the center piece. There will be eyes all over me too, if only for a second.

      But I guess that’s not what I’m really irritable about. It’s going to be the reception that’s really hard because then everyone will ask me questions about when it’ll be my time. I might be younger than Liza, but since I was with Bobby for nearly three years I guess there was a lot of expectation that I would get wed first. I thought so too, until I caught him in bed with my supposed friend.

      Urgh, don’t ruin today thinking about Bobby, I warn myself. That was last year. He’s gone now, in the past. I’m over him even if no one else is. I don’t even care anymore.

      That’s actually the truth, I’m not lying to myself to make me feel better. Once I got over the initial shock of losing Bobby to Erica, I realized that our relationship had gone stale a long time ago. Of course, I wish he hadn’t cheated on me but in a way he did us a favor. He separated us in a violent way, but he freed us from our rut. We were friends, stuck to each other because we couldn’t get out.

      From what I hear, he’s much happier with Erica which is fine by me. I guess I just wish I could find some happiness of my own. I’m satisfied in some aspects, I enjoy my job as an assistant to an interior designer, I have some new friends even if I’m not as close to them as I was Erica, and I have my family too. It’s all good, I guess I just wish I could have a little more… or maybe I just feel that way because it’s Liza’s wedding day. I’m getting caught up in the romance of the situation already.

      My heart skips a beat as we pull up outside the church, it really does look lovely. Someone has decorated the entire building in lilac colored flowers which are Liza’s favorite. It’s sweet, it makes me wish that someone would love me so much to do something like that for me.

      “Are you ready?” I gush while clinging onto Liza’s hands again. “You can still back out?”

      “I hope you’re joking, Sephy,” Liza warns me. “You know I want this more than anything.”

      I was only half joking. I mean, if Liza had told me that’s he wanted to run, I would’ve helped her. I’m not ashamed to admit that I would have jumped on the nearest plane with her and gone wherever. It could’ve been fun, actually. We could have headed to some remote island for a few weeks to swim in the bright blue ocean and relax on the white sands. We could have had tanned, muscular men bringing us a constant stream of cocktails that would’ve resulted in us partying like we used to back in the good old days. But of course I’m happy to head with her into the church as well.

      Liza braces herself for her big moment and she leans in the door to give a nod to the wedding planner. The music kicks up and the time finally arrives. I take my place behind Liza, holding tightly onto the train of her dress while I wait for the moment to go inside. All I need to do now is walk in a straight line, keep this dress up, and not fall ass over tit down the aisle. Simple. Since our dad died five years ago from the dreaded ‘C’ word and we don’t have a male role model replacement, it’s up to me to make things run smoothly. I’m basically the person that’s walking Liza down the aisle… oh God.

      I keep my breaths as steady as my feet as we walk. I focus so hard on just going forward in a straight line that I don’t even see anyone around us. The church is absolutely full, probably way above capacity, but they’re all a blur to me. I’m using all my brain power on the one task at hand.

      And then we get to the front of the church and I step to one side. I’m no longer needed, which gives me some time to breathe. I find a smile creeping up on my lips as I finally lift my eyes off the ground to take a look around. The first person I see is Marcus’s father, which isn’t a pleasant sight, so I drag my eyes over the crowds rapidly. I want to find someone interesting to stop me from getting bored.

      Oh my… All of a sudden I unexpectedly see someone that I haven’t seen before. The mysterious best man that I’d almost forgotten all about. I can tell he’s Marcus’s brother because he has a similar dark hair and warm brown eyes combo, but his frame is bigger and more muscular, and he has a really cheeky smile. He definitely looks like the more fun of the two brothers which is interesting.

      Not interesting, of course, but… amusing. He looks like someone who enjoys fun which is exactly what I need to get through this reception. If I can drink and dance with someone then maybe I won’t get the continual stream of questions that I really don’t want to answer.

      Almost as if he sense my eyes upon him, the best man stares up at me and he grins which immediately makes me flutter all over. For just a second, I feel unsteady on my feet, as if he’s ripped the rug out from underneath me. My heart hammers against my rib cage I feel like I’m locked in this cage with only him. It’s strange, there’s a pull inside of me, a yearning that I can’t quite place.

      “Hi,” he mouths at me in what seems to be a playful manner, which only intensifies everything.

      “Hello,” I mouth back, my chest filling with promise. I want to say something else to continue on the silent conversation that’s just for us, but I can’t because at that moment the priest leaps in and he starts the wedding speech, introducing everyone in a very traditional way.

      I glance down for a moment, trying to break the magic between us for long enough to gather myself back up again, but when I drag my eyes up he’s still looking at me. I don’t think it’s just me, I think he’s looking at me in a really interesting way. He seems to like me, which is an information I don’t know how to process. I shouldn’t enjoy the thrill that gives me but I do.

      Damn it, it’s just because it’s been too long, that’s all.
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      Hmm, this is interesting…

      From the very first moment I learned that my older brother was going to get married, I knew that my time travelling the world was up. I wanted to be back here, there’s no way I could miss Marcus’s big day. After all, we’ve always been best mates and it makes a lot of sense that I would be chosen as his best man, but I have to admit it was hard to pull myself away from all the fun I was having.

      Riding Gondolas in Venice, mountain climbing in Japan, partying on the beach in Hawaii… I’ve done so much, but I really wanted there to be more. I know there won’t be now though. My father barely let me go the first time, he wanted me straight in the family firm the moment I left college. There’s no chance of him allowing me to escape my family responsibilities again.

      He isn’t a bad man, my father, he just has his expectations. Unfortunately Marcus has always fallen into line, he’s spent his entire life doing exactly what Dad wants, which only makes it worse that I have other ideas how I want to spend my time. If I could, I’d leave again as soon as the ceremony is over, but since I need Dad’s money to make that happen I can’t. Now, I’m trapped, but for Marcus I suppose I’ll do it. He needs me here on the happiest day of his life, so here I am.

      Mom hasn’t been too complimentary about Marcus’s bride to be. I think she assumes that Liza is a gold digger, but from what I’ve heard from my brother, over messages and emails, and during the brief time that I’ve been back, she’s amazing and he really loves her. She makes him happy.

      Liza looks nice. Her walking down the aisle is the first time I’ve ever seen her – which might be a little bit awkward when it comes to the speech – but my first impression is that she’s genuine.

      But she’s not who I find interesting. Not really, it’s her sister, the bridesmaid in the lilac dress. There’s something about her that really interests me. She’s got a glint in her eye that intrigues me.

      During my travels, I’ve spent time with many exotic women from all over the world. Some of them have only been in my company for a few hours, some for a couple of weeks, but they’ve all been flings. There hasn’t even been a glimpse of something serious. One, because I was travelling anyway and never in the same place for too long, but two also because I’m nowhere near ready to settle down. There’s a lot of the world to be explored, lots of growing up for me to do, and plenty of time.

      But none of those women have fascinated me like the bridesmaid. There’s something about her that I want to lean into and discover more about. And it isn’t just the idea of ripping off her clothes and discovering what’s underneath… although that is a part of it. She is stunning and I’d love to dig my fingers into those curves, but I probably shouldn’t. I don’t think Marcus would like it. She’ll just have to be a temptation that I can never get my hands on. Someone to catch my eye.

      Strangely, I think I sort of recognize her. I can’t because I don’t know any of the Smithers family, but there’s something a little familiar about this woman. I try to place her, but from where? I rack my brain trying to see if there’s been a night out where I’ve spotted her or talked to her, but nothing comes to mind. There’s been too many nights out, too much drink, lots of women. I think I’d remember her but maybe not. Maybe I’ll ask her later on if I get a chance to speak to her alone.

      “We are gathered here today to witness the union of Marcus Grint and Liza Smithers…”

      I know I came here for the wedding, and I’m being supportive. I honestly am, but the traditional wedding vows make me snooze. The whole concept of a wedding is boring. It’s very Marcus, I understand that, but it definitely isn’t for me. I don’t think I’d be able to do it for myself, I can barely listen now. Luckily for me, I have the beautiful bridesmaid to capture my attention.

      Every time she looks at me, I feel a skip in my chest. It’s like my heart has stopped beating for just a second, and each time I get a shy smile from her, I know that I’m going to have to find out more… starting with her name. I’m sure Marcus has told me that once or twice before but I can’t remember. I didn’t know I was going to want to remember, to be honest. I’ll have to catch up with her afterwards.

      “Ring,” Marcus hisses at me, suddenly reminding me where I am. “Alex.”

      Of course… I almost forgot that I actually have a role in all of this. I give him an apologetic look and pass him the gorgeous, platinum ring that he lovingly picked out for Liza. I remember hearing all about it because Mom spent the whole trip trying to convince him to get a pre nup before the ceremony. As far as I’m aware, that’s the one area in which he resisted our parents wishes.

      “Do you, Marcus Grint, take Liza Smithers to be your lawfully wedded wife,” asks the priest, getting down to the nitty gritty. “In sickness and in health, for richer and poorer, until death do you part?”

      “I do,” he says proudly while looking at his wife with shining love in his eyes.

      “And do you, Liza Smithers, take Marcus Grint to be your lawfully wedded husband. In sickness and in health, for richer and poorer, until death do you part?”

      I can’t help myself, I suck in a nervous breath while I wait to hear her answer. Of course she should want to marry my brother, but there’s always the horrible fear that she might say no at the last minute. I know Marcus well, I don’t think he’ll be able to hack a runaway bride.

      “I do.” I let out the breath as she puts Marcus out of his misery. “Of course I do.”

      “I now declare you lawfully husband and wife. You may now kiss the bride.”

      Marcus dips Liza down into a kiss and a raucous cheer breaks out in the church. I’m sure my parents aren’t pleased with the noise but I join in regardless. I don’t care, this isn’t about them. They might’ve paid for most of it, but that’ll be because they want to control it, but that doesn’t make it is their day.

      Finally, Liza and Marcus walk back down the aisle, looking flushed with love as they go. I can’t help but smile brightly as I watch them, they look incredible. Seeing them just married and extremely in love makes me yearn for something I’ve never craved before. I never thought I’d want romance but a little bit of me does. I’m sure I’ll shake it off later on, but for the moment it’s there.

      “I think erm…” The bridesmaid gives me a coy smile. “I think we have to go too, for the photographs. As far as I’ve been told, we’re being photographed in the field out back.”

      I put my hand on my hip and offer for her to link an arm through it. “Sounds good to me.” There’s a strange fizzing as she brushes her skin about me. “I’m Alex, by the way.”

      “Oh yeah, I know. Liza told me. I’m Persephone, but everyone calls me Sephy.”

      “Sephy, that’s a really nice name.” We walk towards the exit together, leaning on one another as if we’re together. “Well I’m glad I have you, Sephy, I’m not great at photos so I’m glad I don’t have to go through it alone.” She giggles at my joke which makes me continue. “I know you might not be able to tell by my extremely handsome face but I’m not very photogenic.”

      She turns and cocks her head towards me with a playful smirk. “I can’t imagine that.”

      As she flirts with me, I realize that we’re both in a lot of danger here. It can be fun to have a laugh with one another, and I truly am glad that I get to spend some time with someone so awesome, but that’s all it can be. I know myself, I know what I can get like, and I don’t want to overstep the boundaries and make things complicated in the future. Now that I’m back permanently, there might be family meals and stuff. If there’s any bitterness between me and Sephy, then it’ll be hell.

      Even if there’s chemistry between us, we can only ever be friends.

      We get out into the field, and I have to admit that it’s a nice image. It’ll look really great in the pictures, especially with Liza in that lovely dress of hers. It’s a great background, especially with the flowers dotted about the place. I stand near Sephy for a moment while we watch the couple have their romantic shots. The love that shines between them as they do is off the scale. In the end I have to create some distance between me and Sephy, just to stop me from doing something stupid.

      “Right, bridesmaid, best man, we need you in some pictures,” the photographer calls out in a joyful tone of voice. “Then I’ll get the family out to have some images with everyone.”

      There’s a sense of doom as I walk towards Marcus and Liza. I might’ve joked about it to Sephy only moments before, but I really don’t like having pictures taken of me. Especially not professional ones like this. That’s too much pressure on my face. I don’t want to wreck it for Marcus. I would just rather get this bit over and done with so I can get to the fun drinking and dancing part.

      The photographer keeps some distance between me and Sephy. She’s mostly over by Liza’s side and I’m by Marcus, but I can still feel her all the time. I’m acutely aware of all of her movements which is strange. I’m usually too worried about what I’m doing to be concerned about anyone else. But there’s a heat flying off Sephy, a sizzling. I wonder if she can feel it too. I continually dart glances her way but I don’t get anything back. Maybe it’s just me and I’m a horn dog that’ll obsess over anyone, especially someone who’s definitely, one hundred percent, out of bounds.

      Stop it, I warn myself. Stop luring Sephy in. Marcus will kill me if he even knows what the hell is going on in my mind. My brother hasn’t ever been impressed by my… I suppose, womanizing, in the past, so this would be the final straw. Someone in Liza’s family, where the relationship is already a little fraught, will be the thing that pushes him over the edge. I don’t want to risk losing the bond I have with my brother. He’s the one person I really connect with in my family.

      “Right… it’s time to get the family out here. Who wants to go and get them?”

      I volunteer, mostly because I need a moment alone, and I race back to the crowds of people to grab my parents. I don’t know who Liza’s parents are so I have to rely on my family to sort them out. It’s all a bit weird the fact that I don’t know anything about my brother’s bride. It’s the only time I regret spending so much time travelling the world. The last year has been awesome, but I’ve missed out on a whole big chunk of change. It’s odd, but at least now I can make it better.
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      “A vodka martini, please,” I say wearily to the bar tender who also looks like he’s had one of the longest days of his life. “And don’t be afraid to make it as strong as you like.”

      “Hard day?” he asks with a knowing smirk. “Not enjoying being a bridesmaid.”

      I pause while I consider this. I don’t mind being a bridesmaid actually, it hasn’t been a bad thing, but I’m all churned up. I know what it is, but it isn’t something I’ll admit aloud. It’s Alex. There’s something about him that’s ignited a fire inside of me that I thought had been put out a while ago. A year ago actually, that dreaded day when I caught Bobby and Erica at it. I haven’t felt any sort of need to be with anyone since then, and now the worst person ever has brought the desire back out of me.

      Why Alex? I ask myself desperately with a sharp shake of my head. Why not anyone else?

      I can’t help wondering if it’s the fact that he’s taboo, someone I can’t ever hook up with. Maybe he’s safe so I can lust after him from afar, a bit like a teenage girl who adores the pop star on the posters on her wall. You can’t ever be hurt by the boy you’ve never kissed… but if that’s the case then why do my feelings for him feel so damn dangerous? I feel like I’m already in too deep.

      “I’ll buy that,” I hear a chocolaty smooth voice from behind me, one that can only come from one person. It’s the person I want to cling to and avoid all at once. I shouldn’t spend time with him when I’m all confused, but there’s an intense need to do so. “Or maybe my dad will, since it’s an open bar.”

      “Urgh.” I can’t help calling him out on his comment. I’m sure it’s a joke but I need to find out, mostly because of his parent’s attitude. If he’s like them then that’ll put me off. “I hate rich guys who think they own the world. If that’s you then you can jog on, mate.”

      I brace myself, expecting him to make some sort of sarky comment back, but he doesn’t. Alex laughs and tosses his head back in sheer mirth. I feel sucked in by that, he’s stunning when he laughs. That dangerous sensation fills my chest again. I know I should pull away but I can’t.

      “Yeah, I hate rich guys like that as well. I might be in that category, but I don’t think I’m really like that.” He pauses for a moment and taps his fingers on the bar. “Or maybe I am, I don’t know.”

      The bar tender comes over with two drinks, exactly the same, and he slides them over to us. I know that if I’m about to make my escape then this is the moment to do so. I could make an excuse, head to the bathroom and then mingle in with the crowd, but I know I’m not going to. The want to be here with Alex is much more powerful than the need to get the hell away from what might happen.

      “Hey, Alex.” An older woman grabs onto his arm and gets his attention. “You’re back, I see?”

      He shoots me a ‘help me’ look with wide shocked eyes which makes me chuckle. I don’t know who this is or what she wants with him, but I’m willing to step back and see the situation unfold.

      “Yes, Auntie Sally, I’m back now. I came back for the wedding, I couldn’t miss it…”

      “Hmmm.” She doesn’t look impressed. “I see, so did you come back with a girlfriend? It must be about time for you to settle down. You won’t be young forever.”

      I have to say I’m shocked. It’s nice for someone else to be getting this lecture for a change.

      “I’m only just turned twenty five,” Alex insists with a bemused smile. “I don’t have to wife up yet.”

      He gives me another look which begs me for assistance. I can’t keep stepping back and enjoying it because any minute now I might end up in the same position and I don’t want to be left alone.

      “Yeah, I’m twenty five too and I haven’t settled down. Liza waited until she’s twenty eight, and Marcus is, what? Thirty now?” Alex nods. “Yeah, so we’ve still got time.”

      Auntie Sally turns up her nose at both of us as if she’s mightily unimpressed. “It wasn’t like that when I was younger. You two would be vilified for being unmarried at such an old age. It was unheard of. Your families would make you marry each other just to save embarrassment.”

      I don’t tell her that would never happen since our brother and sister are just wed because it’s much more fun to live in the fantasy where something could happen between us. It makes me feel better about myself, like I might actually be attractive and worthwhile. I know it’s dumb to get that validation from a man’s attention, but just for tonight I’m relishing it.

      “Yeah well, maybe we will,” I say with a laugh while linking Alex in a way that’s starting to feel natural. “You never know, watch this space. Don’t put your wedding hat away just yet.”

      With that, I tug Alex away and we escape his auntie. As we move towards the dance floor, giggling like school kids, there’s a lightness in my heart. This is more fun that I thought it would be.

      “Let’s dance,” Alex says while taking my drink from me. He puts it down on the table and holds out his hand to me expectantly. I don’t take it at first because I’m anxious. This feels like it might be one step too far, dancing can lead to untoward bodily contact. “Come on, Sephy, it’ll be fun.”

      “But no one else is dancing yet…” I glance around nervously. “We can’t.”

      “Oh my goodness, Sephy, I cannot believe that you’re the sort of girl who cares what anyone else thinks.” Alex rolls his eyes dramatically at me. “I see you more as a dancing on the tables kind of girl.”

      Those words bring something up in me and remind me that actually I did used to be that girl. The person Bobby met was exactly like that. I used to be the life and soul of the party, always up dancing and getting everyone else involved in the fun. I was like that throughout our relationship too… at least towards the end. Then I became duller and more introverted. That night I went out with Liza when she met Marcus was rare. I guess I’ve lost myself a little bit somewhere along the way.

      “You know, apparently we’ve met once,” I remind him, wanting to know if he can recall that event any better than me. “The night that Marcus and Liza first met.”

      “Really?” He furrows his eyebrows in confusion. “I didn’t even know I was there that night, Marcus never said. Maybe I was being a drunk idiot. If so, I do apologize.” He grips onto my hand and stares deeply into my eyes. “Although I did think I recognized you, so that must be where from.”

      I allow him then to drag me onto the dance floor because I want to let loose a bit. I forget that there are people around us and I toss my hands above my head in glee. I can’t help laughing happily as Alex does the same. If he doesn’t care what people think of us, then nor do I. At least we’re enjoying the wedding and actually having a laugh. They should join in as well rather than just look.

      “And now it’s time for us to all greet the newly married Mr. and Mrs. Grint.”

      Alex grabs my hand and he pulls me to the side of the dance floor and I notice that he doesn’t let go while we wait for our siblings to come out to have their very first romantic dance. I could easily snatch my hand away and pull back myself but I don’t want to. I like the feeling of someone clinging onto me. It’s nice to feel so wanted, especially by a guy who’s so very handsome. Alex is possibly the best looking guy that I’ve ever seen in my life. I used to think Bobby was gorgeous, but Alex is off the scale. He’s the sort of man that should be in a magazine, not holding my hand.

      “Oh, they look good, don’t they?” he whispers directly to me. His breath tickles my ear and neck which makes me shiver lightly. A tantalizing sensation races up and down my spine. “Happy, I mean.”

      I nod, my eyes welling up with tears as I see the sheer joy on my sister’s face. Much as I’ve had my doubts, they’ve made it work and I don’t think I’ve ever seen two people look so in love. They slide onto the dance floor together and wrap their arms around each other while they dance to the soppy crooning ballad that blasts through the speakers. I barely hear the song, all I can focus on is the love, the whispering between Liza and Marcus, the gorgeous happiness.

      Damn it, I want that. I wipe a stray tear away. I am too young to want that, but I do.

      Alex seems to sense my emotion and he squeezes my fingers tightly. That action makes me feel like I’m not alone. It’s almost like I am at this wedding with a boyfriend, like I thought I would be when Marcus first proposed. Mind you, it’s probably better that Bobby isn’t here, he wouldn’t have enjoyed this at all. He would be sat in the corner sulking and I’d have to be cheering him up.

      No, this with Alex is so much better. It’s fun, it’s joyful, it’s exciting, and filled with promise.

      “Come on, this is the moment that we’re supposed to get back out there.” Alex drags me back onto the dance floor, helping me to forget all the weird emotions inside. “Let’s dance.”

      His hands circle my waist tightly and my body moulds into his. It feels inappropriate that we’re this close in front of lots of people, there’s such an intense chemistry between us that I’m sure the rest of the room can feel the heat between us, but no one screams out or even bats an eye.

      “You’re going to have to give me your number,” Alex murmurs quietly, only for me to hear. “So we can hang out again. This night has already been a whole lot of fun and it’s barely started.”

      I nod instantly, without hesitation. I don’t mind Alex having my number, especially since we’re bound to see one another again. “Yeah we could do something… unless you’re going to be running away again, travelling the world. Or are you done with that now?”

      “Oh, I’ll never be done with travelling the world, there’s far too much to see, but for now I’m staying here. My dad wants me to join the company which I guess I’ll have to do at some point.”

      “Ah I see, so no wild dreams for a big career?” I ask him teasingly, but he simply shrugs back as if this is a touchy subject. I keep on talking just to cover up my error. “I’m an assistant to an interior designer, so I suppose I’m not living the dream either. But maybe one day, who knows…”

      Me and Alex look at one another and there’s an intense moment there. It makes me feel like we’re slowly stepping closer and closer to a place where we can’t come back, but still that’s not enough to stop us. Eventually something will happen, one way or another, it all just depends on what…
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      “Wow, I’m not quite as drunk as I planned to be when I started out,” I chuckle as the elevator zips up to the hotel rooms. The whole place has been booked out and I know there’s a room for me somewhere too. “But I’m glad I don’t have to make my way back home tonight.”

      I haven’t been home since I got back actually, I went to Marcus’s apartment straight from the airport and haven’t ventured there since. I left before getting an apartment of my own, so unfortunately for the time being I’ll be living with my parents. An idea that makes my heart sink with disappointment. I don’t know how I’m going to go back to that controlling environment after being so free, but hopefully it won’t be for too long. I want to get on my own feet as soon as possible.

      “Yeah, me too,” Sephy nods agreeably. “I like my apartment, but I bet the beds here are way more comfortable. If the hotel is anything to go by then it’s going to be super luxurious.”

      She glances at the key fob in her hand and hits the open door button as soon as we get to her floor. I suppose this is my cue to say goodnight and let her go, but I don’t. I step out with her on the premise that I’m going to walk her back to her room to keep her safe. I’m sure she’ll be fine, this isn’t a bad place and she isn’t wasted, we’ve only had a couple to drink, but still I’m a gentleman…

      “So, this is me,” Sephy says with a smile as we reach her door. “Oh, you better come in for a moment, I never gave you my cell phone number, did I? I almost forgot.”

      I follow her inside while pulling my phone out to hand it to her. She kicks off her heels with a sigh of relief and drops her hand bag on the bed before spinning around to look at me. She slips the phone from my hands, brushing her fingers against me as she does. I don’t know if she meant to do that or not, but it makes me feel all excitable, like something might actually happen.

      Stop it, I warn myself sharply. Nothing can happen, don’t forget that!

      “Right… I’ve put my number in, so I guess the ball is in your court.” Oh God, she sends me a flirty smile that makes it impossible to keep my hands to myself. “So, I guess message me or whatever.”

      Our eyes connect for a few seconds and I find my breaths coming out sharper and more ragged. I can barely hear over the racing, pounding of my heart beat. The dangerous sensation that’s been floating between us ever since we first made eye contact in the church floods to the surface and I can barely contain myself. My fingers itch with need to hold to her, to feel her, to have her.

      And then I don’t know what happens, but we’re connected. I don’t know who makes the first move but our lips have crashed together and Sephy’s hands are in my hair. I have my arms around her waist and I’m pulling her close to me. I know it’s wrong, she knows it’s wrong, but still we’re kissing…

      Oh my God, and it feels so fucking good. This certainly isn’t the first kiss that I’ve ever had, but it’s the most powerful. It knocks me off my feet. I’m drowning, I can’t get to the surface, and in the heat of the moment I really don’t want to. I want to remain here with Sephy.

      “Should I shut the door?” I gasp as we finally break apart. I know if I do then this is going to go further, but of course I totally respect her if she doesn’t want me to. This has come as a shock for both of us so if she needs a moment to process this, and even if she wants to kick me out, I get it.

      “Yes,” she pants, nodding enthusiastically. There’s a wildness in her eyes, she looks like I’ve unleashed something in her which pleases me. Sephy is someone who needs desire and passion but since I hardly know her I don’t know if she’s had it recently… or ever. “Shut it.”

      As I slam the door closed I can’t believe that I didn’t notice Sephy that night when I supposedly met her, but I don’t recall that night at all. I would think that I’d spot her instantly, she’s so striking, but clearly I didn’t. I suppose I was in a different place then, I was probably all excitable about travelling. The timing was all wrong. Of course, it isn’t much better now. Our siblings wedding day…

      I shut that thought out, I don’t want to remember all the reasons why we shouldn’t be doing this, and I turn back to look at Sephy. Her flushed cheeks, her bright smile, the way that her hands rest on her hips makes her look wonderful. This might be nuts, but the passion is so intense I want this to happen. I slide back over to her and I kiss her hard and fast, needing to get back to where we were.

      Sephy moves backwards towards the bed and as soon as she stops with her thighs against the wooden frame, I hook my hands behind her and I grapple with the zip of her dress. It isn’t easy to tug down, it seems to be completely molded into her body, but eventually I manage it. The lilac material falls away and all I’m left with is her stunning, curvy frame.

      “Wow, you’re so beautiful,” I tell her honestly as I run my eyes over her body. Her pale skin glistens in the moonlight , her dark blonde hair swings to her shoulders, the darkness of her underwear draws my attention to those wonderful round breasts of hers. “Seriously, Sephy, so beautiful.”

      “Well, you aren’t so bad yourself,” she replies with a smirk while her fingers find my shirt buttons. She tugs at them slowly, pulling them out of the holes as if it’s all part of a sexual dance.

      Her tongue runs across her top lip in such a sexy way that I almost explode. There’s a powerful stirring in my pants, a stiffening that requires satisfaction. The anticipation of what’s to come is heightening by the second, I can barely wait to be inside of her, to feel what’s it’s like to fuck her, to see her face contort in pleasure as I send her to the brink of pleasure.

      I can’t take it anymore, I’m too desperate for words. While Sephy tugs the jacket and shirt from my body, I unhook her bra and watch it flutter to the ground. I’m left staring at the most incredible set of breasts ever. They’re round and pert, much bigger than a handful. I touch one lightly, groaning at the sensation of her rock hard nipple between my fingers. Sephy moans and tosses her head back.

      I travel my free hand down her body to the outline of her underwear. She’s pulsing needily for me, I can sense it, which means she wants this just as much as I do. The thought of her wet heat has my fingers sliding further down until I find what I’m hunting for.

      “Oh fuck, you’re so wet,” I gasp while resting my head on her shoulder. “So hot.”

      “All for you,” she gushes back while nudging her legs apart. “You’ve done this to me.”

      I love knowing how much I’ve turned Sephy on and I want to show her the same, so I grab her delicate hand and I press it to my thick cock. Her eyes widen in happy shock and she smiles gleefully.

      “Oh my,” she gasps. “What are you trying to do to me? You have no idea how sexy you are.”

      I life her up, kissing her hard while she wraps her legs around me, then we crash onto the bed together with our limbs intertwined with one another. My hands are all over Sephy’s body and her hands are all over me. The remaining scraps of material that are in our way shed until we’re both completely and utterly naked. Only a sheen of sweat is between us.

      “Do you have a condom?” Sephy begs me while I plunge my fingers in and out of her. Her delicious expression is too much, I want more, I want everything. “I want you to fuck me.”

      I don’t need to be asked twice. I whip my hand away and reach into my trouser pocket. Maybe it’s a bit presumptuous to bring protection with me, but I’ve learned in life that sex can surprise me anywhere. I find it better to always have something with me just in case. The last thing I want is to get cock blocked by my own idiocy. I can’t have sex without protection, that’s too dumb for words, especially when it isn’t with a girlfriend, so it’s better to always have something.

      “Pass it here.” Sephy props herself up into a sitting position and she snatches the condom from me. I watch in sheer awe as she tears the packet open with her teeth and she rolls it down over my steel rod. Her chest rises and falls as pleasure gets the better of her. “There we go.”

      I grab her thighs and yank her down to the edge of the bed where I stand between her legs and I edge my way into her. My knees sag a little, but it hardly matters because this incredible girl fits me like a glove and feels incredible to fuck. Her walls clamp down around me and Sephy clings to me desperately. As she holds onto me, her head flings backwards and the soft skin of her neck is exposed.

      I can’t resist, I lean down and I kiss and suck that gorgeous bit of flesh.

      “Oh shit,” Sephy cries out as I thrust in and out of her. “That feels so good, Alex.”

      The way my name rolls off her tongue sounds so sexy that I need to give her more. I slide my hand between our bodies and I head straight for her clit which I can tease with my fingers while still thrusting as hard and fast as she commands with her legs that are wrapped around me. This causes her to dig her nails into me and scream loudly. I can’t help but wonder if we’re waking the whole hotel up… not that I care. This feels so amazing that I wouldn’t stop even if everyone walked in the room.

      Sephy buckles and shudders, yelling as the orgasm crashes through her body. I hold her tight, wanting to feel every millisecond of her writhing. There’s something so intense about this moment that I want to commit it to my mind forever more. Sephy is different, special.

      “Oh fuck.” Finally the pleasure claims me too and it explodes from my body. “Oh Sephy.”

      The orgasm is intense and powerful, it racks through my entire body and leaves me a deflated, exhausted mess. I collapse onto the bed next to Sephy and we lie there in a hot post coital moment of sheer bliss.

      At least  that’s what it is until Sephy speaks again. “That shouldn’t have happened,” she laughs breathlessly. “It was a bit nuts, wasn’t it? Maybe we should keep this just between us so it doesn’t get complicated… and definitely not do it again!”

      My chest deflates, even though her words are right they destroy me a little bit. I think I might like her more than she likes me which isn’t a position I’ve ever found myself in before.

      “Right yeah…” I lean from the bed to grab my clothes. “Maybe I should go then…”
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      “So, Molly want this to be statement room,” Jessica comments with a discrete eye roll as she takes me into the living room. I’ve worked with Jessica for long enough now to know what she means just by her facial expressions. This means ‘Molly is a high maintenance woman with too much money and time, and not enough sense’. I have to say, I agree. “That means lots of animal prints.”

      “Are we going subtle or not?” We have to be polite even if we don’t feel like acting that way, just in case someone over hears us. “Like full on animal print, or just hints of it?”

      “I think we should make up some mood boards for both and see what feels right.”

      I nod seriously and scribble down some notes. I sort of fell into this job really, Jessica needed someone just as I got made redundant from a flagging call center company, so the time was perfect. I felt dubious about working with a friend but as it turns out it’s worked out well. We get on brilliantly and I’m very content to do what I’m told. As long as I remember this is Jessica’s business and not mine, it’s fine. I will share my opinion, but mostly I’m on the pay roll and that’s it. Is it something I want to do forever? I don’t think so, but for the time being all is good. I’m content.

      At the opportune moment, I tug my cell phone out of my pocket and I glance at the message that’s been begging for my attention for the last ten minutes. I smile as I read over the words.

      ‘Just sitting in my father’s office, hating life, remembering the night of the wedding xxx’

      “Who is that?” Jessica demands with her hands firmly planted on her hips. “You’ve been messaging someone all day long and whoever it is keeps making you grin like a mad woman.”

      A hot blush fills my cheeks as I realize I haven’t been quite as discrete and I would’ve liked. “Oh, I’m so sorry, Jessica. I know I shouldn’t be using my phone while working…”

      She holds up her hands to stop me in my tracks. “No, you aren’t in trouble.” She flicks her long auburn pony tail over her shoulder. “I just want to know who has got you so happy.”

      I bite down on my bottom lip, knowing I should keep all of this inside. It’s complicated enough without me revealing any of the details about me and Alex to anyone else. We promised to keep it to ourselves, but I’m pretty sure that we aren’t supposed to be messaging either. When he walked out the hotel room after we’d done the deed, I didn’t expect to hear from him again. I certainly didn’t expect to wake up to a few messages from him telling me how awesome I am.

      I like him. I like him way too much. I know I shouldn’t, I keep telling myself not to, but I do.

      “It’s a guy, actually.” Jessica grabs onto my arm and she gives me a very excitable look. She knows what happened with Bobby and Erica, she’s probably aware why I keep a bit of a distance between us now, but she looks happy. Clearly she’s hoping this is something. “Someone from the wedding.”

      “Someone you hooked up with?” I don’t answer but my shy smile seems to give me away. “Oh my goodness, it’s been far too long since you’ve had some gossip. Tell me everything.”

      I pause for a moment, wondering if this is a good idea. I really want to tell someone about this, and Jessica is a good bet. I know for a fact that she’s had some dubious flings of her own, so she shouldn’t really judge me, and also she doesn’t have much connection to my family. There isn’t really any reason that she should have anything to say about the situation. I hope she just listens.

      “He was the best man,” I say quietly, as if someone might overhear my gossip. “Marcus’s brother.”

      Jessica is silent for a beat too long. “Are you serious?” she gasps eventually. Her hands clutch to her chest as if she can barely breathe now. “You slept with your brother in law?”

      “No, urgh!” My entire body recoils in disgust. “He isn’t my brother in law, is he? Marcus is. I guess Alex is the brother in law to Liza, but he isn’t anything to do with me. Not like that.” I don’t like the way that Jessica’s words make me feel. I don’t think she’s right but it’s not nice to think of. “He’s just… well that night he was just a guy. It isn’t like anything is going to become of it.”

      “But you’re texting.” Jessica points to my phone in confusion. “Isn’t that complicated?”

      The whole mess is complicated, I know that. I knew it the day of the wedding which is why I tried my hardest to keep away. It’s not my fault that there’s such a chemistry between us, I couldn’t help it. I wanted to avoid him but the emotions there were just too intense. And now, even with a distance between us, I can’t stop. He’s like an addiction that I just can’t shake.

      “We’re only friends now.” I back track with a shrug. “He’s just cool to talk to, that’s all.”

      “I’m warning you, men and women can never just be friends.” Jessica shakes her head. “Especially if they’ve hooked up before. Trust me, I know. This might be fun, but it’s complex.”

      I shove my phone away while vowing never to speak of it again. I knew I should’ve kept me and Alex between just us. If Jessica has reacted in such a strange way then there’s no telling how my family would take the news. I doubt Liza would like it, or Marcus. Then there’s his parents… no, the idea makes me want to shudder with sickness. It’s better to keep it a secret.

      “Anyway, let’s get these mood boards created, try and work out what Molly wants.”
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      I lie on my bed staring up at the crack in my ceiling while my mind whirs. My apartment is tiny and a little bit grotty, it certainly needs a whole bunch of renovations, but I don’t mind that. I’ve had to make a lot of sacrifices to live alone, especially on my budget, but I always knew that living by myself was something that I wanted to do at least once in my life time. I set the goal and achieved it however I could. After living with Bobby and it all going wrong, I need my space, especially tonight. I need to be alone and just think. There’s so much racing through my mind that I have to process by myself.

      My cell phone is filled with messages from Alex, the only guy I’ve liked in a very long time and the one I cannot be with. It’s hard because I think he might like me too. If he didn’t, I could step back and never think of him in that way again, but if he does then my emotions will only grow.

      Maybe I should call him, I decide. Tell him we need to stop the flirty, risky texts. Even if I like them.

      I push myself into a sitting position and I make the call before I can give myself the chance to change my mind. I’ve been battling back and forth all day long and I cannot keep torturing myself. I need to set the record straight so it isn’t on my mind anymore. I don’t want my whole life to be consumed by an ill-advised one night stand. If we’re going to text, I need to clear the air.

      “Oh boy, am I glad to hear from you.” As soon as I hear Alex’s words my heart skips a beat. Does he have to have such a lovely voice? “Your messages have been the only thing to get me through my first day in the corporate world. If it wasn’t for you, I would be on a plane already.”

      I laugh as the tight knot of anxiety loosens in my chest. All the words I planned to say only moments ago vanish from my mind while I clutch the phone tighter to my ear in an attempt to feel him.

      “It can have been that bad?” I ask him with a bemused voice. “I mean, you look good in a suit.”

      “For a wedding, yes, but for everyday life I’m much more comfortable in board shorts.”

      An image of that thick muscular body of his in more casual clothing while he struts up and down a beach somewhere in Asia fills my mind. Board shorts showing off his strong legs, a tank top giving me a good view of his muscles, a sheen of sweat covering his tanned skin…

      Stop it, I curse myself. This phone call isn’t for me to create a fantasy in my mind.

      “So, you aren’t enjoying working for your dad then?” I return to a neutral topic to calm down my thoughts. “You don’t feel like you are living the dream working in… what is it again?”

      “Finance,” he groans. “The stock market. All terribly dull stuff, not me at all. I’m finding it really hard, but what else am I supposed to do? This is what my dad wants for me.”

      If it were me, I’d kick off and refuse, but I guess I see Alex’s problem. His dad is a terrifying man. I don’t know if I’d be able to take him. I’d probably find myself doing what was demanded of me too.

      “Well that sucks. Maybe we should hang out some time so you can bitch about it.”

      I cringe as those words fall out my mouth, did I really just ask Alex out? I can’t remember exactly what I was supposed to be saying, but this definitely wasn’t it. What the hell is wrong with me?

      “I think I might need to pull a few late nights while I get into the swing of things,” Alex answers cautiously, only making me feel a million times worse about everything. “But after that, sure. I would love that. I’m gagging for a night out on the town. It’s been so long I can’t remember any of the cool places to go.” I giggle, feeling exactly the same way. “Hey, maybe we should head out to that wine bar, see if we can remember the first time we met one another. Maybe it’ll all come screaming back.”

      I turn over onto my side and catch my reflection in the mirror. I really do look much happier. Speaking with Alex brings out the color in my cheeks and he makes me look like I’ve got a coat hanger stuck in my mouth. My eyes even have an extra sparkle to them. I’m a damn fool.

      “I like that plan,” I confirm, forgetting all my previous rules and decisions. “You just let me know when you have some time off and we’ll sort it then. It’ll be fun, I’m sure.”

      There’s a lump of bile in my throat, I know that I’m playing with fire but I can’t seem to stop myself. Alex keeps pulling me in every single time I try to get away. I wonder if I have the same effect on him. If he feels anything for me like I do for him then I know there’s only one way this can end; in an explosive mess with everyone getting hurt in the process, but even that isn’t enough.

      “I better get back to it,” Alex says sadly. “But I’ll be in touch really soon. Expect some more messages from me today, I won’t be able to get through it without you.”

      Damn it, I think with a shake of my head. Now I’ve made this worse instead.

      “Sure,” I reply coyly. “I look forward to it.”
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      I strain my eyes as I stare at the paper work in front of me, trying to make some sense of the numbers. I wish I had the natural talent for mathematics like my father and brother but I just don’t. I can’t seem to make Dad understand that this business really isn’t for me. It’ll be Marcus who inherits the company anyway, I’m pretty much surplus to requirements, but instead of letting me live my life in the way that I want to, my very controlling father wants me under his watchful eye.

      Ring, ring… ring, ring… ring, ring…

      I grab my cell phone, hoping that it’s going to be Sephy on the other end of the phone. We text all the time now and she’s taken to calling me at least once a day over the last two weeks. I don’t know what’s going on between us, certainly more than what should be happening, but I’m not ready to let her go. Every message she sends makes my heart skip a beat, I smile constantly when I’m on the phone to her… it’s almost as if we’ve fallen into some sort of relationship without even meaning to.

      But this phone call isn’t from her, it’s the other woman in my life. “Hi, Mom.”

      “Alex? What are you doing?” she demands, sounding stressed. “Are you still at the office?”

      “Yep.” I sigh audibly at this part, letting my misery shine through in my words. “I’m just trying to get this mast report all sorted for Dad, then I’ll be home. Hopefully not too much longer.”

      “You haven’t forgotten what today is, have you?” she snaps back, ignoring my misery entirely. If I thought Mom was going to sense my desperation and come to my rescue, then I was very wrong. She might be the only person in the world who can get through to Dad but that doesn’t help me here. “Marcus and his wife,” distain falls off her tongue as she says this, which I personally think is really dumb, “are back from their honeymoon today. We need to all have dinner to celebrate.”

      “By all, who do you mean?” I ask carefully. “Like, them, me, you, and Dad?”

      “No, no. Her family as well. Marcus has the wedding photographs and he wants us all to look at them together. So of course it’s left up to me to throw a dinner party without any help…”

      My mother is the sort of woman that doesn’t count staff as ‘help’. Someone else will do the shopping, another person will lay the table, and the chef will cook, but of course it’s all on Mom. It’s laughable really. I have to chuckle or I’ll get annoyed by her baffling behaviour.

      “What time is everyone around?” I glance at my watch, realizing I don’t have much time. If Sephy is going to be there then I want to look good. “Do I have time to finish up here?”

      “I’d leave it.” Mom’s words let me off the hook. Dad can’t argue with her demand. “Come home and get washed up, we want this to go well for Marcus, don’t we?”

      I bite my tongue so I don’t get into a spat with her about how Marcus is so clearly the favourite child for both my parents. Of course he is, since he mostly does what they want, but it’s grating from time to time. I’m not too bothered today though, I have other things going on and I want to get this call ended so I can get a move on. This might well be the first evening since the wedding that me and Sephy lay eyes on one another and I want it to go really well. Even if it’s very wrong.

      “Okay, Mom, I’m leaving right now.” I bolt up into a standing position and ignore the papers as they scatter to the ground. I’m sure they aren’t important anyway. “I won’t be long. Bye.”

      As I hang up the phone I fire off a message to Sephy, I want to confirm that I won’t be alone in this hell tonight. If she’s going to come, it’ll be fun and kinda sexy, but is she doesn’t I need to make my excuses to get out of it early already. I don’t want to be stuck with the newlyweds and the parents who don’t really get along. I could ease the tension, I suppose, but I don’t want that task all by myself.

      ‘Have you heard the great news?’ I type rapidly. ‘It’s family reunion time. Fun, right? Please, for the love of everything holy, tell me that you’re going to be there or I’ll scream xxx’

      I pause for a moment, waiting for a response which comes only a couple of seconds later. ‘I heard… do I have to go? I suppose if you’re going to be there we can laugh at the whole thing… xxx’

      I stuff my phone back into my pocket as a deep thrill races up and down my spine. I cannot wait to see Sephy again, I’m unbelievably excited. Usually, once I’ve slept with a women I begin the slow decent into losing interest, but with Sephy the opposite has happened. I want to spend more time with her. I don’t want to think about what that means because it scares me, I just want to enjoy the moment for what it is. I want to get home, to smarten up and to have this meal with Sephy.

      Yeah okay, so the others will be there too, it isn’t going to be a date or anything, but I’m sure it’ll be fun. The fizzle of anticipation in the pit of my chest promises that it’ll be awesome.

      I practically skip out the office for the first time since I was dragged into it all those weeks ago. I cannot wait to get home. Tonight is going to be really interesting, one way or another.
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      I bound down the stairs as I hear someone knocking, I can barely contain myself. I know that I’m supposed to be acting all cool, like nothing is going on, but I can barely keep it together. I’ve asked about a million times when the Smithers family is coming, which I think might be making Mom suspicious. She’s already made a snide comment about how close me and Sephy were at the wedding, which is terrifying. I don’t want us to be torn apart by anyone finding out.

      “I got it,” I call out loudly, not that anyone else is making any effort to get to the door. I swing it open and my heart balls up in my throat as I see Sephy looking back at me. In her red swishy top and black skinny jeans, she looks incredible. Even more beautiful than she did in her bridesmaid dress. “Oh hey there,” I say to her in a flirty voice. “How are you? Please, come inside.”

      An animalistic nature comes over her and the passion overtakes. As Sephy steps inside I get the pleasant surprise of her pressing me against the wall and crashing her lips into mine. There’s a tiny bit of fear inside me that we might get caught by someone, but it’s not enough to make me stop. I hook my arms around Sephy’s waist and I slip my tongue between her lips. She tastes like strawberry, kissing her is absolutely incredible, my heart melts in my chest. I’m reminded of how much I like her.

      “Oh my God, I’m sorry,” she moans as she steps back from me. “I didn’t mean to do that.”

      I laugh because I don’t know what else to do. This is madness, we’re insane, we both know that we shouldn’t do this but the magnetic pull between us is too much. All I really want to do is grab her hand and pull her up to my bedroom where we can hook up all over again.

      Unfortunately, or fortunately depending on how I want to look at it, the door opens once more at that moment and Marcus and Liza step inside. Both of them look gorgeously tanned and relaxed which reminds me of how I felt when I was away on my travels. I miss that version of me.

      “Oh hey!” I throw my arms around Marcus right away, fussing him to detract attention away from me and Sephy. I don’t want them to guess what’s going on in here. “Good to see you both, how was the honeymoon? Did you have an awesome time in Bora Bora?”

      Sephy takes my lead and she fusses her sister. We both make such an effort to be really interested in everything they have to say about their trip that hopefully we disguise the illicit kiss. Liza and Marcus were so happy and self involved anyway that I think we just about get away with it.

      After that, Liza’s mom turns up and the dinner spreads across the table. The bottles of wine also make a gracious appearance which helps to ease the tension in the room a little bit. As do the wedding photographs. Even my mom manages to crack a smile as the images of Liza in her dress grace her presence. I’m hoping that she’s starting to see now that this is something real. It isn’t a gold digger situation, Marcus was right not to worry about a pre nup. Him and Liza are happy and in love.

      “You two look amazing!” I declare, while secretly running my eyes over Sephy in the pictures instead. The image of her in her bridesmaid dress is one that I’ll always love. It’s the night we met after all. If it hadn’t been for the wedding, then who knows how I’d feel now. “I bet you just had the best time on your honeymoon. Was it really relaxing? It’s been, what, three weeks?”

      Liza and Marcus share a look, one that is significant for a couple. I’ve seen it before, when people are in love they don’t need to communicate with words, they can do it with their eyes. It’s sweet, and again I find myself wanting something similar for myself. Unfortunately the only person who I want anything like that with is way out of bounds. Story of my life, always left behind. If I’d met Sephy before Marcus married Liza then maybe we could be the ones in love right now.

      “We actually have something to tell you all,” Liza says with a pink stain to her cheeks. “We were going to wait a bit, but maybe we should just say it now. It isn’t really time, but…”

      “We’re having a baby,” Marcus blurts out, unable to keep the words inside. “It’s very early days but we are.” He hugs Liza close to him with a bright grin on his face. Their closeness shines through, filling the room with color. “But yeah, we’re going to be parents. Isn’t that crazy?”

      A silence clings to the air while we all try to process this. I guess each of us is working out how this is going to affect us individually rather than considering the happy couple. I know I am. I’m thinking about how this is going to destroy what I have with Sephy.

      Although I don’t have anything with Sephy anyway so I really shouldn’t worry about that.

      “Oh my goodness!” I burst out in an ecstatic tone of voice. “That’s amazing news. Congratulation, guys, that’s incredible!” I jump up and throw my arms around them both. “You must be so happy.”

      Me breaking the tension allows everyone else to do the same. They all express their happiness for Liza and Marcus, trying to hide the shock. I suppose it makes sense that this happened but it all feels a bit quick. Still, who the hell am I to judge their happiness when I don’t have much of my own?
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      “I still can’t believe it,” I say happily as I touch Liza’s belly. “You actually have a baby in there. That’s mental. You’re growing an actual real life human. My niece or nephew.”

      “I know,” Liza says in a soft, blissful tone of voice. Any sign of the wild child that she once was is long gone. She’s a wife and mother to be. I’m incredibly proud of her. “I’m ecstatic.”

      I don’t want to leave, I want to stay with my sister and find out everything that’s going on with her, but I can’t. she has a husband now, another human that she’s dedicated too, and she wants to spend tonight with him. I’m going to have to wait my turn for when the moment’s right.

      “Okay, well give me a call soon, okay?” I ask her thickly as the emotion gets the better of me. “Let’s hang out. Have some girl time, or whatever. I’ve missed you while you’ve been away.”

      “Are you ready?” Alex booms to Mom and me, shaking his car keys. He hasn’t been drinking all night long and I think it’s because he wanted to be a hero and give us a ride.

      “I’m ready.” Mom’s face is flushed, she looks over the moon by the pregnancy announcement. “Let’s get out of here, we’ve got all sorts to do now. We have a baby to prepare for.”

      Since we all recovered from the moment where Liza and Marcus announced the pregnancy, things have seemed a little… easier, I suppose. The tension between his parents and our mom seemed to fade away a little bit as they all clung to the idea that there’s another life now, something else to think about. I’m glad, babies can do that, they can bring families together. I hope things are easier from here on out. They certainly seem that way as we all say goodbye to one another.

      Once we’re in the car, Mom’s emotions bubble over. She can barely contain herself and she discusses her excitement about the baby in a slightly tipsy way. “I’m going to be a grandma.” She claps her hands together happily. “There’s going to be a new baby to smother.”

      “Dad would be so pleased, wouldn’t he?” I comment happily. Luckily we don’t live in a place where we can’t discuss Dad. It was like that a little bit after he died, but now we discuss him freely. It makes it easier to deal with, it pushes my grief away and allows me to remember him happily. “He would love to know that Liza’s all settled and that she’s going to be a Mom herself.”

      “Oh, he would, wouldn’t he? He would love all of this. I think he’d love Marcus too.”

      I glance over to Alex in the driver’s seat of the car, wondering if this conversation is making him uncomfortable. I know death can with some people, but he doesn’t look it at all. Instead he shoots me a warm smile that makes my chest heat up with  loving feeling. God I like him, it’s too much.

      Alex drops Mom off first, leaving only him and me alone in the car. As he drives towards my apartment, the thick tension that clings to the air is something I need to address, especially now. We can’t deny that there’s a family bond between us with a baby in the picture. Soon he’ll be an uncle and me an aunt to the same child. We can’t keep on acting in the way that we are, no matter what.

      “It’s great, isn’t it?” I say in a husky tone of voice. “The baby, I mean?”

      “Mhmm,” Alex sounds unsure as he answers. “Yeah, I guess it is. I wasn’t expecting it though.”

      “No, me neither.” I huff loudly as I brace myself to say what I have to next. “I guess that means that we should just… you know, be friends. I suppose we can’t still hook up as we have been.”

      Alex doesn’t reply at first, I can tell this conversation is as challenging for him as it is me. He keeps his gaze fixed firmly on the road as we speed towards my apartment. I don’t want to get there before he’s answered me, I don’t want this chat to end up unresolved or I’ll never get any sleep tonight.

      “I suppose you’re right,” he says with a one shouldered shrug. “I don’t want it to be the case, but I do think you’re right about that. We can’t keep texting and fooling around when there’s a baby on the way.” I notice his knuckles turning a funny shade of white as he clutches tightly onto the steering wheel. “I suppose we shouldn’t even be friends, should we? Because that might lead to all sorts.”

      The idea of not having Alex in my life at all weighs heavily on my chest, I don’t like the idea of it one bit. I know we’ll see each other at the odd family thing but it won’t be the same. He’s the first person that I’ve connected with in any real way for a very long time and I’m not quite ready to let that go. But we have to, I don’t have any choice. I’ve already proven that I can’t behave myself around Alex. I was only around him for one second and I was kissing him madly.

      “Okay yeah. So we’ll just… delete each other’s numbers and forget about anything that happened. We need to be there for the baby now. And for Marcus and Liza.”

      We pull up outside my apartment and Alex turns to face me. There’s a lot going on behind his gaze I can see a real intensity there. I have to admit that it makes my breath catch in my throat, but I remind myself of the conversation that we just had where we decided to forget.

      “I guess this is goodbye then,” I say sadly to Alex. “And it’s been… good.”

      “Yeah, yeah, really good.” Alex nods his head, his eyes full of regret. “It’s a shame.”

      I don’t know what overcomes my mind, but for a brief second it seems like a really good idea to lean across and give him a kiss. A goodbye peck of sorts. Even though it’s only been a really short time together and nothing too bad has happened, it’s been intense. I feel like we need some sort of closure to put an end to this… yet, somehow the peck in my mind doesn’t happen. Our mouths connect intensely, Alex’s arm hooks around the back of my neck, the passion overtakes and the next thing we’re making out like there’s no tomorrow. I lose all control of myself and I allow myself to be claimed. This isn’t a goodbye, it feels a lot like unfinished business to me.

      “What are we doing?” I gasp as Alex’s mouth moves to my neck. “Oh my God.”

      Alex doesn’t answer, instead he hits the handle which lowers the seat quickly. I fall back into a lying position and he climbs on top of me, not caring if anyone’s looking. To be fair it’s dark and not a busy neighbourhood so I don’t think we’ll be caught, but the element of danger is there and it’s sexy as hell. I wouldn’t care if anyone did watch. I’ve become an exhibitionist!

      Alex’s hand travels down my body and he pauses only for long enough to grasp my breast. I moan and arch my back, pushing myself into him more. His fingers feel incredible on me, so damn right. I know it’s wrong, but the taboo nature of it makes it so much hornier.

      Then Alex completely stuns me by sliding down into the cramped space below my feet. He pushes the chair back as far as it’ll go, but as I prop myself up onto my elbows he still looks squashed.

      “What are you doing?” I ask with a laugh, but I can hardly hear my own words because my hearts hammering so loudly in my chest. “Come back up here, you fool. I miss you.”

      But of course Alex doesn’t listen to me. I’m starting to learn that he’s a bit of a wild card that does whatever he wants. I like that about him. It brings a giant grin to my face. He wraps his fingers around the waist band of my jeans and he tugs them down. As the denim material grazes over my hyper sensitive skin I can’t help shuddering with glee. It’s only when they’re completely down that I realize my lace panties have gone too. I’m completely exposed, this is utterly wild.

      Alex grabs my foot, slings my leg over his shoulder, and moves in closer to me. I can feel his breath tickling all over me. I collapse back, my head lolls to one side, and my eyes fall closed. I completely and utterly lose myself to the sensations that Alex has tearing through my system.

      “Oh God,” I groan as his lips press gently against my clit, kissing me at my most sensitive area. My moans increase as his tongue flicks over me, he traces the most phenomenal feeling patterns over me, my hips roll, I beg for more desperately. “Oh, Alex this is… it’s…” I can’t find the words.

      Alex’s fingers dig into my hips, fixing me in place and he pushes his tongue deeper and deeper into me. It feels so good that I could scream. I smack my burning hand against the ice cold window, creating finger marks in the steamed up glass. My head buzzes wildly, I feel like I’m losing the plot.

      “Oh my God, come here… I need you…” This is wrong, I keep reminding myself that it’s wrong, but we’ve overstepped that line now. Does it really matter if we go one step further?

      Alex doesn’t seem to think so. He drags himself up my body and he pressed his lips against mine. I can taste myself on him which makes him sort of mine. I love it. I love it so much that I awkwardly spin around so he’s on his back and I’m straddling him. It isn’t easy, we aren’t in the largest space, but I just want to be on top. I want to be in control. For this moment, he’s mine and I want to be his too.

      With a sly smile, I angle myself perfectly and I slide down onto him. I’m hunched over slightly, banging my head on the ceiling, but I don’t mind. He feels so fucking incredible filling me up, it makes me feel wonderful. There’s something so perfect about our connection, it’s amazing.

      “Oh fucking hell, Sephy,” he grunts while gripping onto my hips again. Alex tries to control the movements, but he can’t. I’m the one with all the power here and I freaking love it. “You’re amazing. I can’t let you go.” I feel this is the truth spilling past his lips in the heat of the moment and I really want to hear it. “I know I should, but I can’t. I want you to be mine. I’m falling for you.”

      Shit. I want that too. I want that so bad it hurts. There’s an ache in my chest. I want it, but how can it be? How can we be together properly when it’s so complicated.

      Love should be easy, it should be like breathing in and out. It shouldn’t be like this. All complicated and messy, love shouldn’t affect all the people around us. Soul mates are supposed to just be perfect, that’s what I’ve always believed.

      Before I can say anything else, an intense earth shattering orgasm crashes through my body, making me a slave to only the sensations. The problem doesn’t go away completely, we’re still going to have to face it eventually, but for now I get to just feel and it’s awesome.
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      I know I shouldn’t be waking up in Sephy’s bed, that isn’t really part of what we initially agreed, but it’s started to become a habit… and a habit that I really like as well. Over the last three months we’ve started spending more and more time together, it’s happened very naturally, and now we’re definitely one hundred percent in a relationship. Okay, so it isn’t exactly a traditional boyfriend and girlfriend thing because we haven’t established the title and no one knows about us, but this is the closest to a commitment that I’ve ever had in my life, and surprisingly I love it.

      I never planned to get into a serious relationship until I was much older. I thought I’d be about thirty before I’d even care about settling down, but Sephy has changed absolutely everything. I don’t even mind, I love it. Because we have to keep things very much a secret, we’ve locked ourselves away from the world, but I don’t care. I only want to be with her anyway.

      “Morning, beautiful,” I say with a smile as I tuck a stray strand of hair behind her ear. “You look lovely today. But then, you always do in the morning, you know I like you at your most natural.”

      Sephy’s face bursts into a bright smile, she always looks happy at the moment. I love it, I have to think it’s because of me, because she’s had the same affect on my mood. I thought I’d hate being here, I was convinced I’d be desperate to get back out into the world, but right now this is my world.

      “You’re here again,” she says as a joke. “What must your parents think?”

      My father doesn’t care where I am, as long as I turn up for work every day, which I’ve been better at doing than I thought I would be, but my mom does. I’ve just told her that I’m dating someone to make it easier, but she’s desperate to know who. I can’t tell her, not when things are finally a little better between the families. I can’t bring that tension back out. There’s a baby to think about.

      “I know, I am here. I’m not supposed to be, am I? Maybe I should go home…”

      Sephy grabs me quickly and she drags me in for a kiss. I love kissing her first thing in the morning, it’s the best thing ever. The only problem is it makes me want to stay with her all day long. I might be going to work all the time, but that doesn’t mean I like it. That’s something I want to address eventually but the timing will have to be right. I need to be in the right frame of mind to face my father, to tell him that I want to do something else with my life… I also need to work out what I want to do. I need a dream to take to my father, to prove to him that I’ve thought about what I’m doing.

      “You’re not going anywhere,” she growls at me. “This bed feels empty without you.”

      Just as she bring my mouth back to hers again, her phone bleeps loudly which makes me groan as if she’s in actual agony. It’s easy to forget about the rest of the world when we’re in our bubble. I cling onto her body as she leans across to the night stand to grab her phone. As her face lights up under the brightness of the screen I feel a skip in my heart all over again. I really might be falling for Sephy.

      “Oh, it’s Jessica,” she says with a furrowed brow. “My boss. She wants me to go out tonight for her birthday. To some new club. Crew, have you heard of it?” I shake my head. Once upon a time I used to know all the clubs, but clearly not anymore. “Oh, I don’t know what to do.”

      “Go,” I insist instantly. “That sounds like a lot of fun. She’s your friend, right?”

      Sephy shrugs and gives me a pleading look. I can read her mind without even trying. Somehow, we’re already at a place where I know what all her facial expressions mean. She doesn’t want to go out because she doesn’t want to miss out on time with me. She’s sweet, I feel the same way, but we cannot be like that. This is already intense enough. I pull her closer to me.

      “I can either be at home or I can wait here for you… if you want?” I raise my eyebrows at her. “I don’t mind sleeping in your awesome bed until you get back for a hug.”

      “You would do that?” she asks, sounding shocked. “You’d wait here for me?”

      Sephy doesn’t seem to get it. I would do absolutely anything for her. She’s the best thing that ever happened to me. I think we’ve both proven that we’re willing to do whatever, considering we’re risking so much by just being together. I nod and smirk before pulling her in for a kiss.

      “Of course! I don’t mind. I would much prefer to be here than at home anyway. You know that.”

      Oh God, we’re so couple like, it’s ridiculous. I almost want to laugh at myself because I’ve pretty much gone crazy, but it’s in the best way possible. I rub my hand up and down her soft skin, relishing in her beauty. What me and Sephy share is off the scale of anything I’ve ever had before.

      “Here’s my spare key.” She reaches across and grabs it out, handing it to me. “I don’t expect you to be here but if you are then that would be awesome. I know I’d love to see you afterwards.”

      “Ooh, and I’d love to see you. You’ll be wild and tipsy which sounds like so much fun.”

      As she kisses me hard, I’m already excited for where the night will lead… just like I am every single time I spend time with Sephy.
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      A loud banging sound causes me to leap up off of Sephy’s couch, where I must have fallen asleep at some point in front of the TV. I glance down at my crumpled suit, knowing that I must look a state. I wanted to be looking good when Sephy got back home, especially as she’s been in a club with good looking guys all night long, but it’s a bit late for that now. She’s home.

      I race to the door, rubbing sleep from my eyes as I go, and I see Sephy swaying and giggling to herself as she attempts to unlock the door. As she spots me, her whole face lights up, which really warms my chest. I wasn’t sure if I’d done the right thing by staying here, but now I think that I have.

      “Hey there,” she says in a slightly slurred manner. “I’m glad you’re here. I couldn’t get in.”

      I step aside and wait for her to walk, or stagger as the case might be, inside. “I hope that’s not the only reason you want me here,” I laugh. “I’ve been looking forward to seeing you all night long.”

      I run my eyes over her body, loving the red skater dress that clings to her curves perfectly. Her hair has become all mussed up from the night and her make up is slightly smudged, but she’s super sexy all the same. But I’m not here for that tonight, I just want to take care of her.

      “Did you have a good time?” I wander behind her towards the bedroom. “Did Jessica have fun?”

      “Oh it was really good, did you see the pictures I posted online? Jess was sick…”

      Spehy grabs her phone and flicks it to camera mode. She leans in and kisses me unexpectedly and takes a picture at the same time. It’s only when I see that she’s about to post that one too, I stop her.

      “Woah, woah, woah.” I slide the phone from her fingers. “You can’t do that. Remember, we’re supposed to be a secret, aren’t we? I don’t think you should post anything on the Internet.”

      “But I want to.” She pouts out her bottom lip adorably. “I want everyone to know about us. I love you, you know that, why does it all have to be such a secret?”

      I gulp, the word love washes over me intensely. I know I feel the same way about Sephy too, but I don’t know if this is the right moment to say it. Does she mean it, or is she only saying it because she’s drunk? I hope it is real, I’d love it to be the truth, but that still doesn’t mean we can tell the world. That’s why we agreed to keep things casual, we probably shouldn’t have overstepped that.

      “Think about Liza,” I remind Sephy softly. “She doesn’t want to find out about us like that. She deserves to hear it from you when you’re sober, if at all. I don’t think this is right.”

      Sephy nods, agreeing with me. She doesn’t look too happy about it, but she seems to get that I’m right. Then as she sways on her feet I guide her towards the bathroom where she can get herself ready for bed. As she dresses in her pyjamas and she gets herself together, I pour her a glass of water to help get her through the night and probably the hangover that she’ll have tomorrow. While I do I glance through her photographs of the night and I smile to myself. She looks so carefree and happy, it makes me love her even more. And I do, I really do love her, so damn much.

      I decide to tell her the moment that I see her. Maybe Sephy did only say it because she was drunk but I don’t care. I want her to know how I feel. This isn’t casual anymore, this is something serious. We’re much more than just seeing each other. I guess at some point we need to have that conversation to work out how we’re going to navigate everything that comes next. We can’t be secret forever.

      “I’m ready for bed.” Sephy leans up against the door frame and smiles at me. “Can you carry me?”

      I place the drink down to pick up later and I scoop her up in my arms. She’s light as a feather, even though she’s already half asleep and lolling backwards. I take her into the bedroom, lay her down across the sheets and stare down at her with nothing but love in my eyes. Sephy’s eyes flutter, so I don’t know if she’s awake enough to hear me, but I sat the three words I need to anyway.

      “I love you too,” I tell her quietly, loving the way those words make me feel. “So, so much.”

      She groans, but doesn’t respond which is okay because I don’t need her too. As she sleeps, curling into the bed, I go to get her the drink and to tidy up the clothes she scattered around the floor as she got dressed. It’s domestic, but I don’t mind it. I could find happiness here if it wasn’t so hard.

      What would Marcus say? I think to myself as I try to picture actually going up to him and explaining to him what’s happened. Would he be mad or happy for me? Would he yell or pat me on the back?

      He’s my brother and my closest friend, so in a way I think he’d be pleased, but at the same time he would probably yell that there are plenty more fish in the sea so I shouldn’t go so close to home. I don’t know, it could go either way. As much as I want to face it, I don’t know when I’ll be able to.
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      “I’m so glad we’ve finally managed to catch up!” Liza gasps happily. “I’m sorry, I’ve just been so busy. I don’t mean to be, but all this baby stuff takes up a lot of my time.”

      Her bump is swelling, she’s finally at the stage when it’s clearly obvious that she’s having a baby. There’s been a little phase where it could have been either a baby or a bit of weight gain, but now it’s obvious. She still has almost four months to go, so she’ll get even rounder before it’s over. The baby seems to be having a bit of a strain on her as well. She’s looking very pale, but I suppose that’s normal with all the morning sickness and stuff. I wouldn’t know, having never been pregnant before.

      “Yeah I can imagine. Lots of hospital appointments and stuff. I’m just glad to be involved now!”

      Admittedly I do feel a bit out of place in the baby store. It all feels like it’s a million miles away from my own life so I don’t belong at all. There are so many contraptions that are alien to me, I would even be able to hazard a guess what they do… but somehow already my sister has become a baby expert so maybe I will when I do eventually fall pregnant. Maybe it’s a natural thing.

      “There’s so much I need.” Liza clutches her forehead as she scans her eyes over the list. “Marcus has sorted out a crib, a changing station, a baby bath… he’s done all the big stuff, but I still need all the little bits. Feeding bras, a breast pump, definitely some new maternity trousers…”

      Those words are even a bit strange to me, but I nod determinedly, needing to help. I’ve been wanting to hang out with Liza forever, I miss her, she’s been sucked into her marriage a lot. Of course there’s a lot of guilt too, because of me and Alex, so I have some silent making up to do.

      Things between me and Alex are going from strength to strength. Even after I think I drunkenly blurted out that I love him, I haven’t put him off. I assumed he’d be gone in the morning when the memory came screaming back to me, but no, he was next to me on the sheets with an array of drinks waiting for me to help me recover from my hangover. He cooked me an awesome breakfast as well. We haven’t mentioned it since, but I’m sure he must know how I feel.

      I’m sure he’ll say it back when he’s ready, I’m not too concerned about it. We’re supposed to be casual anyway so as not to complicate things. We’ve already gone way beyond that!

      “Is that your phone bleeping?” Liza asks me while she grabs a selection of trousers with elastic waist bands. “It’s been going off a lot, hasn’t it?”

      I know who it’s going to be, and I also know if Liza sees how happy the messages make me she will demand information, so I blow it off for the moment. I need to look at them alone.

      “Oh, it’s only Jessica with some work ideas.” I hate lying, I never lie to Liza! I wish it wasn’t so essential. “I’d rather look at them all in one go a bit later on when I have some time.”

      “Okay well I’m going to go and try these on.” Liza flicks the trousers at me like she used to with party dresses once upon a time. “Is that alright? I need to check they’ll fit me when I grow.”

      “Yeah sure.” I nod enthusiastically. That’ll give me a second to myself. “No problem at all.”

      I take a seat outside the dressing room and I snatch my phone out the moment I’m by myself. I feel naughty, sickly so but unfortunately this is the only way it can be. I will tell Liza one day, I’m going to have to if I’m in love, but not. She’s emotional, hormonal, growing a baby. I can’t steal her thunder. She might tear my head off my neck and kill me. Or she might be happy, I don’t know. It’s a risk.

      ‘How’s baby shopping going? I’m just leaving the office now, I refuse to give up anymore of my weekend for this job I hate! Shall I head back to yours? Xxx’

      God, he practically lives with me, this is insane! Okay so I had something serious with Bobby once upon a time, but it didn’t feel as intense as this. What I have with Alex is something brand new.

      ‘If you hate your job get a new one…’ I type before deleting it quickly. I know why Alex does what he does, he doesn’t want to cross his dad and end up with nothing until the time is right. I don’t want to get in the middle of that nightmare. ‘Yes, head to mine and I’ll see you when I get back xxx’

      I hold the phone tightly to my chest and breathe in everything about Alex. My chest swells and heats up with love as I remember our time together. He makes me feel so safe, I realize that I haven’t felt that before. I don’t think I ever have to worry with Alex, I don’t think he’d cheat on me and make me feel like shit about myself. He makes me feel like I’m desirable and worthwhile.

      ‘Looking forward to it. Hope you and Liza are having a good time xxx’

      “Sephy.” All of a sudden I’m dragged from my thoughts by Liza’s desperate voice calling out for me. She sounds weak and needy, which grabs my focus straight away. “Help me.”

      I drag the curtain of the dressing room open to see Liza with the trousers on the floor, gasping desperately and grabbing onto the wall as if she can’t stand up straight any longer. My heart races, an intense panicky feeling sets in, and all of a sudden the pale of her face means something else.

      Now, she’s even more pale and her whole body looks weak. It’s as if her legs don’t have the power to hold her up anymore. Her eyes roll backwards and her hair keeps falling across her face. I fear she could throw up over everything at any given moment. Liza looks much sick than I’ve ever seen her.

      “Oh my God.” I wrap my arms around her to keep her standing upright. “Liza, are you okay? Is the baby okay? Oh my God I’m going to get an ambulance to come here. You need help.”

      I lean back to yell someone because I need someone to support me through this. I don’t know what I’m doing, I feel out of my depth. This situation requires a medical professional.

      “No, no don’t,” Liza begs. “I don’t need an ambulance, this happens a lot. I’m just hot, that’s all. I’m overheating, it’s all because I’m pregnant. I just need some fresh air and some water.”

      She leans against me, needing support. I lean down and pull the trousers up around her waist to cover her up. I don’t know if these are hers or they belong to the store but right now I don’t care. I need to get her covered up and outside in the fresh air. Once she’s dressed, I drag her out the dressing room pausing only to grab up the things that I know for sure belong to her.

      “Can I have some water?” I yell at the shop assistant as we go through the store. This is a baby store, I’m sure they’ll have sympathy. “Please? My sister feels sick and she’s having a baby.”

      The girl rushes over with a pre prepared bottle of water which actually calms me down a bit. If they are this prepared then it must happen all the time. What’s happening to Liza isn’t that much of an issue. I shouldn’t worry so much, I can feel myself about to freak the hell out.

      “Thank you so much. Liza needs some fresh air and water. Thank you for your help.”

      The girls grabs a chair too and we sit Liza out on the sidewalk. As the cooler air washes over her I can physically see my sister stating to calm down. I still feel like I want to call a doctor to help her but I don’t because Liza doesn’t want it. I will take her home early though, I won’t let her say no to that. Clearly this is why she hasn’t been out much because pregnancy is hard on her. I make an internal vow to go and see her at her home in future. If she needs stuff, I’ll get it for her.

      As the store assistant gets Liza to sip the water, I call a cab to come and pick us up. I want to get the hell out of here before things get messier than they already are.

      “Shall I call Marcus?” I ask Liza while we wait for the car. “Get him to come back from work to take care of you? I don’t have his number, but I could do it from your cell…”

      Is it weird that I don’t have my brother in laws cell phone number? I don’t know. I’ve just never had any sort of closeness with him. There’s never been any reason for me to contact him before.

      “No, no, please don’t.” Liza grips onto my arm hard. “It’s fine, honestly. I don’t want to worry him when I’m okay. All I want to do is sleep and I won’t be able to do that if he’s there.”

      I nod, understanding where she’s coming from. It doesn’t make me feel comfortable but my loyalty lies with my sister. If that’s what she wants then I will respect her wishes. She knows her body better than I do, she knows exactly what she’s going through with her baby. If she says it’s fine, it is.

      “Okay then, that’s fine.” I rub her back and internally pray for the car to hurry up.

      Luckily it isn’t long until the cab arrives and I pile Liza in. As the car whizzes back towards Liza’s home, I watch her drifting in and out of sleep. I’m sure being tired is normal when having a baby, I just need to turn this worry down and be calm. I suck in a few deep breaths, but it doesn’t really help.

      ‘Liza is sick,’ I text to Alex desperately. I need some reassurance that I’m doing the right thing. ‘She just wants to go home and sleep but I’m freaked out. Should I tell Marcus? Xxx’

      Seconds later I get my reply. ‘No, I wouldn’t. if she says she’s fine then I would believe her. My brother – bless his heart – can be a little bit overbearing xx’

      I nod determinedly and believe his words. I can see that, I suppose he is that sort of character. Maybe I should just stay with Liza instead to make sure that she’s okay. We were supposed to be together for the next few hours anyway so I doubt it makes any difference. That way if there’s anything that needs doing, I can be the one to do it. I might not be the best in an emergency, but I can help.

      I pay the cab driver and help Liza inside, taking her all the way up to bed. I lie her on the bed and perch on the edge to watch her anxiously. She looks better now, but I don’t think I’ll ever recover from the sight of her being sick like that. Liza’s always been strong, she’s always been the one to take care of me. I don’t like the idea of her being weak, I don’t know where that leaves me. I suppose I rely on her, much more than I realized.
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      “I haven’t been on the golf course forever!” I say to Marcus with my hand shielding the sun from my eyes. “God, we used  to be here all the time, didn’t we? Way back when…”

      “It wasn’t that long ago,” he relies while swinging his club back to hit the ball. “Only before you went travelling. I suppose that feels like a life time to you though, doesn’t it?”

      Actually when I think back to my days exploring the world it feels like that all happened forever ago now. Almost to a different person. The memories are hazy, with a fuzzy quality, as if I’m watching them on a TV screen rather than thinking about things that actually happened to me. With Sephy, everything is crystal clear, she blurs everything else out. All I can see is her face.

      “I suppose so,” I reply guardedly. “But a whole lot has changed since then. You’re a married man now and about to have a baby. How are things going with all of that anyway?”

      I brace myself, waiting for some stories of Liza and her sickness, but Marcus gives me an oblivious smile. “Oh yeah, everything is really good. Not long now until the little man… or girl, but I think I’m having a boy, is here. Then everything really will change. I don’t know what it’ll be like.”

      Okay, so obviously Liza is keeping it a secret. I know a little bit about that! She probably doesn’t want to worry Marcus, and since I only know bits and bobs about it through Sephy who’s spending as much time with Liza as she can, I can’t admit it without rising suspicion. We’ve made it this far without anyone finding out about us. I don’t want to blow it now, we aren’t ready!

      “Are you ready to be a father? Are you prepared to change diapers and deal with sick?”

      I step up to take my shot and as I do a familiar competitive feeling overcomes me. I can’t help it, I might have a great relationship with Marcus, but in a big way we’re just typical brothers with an alpha need to compete. Especially when it comes to sport. Really, who the fuck cares about golf? But still I feel an intense need to compete with him. I need to go for a hole in one.

      I swing the club back, aim, and smack it. I get surprisingly close to the hole, I definitely feel like I’ve beaten Marcus, but it isn’t that magical hole in one I was desperately hoping for. Never mind, there’s plenty of time for me to kick some serious ass… I hope.

      “Luckily, Liza will be a stay at home mom while I work in the company, and I’m sure we’ll hire nannies too so I’m hoping I can avoid a whole lot of the dirty work. I’ll have to do a few though.”

      I laugh loudly at the thought of Marcus changing diapers. He’s so fussy and prissy, not one for getting dirty. It’ll be hilarious to see, I hope I get to be there at least once. I can see his future though, he’s going to end up a lot like dad, a workaholic who pushes his own child into the company. It’s a shame, but at least I’ll be around to try and stop him if his child hates it. I don’t want him – or her, I’m not ready to commit to one gender either way – to end up unhappy at work like me.

      “How does Liza feel about that? Is she happy to be a stay at home mom?”

      “Oh she can’t wait.” That serene smile that he always does when he thinks about his wife crosses Marcus’s face. “She’s really looking forward to being a mother, and I know she’ll be amazing.”

      We take a few more shots in silence, focusing only on the game at hand. I think so hard about me and Sephy I almost forget to keep score of the game. Almost. I still notice that I’m just about ahead.

      “We should go out for a few drinks afterwards…” Marcus says in an innocent enough sounding tone of voice. “It’s been a while since we’ve had fun, hasn’t it? We should do it now before I can’t.” He gives me a funny look out the corner of his eye. “And you can tell me all about the woman that you’ve been dating… and before you try to deny it, Mom’s told me that you’re never at home and I see you always on your phone and sneaking out of the office at every opportunity.”

      A heat fills my cheeks as panic sets in. I wonder if he knows something and he’s just trying to get me to admit it. I’m sure he would’ve told me if he’d heard something about me and Sephy, but I can’t be sure. Still, he one hundred percent knows something so I’m going to have to come up with some bullshit lie. I hate to hide the truth, but again I’m going to have to.

      “Oh right… well, yeah I have been, erm, dating someone. I guess it’s going well…”

      “It must be! I would say that you’re in love. You’re very different since you got back from travelling. You’ve grown up a lot and I’d say you’re finally ready to settle down. I would love to meet the woman who’s turned your head so strongly some time… unless it’s someone I know already?”

      If only you knew… for a brief second I almost say it, but I catch myself just in time.

      “No… no one you know. Someone I met in a night club when I got back.” I can barely look Marcus in the eyes. “But yeah, when things are a bit more settled, I’ll sort it out.”

      I’ll just have to keep playing it off over and over again until… well, I don’t know.

      Luckily I think then it must become really obvious that I’m closed down and I don’t want to talk about it because Marcus doesn’t bring it up again. I can almost feel him looking at me out the corner of his eye, but he doesn’t say it. Maybe he’ll ask me later on…
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        * * *

      

      The music thumps so loudly the bones in my body rattle. It makes my ear drums ache and my eyes sting under the bright, flashing lights. I don’t really want to be here, but I am for my brother’s sake. He’s actually enjoying himself, I’ve even seen him dancing a couple of times which isn’t like him at all. He’s clearly having some fun before his life changes for good, which I can’t blame him for.

      “Hey, handsome,” a voice purrs into my ear as a hand grabs my butt. “You look bored.” I turn to see a stunning brunette woman with a dirty glint in her eye staring at me. “How’s it going, Alex?”

      My eyes widen in surprise, this woman knows me and I barely recognise her at all. There’s something about her that sparks a little bit of a flicker, but it isn’t enough. There’s certainly no name racing through my brain. I cough awkwardly, trying to buy myself some time.

      “Oh right, hi, good to see you…” I screw my face up in panic. This is so awful!

      “It’s Annabelle.” She rolls her eyes and pushes out her breasts out in my direction. “You don’t remember me? We met here about two years ago and ended up in the bathroom…”

      That brings a vague memory back but it certainly isn’t one that I’m proud of. When I think of that version of myself, I’m disappointed. Yes, I was young and only having some fun, but I still could have been better. I could’ve acted more responsibly and in a kinder way.

      “Oh right, I see. Erm… yeah.” I want to find a way to say sorry, but I can’t seem to do it.

      “So, do you want a repeat performance?” Oh I see, it seems she isn’t asking for an apology after all. She just wants to carry on in exactly the same way as we did back then. That confuses me.

      “I’m actually here with my brother. He needs me to look after him because he’s a bit out of control.”

      Annabelle shoves me backwards, a little too roughly to be playful. “If you have a girlfriend now, just say so. Don’t make up shitty excuses.” She leans in again and licks my neck. “And even if you do have a girlfriend it doesn’t matter to me. I honestly don’t give a shit and if I know you…”

      “I’m not like that anymore,” I reply sharply, needing to put an end to this now. “I have to go.”

      I push my way through the crowds until I find Marcus who’s covered in sweat as he jumps up and down on the dance floor. The image makes me shake my head in bemusement. Even when we were younger, he didn’t act like this. It must be because he’s a baby, it’s sent him wild, like he’s missing a youth that he didn’t have before. I don’t know what I’m supposed to do with him.

      “Marcus!” I call above the music while I grip onto his arm. “I want to go!”

      “No, you can’t leave yet,” he slurs back. “You haven’t told me about your girlfriend yet.”

      He isn’t in the best of ways, I feel like I need to persuade him to leave before he ends up ill or doing something he regrets. I haven’t ever had to babysit Marcus before, but he has me so I suppose this is me returning the favor. “I’ll tell you outside where you can hear me better. Come on.”

      I don’t think he wants to, but he does. He allows me to drag him through the crowds, avoiding Annabelle as we go, until we get to the cool night air. There are people loitering outside, looking for someone to go home with. I used to be one of those people, enjoying the meaningless hook up, but I’m glad that I’m not anymore. I have the best woman in the world waiting for me.

      “Right, let’s find a cab…” I walk towards the taxi rank, but Marcus grabs me just before I do.

      “No wait. Tell me about her. I want to know who makes you happy. I want you to be as happy as I am with Liza.” He hiccups as the drunkenness gets to him. “I love her you know? I’m truly fucking scared of being a dad, that much is for sure, but she’s perfect for me. She’s my one.”

      My chest swells with love. Despite the fact that Marcus’s words make me feel even more guilty about what I’m doing, I can’t help being overwhelmed with love for Sephy.

      “Trust me, my girl makes me that happy too. She’s my one. She’s everything.”

      That seems to be enough to satisfy drunk Marcus which is good. Sober Marcus would be relentless with his questions. He pats me on the back and nods knowingly. “Come on then. Let’s get the fuck out of here. I don’t even know what me and you are doing in a club anymore.”

      I laugh all the way to the car and get us both inside. I make sure the cab takes Marcus home first so he doesn’t see where I’m getting out the car, despite the fact that Sephy’s home is nearer. All the secrecy feels much heavier now, it’s a real big weight for me to carry, but unfortunately for a little while longer I’m going to have to continually pile it on myself. There isn’t any other way.

      I’m in love, I really have met the love of my life, but despite the fact that we still can’t tell anyone I can let her know. Neither of us have mentioned the ‘I love you’s’ since we spoke them, but I think it might be time.
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      “What is this?” I giggle as Alex wraps his arms around my eyes. “Have you lost the plot? You’ve made me dress up all night, hang out in the bedroom for hours, and now I can’t see? Have you forgotten that this is my apartment? I should be allowed to do whatever the hell I like.”

      Alex doesn’t answer, instead he presses his body into my back a bit, giving me that wonderful safe feeling again. I inhale deeply, breathing every inch of him in, and he smells delicious. I love the musky, adorable scent of his in. I love that smell, it’s gorgeous, it’s so very him.

      “Just trust me,” he whispers into my ear, making me shiver lightly. “You’ll love this.”

      As his hands fall away my breath is sucked from my body, I’m completely blown away by everything he’s done. He’s transformed my tiny kitchen and living room area into what looks like a posh restaurant, and there’s a delicious smelling meal on the candle lit table.

      “Oh my goodness, what have you done?” I gasp, clapping my hands against my mouth. I feel like I’m on a wonderful date. “This is too much. I can’t believe you’ve done this for me.”

      “Well I can’t ever take you on a date, can I? So this is the nearest thing to it that I could do for you,” he replies with a coy shrug. “I want to spoil you and treat you like a princess, so this is it.”

      I’m so touched, unbelievably so. I haven’t ever been romanced before or craved romance either, but this is amazing. The fact that Alex has gone out of his way to make all of this so nice for me is too much. He didn’t have to, this isn’t something we need, but he’s done it anyway.

      “Take a seat, eat the meal…” He indicates towards the chair. “It’ll go cold if we don’t.”

      I sit across the table from him and smile. Through the candle light, Alex is even sexier than normal. He stirs up all those emotions inside of me, he makes me feel alive and on fire. He makes me forget every single part of my past, including the devastation that Bobby caused me. All of that is nothing compared to what I have today. I’m so glad I don’t have him anymore, or I wouldn’t haven’t this.

      “This steak is absolutely divine,” I croon as the forkful slides down my throat. “You’re such a good cook. When did you learn to cook so well? I thought your home had a chef!”

      Alex leans over the table and pinches my arm in a playful manner. “You always tease me about being a rich kid as if you’re from poverty. Yes, we had a chef, but I’ve always been more independent. I had to learn anyway before I went traveling. I needed to find some way to look after myself.”

      “Do you still miss it?” I ask him while fixing my eyes downwards. It’s always been something that’s worried me. He could go at any given moment if he wants to, and there isn’t anything I can do. I can’t force him to stay when we can’t ever be something real. “Travelling, I mean?”

      “I wouldn’t ever want to go alone,” he replies in a deadly serious voice. “But if you came with me I would be well up for it. There are so many parts of the world I would love to show you.”

      A thick ball of emotion lodges itself in my throat as I realize that’s just one more thing we can’t do until we decide to tell everyone. There’s no way we can both leave the country undetected. But I don’t want to get into that topic of conversation again on such an awesome night. He’s arranged all of this, gone out of his way to make things lovely, I don’t want to throw that back at him.

      “Oh yeah? And where would you like to take me?” I ask instead. “Where was your favorite place?”

      “Ooh, that’s a good question.” He drops his fork and taps his chin thoughtfully. “There’s a lot of Europe I think you’d love. The south of France, Italy, Prague, England although it’s cold.”

      “That all sounds amazing. I would love all of that.” The idea of shaking off life and responsibilities and just travelling the world is awesome. “I haven’t been to many places at all.”

      An image crops up into my mind of us acting carefree in our casual travelling clothes with a backpack on our backs. I love it, it makes me want to grin like crazy. If only we could make it happen. I picture his hand slipped through mine as we walk down a beach with a sun set in the background. I imagine us seeing some of the world’s best sights, all while being completely in love.

      “You haven’t?” Alex continues, probably with the same image in his mind as I have. “Oh you’d love it. I think we should plan a trip somewhere, just me and you.”

      I don’t reply to that, I nod sharply and concentrate on eating for a while. It’s wonderful for all of this to be a fantasy, but it can’t be real. I want it to be real so damn badly. I can’t keep talking about it because it’s upsetting me, I need to change the subject quickly.

      “So how have things at work been? Is everything getting a little bit better now?”

      Alex clams up and shakes his head. “No, it still sucks. I don’t know what I’m going to do about it. I tried to bring it up to Dad the other day but as always he shuts me down rapidly. He doesn’t want to hear it, which is why I need to have something else lined up first. I hate relying on him for money.” He shakes his head angrily. “But I don’t want to talk about that today. Fuck work, okay?”

      I purse my lips together, not wanting to go down that route. My work is okay. Nothing amazing, there isn’t anything particularly wonderful happening, but it isn’t boring me either. It’s just ticking on, going over. At least I have Jessica to work with, she’s fun. I do wish she’d reacted better when I told her about me and Alex in the first place because then I’d be able to share it with her now, but it is what it is. I have to accept things the way that they are. I knew it wasn’t going to be easy when I got into this in the first place. I chose to date Alex knowing it wasn’t going to be straightforward.

      “Yep, sure, no work talk. I’m good with that. I don’t think you’re supposed to discuss work on a date anyway.” I sip my wine with a grin. “Although this is the first proper date I’ve ever had.”

      “You know what, me too. I’ve never been on an actual date with anyone.”

      As Alex leans back in his chair and he looks at me intensely, I can see that there’s lots going on behind his eyes. I want to push him, to ask him for more, but something zips my mouth closed. I want to know, but at the same time I don’t. I keep half expecting him to tell me that we need to split up for the sake of everyone else. One day that will have to come, unless we decide to face the music.

      But that isn’t what he says at all. “I have told you something once upon a time, but I don’t know if you remember it.” I cock my head to one side and listen closely to his words. “It was the same night that you said it to me, but I don’t know if you remember that either because you’d been drinking…”

      “Right…” I don’t know for sure where this is going and it makes me very nervous.

      “Well you said it to me, then I said it to you, but you were almost asleep. I don’t know why we haven’t ever spoken about it since, maybe because of… well, you know, everything else, but now I want to say it again. I want to say it and really mean it.” He breaths deeply, sounding a little panicked which only works me up even more. I think I know deep down what this is about but I have a mental block at the moment. I can’t seem to think. “I love you, Sephy, I love you so much.”

      He stares deeply into my eyes as he says those words which builds the already powerful bond between us, knotting us tightly together. I feel like I’m connected to him on a molecular level, like there isn’t anything that could tear us apart even if it really wanted to.

      “Oh my goodness, Alex, I love you too,” I reply thickly with tears in my eyes. “I’ve loved you for a very long time. I can’t… I know…” The tears begin flowing, I can’t seem to stop them.

      Alex bolts upright and he embraces me tightly. In his hug, with my face pressed against his chest, I feel the happiest that I’ve ever felt. Well, the happiest and the emptiest at the same time because the more connected I get with Alex, the more torn I become. It would be so much better if I wasn’t so deeply in love because I’d be able to walk away without scarring anyone as I do.

      “What are we going to do?” I plead desperately with Alex, addressing something we’ve been avoiding up until this point. “How are we going to make this work?”

      Alex pulls back and he stares at me intensely. “Liza and Marcus will have their baby soon,” he reminds me as if this isn’t something that I’m acutely aware of. “Once the baby is born I think we should just tell everyone. Hopefully by then they will be so involved with the baby that our parents and siblings won’t care.” He pauses thoughtfully for a moment. “But if they do then it’s tough. We’re in love, this is the real deal. I don’t think we should let them tear us apart.”

      “But your father…” We both know it’s not likely to be my mom that protests.

      “Maybe it’s time for me to pull away from him anyway. I rely on him too much for money anyway, it’s time to stand on my own two feet. If he doesn’t like it, then that’ll just push me away quicker.”

      I nod slowly, realizing how huge that is for Alex. I didn’t know he was aware how much he relied on his father to survive. I hoped that by seeing me make it on my own, if not very well, would inspire him and I think it might have. It’s taken a while but we’ve got there eventually.

      “So, we’re going to tell everyone once the baby is born?” I confirm. “Are you sure?”

      “It’s time, isn’t it? We need to make sure everyone knows. If we don’t, then we’ll have to go our separate ways and I don’t think either of us want that.” I shake my head rapidly. “Okay, so we need to work out what we’re going to say. It isn’t going to be an easy conversation to have.”

      I don’t want to get into the nitty gritty right now, we still have some time to sort that out because the baby isn’t due quite yet, so I push myself up and I press my lips against his, sealing the deal forever. It’s going to be scary, probably unpleasant for a while, but together me and Alex can make it work. It’s us against the world, and with him I think I can do anything.

      Right now, I would much rather enjoy it while things are calm and we can just be us.
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      I feel excited as I think about telling everyone about me and Sephy finally. Of course it won’t be easy, I’m not going into this with my eyes closed, but it’s time. We can’t keep hiding this anymore, it needs to be known by the world. Yes, we might get hated but I don’t care anymore. It needs to be done.

      Sephy pushes herself into a standing position and she presses herself against me. Her hips roll into mine which causes a steely hardness to form in my underwear. Even after all this time together, and it’s almost been a year of sneaking around behind everyone’s backs, but the passion between me and Sephy hasn’t subsided at all. If anything it’s deepened, it’s got more intense and powerful, stronger.

      And now that we’ve finally admitted properly that we love one another it’s even more. It’s everything. I can feel it coursing through me powerfully, consuming me whole. I love the way it feels.

      “Oh, Sephy,” I moan hungrily. I want to devour her, she’s so freaking stunning. “I love you.”

      She slides down my body, running her fingers over my chest and torso on the way down. As she hits the ground with her knees she wraps her hands around my thighs. With a cheeky smile she squeezes, making me shudder with anticipation. I stare down at her beautiful big eyes and her plump pinkish lips, I feel about ready to explode already. The sight of that gorgeous woman being submissive to me, yet controlling me all at once is nearly too much to bear. It’s the sexiest sight I’ve ever seen.

      As Sephy fiddles with my zip to yank my trousers down, she giggles gleefully. “I love you too… God, I don’t think I’ll ever get tired of saying that, it feels so amazing to admit. I love you, Alex.”

      I know what she means, I feel the same way too, there’s a real power in those words, but as she pulls my cock free and she lightly runs her fingers up and down my thick length, I lose the ability to breathe, let alone speak to express my emotions on the subject. She’s literally yanked all the breath from my body completely, leaving me at her mercy. I’m putty in Sephy’s hands, completely hers.

      I pant needily, my mouth filling with saliva as she tugs me playfully. Then she makes that even more intense by pressing her lisp against me, kissing me all the way up and down, also including my scrotum in the attention. Her mouth and tickling breath makes my pulse kick up about ten notches and my thighs to tense up powerfully. She seems to know exactly how to drive me over the edge which is wonderful. With Sephy, I’ve learned that one partner is so much better than hundreds because she knows exactly how to please me, and I do her. We fit together perfectly, it’s as easy as breathing.

      “Oh fuck!” Then Sephy parts her lips and she wraps them around me. The warm heat of her mouth surrounds me as she dives all the way down, taking me in as much as she can. My hands grab onto the top of her head, I massage her hair as she flicks her tongue all over me. “Oh fucking hell, Sephy, I…”

      My whole body shudders, I can feel myself shivering all over, the intensity is just too much for me. She driving me, pushing me closer, sending me over the edge. Sephy’s wonderful lips, her phenomenal tongue, everything about her mouth is just too much to bear. As she looks up at me, giving me a real life porn show, I almost crumble and fall apart. I can barely get any words out. She hums against my cock, giving me a vibrating sensation that’s off the scale. I know if I don’t stop soon I’m in trouble.

      “S… stop,” I gasp, trying to pull her back just for a minute while I get my head in order. “I want to feel you, to be inside you. That feels good, too good, but it’s not enough. I want all of you tonight.”

      She drags her lips off of me, gliding her teeth along me as she goes. It’s a strange pleasure and pain combinations which feels shockingly good. It makes me hungrier for her, even more desperate to devour her. I tuck my hands up her arm pits and pull her up. Once she’s standing I whip her around and press her back against the wall so I can kiss her hard and fast. I press my lips against hers, both of us are panting desperately as if we need to connect our naked skin together. I do feel like if I don’t have her right now I might die. I can’t wait for that delicious feeling of having her wrapped around me, thrusting into her, exploding and loving her with everything I have, which I want to do forever.

      I pick Sephy up and place her butt on the dining table, knocking plates to the ground as I go. She squeals delightfully, excited and thrilled by the obvious display of passion that I’m giving her. I do feel this way with her, like I can’t quite control myself and it’s honestly a sensation I relish greatly.

      I lift Sephy’s dress up to her waist and press my fingers into the white cotton of her panties. I can feel her wet hot slit pulsing there, she’s already gagging for me, which drives me even more insane. I love turning Sephy on, it gives me such a powerful thrill. She has the most absolutely stunning face when the orgasm crashes through her body. It’s an expression that fills me with joy, I want it more.

      “Oh, Sephy,” I moan against her soft supple throat as I touch her all over. “You’re amazing.”

      I tug her panties to one side and moan as I explore her fully, massaging her insides eagerly. I brush against he places that I know she’s most sensitive, I touch her in the way that I know will get her off. I’ve become an expert in Sephy’s body, but still I want to know more. I want to experiment with her, to try new things, to open up our sexuality and to see what we both love. I haven’t ever cared enough about another woman before to even think in that way. Sephy has opened up my mind to everything.

      “Fuck me,” Sephy begs while tugging her pretty dress up over her head. “Please. Take me.”

      She unhooks her own bra, tossing it to the side, revealing those wonderful round stunning breasts of hers. Her nipples have darkened with desire and I can’t resist flicking my finger over the left one and groaning as it hardens even more for me. I feel an intense pull so I lean my head down and run my tongue over her while stripping myself right down. I sheath myself while kissing Sephy all over and then tease her entrance for a few seconds. She’s so wet around me, inviting me, needing all of me.

      I cave, unable to keep teasing her, especially with those adorable little grunts flying out of her mouth. She’s so sweet, so needy, and I want to give her everything. I push into her, thrusting hard and fast. I grip onto the edge of the table so I can get more leverage and we make steamy, sweaty, passionate love. I love the feel of Sephy’s sticky skin, she feels flushed and delicious as she clings tightly to me. She holds onto me as if I’m the only thing connecting her to the planet, which is how I feel about her.

      “Oh my God.” Sephy clenches around as the pleasure gets the better of her. Her nails dig into my skin, almost piercing through the skin of my shoulder blade. Her ragged breaths and desperate moans really shoot right down to my core. “Oh, Alex, that feels so good. You feel so damn amazing.”

      I explode, desire and intense pleasure bursts through me at the same time the orgasm claims Sephy. We shudder and writhe together, the burning hot bliss shattering our bones. The flapping sensation in my stomach is so strong it feels more like giant eagles than little dainty butterflies. My brain shuts down completely, all I can focus on are the waves of pleasure rolling over me again and again. It takes everything from me, zapping me of energy completely, once we’re done I feel like a deflated balloon with nothing but weariness. Sephy is so good she literally drains me of everything I have.

      “That… was awesome,” I pant against her hair, running my fingers down her burning hot skin as I do. “Oh my God, Sephy, what am I going to do with you? You’re honestly too much for me.”

      She chuckles a throaty sound of genuine mirth. “I don’t think that’s true! More the other way around. From what I’ve heard you’re the one who’s been around the block a bit, not me.”

      I roll my eyes, knowing she isn’t really bothered about my past. Like my family’s wealth, it’s just one of those things that she likes to joke about every now and again, to put me in my place. I like it actually, it’s fun. I’m more used to women hanging onto my every word as if I’m saying something profound so the fact that Sephy isn’t always impressed with me is a very welcome change.

      I laugh as I move away and I start pulling my clothes back on. Sephy remains sitting on the table, almost completely naked while she watches me. Her confidence is the sexiest thing about her.

      “You better be careful what you say, miss, or I’ll… tickle you until you scream!”

      She hates being tickled, just as most people do, so she leaps off the table and races towards her bedroom with a high pitched scream. I’m just about to take off to chase off after her when a sound silences and stops us both. Both of our cell phones are ringing at exactly the same moment.

      “Shit,” I muter quietly to Sephy. “Do you think somehow they know about us?”

      The name on my screen is ‘Dad’, which is enough to have me crapping my pants. He wouldn’t ring me for anything that isn’t important, and the fact that someone’s calling Sephy at exactly the same moment isn’t a good sign at all. She shrugs helplessly and answers, so I do the same, except I move into another room before I answer, so whoever it is won’t hear Spehy… just in case no one know.

      “Dad?” I say anxiously into the receiver. “What’s going on? Is everything alright?”

      If it isn’t about me and Sephy, I expect it to be some big work emergency. He doesn’t really care about much else, but to my surprise it isn’t that at all. The words that come out of his mouth shock me.

      “It’s the baby…” Dad replies with his usual grave tone. “It’s on the way.”

      “That’s early,” I blurt out without much thinking about it. “Are you sure?”

      “We all know it’s early, kid, that’s why we’re all at the hospital. Do you understand?”

      I gulp, hating how bad that sounds. I really hope nothing bad happens to the baby, that would utterly crush Marcus, and the rest of us. I don’t think there’s any coming back from that.

      “I’m on my way,” I promise, already mentally mapping out the journey. “I’ll be as quick as I can be. Is there anything I can do, anything that anyone needs?”

      “Yes… pick up Liza’s sister on the way. I think she wants her here.”

      I glance towards the living room where Sephy is probably still sitting up on the table, hearing the same terrifying news that I am. “Yes, I can do that.”
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      Me and Alex don’t talk the entire drive to the hospital. I stare anxiously out of the window and he is focused firmly forwards. I’m pretty sure the speed he’s going is too fast but I don’t care. I’m keen to get to the hospital as quickly as we can to see what’s going on. Liza needs me right now, I can feel it in my chest and I need to be there for her. Being this far away is killing me, giving me chest pains.

      By the time we pull up and slot into a parking space, I’m out the car already. I practically fall out the car in my desperation to get there. I walk so fast that I’m pretty much running. I’m sure I look foolish to other people but I don’t give a shit. Even if I look insane I’m really not bothered.

      “What room did they say they’re in?” I rasp at Alex, speaking to him for the first time since we got the phone calls. “Did someone say to you? Was it Seven oh…” I smack my head in frustration. The number is there in the back of my brain somewhere but I can’t seem to find it. “Oh God, what is it?”

      “Seven oh nine,” Alex confirms with a sharp nod. “Definitely seven oh nine, come on.”

      He grabs onto my arm and drags me towards the elevator. I go willingly, glad to have him taking control of the situation because my head is everywhere. My heart thumps hard, practically shattering my rib cage as nerves get the better of me. I’m frigidity and twitchy as we wait for the elevator to arrive, I bounce from foot to foot, unable to stand still. Everything feels impossible, especially being calm. How the hell can I relax until I’m with Liza? I need to be by her side to check that she’s okay.

      A ding rings out as the elevator arrives and I jump inside eagerly. But even that isn’t enough, I still feel so frustrated that I could scream. There’s a guttural sound in the pit of my chest that really wants to break free. But of course I can’t because I need to keep it together because I’m in public.

      I dart a glance to Alex and I see his cheek twitching. It’s clear to me that he’s keeping a whole lot of emotions inside too. I want to reach out and comfort him, I wish I could wrap my arms around him so we can go through this together, but of course I can’t. Not now, no one knows about us yet. He senses me looking at him and he reaches out to squeeze my hand for just a brief second. The sensation is lovely, it makes me feel cared about, but unfortunately it isn’t enough. I still wish for more.

      Alex’s hand falls away as soon as the elevator doors open and we start to head down the hallway towards whatever our fate held. My tongue feels thick in my mouth, my cheeks ache painfully, I feel an ice cold darkness settle in the pit of my stomach. I don’t know what we’re going to face and I’m utterly terrified. Maybe I’m wrong and everything will be fine, but right now I’m petrified.

      “Alex!” the booming voice of his father calls out. “We’re all here. Come and sit with us.”

      “What’s happening?” I gush, running to see them all. “Mom, tell me what’s going on?”

      Mom wipes a tear from her eye, but thankfully it seems to be a happy tear which helps me to relax just a little bit. “Liza is in the room. She only wants you, I’m stressing her out apparently.”

      I don’t say it aloud, but I can imagine that. I love my mom dearly, she’s a wonderful woman who’s done a wonderful job with us both and has always been there, but she isn’t the best person to be around in an emergency. She flaps and gets really stressed out, worrying everyone else unnecessarily.

      “Okay, Mom, that’s fine. I’ll just go and see her now. Check everything is alright.”

      I leave the parents and Alex too, not worrying about them for the moment. They’re fine, it’s clearly Liza that needs me now. I suck in a breath, trying to prepare myself, before I slam the door open.

      “Oh thank God you’re here,” Liza’s sweaty, red hot face bursts into a smile. “I need you.”

      Marcus stands awkwardly in the corner, looking like he’s desperately looking for something positive to do. I feel a bit sorry for him actually, I can tell this isn’t his sort of situation, so I throw the poor guy a bone. I might not know much about him, but I can still be nice to him.

      “Marcus, I think Liza needs some water and ice chips. Maybe some chocolate too.”

      “Right.” His body visibly sags with relief. “Yes, okay I’ll sort that out. No problem. Be bright back.”

      Liza rolls her eyes as he leaves the room. “I love that guy but he’s a bit like Mom in an emergency. He doesn’t know what to do. He’s good with problems that he can solve, but contractions aren’t something he can deal with.” Almost as if on cue she balls over and screams as if agony is ripping through her body. “Argh, like this! This stresses him the hell out. I need you here for it.”

      I grab her hand and rub her back in what I hope is some comfort. Underneath all the redness of her face I can still see that she’s incredibly pale. I’ll be glad when this baby is here and she looks better. I don’t like seeing her looking so pasty. I don’t think pregnancy agrees with her at all.

      “How are you feeling?” I ask calmly. “What can I do? Just let me know and it’ll happen.”

      “Look after the baby when all of this is over,” she replies gravely, shocking me with her slightly morbid words. It’s a weird thing to say. “Make sure my baby is taken care of, no matter what.”

      “I’ll babysit, but I don’t think I can offer more than that,” I laugh, trying to turn it into a joke.

      Maybe Liza doesn’t know what she’s saying. I don’t know what pain killer drugs she’s on which might have her loopy. Plus there’s all those hormones swimming around in her. I’m sure she hasn’t got a clue what she’s going on about. If I remind her afterwards, I’m sure she’ll laugh.

      “Honestly though, Sephy, it has to be you if anyone takes care of my child. I only trust you.”

      I feel a bit ill, her words have my eyebrows knitting together. This is getting a bit intense now. “I don’t know if Mom will like that. I think she’s mad keen to babysit her first grandchild.”

      Luckily another contraction rolls through Liza in that moment which makes her forget about the conversation. Her words have me all churned up inside, although I think I was a mess anyway before I even arrived in this room. The fear, the confusion, the terror, the fact that I was with Alex. I don’t know, but her words have made it all that much worse. I don’t know what she means.

      “Oh my God, Sephy, this is horrible,” she yells with tears streaming down her cheeks. “I don’t think I can do it. It’s too much, this is horrific. Don’t ever put yourself through this, trust me.”

      I snap into action, pushing my own feelings to one side and I become what Liza needs me to be. When Marcus comes back in the room I bark instructions at him, when it’s time to get the doctors I do it and follow their instructions too. I don’t know, but I think I do a very good job. Through all the pain, the agony, the blood, and God knows what else, over the next few hours getting the baby out of my sister. It’s a horrible, terrifying situation, but at the end of it something wonderful comes out.

      “It’s a boy!” the doctor yells as soon as the crying, red bundle of joy arrives. “You have a boy.”

      “Did you hear that?” I ask Liza with tears streaming down my cheeks. Happy tears, exhausted tears, I don’t know what. I’m just an emotional mess. I haven’t ever felt this way before, it’s a deep, boundless love. “You’ve got a baby boy. A son! That’s amazing. What are you going to call him?”

      “Benji,” Liza gasps weakly, the strain of the birth racking through her body. “He’s call Benji.”

      “Benji?” Marcus screws up his nose as if he doesn’t like the name. “I think we’ll have to talk about that later on. I thought we had decided on Edmund if he’s a boy, didn’t we?”

      “No.” Liza just about manages to shake her head from side to side. “He’s called Benji, please.”

      Finally the doctors have cleaned up baby Benji – I’m sure my sister will get her way in the end – and they hand him to Marcus. He cradles his baby to his chest and leans down to kiss him on the forehead. I can see him melting, he looks like he’s found a real deep love which is amazing to see. I get all choked up and grab my cell phone to take a picture of the moment. It feels intrusive to capture such a private moment but I’m sure they’ll thank me later when they have a record of the moment.

      “He’s so lovely,” croons Marcus. “Here you go, sweetheart, I’m going to go and get everyone else.”

      “Wait.” I hold up my hand to stop him before he gets carried away. “Is that okay, Liza? Do you feel ready for everyone to come in here yet? If you need a few moments first, that’s absolutely fine…”

      “No, no, it’s fine.” She looks incredibly weak but she forces a bright smile on her face to be brave for everyone else. I’m sure she doesn’t want all the parents in here driving her mad but she is willing to put all of that aside for them because they will be desperate to see the baby. “Get them in.”

      Marcus hands baby Benji over to Liza and her whole body lights up. I can tell that she’s finally comfortable with her life and that this is exactly where she wants to be. As ill as pregnancy has made her, it’s worth it to see this moment of her finally at peace. As she looks at her son she looks utterly blissful, which is another moment I need to capture so I take a series of images of her and Benji.

      “You look happy,” I comment idly. “I think that little boy is the thing to complete you.”

      Liza glances up at me all bleary eyed as if she forgot that I’m here. Her expression shifts as she sees me and I can see that strange seriousness coming back. I shift uncomfortably on my feet while I wait for her to speak. I don’t know why, but I don’t think I’m going to like what comes next.

      “I meant what I said before,” she says softly. “I do want you to be a massive part of Benji’s life. Promise me that you will be, I think my baby needs you in his life.”

      I chuckle and grab her hand as much as I can under the baby. “Of course I’ll be there. I want to be, I already love this little man. I think he’s going to change all of our lives for the better.”

      “Can you take him for a moment?” she whispers quietly to me. “I just need some rest.”

      I grab Benji and look down at his face, recognizing so much of my sister’s features in his face. He represents a whole lot to me, just by being born. I really do think that it’s going to be a brand new start for all of us.
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      The tension in the waiting room could be cut with a knife, I don’t know how much longer I can stand it. My dad won’t stop pacing up and down, clicking his shoes against the shiny hard floor, as panic tears through him clearly. I can tell this isn’t an environment that he feels comfortable with. Probably because he can’t control it. This isn’t his office where he’s in charge of everything. Then there’s my mom who’s face is so pinched I fear she might be frozen. I can’t read her enough to know what she’s thinking. She isn’t comfortable here either, but I’m not totally sure why. I want to ask, but I can’t. She’s not a warm and open woman who I’ve ever been able to speak to about anything.

      “Does anyone want a drink?” Sephy’s mom is an emotional wreck, but she’s the only one who’s trying to ease things. It makes my heart go out to her, she seems so much warmer than my parents.

      “You know what, I’ll come with you.” I jump up to join her, feeling utterly grateful for this break from the horror. “I think I saw a coffee machine on the way in so I’ll walk with you to it.”

      I walk close to Sephy’s mom as we walk through the hallways, basking in her warmth. She’s lovely.

      “I can’t believe Liza gave birth,” she says with a trembling emotional voice. “It’s mad, isn’t it? My daughter has become a mother. I don’t know how I feel about it.”

      “Proud, I bet,” I reply with a smile. “I bet she’s doing a really good job in there.”

      “Thank you for bringing Sephy here. She and Liza are really close. I don’t think she could have done this without her. Sephy is so much better than me at this sort of thing.” She turns to me for a second, almost as if she realizes that she’s babbling. “Sorry, you probably don’t know Sephy well, do you? You’ve only met her a couple of times, like me. It’s weird, isn’t it? Maybe we need to make an effort to be closer as a family. Especially now that there’s going to be a baby.”

      Guilt floods me, I feel sick to my stomach. I really want that too, but me and Sephy have promised ourselves that we’re going to tell everyone the truth about us once the baby is here. I don’t want to tear everyone apart again. But we have to, don’t we? We can’t continually hide away.

      “Yeah,” I reply hollowly. “Yeah I think that’s a really good idea. We do need to be close now.”

      We get coffees out of the machine, but just for us for the time being. We stand by the machine to continue on talking for just a few moments, keeping away from the tension that my parents create.

      “I think you’ll get on well with Sephy, she’s a great girl.” She nods slowly. “I mean, she’s a real fun loving girl. I have been worried about her recently, I’m scared that she’s shutting herself away from the world quite a lot, but I suppose she’s been like that for a while. Since Bobby.”

      The name Bobby strikes a bolt of jealousy through me. I think I’ve vaguely heard the name before but I don’t know any of the details. Rationally I know I should just as Sephy, but there’s an opportunity for me to find out everything I want to know now. I shouldn’t, but I dive in and ask anyway.

      “She doesn’t seem closed off to me,” I reply innocently. “Who’s Bobby anyway?”

      “Urgh.” She rolls her eyes in an over the top fashion. “Bobby is her horrible ex-boyfriend. She was with him for a while, a few years actually, and he destroyed her when he cheated on her.”

      I gulp, suddenly realizing that maybe I shouldn’t have asked that. I don’t know it I want to know.

      “I think it’s him who cheated on her with that destroyed her actually, it was her best friend.”

      “That’s horrible,” I murmur, knowing that I need to love Sephy more now. I haven’t done anything wrong to hurt her, but someone else has and I want to make up for that. “That really sucks.”

      “I just want her to meet a nice man now, like Liza has done with Marcus. I want her to find someone to make her happy.” I feel guilty, wishing I could just tell her everything, but I can’t. It isn’t the right time and I definitely don’t think this is something I should do alone, particularly when it isn’t my family. “I fear that she sees how I’ve been since her father died and she think it isn’t lonely to be by yourself.” She shrugs and looks at the ground. “It is lonely, I don’t want that for her. She deserves more. She’s a lovely girl who deserves someone to love her with absolutely everything.”

      I can feel it coming, the confession is almost about to pour out of my mouth, so I need to change the subject rapidly before I do. I want to reassure this lovely woman that I’ll take care of her daughter until the bitter end, that I love her more than anything in the world, but I really can’t.

      “We should probably get some drinks for everyone else, even though they probably won’t drink them as they would be so busy with the new born now.”

      She snaps into action and grabs up a couple of drinks, then we move much quicker back towards the waiting room to see if either Sephy or Marcus will come for us. We’re all desperately waiting to see the baby, I don’t think any of us can stand it. This baby is going to change everything… hopefully for the better. We all need something positive to focus on, to give us some happiness.

      “Here you are, Mom, Dad.” I hand them both some drinks which they instantly put to the side to not drink. I know they won’t drink anything out of a polystyrene cup. Even if it comes from a posh place, it isn’t good enough for them. Still, the effort is there, that’s enough. “Any news yet?”

      “No.” Mom’s lips zip tightly together and the strain shows across her forehead. “Do you think we should go in there and see? I don’t like how long it’s taken, I want to know how Marcus is.”

      I create a barrier between them and the hallway, knowing that this is my role. “No, Marcus will come out here if he wants us. He’s asked us to wait so we have to respect his wishes.”

      My dad glares at me, I can tell he doesn’t like me taking that tone but it’s tough. He can control his own world, but if I have anything to do with it, this won’t be something under his power. I hold my head high, jutting out my chin and I wait defiantly. Marcus needs me to do this for him.

      Luckily, just as I can feel my outward façade starting to slip just a little bit, Marcus races towards us, almost skidding along the floor as he goes. His face is covered in sweat, he’s red and stressed looking, his hair is sticking out in every single direction. He looks mental, but also really happy which can only mean one thing… thank goodness, it looks like everything has gone well. Since the phone call I got and the fact that the baby has come early, there was always an intense worry in my chest that it wasn’t going to go well. Still I brace myself and I wait for him to confirm it with his words.

      “My baby boy…” he gushes. “He’s here. He’s been born. He’s… oh my goodness.”

      Marcus collapses into emotional sobs which causes me to fly over to him at a million miles an hour. I hug him tight to my chest and comfort him. “Well done,” I whisper, as if he’s done anything at all. “Congratulations, big bro! You’ve done it! Is Liza ready for us to come in and see her yet?”

      “She’s just with Sephy for the moment.” He wipes a stray tear away from his eye. “She’s been a God send, honestly. What an amazing girl. I don’t know what we would’ve done without her.”

      My chest swells with pride, I’m so glad that everyone can see what a kick ass girl she is. Of course she’s been great, I can imagine her being awesome in an emergency. She’s the sort of person who becomes the glue to hold a situation together. God, I love her so damn much! I can’t wait to see her again and also for the moment to be right for everyone to know about us at last. Not long now.

      “Okay well let me know when we should all go in, I know everyone is keen to see her.”

      Marcus takes a seat and he grabs the coffee I brought for Mom. He swigs it back as if he’s in the middle of the desert and it’s an ice cool glass of water. I almost want to chuckle at him looking so messy and put of control, but I don’t. I guess I’m just happy that everything is okay.

      “So, what is the name you’ve given the baby?” Dad asks in a firm tone of voice.

      “We haven’t decided yet. We’re just going to let everything calm down first.” He gives me a look as if that isn’t quite the case, but I’ll get the gossip from him later. “Anyway, maybe we should go.”

      We all pile up behind Marcus and walk eagerly towards the room. Even Mom’s hard faced façade breaks a little bit. I can almost see an emotional tear balling up in the corer of her eyes. Liza and Sephy’s mom is of course a sobbing mess, but I wouldn’t expect anything more from someone who wears her heart on her sleeve. Dad’s face hasn’t changed, but I suppose it won’t.

      It’s a happy moment… at least it should be, but for some reason it isn’t. I don’t know why, I’m not sure what the hell is going on, but I have a terrible feeling in the pit of my chest. My stomach feels ice cold, my heart’s stopped for just a second, my limbs are stiff as a board. I don’t know why, it seems to have come from nowhere but I have a horrible feeling. I know that Marcus said everything is okay, but I don’t think it is. There’s some strange intuition in me that suggests it isn’t.

      “Hold on.” I grab onto Marcus’s arm breathlessly. “Wait for just a moment.”

      “Are you okay?” Marcus furrows his eyebrows at me as if I’ve confused him. “What’s wrong?”

      “I… I…” I can’t say it because there isn’t any basis for my fears. I try to shake it off but my blurry vision won’t go. “I don’t know. I’m sorry, I don’t know what’s wrong with me. Come on, let’s go.”

      But every step feels like I’m walking towards somewhere horrifying. The muscles in my shoulders ache with the tension. I don’t know what I’m about to face but I already don’t like it. The positive feeling of a new start zaps from my body completely, as if it wasn’t ever there.

      Then, as if to confirm my fears, a belly aching scream bursts free from one of the rooms which chills me to the bone. Bile swirls in the back of my throat, I feel like I’m going to be sick. I turn to stare at Marcus with wide and shocked eyes. His expression matches mine, he opens his lips a couple of times but no words come out, so I take it upon myself to speak instead.

      “What the fuck was that?”
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      Who’s screaming? Where the fuck is that sound is coming from?

      It aches my ear drums, it makes my stomach fall to my feet, my whole world turns upside down. There’s something horrifying about that noise which I hate. I want it to stop, I need it to stop… but it can’t because it’s coming from me. I can feel it vibrating in my throat and ripping my heart apart.

      It’s Liza, she’s cold, too cold. So cold that it isn’t right. One minute she was talking to me, babbling on about some stuff that admittedly I really didn’t want to hear, and now she’s lying there lifeless. Her eyes have rolled back into her head, her skin is already icy to touch, as if it’s changed in an instant, and now I don’t know what to do. I need to do something, but I can’t. I have baby Benji curled up in my arms and I can’t exactly just drop him. I need someone, but I can’t think straight to act normally.

      “What’s going on?” All of a sudden, Alex’s very welcome voice rings out from behind me. I turn to see him with my tear stained face. “Sephy, are you okay? Is it you screaming? What’s going on?”

      “L... Liza,” I stammer out, unable to vocalize my fears. “She’s cold, I don’t know what…”

      He rushes past me and grabs onto my sister. His parents, Marcus, and my mom follow allowing me to step back to the wall of the room. I need to lean up against something to keep me standing upright. I feel like I could fall at any moment, and I really can’t collapse. This baby needs my strength.

      Once my back has crashes against the wall and I stare down at Benji. Despite everything that’s going on around us, Benji has a face of sheer bliss and peacefulness. He looks exactly like Liza does when she’s content and happy which only causes the tears the stream down my face even more.

      She knew something was going on, that’s the worst thing. I can tell from what she was saying to me. Maybe she knew for a while. She has been sick throughout her pregnancy. She’s always played it off to me as if it’s nothing and I took her words at face value, but now I can see a depth in them. Maybe she knew for a long time that this pregnancy wasn’t going to end well for her and she didn’t tell me.

      No, I think firmly to myself. Don’t assume the worst. She’ll be fine. It’ll be fine.

      “Your mom is okay,” I reassure Benji quietly while nestling into him and drawing some comfort from that wonderful, new baby smell. “She’s going to be just fine. They’re going to help her.”

      Alex races from the room with a panic stricken face. I force myself to avert my eyes away from him because I can’t stand that look. It makes me feel ill. Liza will be fine, this is just a blip. This is just a worrying moment that we’ll all forget about later on when we’re all playing happy families. Pregnancy complications are normal anyway, I’m sure. It’s impossible for a woman’s body to go through all of that and not come out of it without quite a few tears on the other side. It’s going to be fine.

      It’s going to be fine. It’s going to be fine. It’s going to be fine. If I keep telling myself that then it will be. I has to be, doesn’t it. “It’s going to be fine,” I tell baby Benji. “Don’t you worry at all.”

      There might be a guttural noise coming from Marcus, one that sounds like his whole world has come to an end, but that doesn’t mean anything really. He’s just worried like me, like we all are, and I don’t have to take anything from the fact that Mom is on the floor weeping, she’s always like. An emotional mess who can’t deal with anything like an emergency. It means nothing at all.

      Alex comes back in a little while later with a couple of doctor’s by his side. I feel an intense sense of relief as he does. Thank God, that’s a great sign. Now we can finally get some actual help.

      Everyone else falls back to join me at the wall as the doctors get to work. There’s nothing that any of us can do now but remain strong for Liza. Or not, as the case might be for some people. I keep my eyes fixed upwards, looking at the lights so I don’t have to see Liza and her pale, sickly looking face. I can’t stand to see her this way, it’s a memory that I really don’t want. I’d rather blind myself.

      “Time of death…” The world falls out from underneath me as I hear those three dreaded words. Time of death… that means there has been a death, which means Liza has to be… no!

      If I didn’t have Benji clutched between my hands I’d fall to the ground entirely. I’m unsteady on my feet as it is, everything is spinning wildly, but he’s anchoring me. Him and my sister’s request for me to look after her child. No matter what. Now I know what she meant by that, she didn’t want me to babysit, she wanted me to be there for her son. She wanted me to take care of him, to love him as she would have done, to basically be his mother in her place. I already know how complicated that’s going to be but I don’t care. There’s a sick determination that I need to do what she’s asked of me.

      My heart pounds violently against my rib cage and I can barely breathe. The walls close in on me, I can almost feel them shutting around me and squeezing the life out of me, I need to get out. Without even thinking, I bundle Benji closer to me and I head towards the door without even thinking.

      “My wife!” Marcus screams from behind me, sounding like the world is exploding around him. I know that feeling, I understand it really well. “My wife is dead, my wife is dead!”

      I feel for him, I get his pain, but she’s only been in his life for just over a year. She’s been in mine for my whole life and now she’s gone, just like that. Without me even knowing that it was going to happen she’s been snatched from my existence forever more. I no longer have my sibling.

      I feel numb. I mean, of course I feel upset and heart broken, but mostly I feel numb like all the emotions have been completely stripped from my body, leaving me a shell of my former self.

      I should have known, I torture myself as I run through the hallway to get outside. I should’ve seen this coming, there were so many signs, so many ways that Liza tried to tell me. I didn’t want to see it.

      I have a lot to feel guilty for, so many reasons why I should hate myself but with Benji in my arms I can’t lose myself to that. I need to just make up for what I’ve done instead.

      “Miss.” A buff looking security guard clamps his hands on my shoulders, stopping me just as I’m about to break free into the fresh, welcoming looking air. “Is everything okay, Miss?”

      “Mhmm.” I don’t want to give him too much, I just want to get out. “I just need some air.”

      “I can’t let you out, not with that new born baby in your arms. I have to assume that he isn’t yours for one, and two he only has a small blanket wrapped around him, so he’ll get cold.”

      I suddenly realize that he thinks I’m kidnapping Benji which is a mess that I really need to clear up despite my messed up foggy brain. It’s really hard to think straight, but I have to. For him.

      “Sorry, no you’re right, he isn’t mine. This baby belongs to my sister. She’s… well there were pregnancy complications and now I think…” Shit, the babbling falls away as a thick golf ball lodges in my throat. I have to finish this sentence somehow, I need to. “I think she’s… she’s dead.”

      For a security guard who works in a hospital, he looks really put out by the mention of death. His expression flattens, I can tell he doesn’t know what to say, so he takes a step away from me. With his hands held high in a gesture that suggests he doesn’t want anymore to do with this, he leaves me.

      This time as I walk towards the door it’s slower, my movements are more purposeful, but as I get near I stop and glance down at Benji. Maybe he will be too cold outside, these are the sort of things that I need to know if I’m going to raise a baby. Is this the sort of thing that people just know? Maybe it comes with the pregnancy hormones, which I didn’t get to have. Somehow, if I’m going to do with Benji then I need to learn it all. I wonder if Liza knew that she was putting her faith in the wrong person. Does she have a purpose for trusting me? Is this something she thought would be okay?

      I sigh deeply and turn to walk back towards toward the dreaded room that I never want to set foot in again. I can’t run away, not when I’m so clueless. There’s no way I can do this alone.

      “Oh my God, Sephy.” A tear stained Alex catches up with me. I can tell by the horrified look on his face that what I already know is definitely one hundred percent true. Liza is gone. “Where did you get to? Is the baby okay? Are you okay? This is all so horrible, I don’t know what…”

      I look desperately at him knowing that all of our lives have been turned upside down forever more. There isn’t any coming back from this, nothing will ever be the same again. None of us will ever be truly happy again. I know for a fact that I certainly won’t be. How can I be, alone?

      “Benji is fine,” I hiss back desperately. “He’s okay, I think, I mean I don’t know…”

      “Come back with me.” He wraps his arms around me and guides me back towards the room. The warmth of his skin does nothing to comfort me today. “Everyone is looking for you, they are all worried. They want to know that the baby is alright. Marcus is… well, he’s a mess.”

      “Liza asked me to take care of Benji,” I tell him, needing him to know. Once we get back into that room, I might lose control of everything and I need Alex to know what Liza wants from me. “She asked me, just before the eyes rolled back in her head and she went all cold. She asked me to take care of her baby no matter what. She wants me to help him… what do I do?”

      He doesn’t answer me, instead he continues to walk with his eyes fixed firmly forwards. I have no idea what’s going on in his mind, I don’t know if he’s going to help me, but I seriously hope so. If he’s anything like the man who I think he is, then he’ll support me with this… I hope.

      We get to the door and I freeze, I can barely breathe anymore. I don’t know if I can face this, I don’t know if I want to. “Don’t make me go back in there,” I beg. “I can’t do it. Don’t make me.”

      Alex nods and allows me to sit on a chair in the waiting room. “Okay, you stay here and I’ll take control of everything. You don’t have to worry anymore.”

      The only problem is I know I’ll never stop worrying again.
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      My head falls into my hands as a wave of distress washes over me again. The last week has been the worst of my entire life and it doesn’t show any signs of getting better. I cannot believe my dad still has me coming into the office to ‘hold down the fort’ as if I’m not hurting too. I mean, even if I didn’t know Liza well, I still hate to see my brother so broken, and I don’t think anyone can be okay after seeing a dead body. That rocked me to my core and still gives me horribly sad nightmares.

      “Are you okay, boss?” one of the interns who’s name I don’t even think I know, asks me sadly. “Is there anything I can do? Anything you need help with? You seem to be in a bit of a mess.”

      He isn’t wrong, I’m in a right state. Trying to be my dad when I don’t have any knowledge or passion about the industry is impossible. Especially when I can barely think straight.

      “Yeah, I mean, I could definitely use some help getting organized,” I reply with a mirthless sound. “I don’t know where to start, I have no idea what my father does on a daily basis.”

      I wish he was here, I really do, but he isn’t. Marcus can’t be here because he can’t get out of bed, and my dad is on a mad custardy fight because he needs to find a way to control this situation. He can’t stand the fact that this all happened without him having any say in the matter. It’s so dumb. I don’t think he gets that Sephy hasn’t taken Benji out of spite, she’s done it because Marcus admitted that he doesn’t know what he’s doing, that he can’t cope, and also because her sister asked her to. If he would just stop being a jerk then I’m sure we could just come to some sensible arrangement.

      “Yeah okay, I’ll take a look through your paper work and see what I can do.”

      As the intern gets to work, I grab my cell phone and I stare at the screen morosely. I know that there’s no point in calling or messaging Sephy again because it isn’t getting me anywhere. Whether it’s purely grief or I’ve done something wrong, I don’t know, but she isn’t speaking to me. She doesn’t want to know, I guess everything that we once shared shattered the moment Liza died. I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to communicate with her again. If she doesn’t want me with her during the most horrific time of her life, then maybe what we had wasn’t that strong at all. I don’t know, I’m driving myself nuts over it. I can’t eat or sleep, I can barely function. All I can think about is her.

      “Are you okay?” the intern asks again. “Sorry, I don’t want to impose, I know this is a shitty time, I don’t want to get in the way but I just want you to know that I’m here.”

      “Yeah, thank you,” I answer in a hollow tone of voice. I am grateful for the gesture, but I can’t respond to it in the right way because I’m a mess. “I might just have a break if you don’t mind.”

      I push myself up from the chair and wander through the hallway to the break room. I hate this fucking building, it’s always made me feel ill but now it’s even worse, now it represents how trapped I am. I came back to see my brother start this journey into his new life, and now I’m stuck here after it’s ended. I’m under no illusion that this will get better any time soon, if anything I think it will get worse. And I really don’t want to spend this time stuck here in a place that I despise.

      “Fuck it,” I mutter to myself like a crazy person as I continue walking. “Fuck it.”

      I don’t want to be here any longer, even to help my family out. I can’t stand it. I’m not any good anyway, I’m not doing anything useful. I’m just making everything worse if anything. It’s torture, I need to get out, I need to be somewhere else. Of course, my itchy feet want to head straight to the airport and to get on a plane. My heart yearns to escape to some wide open space with long beach or something, but I don’t think I can. I can get out of here, but not out the country. Not when my family needs me, and also on the off chance that Sephy might get in touch. I know it’s tragic to hold out for someone that might never want me again, but I can’t help myself at all.

      “Where are you going, Alex?” the receptionist calls out as I head towards the door. “Alex?”

      “I’m leaving!” I yell back loudly, loosening my tie as I do. “I can’t be here anymore.”

      I’m sure word of my mental break down will spread through the office like wild fire, it’ll be gossip all day long, but I really don’t care. They can all say whatever they want about me, as long as I don’t ever have to go back there then I won’t know what they say anyway. It really doesn’t matter.

      I suck in the outside air, feeling a tiny bit better as freedom hits me, but that will only last so long. I’m going to have to head back home to face my parents eventually which sucks. I know it’ll be awful there. The atmosphere alone is dreadful. It’s almost as crushing as in there.

      What am I going to do now? I think as I slide into my car. With everything? How can I move past this? I still don’t know what I want to do and everything else is at a standstill too. I guess, for now, I just need to be a rock for everyone. A support system, someone to rely on.

      I don’t know if I have the inner strength to be a support system, I don’t know if I can be everything that everyone needs of me, but I suppose I have to try. It isn’t like I have any other role anyway and I can’t just do nothing. I fire the car into gear and try to prepare myself to keep being strong.
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      I wait in the car for a while before I make the brave step of getting out. I know it’s going to cause a kick up that I’m home in the middle of the day, but I’ve already driven around aimlessly for far too long. I thought that speeding along the road with the windows down and the music blaring would help, but instead it’s left me with nothing more than an intense, unshakable headache.

      I look up towards the house, knowing that in one of those many rooms, Marcus will be sobbing, Mom will be screaming, Dad will be on the phone yelling at someone. The massive expanse of emptiness is finally full for the first time I can recall it being so, and it’s horrible. It makes me miss Sephy’s little apartment even more. That house is always warm and inviting. I miss having everything so nearby and always feeling a little bit cramped. With Sephy, I never minded.

      I grab out my cell phone and send her another text. I’ve fired off at least one a day and although she hasn’t replied, I can’t seem to stop. I need her to know that she’s in my thoughts. ‘Sephy, I’m thinking of you. I hope you’re okay. I’ll be here if you want to keep in touch, I hope you know that. Alex xxx’

      I wait for a couple more seconds but I don’t get anything back. I didn’t expect to really, there isn’t any reason I should, but still I want it. I want to know that she’s thinking of me too.

      I push myself out of the car and I walk pointedly towards the front door. I have that awful feeling in my chest again. I mean it isn’t as strong as the day that we found Liza in the hospital, but it’s unpleasant all the same. This time, though, I know what’s on the other side of that door.

      “Hello?” I call out quietly once I get inside, peeking my head around the door. “Is anyone home?”

      For one glorious moment I think there isn’t and I’m going to be greeted with the pleasure of a brief moment to myself but of course that doesn’t happen. Mom whizzes around the corner with that pinched, stressed expression on her face again. I swear, that’s just how she looks now.

      “Oh, Alex, you’re here.” She hasn’t yet seemed to realize that I shouldn’t be here yet. I guess she doesn’t care so much about the office. “Good, your dad is on the phone with the lawyer again.”

      “Lawyer?” I slam the door closed behind me. “Why is he talking to a lawyer? What’s happened?”

      Mom gives me a look like she cannot believe I just asked that. “He wants to know how we can get the baby back off that wretched woman before he forgets about his father.”

      “Mom, are you crazy? This isn’t the sort of situation where we need a lawyer.” My heart leaps up into my throat at the thought of Sephy being faced with a lawyer when she’s trying to do her best. “Have you tried just speaking to the Smithers family? Maybe we can smooth things over…”

      “There is no speaking to them right now, and of course Marcus is no help. He’s crumbled into such a mess that he doesn’t even want to help right now. He’s happy for the baby to stay where he is.”

      “You can call him by his name, Mom, even Marcus has come around to the idea of calling him Benji because that was Liza’s last request. Or one of her last requests anyway…”

      We all know what her last request was and it’s the very thing that’s caused all the tension now. She wanted Sephy to be very heavily involved in her son’s life, probably because she knew that Sephy is way more capable than anything else. I need Mom to remember that, it’s very important.

      “The baby can’t stay with them forever, it is not a long term solution, Marcus is the baby’s father. I don’t know if everyone has completely forgotten that. He’s the dad of the baby and he needs to be in his life. The baby would give him purpose, it would help him get out of bed, he needs that.”

      I strongly disagree. I really don’t think Marcus is even slightly in that frame of mind but what I can I do? I really need to do something before this gets out of hand because it’s about to. Dad can afford the best lawyers in the world, they will annihilate Sephy and her mom. This is a mess.

      “Why don’t we arrange a meet up for all of us?” I offer with a helpless shrug. “Don’t you think we should at least try to do this in a civil way? For the baby, I mean. Surely it’ll be better that way.”

      Mom averts her eyes away from me, almost as if she doesn’t yet want to accept that there might be another way. I’m sure she’s been manipulated by my father all week long. It’s going to take me a while to convince her but I really think it’s necessary. I think I need to do this for everyone. For Marcus, but mostly for Sephy. She doesn’t deserve whatever my dad has coming her way.

      “Mom, I think we really need to do something about this to make it easier. Don’t you? If we don’t, we might end up losing… the baby…” I hate saying that, but I’m trying to win her around. “Forever.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            17

          

          
            Persephone

          

        

      

    

    
      Oh my God, what am I doing? I think desperately as I tug my hands through my greasy, knotted hair. I haven’t slept in forever and Benji cries all the time, probably missing his mom, and I feel out of my depth. I’m drowning under the weight of the pressure, I feel totally out of control. I’m like a zombie, I don’t know if I’m coming or going. My whole body aches, and I can hardly stand it. But still I’m doing my best. I’m trying for him and I’m doing this for Liza. Will this feeling ever end?

      “Have you got that bottle yet?” Mom yells through the apartment. “Benji’s getting fussy.”

      “Almost.” I grab the bottle as I remember what I’m doing. “I just need to heat it up.”

      I wait for the milk to get to the right temperature with my back against the ice cold kitchen wall. My eyes fall closed and I remember that sensation of sleep for just a moment. This is helpless, it’s so hard, I really could use some help. I mean, I’m glad I have Mom here, she’s been amazing and I couldn’t have done it without her, but we need more. Benji needs his father for sure.

      I grab my phone, wishing I could just call Marcus but I can’t. For one, I never got his number so that’s awkward, but for another his parents have been so terrible to Mom through this horrible time that she’s digging her heels in. It’s almost as if they’ve forgotten that she’s grieving her daughter.

      My eyes find Alex’s messages and the guilt crushes through my system. All I want to do is respond to them, but I know I can’t. Not while everything is so messy and complicated. I don’t even know where to begin when I think about us again, I can’t even think about anything like that, it’s madness. I’m too tired to even think about myself right now, never mind anyone else. We’ll have to wait.

      ‘Oh my goodness, Sephy, I’m sorry about all the mess at the hospital. I hope you’re okay xxx’

      His touching words, his sweet lovely kind sentences that are full of caring. He’s been so lovely this while time and I’m too confused to respond at all. I scroll down to see some more.

      ‘I miss you., Sephy. I can’t stop thinking about you. I hope everything is alright xxx’

      And then of course there is the most recent one, the one that I really want to reply to: ‘Sephy, I’m thinking of you. I hope you’re okay. I’ll be here if you want to keep in touch, I hope you know that. Alex xxx’ but what will I say? Things are so strained between our parents, it’s awful. I don’t know what will happen next. The baby that was supposed to bring us all together, has torn us all apart.

      Once the bottle is made I race back to my mother’s side, taking her stairs two at a time. Luckily we have here to stay because my apartment is much too small. Babies might be tiny but they create such a mess and they need so much stuff as well. Diapers, wet wipes, clothes… endless clothes. Plus a crib, changing mats, milk, bottles, dummies… oh God, I don’t even know what else. I couldn’t fit Benji and everything else couldn’t fit in that small space for sure. There’s no chance.

      “Sorry, Mom, sorry, Benji, here’s the bottle.” I take a seat and Mom places Benji in my lap. I place the teat of the bottle between his lips and watch as he sucks down hard. When I’m with Benji in a moment such as this one, I feel like Liza might be staring down at me, watching me, checking on the both of us. It’s the only time that I can still feel her and there’s a closeness between us. It makes me miss her even more. She should be here with Benji, loving him as much as I do. “You like that?” I ask him just to try and stop the tears from falling apart. “Is that milk nice, sweetheart?”

      Sometimes it looks like he’s smiling at me, but other times I’m sure he just looks sad. The more he grows, and he has grown a lot in the last couple of weeks, the more his face turns into Liza’s. He’s just like her, everything about him is the same. She lives on in a way through him. I can imagine her here now smirking with pride as her son becomes more of a person every single day.

      Ring, ring… ring, ring… ring, ring…

      My eyes snap towards Mom with horror as the phone rings again. Recently it’s only ever been one person and it’s never good. I see her eyes glaze over and her emotions shut down as she prepares herself to talk to him. The man who seems determined to see us all fall apart. Marcus’s father, the man who’s become the devil recently. I want to stop her from answering, but he never stops calling.

      “Fucking hell,” she mutters under her breath with a redness tainting her cheeks. “Hello?”

      I can’t hear what’s happening on the other end of the line, but I can tell from Mom’s tightened expression that it isn’t good. I feel helpless, all I want to do is end this, but I can’t. I can’t seem to find a way to make this all okay again. There has to be an answer somewhere.

      “Yes,” Mom continues stiffly. “Yes, I understand. Mhmm, I see. Right, yes.”

      As she hangs up the phone she gives me a bit of a desperate look. “That was Alex,” she says in a strange voice. “Marcus’s brother, I don’t know if you remember him at all?” That comment is so laughable it almost makes me chuckle. “Well, he wants to arrange a meeting between the families to try and sort this out. He says that his dad is hiring lawyers and stuff which he wants to avoid.”

      “Lawyers? That’s a bit too much, isn’t it?” I ask in shock. “Seriously? Has it got that bad?”

      Mom nods slowly, while staring at Benji in my arms. “He doesn’t seem to get that we’re only trying to do what’s best for Benji, you know? Marcus isn’t in the right place to raise a child, and much as I love him, I don’t know if he’ll ever be in the right place. He’s the workaholic type, isn’t he?”

      I agree with Mom, I know exactly what she means. Marcus isn’t the guy who’ll be in the trenches, changing diapers and waking up at three AM, but that doesn’t mean we should keep the hell away. Somehow I think we need to rally together and all get involved in raising Benji together.

      “Well, I mean, maybe Alex is right. Maybe we should all meet up together and try and sort this out in the right way. There has to be something we can do.” I half shrug as I speak. “I don’t know.”

      “But that man is horrible.” Mom throws her hands in the air in dismay. “He’s absolutely unreasonable, he’s a control freak. I don’t see any conversation with him going well. And she isn’t much better. I know she looks down on us, I’m sure she didn’t think Liza was good enough for her precious little boy. She said some very untoward things on the run up to the wedding.”

      Okay, I cannot get into the whole pre-nup thing again. I get it, it was a bit shitty, but I suppose from their point of view they have to try and protect what’s there’s. We don’t have to agree with them but we do need to work with them. The fact that Alex is setting this whole thing up gives me much more confidence in it. I’m sure it’s not some trap to make things go a certain way.

      “I know, but what else can we do? We need to at least try. If we don’t it’ll just get worse. Especially if there are about to be lawyers involved. They will have some amazing legal support on their side. There’s no way we can compete with that, and we don’t want to lose Benji completely.”

      Mom glances up towards a picture of Liza up on the wall, probably thinking the same thing as me. She’s already lost too much, she doesn’t need to lose more. Raising Benji might not be easy, but we don’t ever want to lose custardy entirely. Then, the heart break will really set in.

      “I know you’re right,” she whispers eventually. “I mean, I did say yes, I know this is something that’ll hopefully make things better. I’m just scared that it’ll make it so much worse. It’s tomorrow anyway, tomorrow night at their home, so… make of that as you will.”

      My heart hammers in my throat as I consider this. I haven’t seen Alex for a very long time, for what feels like forever actually, and the idea of seeing him again under these circumstances is just horrible. I wish I could see him just me and him first, to talk things through. I suppose I could if I replied to any one of his text messages, but it feels weird now. It’s been too long. If I reply now it’ll look like it’s just because he called. I suppose it is, but I don’t want Alex to think it’s like that. He’s too important to me. Even now, even after everything that we’ve been through and all the time apart, he still is.

      “I’m sure it will be fine,” I try to reassure her. “We just need to ensure that it stays calm.”

      I push myself into a standing position, with Benji still in my arms, and I take him towards the bedroom. He’s fallen asleep during his feed and since he doesn’t sleep much I need to take this moment to myself. Motherhood is more demanding than I ever could have expected!

      “He’s asleep now so I’m going to take a shower. Probably the first one in weeks,” I chuckle as if it’s funny, even though it isn’t and I really need to get clean. “Is that okay, Mom? You don’t mind?”

      She nods and lolls her head back, sliding her eyes closed as she does. She needs some shut eye too, neither of us have slept much, so I creep out the room to leave her to it. I tiptoe all the way to the crib and I lay Benji’s sleeping form down in it. Instead of racing to the shower like I thought I would do, I lean in and kiss him gently on the forehead. He’s so adorable, so innocent in all of this, he doesn’t deserve this intense war going on around him, it isn’t fair, it isn’t right. Liza would hate it.

      “I will do whatever I can to make this alright for you,” I murmur quietly to him. “I know this isn’t easy at the moment but it will be. I’ll do whatever I can, whatever it takes.”

      He gurgles, not understanding me at all, but that doesn’t matter. I’ll still tell him because I want him to know that he will always have someone on his side.

      “Liza, I promise this to you as well if you’re out there listening to me somewhere. I don’t know if you are, or if I’ve ever believed into the after life or whatever. But yeah, if you’re there, I’ll do whatever I need to. Building these bridges between these families isn’t easy, but somehow I’ll try.” I start backing out the room. “But right now, I really need to wash. Like, desperately so.”

      I scurry towards the bathroom growing excited as the dream of washing gets nearer and nearer. It feels like it’s been forever…

      But before I even make it through the door, Benji bursts into sobbing tears and the dream slips away. He needs me again.
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      I feel oddly nervous when the moment I’ve been planning for the last couple of days comes to a head. Any minute now, Sephy and her mother will be here, probably with baby Benji and we’ll have to finally come to some sort of arrangement with what we’re going to do next. This is so damn important, and the tension is flooding the house. I can tell that everyone is really feeling it.

      Dad keeps walking around the house as if he has somewhere to go, muttering curse words under his breath as he goes. Every time he passes me I brace myself, waiting expectantly for the moment he turns and screams at me for the mess I must have left behind at work, but to be perfectly honest I don’t think that he’s noticed yet. He’s had too much else to think about. But when he’s going to explode he will really go. He’s like a pressure cooker, and he’s getting ever closer to his boiling point.

      Then there’s Mom. God, she might be even worse. She’s fussing around, trying to make everything absolutely perfect as if she’s hosting a dinner party or something. She’s really done up, wearing her nicest dress and best shoes. Pearl earring dot in her ears to really tie the whole outfit together. It’s ridiculous, I want to shake her, especially when she keeps racing around the house and dusting things like that’s something she does every single day of her life. She might be house proud, but it isn’t ever her who makes the place sparkle. It must just be for something to do to recover from her nerves.

      And Marcus… I don’t know what I’m going to do about Marcus. He doesn’t look like a man who’s about to fight for the right to see his child. He’s barely even dressed, wearing dark sweat pants and a clean tee shirt that Mom has just forced him to put on. His face is red and puffy, his eyes are dark and covered in a puffiness from where he’s been crying non-stop, and he’s lying across the couch as if he can’t move. He’s barely a functioning human being, never mind a father. I know Mom thinks that Benji will give him a purpose and get him up and moving but I don’t know if I agree. From what I understand he didn’t intend to be a full on involved parent anyway. He just needs some access to his son, that’s all. Just some time with him, not any kind of responsibility. I know it isn’t Sephy and her  mom being awkward, but we do need to get to a place where it isn’t awkward and nasty.

      “Why aren’t they here yet?” Mom demands, causing me to drag my eyes away from Marcus’s practically comatose body on the bed. “What’s going on? They’re late, aren’t they? This isn’t good enough really. I’m not happy about it. If they said they would be here at seven, then they should be.”

      “Mom, just calm down,” I insist, needing to keep this under control so it doesn’t get enflamed with emotions before it even begins. “Don’t worry about it, it doesn’t matter. The time is unimportant here. Don’t forget what we’re doing this for.” I give her a meaningful look. “Please?”

      She nods and sucks in a deep breath of air, clearly trying to calm herself down. I rest my hands on her shoulders and try to inject so warmth and physical connection into this moment. I want her to know that I’m here for her and that we’re all in this together. We are, I think we all need to realize that.

      “Mom, just remember that they’ve lost someone too, okay? They’ve lost their daughter and sister, so that might come through. They want what’s best for Benji. Just like we do. I know it might feel like he’s been taken from us but it isn’t like that. I know they don’t want it to be that way.”

      “Why?” Mom suddenly leaps on this as if she’s latched onto something. There’s an intense need inside of her. “Have you heard something from them? Have you been in touch? Is the baby okay?”

      I wish, I think sadly. I would be much more confident and happy about this if I’d been talking to Sephy the entire time, but I haven’t. I have to admit I’m very nervous at the idea of seeing her again.

      “No, I haven’t, but I just know. It’s very obvious when you think about it. They aren’t bad people, Mom, and I know you know that. It’s just that a bad thing has happened to them… to all of us.”

      We both stare over at Marcus again, sighing as we see him. I know that this isn’t something that a person can get over easily, he’s lost the love of his life, the one for him, but I do hope this black cloud of depression doesn’t claim him forever. He doesn’t deserve to be shrouded in sadness and it’s awful to see. I even miss the competitive, workaholic side of him. I realize how much I like it when he’s driven. Seeing all the life taken from him sucks. I don’t think Liza would want that either, I’m sure she would want us all to find a way to keep on living. That’s why she didn’t tell anyone what was going on with her, despite the fact that the doctor’s told her it was risky for her to carry to full term because of pregnancy complications. None of us, not even Marcus, found that out until afterwards. It was just as much of a shock to him to know that Liza knew, as it was the rest of us.

      “Is that the door?” Mom gasps, her eagle ears standing to attention. “I’m sure that was the door.”

      “I’ll get it,” I reply firmly. I need this to get off to a good start. “You get everything set up.”

      My heart thunders and my whole body trembles with nerves a I walk towards the front door. There’s a large ball of stress lodged in my throat and a churning sensation in my stomach, but I don’t stop through it all. This is what I wanted, now I feel like it’s my responsibility to get it right.

      I grab the door and swing it open rapidly, not giving myself any time to prepare which I quickly realize is a mistake. I wasn’t ready for the effect that seeing Sephy has on me. My heart skips about ten beats, the churning transforms into flapping, and my whole body is filled with an intense heat. I’m reminded of how much I love her, something that I haven’t forgotten but that I haven’t been able to feel since we last spent any time together. It’s so powerful that it almost knocks me from my feet.

      And then there’s the bundle in her arms, one that’s a little bigger from last time. He makes me feel things too. I love that poor little innocent baby with all my heart, I’m his uncle after all.

      “Thank you so much for coming.” My arms are itching to reach out, to grab hold of Benji to hug him, but I don’t want to push things. They have been doing such a good job of taking care of him, I don’t want to disrespect that. I know that means late nights, early mornings, tears, and diaper changes.

      “That’s okay,” Sephy replies without looking at me. I don’t think she can bear to make eye contact. She’s probably scared of all the feelings it’ll drag up. “We know that we all need to talk.”

      I take them inside and lead them to the living room where we can all sit in what I hope is a relaxing environment. To be perfectly honest, it’s really hard to keep my mind on the task at hand with Sephy behind me. I’m acutely aware of her, I can feel every inch of her body behind me, there’s a sizzling heat flowing off of her. Unfortunately I can’t hold her or touch her, at least not for the time being.

      If things had gone the way that they were supposed to, everyone would know about us know, and Marcus would be happy with Liza and Benji. It’s a shame that wonderful picture cannot come to life.

      “Right,” Dad announces in a cold tone of voice as soon as we all sit down. That isn’t the atmosphere that I wanted to create, but it’s too late. He’s gone and done it now. “We need to make some plans, don’t we?” He folds his arms defensively across his chest. “I don’t want to start with lawyers and court proceedings, but I’m not afraid to if it comes down to it. We have rights, you know?”

      “It seems like you’ve already gone down that route,” Sephy’s mom replies coolly, not backing down under my dad’s intimidation. I admire that about her, I don’t think he’s used to it. He’s got to where he is in business because everyone bows down to his needs without hesitation. “With the lawyers. Haven’t you already been calling around, asking for legal help? This doesn’t need to be like this. We’ve never wanted it to get nasty. Someone has to take care of Benji through this difficult time. Marcus said that he couldn’t do it. We stepped in and took care of him because he belongs to us as well.”

      Sephy clutches Benji protectively to her chest in a sight that makes me smile secretly to myself. Without even realizing it, and certainly without any thanks, she’s become the one person who’s made all of this work. Without her, none of us would have been able to cope. Liza could clearly see that.

      “We aren’t being nasty,” Dad barks back, almost growling like a dog with bad temper. “We just want to do what’s right. Marcus needs to spend time with his child, he has to be a father.”

      Sephy and her mom both glance over to Marcus, who’s staring up at the ceiling as if it has all the answers. I don’t think he’s even paying attention to what’s going on around him, he’s in his own little world of pain. I know this is my moment to make things better before Dad completely blows it.

      “I think we all know Marcus isn’t up for the challenge of full time parenting yet…”

      “No, but we’re here,” Mom jumps in, very unhelpfully I might add. “We can help him out.”

      “But we don’t want to lose access to Benji either,” Sephy practically whispers. “I have a bond with him now, I’m getting to know him and his needs really well. I don’t want to have him taken away from me. Plus Liza asked me to take him. She wants me to be a big part of his life…”

      “I understand all of that,” my Dad interjects, suddenly making me nervous. He’s using that very calm tone of voice that’s great at getting him what he wants. My shoulders tense up and I can feel my spine stiffening in a horrifying anticipation. None of the others can see it yet but he’s about to do something so manipulative that it beggars believe. I’ve seen it happen with me and other people, and it always makes me uncomfortable. I part my lips, desperate to stop him but no words come out. “We know that you’ve done a massive chunk of the child care, Sephy, and believe me we are very happy with you. It’s wonderful what you’ve done for my son and grandchild.”

      “Th… thank you,” Sephy stammers, falling into his trap without realizing it. “That means a lot.”

      “Yes. In fact it’s that which has given me a very good idea, one that I believe will benefit absolutely everyone.” Dad pauses, sighing for dramatic effect which only makes me feel worse. “I think you and Marcus should get married, so you can both take care of Benji.”

      What the fuck?

      The entire world tilts on it’s axis and I suddenly feel like I’m standing on my head. Of all the things I was expecting him to say, that was not it!
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      “Huh?” I try my hardest to process the words that have just been thrown at me, but I can’t make them make any sense. “Marry Marcus? But what do you mean? Like, actually get married?”

      His father makes a sweeping gesture with his hands while I try to let this sink in. “Of course I mean marry Marcus. Then you can raise the baby together. He can learn everything from you.”

      “But… I can’t marry Marcus,” I say in a quiet voice. “Marcus is married to Liza.”

      Those words fall out of my mouth without me even thinking about them, and as soon as I do the room fills with an uncomfortable silence. No one will look at me, they can’t bear to meet my eye when I’ve said something so utterly heart breaking. Of course Marcus is still married to Liza, but that doesn’t mean anything anymore because she died. She’s gone and he’s alone. Their married died with her. They even said the words ‘until death do us part’. I guess none of us thought that it would come so soon. When they said those words they envisioned growing old together with kids around their feet.

      So, I could marry Marcus. This is something that could happen and his father knows that. I can’t help but wonder if it’s a threat. After all, we know that lawyers are potentially involved.

      “Are you serious?” my mom yells in frustration. “This is madness. What the hell do you mean?”

      She tugs her hand through her hair angrily, and rubs her forehead. These are her tells, she’s about to lose her shit if I don’t step in and do something. The only problem is I’m speechless. I don’t know what to say. I’m afraid that any words will only make this crazy situation worse. When we came here today, this is the last thing that I expected to happen. I thought we would make a normal arrangement, not this! I didn’t think there would be a marriage proposal to my sister’s husband. A man that I don’t even know. I don’t have any connection with Marcus, we don’t have anything in common at all. There’s no way that we can make this work. And that’s without me even including Alex…

      I look at Alex, finally needing to know what he thinks about all of this. He’s been very quiet and I’m concerned. We’re supposed to be something, he can’t want this… but his eyes are on the ground. All the color has drained from his face and he looks a little ill, but he isn’t connecting with me at all. He’s abandoning me, leaving me on my own in all of this which is pretty horrifying.

      “This is the only way,” Marcus’s mom joins in. “You’re right, this is perfect. That way, we can be sure that Benji is being taken care of properly by Sephy, and he can get to know Marcus as well. And the rest of us. You can even all move in here if you want, then we can all be involved at first.”

      That sounds like an absolute nightmare. Me, Marcus, the man I don’t know, his parents, and Alex all living under one roof. It sounds like a living nightmare to me. Especially as they will be watching my every mood, judging me for not doing things exactly as they want me to do. I’ll be miserable. We all will. I cannot make that happen, I need to find the right words to make all of this okay.

      “Of course, you don’t have to. You can always live in Marcus’s home,” she continues, seeming to sense that I’m not too keen with this idea. “You can do whatever you want to make it comfortable.”

      “So now you want my Sephy to live in the home that Marcus set up with Liza?” Mom cries out. I agree with her, but the only problem is she’s making herself sound like an insane person, whereas Marcus’s parents are both cool and calm. They seem to really believe that what they’re saying is best. “This is nuts. I really don’t think either of you get what you’re asking of Sephy. Marcus too, I mean look at him. He really doesn’t look like this is something he wants to do. Can’t we just have an arrangement? A normal sort of thing where we take turns caring for Benji?”

      His mom visible flinches at the mention of the baby’s name which angers me greatly. I don’t want to lose control over Benji, I don’t want them to take him from me and change his name. That sucks, it’s what Liza wanted. She isn’t here anymore to defend what she wants so she needs me to do that for her. I’m going to have to find a way to make sure that her wishes are kept. Somehow.

      “You don’t want this, do you, Marcus?” Mom demands, to no response. I feel utterly horrible for him, he doesn’t need all of this. I think he’s in enough of a state as it is. “See? He doesn’t…”

      “Don’t presume to tell me what my son wants. You have no idea, he’s going through a hard time right now. I know that you’ve lost someone, but so has he. He’s grieving, but soon his life will get back on track and he’ll need something to focus on. He needs his son.”

      “I know that. We all know that, we just need to do it in the right way, that’s all…”

      I stare at Alex again, desperately trying to reach him. The yelling is getting louder, the argument is getting worse, he’s the one person here who can make it right. Be he isn’t. He looks like he isn’t even in the room mentally at all. I would think that he should be defending my honor, screaming with my mom that he doesn’t want me to get married to Marcus. If he loves me like he once said he did then surely he won’t just stand there and let this happen? But he is, I don’t even know if he cares.

      I might have had endless text messages from him, he might’ve shown me that he loves me, but it isn’t enough to overcome the fear that he feels for his father. I should’ve known that this would happen, I’ve seen it non-stop when it comes to his job. I must just be another thing that comes below his terror. Well, if he’s going to be like that then we don’t ever have any hope, do we? Everything that he said about telling everyone about us was bullshit. He never would have found the courage to do so.

      I part my lips and huff loudly. Well if Alex isn’t going to be the one to make this right then I’m going to have to do so. Right now, I feel so numb and hopeless that I think I can do anything. I’m not worried about me, or Marcus, or anyone else. I just want to do what’s right for Benji and Liza.

      “Okay,” I finally announce quietly, cringing as I speak. “I’ll do it. I’ll marry Marcus.”

      I don’t look at anyone as I speak, I simply gaze down at the little boy in my arms. He already doesn’t have his mother, he doesn’t deserve to lose his father too. This might not actually happen, something might get in the way to stop us from actually going through with the wedding, but it might. As I answer I know for sure that this is something I might have to do, but I will to keep Benji in my life.

      “You... you will?” Mom gushes. “Are you sure this isn’t something that you want to think about? It might be best for you to take some time to really think about it. You don’t want to make a mistake.”

      “We don’t mind that either,” Marcus’s mom jumped in. “We don’t want you to do anything that you regret. We all know that we’re asking a lot of you. This isn’t something to pressure you.”

      I slide my eyes closed as a horrible panicky sensation overcomes me. Their words are making all of this worse, I can barely stand to sit here and listen to this, it’s driving me insane. My pulse is already racing at the speed of light and I feel hot and cold all at once. If I don’t do this now then I will realize all the reasons I shouldn’t. Just because this isn’t something I want, doesn’t mean I shouldn’t do it. Lots of people do stuff they don’t want to, that’s just a part of life. We have to come together.

      “I don’t need time to think about it,” I reply in almost a whisper. “I know what I want to do and this is it. You’re right, this is what’s best for Benji and that’s all I care about. This is for him.”

      I hear a loud huff followed by stomping footsteps. Then a door slams open and closed again. I don’t dare to open my eyes to see who it is because I’m sure I already know. It has to be Alex, doesn’t it? He probably hates all of this… but then he didn’t say anything, he didn’t help me. What was I supposed to say? I honestly don’t think I was left with much choice then. However that doesn’t stop the burning hot tears from boiling and bubbling behind my eye lids. They desperately want to fall but I’m trying my hardest to keep them inside. I certainly didn’t expect to cry anything but tears of happiness when someone finally proposed to me, but then I didn’t ever expect to be getting married like this.

      Mom rubs my arm, seeming to sense that I just need her comfort right now. One good thing has come from this and that’s the fact that the arguing has finally stopped. Everyone is silent instead.

      “Okay,” Marcus’s dad finally spoke out, sounding much softer now as he spoke. “Well, I’m glad that is sorted. I think we all need this to happen to make things much smoother in the future. I know it isn’t what we expected but it’s what we have to do. We all need to make sacrifices.”

      “Can we go now?” I snap my eyes open and stand. I can barely stand to be in these four walls again. “I mean, we’re all done here, right? Things have been decided, we can go?”

      No one says anything so I move towards the front door, hating the heaviness in my heart.

      I hope this is okay, I say in my mind as if Liza can hear me. It’s messed up, I know but I don’t know what else to do. Marcus will always love you though, and I will always love… someone else.

      God I wish I had told Liza now when she was alive. I should’ve trusted her to tell her that me and Alex had something going on. Now she won’t ever know and I don’t have anyone to blame but myself. I was too scared to share, to fearful of what she’d think. I never considered that life was too short… a realization that’s hitting me far too hard for words now.

      With a deep sob, I push open the door and I take Benji all the way to the car. As I clip him into his car seat, fat tears stream down my cheeks. I weep loudly and pathetically. What was supposed to be a new start for all of us, a life improvement that makes everything better, has changed it all for the worst.

      “It’s going to be okay,” I reassure Benji, but actually I’m more talking to myself. “I promise you, Benji, it’s going to be fine. I’m doing everything that I can to make this okay for you. I hope you know that, and it’s all because I love you.”
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      The music pounds loudly through the bar, making my brain ache. I hate this place, it’s making me feel sick, but I need the noise, I want the loudness to block out my thoughts because my brain is causing me nothing but agony. My thoughts hurt, my body is shaking, I need a fucking drink to calm me down.

      “Something strong,” I yell at the bar tender. “I don’t give a fuck what, just strong.”

      She said yes, my brain screams at me, not allowing me to shut it off. She fucking said yes.

      I know my dad is a manipulative man and I know Sephy wants to do what’s best for Benji, but I cannot believe that she agreed to marry Marcus. She’s actually going to be his wife. That is fucked up. It won’t be a just for show thing either, it can’t be. That’s so Dickensian. That’s too screwy for words. She has been with me, I thought we were in love, and now she’s going to marry my brother.

      “Here we are.” The bar tender slid a glass at me. “A whiskey from the top shelf.”

      I suck it back in one swig while tossing a note casually at him. Who the fuck cares about money anyway. “Get me another, maybe even bring the bottle over here. It’s going to be a long ass night.”

      I turn to look around the dirty club, making note of all the people in here. I don’t know what I’m doing really, except trying not to be worried about all the people I left behind. I mean, what if Sephy and Marcus are spending time together now? What if they’re talking about Benji and their upcoming marriage and the family that they are going to have together? What if they’re bonding over the loss of Liza? What if this all really back fires and they actually fall in love? I know that me and Marcus are very different, but that might not matter to Sephy. I might have to sit at every family reunion forever more watching that pair fawn over one another. What me and Sephy shared might be pushed to the back of her mind, never to be mentioned again. She may never look directly at me again.

      Nope, I cannot do this. I feel like I might run if I don’t do something to distract myself. I can’t fall apart. If I run this time I might never come back. That’s tempting, but I don’t think I can.

      “Hey there, good looking, what’s got you so blue?” I turn to see a blonde haired woman smiling expectantly at me. I guess she’s a little older than me, but she still has some beauty to her.

      “I’m not blue,” I mutter back childishly, averting my eyes. “I’m fine. Just pissed off that’s all.”

      “Why?” She gets closer to me, rubbing her hip against me as she does. “What happened?”

      I want to open up and pour my heart out to her but I can’t. Much as it’ll feel good to spill the beans to a total stranger, I also don’t want to fall apart in the middle of this bar. I fear I might cry. Instead I shake my head and drink some more of the harsh tasting whiskey. “You wouldn’t understand.”

      “Okay, well that’s fine. Maybe I don’t need to understand. Maybe instead of understanding I can just make you feel good.” She grabs onto my thigh and rubs her hand up a little too high.

      In a way, her grip is very unwelcome, but in others it’s actually very welcome. I could take this woman somewhere and fuck her senseless, I could act like the old me for a moment to forget. The way things are headed that’s how I’m going to be soon enough anyway, so why not start now? After all, Marcus will get Sephy – and while she might not be the love of his life, she’s fucking amazing – and Sephy will get Marcus and Benji. Even if they don’t want that right now, I’m going to be the one who ends up single, sad, and very alone. I’ll be the one with nothing. Not even the job I hate anymore.

      “Fuck it,” I turn and say to her. “Why the fuck not? Let’s get wasted as shit and have some fun.” I call the bar tender over. “Get me another glass, please. You’re okay with whiskey, right?”

      “Yeah, I’m okay with whatever you want, gorgeous.” She rubs a finger down my face, touching my ear on the way down. “Just as long as I get to hang out with you some more. What’s your name?”

      “Lewis,” I say without thinking. It’s better for me to be someone else tonight. “Yeah, Lewis.”

      “Oh right, well I’m Meghan, so yeah… it’s good to meet you.”

      I don’t care about her name, or any of the details about her at all, but I smile regardless. I don’t want her to think that I’m a dick, that’s something she’ll have to figure out about me later on. At least she’ll think that my name is Lewis so it won’t come back to haunt me. God, this is just what I need.

      “So, Lewis, why don’t you tell me all about yourself. What do you do with your time?”

      “I’m… a writer.” Why the fuck not? I can be whatever I want. “What about you?”

      “Oh, I’m a model.” She waves a hand dismissively, which makes me wonder if she is lying a little bit too. “But I haven’t had any jobs for a while. You know how it is in the creative industry.”

      We knock back a few more drinks, and I pretend to listen to her boring small talk. At least the droning sound of her voice is better than listening to my brain. Making up lies for myself is kinda fun too. By the end of it I like Lewis so much more than I like myself.

      “Do you think we should get out of here?” she eventually asks me. “I don’t like too far.”

      “Fuck it,” I repeat my motto of the night before taking one more giant swig. One for the road, why not. I might as well make this a night to forget. “Why not? Let’s go. Get the fuck out of here!”

      She takes my hand and guides me towards the door, which makes me realize how drunk I actually am. Sitting at the bar was one thing, but now I can barely stand and my eyes are all fuzzy. It isn’t a pleasant sensation at all. I think I might have gone too far. I blink a few times and really focus on keeping upright, but it doesn’t quite work. I can’t stop staggering and swaying from side to side.

      “You okay there, big boy?” my companion, whose name I can’t even remember now, asks. “You look like you might have enjoyed that whiskey a little too much. It was too strong for my taste.”

      “I feel sick,” I declare is a sullen voice. “And I want to go home to throw up but I can’t because they might still be there.” I cannot face Marcus and Sephy like this, no way in hell. “I hate them both.”

      “Right I see… erm, this sounds a little bit like a complicated ex situation which isn’t something that I’m keen to get in the middle of if I’m honest with you. I’ve been there before and it always ends badly.” She steps away from me and gives me an incredulous look. “I know you might not want to face whoever it is you’re worried about, but running away doesn’t help either. Okay, Lewis.”

      “Who the fuck is Lewis?” I demand while swinging my arm maybe a bit too vigorously above my head. The action almost sends me flying backwards towards the ground. “And I’ve spent my whole life running away and believe you me, it’s worked out well so far. The only time my life has gone to shit is when I’ve stayed in one place. You know what.” I grab onto her shoulders and give her a wide eyed glare. I want her to know that she’s inspired me to come up with the best, most obvious plan ever. “I am going to go. I’m going home now and I’m going to book plane tickets again. I’m going to leave this mess behind and then I’m never coming back. I don’t suit the settled down life.”

      “That isn’t really what I wanted…” she tries, but it’s far too late for her to try and talk some sense into me now. I don’t want to hear it, I have too much to look forward to. Leaving is what I know and there’s a reason for that. It suits me. The Alex I was when travelling the world is the best version of me. Well… second best version of me, but I can’t be the best version anymore so I might as well give up on that idea. The best version of me died the moment she said yes. Now, I’m free.

      I hop into the nearest cab and give the address of my home. As we whizz along the road I smile like an inane idiot out of the window. I lost control of the situation for a while, I let other people have the power of my life, but not anymore. Now, I’m grabbing it back and I’m never letting it go again.

      Freedom, being single, having flings and seeing the world… that’s who I am now.

      I pay the cab driver, probably far too much money, and I stagger into the house. I try to be quiet because I don’t want to come across anyone who may or may not put me off my plan, but thankfully the whole place is empty. It’s dark too, which suggests everyone must be asleep. When I glance at the clock and see the very late hour, I suppose that makes a lot of sense. I know I’m being dumb and that won’t be the case, but I can’t stop myself from imagining Sephy curled up in Marcus’s arms resting. Baby Benji lies beside them and they look like the gorgeous little family that I wish could be mine.

      Stop it, I warn myself angrily as a burning hot tear boils up behind my eye lid. This is stupid, this is why I need to get away. It can happen if it has to, but I can’t see it. No way I can witness what I think… no, what I know, is going to go down.

      There’s one thing I know for certain and that’s I will not be attending Marcus’s wedding number two. I won’t interrupt my travels to stand beside my big brother, to be his best man again while he marries the woman that I love. I know he’s far too sad to see it and right now he doesn’t understand, but he’s taking away the best thing in my life. I can’t witness it, there’s just no way.

      I get up to my room and switch my computer on with a determination flooding through me. For now I still have my father’s credit card so I need to use it quickly before he realizes what’s going on. I slap it on the side and load up the website of one of my favorite airlines. Now, where haven’t I been before? Where doesn’t feel real and will allow me to drink all my troubles away? I scan my eyes over all the available flights until one jumps out at me, almost glowing in neon lights.

      Yes! Las Vegas, that’s absolutely perfect for what I want. Why the hell not?

      I book quickly, growing increasingly excited by the idea as I do. This is just what I need, a completely new atmosphere to soak up, somewhere where no one would think to look for me. Why didn’t I think of it before?

      As the booking goes through, the drunkenness swirls in my stomach and it churns from excitement to a little bit of sick, but even as I race to the bathroom to throw up I don’t take it as a bad sign because I just know that Las Vegas will be the trip of a life time, the place where I find the brand new me.
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      “I know it isn’t easy, but I do think you’re doing the right thing.” Mom rests her hand on my shoulder while she delivers the killer blow. “I know I was dead against it in the beginning, but that’s because of the way that he delivered it. He really gets under my skin… but of course this isn’t about me. It’s about baby Benji and I do think that he needs to get to know his father somehow.”

      I sigh deeply and hang my head low. I know I’m the one who agreed to this marriage nightmare, but now I’m not so sure. I’ve slept on it and now I think it’s a horrible plan that I need to escape.

      “But he’s so controlling, that’s why I don’t like it. Marcus’s father has this way of making things happen.” I throw my hands above my head in frustration. “I don’t want him to get what he wants.”

      I also really don’t want to be Marcus’s wife, it just isn’t right. Even if it’ll only be a piece of paper for the time being, it’s weird. Especially since my heart belongs with someone else.

      “Do you really think Liza would want that?” I beg, needing someone on my side. “Don’t you think she’d be mad about me marrying her husband? She loved him so damn much. It’s too weird, isn’t it?”

      Mom purses her lips thoughtfully and she taps her chin. “You know what? Your sister loved you so damn much. She probably wouldn’t want to see her husband with anyone else. She’d be happy.”

      “Why have you changed your mind so dramatically?” I demand, now a little angry. “It seems strange that your opinion has flipped. Does he have something on you? I don’t get it, Mom. I need help here.”

      Her expression darkens and I can see that I might well have gone a step too far. “Sephy, I’m just thinking of Benji. I thought that you were too. He needs a home, and I wouldn’t trust him going to Marcus alone. He might be the boy’s father but he doesn’t have the capability to look after him alone. You do. You’ve been doing it since day one. You need to stick around, and I think you know as well as I do that if we don’t do this, we’ll end up losing Benji forever. You don’t want that, I know that.”

      Guilt twists painfully in my gut. Of course I don’t want that. With a huff I grab my cell phone to see if I’ve had any communication from Alex. I know that I’ve been the one ignoring him for all this time, but that hasn’t stopped him. Since that meeting last night when he stormed out, I haven’t heard one word and that destroys me. I guess I’m nowhere near ready to let him go, even if it‘s the right thing to do. Knowing he’s been there for me despite everything has anchored me. Now I’ve got nothing. I’m completely alone and I don’t even have Mom on my side anymore.

      I guess there’s only one option left. I might not like the idea of it, but I don’t have any choice. There’s only one other person who has an equal say in this to me, if not more. If I can make him see sense then I won’t have to worry about any of this. Marcus surely doesn’t want this either? He can’t.

      “Are you alright with Benji for an hour while I get washed up?” I ask, trying my hardest to keep my tone innocent. I don’t want her to guess what I’m up to. “I’ll take him out for a walk after.”

      Mom’s shoulder sag and she looks visibly relieved that I’m letting it go. She nods and smiles at me. “Sure, sweetie. Me and Benji are fine. I’ll give him a feed before you go so you don’t have to worry.”

      As I leave Mom where she is and I head towards the bathroom, my teeth grit together in frustration. I know I threw myself into this mess but that doesn’t mean I want it. Of course the person I really want is completely out of reach now, I don’t know if he’ll ever want me back. I hope I get a chance to speak to him, to explain, but judging by the way he stormed out in a temper I don’t think so. He didn’t even seem to care if anyone would ask questions about him – which luckily they didn’t.

      “Just get it together,” I mutter sadly to myself. “See Marcus and straighten this out with him.”

      I intend to leap in and out of the shower rapidly because I’m so keen to get this started, but the moment that the water runs over me is so heavenly that I’m accidently in there for at least twenty minutes. The heat, the jets, it relaxes me just a little bit, letting me realize how tightly wound I’ve become. All of this has left me so damn stressed, it’s ridiculous. Not so long ago, I was the calmest, happiest person alive… now I’m a mess. I have the weight of the world on my shoulders.

      Finally I drag myself away from the moment of sheer bliss and I pull myself back into the real world. I dress myself casually, but with a smart edge in black skinny jeans and a dark gray tee shirt, with my hair scraped back into a pony tail. I need Marcus to see that I have it under control and that I’m someone to be taken seriously. Weirdly, this will be the first time we’ve ever had a one on one conversation. It’s just a shame that it has to be this, I wish I’d gotten to know him better when Liza was still here. I have many regrets circling me, and that’s just one of them.
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      I stand nervously outside the Grint home, hopping from foot to foot while I wait for someone to answer the door. I hope that by having Benji with me, the parents will be kinder about my sudden appearance. I already know that I probably won’t be welcome by anyone. I need to soften the blow.

      I suck in a deep breath as the door swings open, revealing Marcus’s mother there. “Oh.” She gives me a confused look. “Persephone. Is everything okay? What are you doing here?”

      “I erm…” Oh God, all of a sudden I don’t feel prepared for this conversation at all. “After last night I thought it might be a good idea for me to talk to Marcus… alone, if that’s okay? I erm, I brought Benji in case anyone wanted to see him.” I push the pram a little closer to her. “If that’s alright.”

      She clutches her hands to her chest, looking incredibly emotional as I do. “Oh my goodness, that sounds wonderful. I would love to spend some time with Benji.” She manages to say his name without flinching which is impressive for her. I know she’s not keen on it, it is completely obvious, but she’s pushing through. “I would love to have some time with him while you and Marcus talk.”

      I take him through into the living room, feeling anxious as I leave him alone with this woman. It’s hard for me to forgo any of the control when I’ve not been separated from him for long, but I have to. She’s his family too, and I really don’t think she’d do anything to ruin what could happen.

      “Okay, I won’t be long,” I reassure her as I edge my way back. “Come and get me if you need me.”

      “I have raised two boys, you know,” she replies smilingly. “I think we’ll be just fine.”

      It’s hard to remember that other people have been parents, it really is. But I’m going to have to try because I can’t smother Benji with just me. He has a right to know the rest of his family.

      I race down the hallway, using the directions I’ve been given to Marcus’s room. The closer I get, the darker the atmosphere becomes. I can feel the black cloud of depression before I even get there which only amps up the anxiety deep in my chest, squeezing my lungs and clamping down on my heart. This is going to be hard enough as it is, without any added complications to add into the mix.

      Knock, knock.

      I force my trembling fist to knock instantly before I can get myself so tied up in knots that I don’t do it at all. I’m so freaked out I could easily run away, but there are two lives on the line. Well, three.

      “Hello?” I call in when no one answers. I already know he’s in there. “Marcus, can I come in?”

      It takes a while, but a few moments later I get a quiet, meek reply. “Yeah, come in.”

      I breathe deeply, trying to calm myself, then I twist the door knob and push myself in. The room is a mess. It’s dark and a little damp, and Marcus is lying on a pile of clothes on his bed. I’m hit by the powerful sensation that this is probably a mistake. I’ve taken the wrong avenue.

      “Erm, Marcus.” I need to try, I’m here now. “Is it cool if we have a chat?”

      He pushes himself into a sitting position and nods. There isn’t anywhere for me to sit so I perch on the tiny space I can find on the edge of his desk and stare at him intensely. I pause for a moment, waiting to see if there’s anything he might like to say to start this off, but he remains dead silent.

      “Okay, well I wanted to talk to you about this marriage thing. We haven’t had a chance to discuss it, just me and you have we? I guess I want to know what you think about it all.”

      “I don’t know,” he replies glumly. “I don’t know what I think about anything anymore. Without Liza, I feel lost. My anchor is gone and I have nothing to keep me going, you know?”

      Woah. I wasn’t expecting that barrage of honestly. Admittedly it takes me aback a bit. It seems that he hasn’t really had anyone to talk to since all of this happened. Am I really the right person?

      “Right, yeah, I know what you mean.” I cough awkwardly. “So what do you want to do about it?”

      He lifts his eyes to look at me and through the tears I can see sheer desperation. “All I’m happy about is the fact that I’m going to see Benji and that I’ll have you to help me raise him. This is the only way I’ll be able to see my son. So I do have to say thank you for that. I’m so glad you agreed. I know the plan sounds a bit mental, but my dad is right. It’ll work for all of us.”

      My heart sinks into my shoes as I realize that Marcus actually wants to do this. Either that or his father has manipulated him, and I have to say he’s much better at convincing than I am. He’s had years of experience whereas I’ve simply been focusing on generally living a normal life.

      Urgh, I miss the days of working with Jessica, back when life was simple. I wonder if I’ll ever be able to get back to that.

      “Okay, yeah. So you’re happy to get married then? I see. Right.”

      I don’t have anything else to say, what can I say? I’m trapped, I’m actually stuck. Marcus wants this, and all our families do too. This wedding is on… I truly am by myself. Fuck, this is a damn nightmare.

      “Okay, well I better go, I have to get back…”

      But Marcus isn’t listening to me, he’s back in his hole of depression.
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      What the…? I stare at the sight in front of me in sheer shock. I might be hungover to hell, but I’m sure this is real. Mom is sitting with Benji as if it’s the most normal thing in the world. That gorgeous little baby is sitting on her lap, looking up at her like he totally belongs. I suppose it’s sweet really.

      “How is Benji here?” I croak through the agony in my throat. “What’s going on?”

      “Sephy came to speak to Marcus so I’m watching him for a while.” Mom doesn’t take her eyes off her grandchild as she replied to me. “Isn’t he so adorable? She’s done such a great job with him.”

      “Erm…” I glance my eyes from left to right with my heart in my mouth. Sephy is here, under the same roof as me, and I didn’t know anything about it. “Right, I see. So Sephy is with Marcus now?”

      “Yes. I think they need some time to talk about the wedding. It’s a bit of a tricky situation, so I suppose they need to get on board.” She snuggles her nose against Benji, showing some real affection that I haven’t ever seen from her. “But it’s worth it for this little lad, isn’t it?”

      I gulp my emotions down and step forwards to get closer to Mom. I think it’s the hangover making me say things that I normally wouldn’t. “Is it necessary though?” I ask in a slightly begging tone. “Do they have to get married? Isn’t there any other way to make this work? An easier way?”

      Mom snaps her eyes up to look at me and she furrows her brows. “I don’t see how else this can work in a way that ensures we all get to see Benji. It’s perfect really, Marcus will get to be in his child’s life with someone who knows what she’s doing. I think we’re all expecting it to be a bit bumpy, but together we’ll work it out. It’ll take all of us to work this out, okay? That includes you.”

      That’s a warning, I can hear it dripping from her tongue. Mom isn’t leaving me any other option but to agree… only I don’t really want to. I want to find Sephy wherever she is and talk to her. I think if we finally have a face to face conversation then maybe we can sort this out.

      “Right, Mom, whatever. I’m going back to bed for a bit anyway. I had a late night.”

      “Don’t you want to see your nephew for a while? Look at him, he’s staring at you.”

      Admittedly that tugs at my heart strings. I do want to spend some time with Benji, he’s a super cute baby who’s vying for my attention, but unfortunately I have something I need to do first. I’ll never be able relax with Benji while all of this is going on. My heart is all over the place.

      “I’ll come and see you in a bit, I promise, Mom. I just need a bit of time, okay?”

      I slide backwards and race from the room before she can lay any more guilt on me. I don’t need to feel worse than I already do. With the sickness swirling in my stomach and the itch at the back of my brain that I did something a little wild last night, I’m already mussed up enough.

      I walk at a rapid pace towards Marcus’s room, wondering what I’m going to find when I get there. I don’t even know what I intend to do, am I going to burst in there and demand them to stop talking? Am I going to wait until they’re finished? I haven’t quite decided which is probably dumb.

      “Oh…” Fortunately I don’t have to worry about that. As I turn the corner, I find Sephy leaning up against the wall with her head in her hands like she’s utterly distressed. “Sephy, are you okay?”

      She snaps her head up to look at me, suddenly realizing that I’m here with her. She wipes away a stray tear and gives me a desperate look. I get it, that’s how I feel when I talk to Marcus at the moment. He’s in an abyss of sadness and none of us know how the hell we can pull him out. We all want to, but it feels impossible. How can you get someone to recover from losing the love of their life?

      “Sorry, Alex,” she pants back. “I’m just going, I just wanted to… you know…”

      I step forward decisively and grab her hand. Without allowing myself to think too much about it I drag her towards my room so we can some time to ourselves. We need to talk, this can’t go on. I yank her into my bedroom and turn to face her with wide and needy eyes. This has been a long time coming.

      I run my eyes over her body, missing every inch of it. It wasn’t so long ago that I could touch any part of her whenever I wanted, that I could kiss her, love her, have her. Now there’s a chasm of distance between us. It’s agonizing to experience. I want to do whatever I can to eliminate it.

      I reach forwards, almost as if I’ve forgotten myself, but my hands drop down rapidly at the very last moment. This is a conversation that needs to be had in a serious, amicable, friendship way. Even if she looks utterly irresistible in her plain outfit that clings to her curves perfectly.

      God I wish she was mine, I think sadly to myself. I wish we could still just be together. I wish Liza was still alive and none of this had happened. Life used to be so damn good.

      “Sephy, I’m sorry. I know this is dumb but I really think we need to talk, don’t you? We’ve been avoiding this for too long and I think we just need to get it out there… don’t you?”

      She pauses for just a moment, before nodding in agreement. “Yes, you’re right. We do. I’m here because I wanted to speak to Marcus to try and straighten this out. I feel a bit trapped.”

      My spirits lift and the sickness floats away for just a moment. If Sephy is saying what I think she might be, then she doesn’t want to marry my brother after all. I suppose that’s obvious really, but it feels good to hear her say it. Maybe there’s some way we can make this work out after all.

      “So, you don’t want to marry him then? You want to find a way out?” I need it confirmed.

      “Of course I don’t,” she hisses back angrily. “I think that’s obvious, isn’t it? I don’t think Marcus wants to marry me either, but he does want to see Benji. Unfortunately, he needs me for that.”

      “Why can’t he do it alone?” I demand while pacing. “Why does he need you for it?”

      “Because he isn’t in the right frame of mind, you’ve seen that. He can’t look after Benji by himself. I thought that there might be something we could do about that, but it seems not.”

      “My parents could help…” I rack my brain for ideas. “I could help, we could make this work.”

      Sephy rests her hands on my shoulders to make me stop. As I gaze down into her eyes I feel my insides melt. This is all I want, she is what I need. Why can’t I just have her? This is so dumb.

      “There really doesn’t seem to be any other way. Trust me, I’ve been searching for it. I think at least for now this is what I need to do. My life isn’t my own anymore, it belongs to Benji.”

      How can I argue with that? Of course I desperately want to, but I can’t. Benji deserves the best in life, he’s family and he’s already lost his mother. I don’t want to take more from him.

      “I don’t like this,” I tell her gravely, while clutching onto her. “I don’t like it at all.”

      “Nor do I.” Sephy wraps her arms around me and she embraces me hard. “I don’t like it at all, but we all have to do our part, don’t we? It’s just unfortunate that this is mine.”

      The fact that this is the end, truly the end, hits me really hard. I feel like I’ve been punched in the gut and that my insides are totally hollow. This moment is Sephy slipping away from me, all in the name of responsibility. It sucks, it’s heart wrenching and soul destroying, but what else can either of us do? I’m going to have to sacrifice the only woman for me for the sake of a bigger purpose.

      “I really do have to go,” Sephy says quietly while pulling away, leaving me cold and very alone. “It makes me nervous to be this far away from Benji for so long. I miss him like crazy already.”

      I want to tell Sephy that she means the world to me, I want her to know that the time we shared was the best of my whole life, and that I’ll never love anyone like I do her, but the words get stuck in my throat. Somehow I can’t get them past my lips however hard I try. It’s my last chance, we’ll never get an opportunity like this again, but still I can’t do it. Something is wrong with me.

      Sephy slides her hands out of mine and she walks towards the door. I can see regret in her eyes, which I’m sure is matched in my own expression, but still neither of us say anything like the truth.

      And then… she’s gone. She’s left me, and I really am by myself. I don’t know how I thought that would go, but it wasn’t like that. I didn’t think I would end up so utterly devastated.

      Just as I think I might burst into sobbing, horrible tears, a memory flickers into the back of my mind. The memory comes at just the right time. I was at my computer last night, booking plane tickets, needing to get the hell away. I have a trip booked, I can escape, I don’t have to be here for this.

      I log onto my computer rapidly with an excited nervousness bursting through my chest. I’ve just my last hope when it comes to Sephy, she really is stuck in this marriage thing. I don’t think there’s a chance of us coming back from it considering the current situation, so I need to leave.

      “Las Vegas?” I mutter to myself in confusion as I look at the tickets booked, “Really?”

      I can’t believe I booked tickets to Vegas, that’s the opposite to what I normally do, but maybe that’s what I was thinking. Maybe I wanted to go somewhere new. It’s booked now anyway and I don’t think I dare use my dad’s credit card again sober. This is done, I might as well take it. It doesn’t leave until mid-week, but that’s okay. I can survive a couple more days through this, surely?

      I grab a back pack and toss some things into it, preparing myself for my journey. I want to know that I’m going, now I really need that light at the end of the tunnel. I might be telling myself that it’s going to be okay, but I’m not sure that it is. I’d like to have confidence in my inner strength, but I don’t. Not when it comes to Sephy, she makes me weak and desperate. She leaves me exposed and vulnerable, and that has to be because I’m in love with her.

      I love her and I can’t have her… what is that about? I must have done something terrible in a past life to have this punishment flung at me.
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      “So, I’m thinking we should have the wedding at the church… keep things quite similar to last time,” Marcus’s father declares, as if that isn’t the worst idea in the world. “We can even get the same caterer and photographer. I’m sure since it was about a year ago I’ll be able to get a deal…”

      This conversation makes me feel sick, they’re actually discussing all of this like it’s properly a wedding rather than a thing of convenience which is insane. Especially when it comes to the details that make it match the wedding that Marcus had with Liza. There’s no way in hell I’m going along with that. I’m already being dragged along kicking and screaming – albeit silently – they can’t make this worse for me than it already is. It needs to be something quick and easy.

      “No, I don’t think that’s a good idea at all,” I jump in, needing to at least have some say in all of this. “I don’t want it to be a big deal and I don’t think Marcus does either. I don’t think he needs the reminders of his last wedding. He’ll end up sobbing at the alter, which I don’t think you want.”

      “But how are we going to invite everyone? We need to have something notable.”

      I cannot believe this man, he’s like a ridiculous character he’s so ridiculous with his suggestions. Does he honestly believe that’s a good idea? Is he so concerned with what other people think that he’s willing to put us all through hell? I’d like to think not, I wouldn’t want to think anyone could be so selfish, but he’s proven over and over again that he is. I’m starting to regret any agreement.

      “I don’t want everyone there.” I clutch Benji tighter to my chest, trying to remind him that I’m doing him and his family a favor here without saying it outright. “I want it to be just us.”

      “But…” Still, he’s willing to argue with me, he has no respect for me at all! Well I won’t stand for it, I have a right to be heard about the details, if not the plan when it comes to all of this.

      “No, this cannot be a big thing,” I insist so loudly that he has to hear me. “This has to just be something for me and Marcus. It’s only a formality. Either that or I’ll just live with him…”

      “No.” I knew he would jump in, this isn’t what he wants or he would’ve suggested it in the first place. He’s probably afraid that I can run away too easily if that’s the case, which is dumb. If I have agreed to commit to this, surely it shows how serious I am about it? Although I suppose no one knows that I’ve given up the love of my life to make this happen. “No, that’s okay. We can do it your way.”

      “Where is Marcus anyway?” Mom jumps in, finally making her voice heard. Honestly, it’s so annoying how compliant she’s suddenly been. “And Alex too? Doesn’t he want to talk about this?”

      I give her an intense look, wondering if she knows something without me having to tell her. Maybe she senses that there’s been something between me and Alex and she’s been waiting for the right moment to fight alongside me to make this not happen… but no, her blank expression gives me nothing. She’s just going along with this for Benji, just like she told me she was.

      “Alex isn’t here,” his mom tells me tightly. “He’s travelling again, he left this morning.”

      “But I thought he was working for the family company,” I leap in, unable to stop myself. I don’t know how much of this I should know and whether or not I’m giving myself away, but I need to know.

      “Yes. So did we, but that’s a separate issue. For now we want to focus on you and Marcus.”

      My breaths come raggedly out of my mouth, I can hardly believe it. I know that me and Alex have called time on us but I didn’t think he would bail on my like that. It makes me sad to know that he’s just gone, in a poof of smoke as if he wasn’t ever here in the first place. It’s like a punch around the face, it’s crushing, but what the hell can I do? I suppose I wouldn’t be able to hack it either.

      “Now, what do you think about a wedding dress? Are you willing to talk about that…?”

      “No.” I scrape my chair back and push myself into a standing position. “I’m not. I don’t want a dress. I don’t care what I wear, this isn’t a proper wedding. You understand that, right? Where’s Marcus? I don’t think it’s fair for me to take on all of this by myself. I don’t want this responsibility.”

      I make a move to storm towards his room, but Mom stops me before I can leave. “Remember why we’re doing this,” she tells me softly. “We’re doing this to help him out. Don’t pressure him.”

      There’s a bellowing scream in the pit of my stomach that desperately wants to break out. I want to yell, to thrash, to throw a real tantrum, but I can’t. Much as I’m grieving and I’m stuck too, I need to be strong. I have to be the one to keep it together because others can’t seem to stop falling apart.

      “Fine,” I reply sharply. “We’ll get married at city hall one afternoon, I don’t care when, it can be this week, but that’s it. No fuss, no nothing. That’s the end, no arguments, please.”

      I rock Benji on my hip and stare at everyone in defiance. I’m almost desperate for someone to yell back at me so I can get some of this rage out, but no one does. They all look a little sheepish if anything. I can see then that I’ve finally got a little bit of what I want, so I guess it’s time to keep on going.

      “We’ll have to live in Marcus’s apartment too, if this is going to work.”

      “I thought you could live here…” his mom pipes up. I understand why she wants that, but there’s no chance in hell. I am not being more controlled than I already am. “We can help you.”

      “I will bring Benji to see you all the time. And you, Mom. But this is something that Marcus needs to deal with on his own. Being here isn’t doing him any favors. We need space for him to learn.”

      I can’t be here with someone in the grips of depression with everyone running around him. I’m hoping the shock of being somewhere new in a brand new environment will help him.

      “So, with that in mind, I want Marcus to take me there now so I can work out what we need to do. I know I’ve been there a lot with Liza, but I didn’t look at it properly because I didn’t think this would happen.” Urgh, it kills me to say those words. “I will have to check it out to bring this together.”

      It takes a little while, but soon everyone nods in agreement. Marcus’s mother goes to get him so we can go to see his home, just the two of us. Babies need things, the house will probably have to be proofed in a certain way, and since I’m the one with experience with Benji I need to see it for myself.

      I hate this, but at the same time I need to do what I can to make the absolute best of it.
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      I walk through the rooms in Marcus’s home feeling Liza’s presence more than ever. There is so much evidence of her life in these hallways, plus all the memories of being here with Liza throughout her pregnancy when she was sick. I hate that I didn’t know how it would turn out, I’m crushed with the weight of everything I could and should have done differently. If I’d gotten her some proper help, would she still be here now? I don’t know what help she got for herself which is horrible.

      The pictures on the walls, Liza’s clothing strewn across the furniture, the books I know she loved… no wonder Marcus hasn’t been here since she died, it’s like a memorial to what could’ve been.

      “We already have the nursery,” Marcus tells me in that monotone that’s become his voice. “If you want to see it? Liza was very prepared, she was so much better than me.”

      I’ve seen it before, but again I didn’t pay too much attention at the time. I admired it, but just like any outsider would. I wasn’t wondering whether or not Liza had everything because at the time that was her job. I need to see it now to work out what I have to bring from home.

      “Yes, please, take me through.” I nod slowly. “Thank you, Marcus.”

      As I walk behind him, the lack of bond or chemistry between us is acutely obvious. I don’t expect there to be anything yet, but at the moment it’s as if there isn’t any basis for a friendship either. We’re too different, insanely so, I don’t know how we’re going to pull that from nothing.

      I miss Alex, I think sadly as mu heart aches painfully. I miss him so much it hurts.

      I miss laughing with him, watching TV and movies with him, talking to him, sharing the inane details of my life with him, just being near enough to touch him. I miss the love we shared. I hate the fact that now he could be anywhere in the world, doing whatever. He’ll find love again, or at least a whole lot of lust, he’ll share that wonderful passion with another person… and I’ll be stuck in a loveless marriage all because of duty. It really isn’t fair, it makes me want to cry.

      In the nursery I try to forget about Alex and I wander around to see what’s there. Marcus is right, Liza was organized. She has absolutely everything Benji could possibly need, it’s almost as if she knew that she wasn’t going to make it. I’m struck by the sense that she knew child birth would kill her.

      “Yeah okay, I think you’ve got everything,” I tell Marcus thickly. “I’ll bring some clothes from home, but you’re pretty much set up here. What do you, erm, want to do?” I can barely get any of this out, it’s so hard. “Do you want me to move in first or should we get this wedding out of the way?”

      “I think I need to clean this place up a bit,” he replies while glancing around the room. “I need to get it to a stage where I can actually stand to be in here, you know?” I nod, understanding completely. I don’t want to get rid of any evidence of Liza, but we can’t live with it either. Not if we’re going to keep on surviving without falling apart. “So maybe we should do the wedding first? I think that’s what my parents are keen for anyway, to do the dumb ceremony before we move forward, to cement this.”

      I can’t tell him what they wanted the wedding to be, that would kill him!

      “Okay, whatever you want.” I need to adjust to the idea of this too. It isn’t going to be easy for me to step into the life Liza was supposed to be having, living in her home, raising her child with her husband. Still, it’s weird, but the choice has been made. “Sounds good. Let’s get it sorted.”

      Me and Marcus share a look, one that’s filled with nothing but sadness. It’s a shame that both of us are being denied happiness, but what can we do?
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      The bright neon lights flashed around me, combining with the sounds of the casino machines to provide me with the noisy distraction in the world. In a way, this was the best idea I’ve ever had, but in another, I hate it. It’s too much, not a good environment for healing my aching heart.

      “You want to go again?” the woman in a tight fitting corset which pushes out her breasts in a really obvious way, asks. I know this is her dress and she needs to dress this way, but it still turns me right off. “You’re on a winning streak there, good looking. You should play again.”

      Her brass blonde hair falls down over her face, which she flicks back with a long, fake nail. Her over the top orangey make up almost freezes her face into a smile. She’s a bit like this city, over the top, colorful, and demanding of money. Only it’s money I don’t really have. I got what I could to bring with me, but it’s running low. I don’t want to admit it, but my time in Vegas is coming to an end. I don’t think I’m going to be able to gamble enough to win, and I don’t know if I want to either.

      “Nah, I don’t think so.” I slide off my chair and distance myself from her. “Thanks though.”

      “Suit yourself.” She grabs the cards and shuffles them. “So what’s next? Another drink? A buffet meal? A show? You headed over to one of those strip clubs? I work at the one across the street and I have to tell you that the girls there are amazing. The best looking in the whole city.”

      I wish that was enough to lift my spirits, but it isn’t. It doesn’t matter how good looking the girls are, they won’t be better than Sephy. Love has really fucked me up and I don’t want it to happen again. Somehow I need to get over her, I have to get her out my system, I need to do something.

      “You know what.” I lean across the table and stare at her. She’s nice enough, I just need to have some fun. That’s why I’m here after all, not to mope over my lost love who’s never coming back. “I would rather wait until you get off work and take you for a drink, if that’s okay with you?”

      She giggles and flicks her hair again. Her eyes flick everywhere as if she’s checking that she isn’t being heard before she answers me. “I get off at midnight. Will you still be up then?”

      “Oh for sure.” I give her a smirk. “I’ll be up then. Shall I come back for you?”

      “You know you don’t even know my name yet, does that happen a lot with you?”

      Maybe the old me, but not who I am now. Still I offer her a one shouldered shrug because I need it to be obvious that this is only going to be a one night thing. As always, I’m honest with my intentions.

      “Okay, well it’s Hattie. What room are you in? I think it’ll be better if I meet you there.”

      Down to business, just the way I need it. “I’m in room three oh six. I’ll wait for you there.”

      “Oh wait, before you go, what’s your name? I think I should probably know that too, right?”

      I don’t know why, but I lie as if it matters. “Oh, my name is Brian. I’ll see you shortly.”

      With that, I drag myself away and I leave Hattie behind. I might not like her as much as I’d like, but she definitely has a beauty underneath all of that Vegas fakery. Hattie will be perfect for tonight.

      Even though it’ll be a long time before I see her, I make my way up to my room and wait. I don’t have any cash to flash in the casino, I don’t want to drink anymore, and I don’t want to be a part of the fun anymore. It’s all false for me, I don’t really feel it at all. I just want to be by myself.

      I click my door open using the key card and I wander a little aimlessly through the room. As I go, I kick the clothing scattered along the floor under my bed to make it at least a little tidier for when Hattie arrives. Then I go and stand by the window and I stare down at the strip. I see the smaller version of the Eiffel Tower, the mocking Venetian canals, the grandeur of the Roman building. It’s all very well structured to lose yourself in something different, but still I can’t forget about Sephy.

      I bang my head against the window as images of Sephy and Marcus spending time together to plan their wedding floods my brain. I’ve been checking up on everyone obsessively on social media to see what I can find, but there hasn’t been anything yet. That doesn’t stop me. I yank my cell phone out of my pocket and do it once more. It’s like an addiction that I can’t get enough of. It’s painful, I don’t like the sensation of doing it, but I can’t stop myself from doing it. It’s unhealthy.

      “What the…?” My heart stops dead in my chest as I realize that this is the time that I’m going to find something. I feel hot and cold all at once, and extremely sick. “What the fuck?”

      My mom, a woman who never uses social media, who only has an account because I made her before I left for travelling so I didn’t have to phone her every five minutes to let her know that I was alive, has posted an image of a wedding cake with the caption: ‘Everything is about to change’.

      People have commented sympathetic messages underneath, clearly not understanding what’s really happening here, but I do. The wedding is on, it’s about to happen really soon.

      I guess there’s a silly, naïve part of me that still believed through everything that they wouldn’t get married. Even without me there I thought someone would stop it, but nothing has. It’s plowing on forwards, which fills me with an irrational sense of rage. I don’t know why, but I feel for a moment like all of this is Sephy’s fault. If only she hadn’t said yes then none of this would be happening.

      I need revenge. It’s stupid, but that’s the only thought that stews in my brain. I need to get them all back for how I currently feel. I want everyone to know that I’m not heart broken and that actually I’m okay. If things are fine between Sephy and Marcus then they’re okay with me too.

      I pace the room for hours, my body and brain getting increasingly twisted up in knots, so by the time Hattie knocks lightly on the door, ready for a little bit of fun, I know I need the world to know.

      “Hey there,” I say erratically as I swing the door open. “Come in, have a drink.” I race over to the mini fridge to get us a couple of drinks. “Can I take a picture of us together?”

      I might seem insane. In fact I’m sure I probably do, but I sit Hattie on the bed with me and I take a few selfies of us looking like we’re having a really good time. It’s not real, inside I’m a fucking state, but none of this is about real. I just want everyone to know that I’m all good.

      “Thanks, Hattie,” I say as I upload it. “That was awesome. You look great in it.”

      She does too. In her tight corset and bright make up, she looks like she’s a real good time girl. I think in all the desperation to prove my point, I forget that she’s an actual person with feelings.

      “Erm, Brian, is something going on here?” Hattie asks me cautiously while she stands off the bed and moves away from me. “You seem a bit weird. I’ve come here for fun, but you seem off now.”

      She folds her arms protectively across her chest, giving me an intense look. I breathe deeply, realizing how insane I’ve become and I force a bright smile on my face. I don’t want to freak Hattie out, I’m not  a terrible person, just someone suffering the horror of heart break.

      “I’m sorry, Hattie, I don’t mean to come across as a crazy person…”

      “Oh no, I know you aren’t,” she insists, visibly relaxing. “I know that. You were all cool downstairs. I’m just wondering if you’re trying to make someone jealous with all the pictures.”

      At first I consider defending myself, acting like it isn’t the truth, but I quickly forgo that. What’s the point when it’s completely obvious what’s going on? Hattie doesn’t even know me and she can tell.

      “Yeah, you know what, I am.” My head falls, emotion overcomes me. “I’ve had my heart broken by the woman I’m completely in love with and now I’m a mess. That’s why I’m in Vegas to recover.”

      “Did she cheat?” Hattie immediately jumps to conclusions. “Or just finish things?”

      “It isn’t really like that, it’s very complicated.” I don’t know how to explain this, it’s too crazy. “I don’t want to get into detail when I can’t really explain it too well. I understand if you want to go.”

      Hattie breathes deeply a couple of times before she nods. “You know what, I don’t want to go. You’re a guy in pain. Why don’t we just hang out and talk? We don’t have to do anything but I don’t really want to leave you alone either. I’ve had my heart broken as well, and I know that it sucks.”

      She slips her corset off and grabs one of my tee shirts from the floor. It swamps her frame and allows her to slip the rest of her clothing off without revealing too much of her body. Then, much to my surprise, she climbs into my bed and pats the space next to her.

      “Are you sure?” I ask her carefully. “You don’t know me, you don’t owe me anything.”

      “No, I know, but I do think you’re a good guy. Come on just lie with me, talk to me.”

      I do as she commands, glad to have someone else take control of the situation for a moment. I lie next to her, relishing the warmth of her body. Okay, so this isn’t exactly the way I thought this night was going to end up, but it isn’t terrible either. At least I’m not alone.

      “So, tell me about this girl,” Hattie demands. “I’m here now so you might as well tell me the whole story. You never know, it might make me feel less crappy about my own situation.”

      I lie with my head back on the pillow and gaze up at the ceiling, before I begin relaying the sad, sorry affair that has become my life. I haven’t talked to anyone about this, me and Sephy have had to be so secretive about all of this, so it feels good to get it off my chest to this stranger who I don’t think will judge me. And she doesn’t. To her credit, Hattie listens patiently and doesn’t say anything. She lets me get every single word of my story out. Once it’s done, she wraps her arms around me and hugs me. There isn’t anything for her to say because there’s no solution to this. All she can do is hold me.

      Eventually I drift off to sleep in Hattie’s arms, feeling comforted for the first time in a very long time. It’s nice not to be by myself, it gives me a little hopeful sensation that maybe I can get through this. If this stranger can give me support without even knowing who I am, then maybe somewhere along the line I can find more happiness too.

      I doubt it, but less so than I did this morning which is a step in the right direction.
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      I stare at my computer screen in utter shock, unable to digest what I’m seeing. Is this for real? I can hardly believe that I’m actually looking this, it’s sickening. Here I am, stuck at home, praying that Alex isn’t hurt too much, and he’s somewhere in Las Vegas by the looks of it, really living it up… with another woman at his side. This was posted a few days ago, which means they could be in an actual relationship now! I know I’m the one getting married, but there’s honestly nothing in it.

      Maybe there should be, I think bitterly to myself. Give Alex a taste of his own medicine. Make him see how much it sucks to have someone you trusted treat you like you mean nothing.

      There’s such a gut wrenching pain in my chest that kills me and there’s a part of me that wants him to feel the same. I thought we were in love, I assumed what we shared was real, but clearly I’ve been fooled. Maybe Alex says things like that to all the girls so he can hook up with whoever he wants, whenever he wants. Maybe it’s a line and I’m the dumbass who really fell for it. Every memory I shared with Alex is now tainted with his betrayal. He’s ruined all the happiness we had.

      He must not have loved me, that’s the only thing I can think, or he wouldn’t have been able to move on so quickly. If he felt the same way about me then he’d be gutted right about now.

      Well, I too can play at that game, if he wants me to see that he’s moved on then I can do the same.

      I slam the mouse of the computer down so hard on the desk I can hear a shattering inside of it. I might have broken it, but that’s hardly the most important thing right now. I need to shut it down and never look it again. It’s become nothing more than a box of pain. With a disgusted look on my face, I hit the ‘shut down’ button while the mouse still barely works and I wait for it to turn to black.

      “Benji is fussy,” Mom tells me as she joins me in the room. “I think he misses you.”

      I love Benji, I really do, but this is a moment I could really use to myself. Unfortunately I know Mom is right. If he’s decided that he wants me then there’s nothing I can do about it. I stand up, separating myself from the PC and I smile thinly at Mom. I extend my arms and take Benji, trying to find some comfort in his warmth. Normally this lovely baby can always cheer me up, but today I can’t feel it. I don’t think anything will lift me from my sour mood today. I’m in too deep.

      “Is everything okay with you, Sephy?” Mom asks me quietly. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      “Hmph.” That’s too close to the truth for my liking. Seeing Alex wrapped around another girl – one who’s the complete opposite to me in every single way – is a bit like that. I thought I knew him, I assumed that we shared a real love, and it’s killing me to learn that isn’t the case. “I’m fine.”

      Mom’s expression softens. “You know you can talk to me if you want to. I’m still your mother.”

      I turn my back to her, not wanting to look her in the eye when I lie. I fix my eyes on a tiny smudge on the wall, just to give me some focus. “There’s nothing to tell, Mom. I’m fine. I’m just very tired.”

      “If you aren’t happy with all this wedding stuff…” she continues, pushing me further.

      “It’s too late for me not to be happy, Mom.” I roll my eyes in temper. “It’s happening now. I don’t want to overanalyse it over and over again, I just want to get this done now, okay?”

      The image of Alex with her floods my mind again and makes me feel ill. The burning anger is raw, the shattering of my heart feels painful, I need to do something to make myself feel okay again.

      “And you know what?” I carry on, spinning around to face Mom with my flaming eyes. “I think me and Marcus will be able to make this work. I think we’ll be able to have a real marriage eventually. I know it doesn’t make much sense right now, but in the future I really think we can be together.”

      I don’t know what I’m saying, I’m barely even thinking straight. The words are simply flowing violently out of my mouth, practically knocking Mom off her feet as if I’m firing bullets at her. I just want to cause everyone to feel something so they can understand a little bit of what I’m going through. I know I’m not the first person to ever get hurt, but right now I feel acutely alone in my pain. My situation is at least somewhat unique which I don’t think helps the feeling.

      “I don’t know if that’s what anyone expects of you,” Mom replies slowly, as if she’s walking on egg shells. “We’re all going into this blind, no one knows how it’s going to turn out. I wouldn’t start putting too much pressure on yourself or Marcus. Maybe that will happen, trust me I think we all want it to because then we won’t have done all of this for nothing, but no one wants to pressure you.”

      There’s an intense tightness in my chest which intensifies as the walls close in on me… at least, they do in my head. I can almost feel them squeezing me, crushing my lungs, destroying me. I need to get out and I need to do it now before I snap and end up saying something I regret.

      “Me and Benji are going out for a walk,” I snap. “I’ll see you later, okay?”

      “Where are you going?” Mom demands. “You aren’t doing something crazy, are you?”

      “Like what?” I throw my hands in the air in frustration. “What can I do that’s crazy?”

      “I don’t know, like, are you going to speak to Marcus about making this a ‘real’ marriage, because the boy is still grieving. I don’t think he wants to discuss anything so heavy right now.”

      My teeth grind together, again I’m being forgotten in the grieving process. I have to be strong because everyone else is weak. I want to be weak, just for a little while but no. I have a job to do.

      “Whatever, Mom. I’m not going to speak to him. I wouldn’t want to upset Marcus anymore since he’s the only one in pain. I’ll just tiptoe around him for the rest of our god damn lives.”

      “Sephy!” She claps her hand to her chest in shock at my outburst. In my opinion it’s been a long time coming. I’m supposed I’ve kept it together for so long. There’s definitely been something painful bubbling in my chest for a long while. “I know that you’re struggling, we all are…”

      “Which is exactly why I need to get out of here. I can’t talk about it for another second longer.”

      I don’t wait for Mom to answer me, I storm from the room and grab Benji’s pushchair to put him in it. I need to clear my head, I need to calm down so I can stop taking my temper out on Mom, I suppose it isn’t really fair even if she’s making me mad, and getting out of here is the only way I can do that. This argument will only progress and get worse, and I just don’t need that. I’m not emotionally equipped to deal with it. I have too much else going on… mostly Alex and that horrible image. Somehow or another, I need to get that out my head before it drives me utterly insane.
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      Tomorrow, I think to myself sadly as I lie in my bed. I’m getting married tomorrow.

      I didn’t ever expect that I would spend the night before my wedding trying not to cry. But then, I guess I always assumed that I would marry for love like a normal person. Tomorrow is the day that I will marry the wrong brother and the rest of my life will become hopeless. The saddest part about it all is that I don’t even have anyone I can talk to about it. Liza, my closest confidant is gone, and my other friend is challenging to talk to because I accidently left her in the lurch when I became a stand in mother. Also, she never agreed with me and Alex anyway which caused a rift.

      I sigh deeply and turn onto one side, looking at the little basket in which Benji is currently sleeping in. Tonight will be the last night in my mother’s home too, we have plans to get moved as soon as the ceremony is over, so nothing will be the same again. Everything will be shaken up.

      “Liza,” I mutter to her, hoping she can hear me somewhere. I don’t know if there’s an afterlife or not, but I really hope there is. “Give me a sign, tell me what to do. If this is the wrong thing then…”

      My phone bleeps, causing me to practically leap out of bed. Is this the sign? Has Liza somehow interfered from the grave and now I’m about to get some communication that gets me out of it? It’s crazy to assume it might be, but it’s come at a really convenient time if not. Maybe it’s Alex…

      All hopes fade away when I see it isn’t him, just some awful spam message. My knight in shining armour isn’t coming because he’s somewhere else, with someone else, forgetting all about me. The tears stream from my eyes, I cry instead of screaming which is what I really want to do. Never before have I felt so locked in one tiny place with no opportunity whatsoever to get away.

      “Okay, Liza,” I continue on talking to myself morosely. “I see now that there is no sign from the universe, no clue that this isn’t what I should be doing, so whatever. I’ll just get on with it.

      Now that my cell phone is in my hand I can’t stop myself from torturing myself further. I click onto the internet and head straight back for that picture… but it’s gone. At some point during the day Alex must have made the surprising decision to delete it. That confuses me, what was it all for? I have to assume he wanted me to know about him moving on, or I don’t think he would’ve done something so public, but now it’s vanished. Did he all of a sudden grow a conscience when he realised how seeing it would make me feel? Or maybe there’s some other reason entirely.

      I don’t think I should keep torturing myself forever over it, I’m never going to find a solution. I don’t know Alex as well as I thought I did, that much is obvious. He’s a mystery to me, and also not my problem any longer. He now belongs to someone else, and so do I. I need to forget him, concentrate on my upcoming nuptials, and focus on whatever will come next… and that’s going to start with a good night of sleep. I cannot be shattered when I say ‘I do’. Whatever the situation, that isn’t a good look for anyone.

      I squeeze my eyes, begging for sleep to come for me, but it isn’t going to be easy. I’m restless, my whole body can’t relax, and I don’t see that changing anytime soon. My legs twitch, my brain races, my heart hammers violently against my rib cage, pounding on my mattress.

      One things for sure… tonight is going to be a very long night.
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      Ring, ring… ring, ring… ring, ring…

      Urgh, that noise is killing me, it’s bashing against my brain and making me feel ill. I want to punch whoever or whatever is making it, but I can’t locate the source. Not with my eyes shut.

      Finally, it stops, making me have out a sigh of relief, but then less than a moment it starts up all over again. I growl and throw my legs over the side of the bed, prying my eyes open. I guess all I can do now is find my phone and shut that noise off before I go utterly insane.

      “Hello?” I groan into the receiver, not even pausing to look who it might be. I rub my aching head, willing the pain to vanish and leave me the hell alone. “It’s Alex, who’s there?”

      “Alex, I know who it is. This is your father.” Damn it, this is my punishment for not looking what I’m doing. If I’d seen my dad’s name on the screen I never would’ve picked up. Vegas is supposed to be my escape from my family, I don’t want to invite them in to my mini utopia. “Where are you?”

      “I’m…” I don’t want to tell him, I can’t let him know. What if he comes for me? “I’m away.”

      “I know that, you idiot.” Clearly he has no kindness for me, which I suppose I understand. He doesn’t know anything about what I’m going through… not that it would make much difference if he did. He isn’t exactly known for his warmth and love. “Can you come home today? We need you here.”

      “Why?” My tone is accidently whining. I don’t like the sound of it, but I can’t stop. “Why now?”

      “Do not be so selfish, Alex. You should already know why. Your brother is getting married tomorrow and he wants you by his side. You’re his best man, he won’t ask you himself, but he needs you. He really can’t do this without you.” He sighs loudly, sounding exasperated with me. “I don’t know what game you think you’re playing by gallivanting off at such a challenging time, but you need to grow up. You should be here, helping Marcus get through the worst time of his life.”

      I gulp audibly as Dad says this. I know he’s right, I should be there for Marcus rather than selfishly trying to get through my own problems, but this isn’t easy for me either. If only people knew that me and Sephy are – were – in love, then maybe I could get some sympathy too. Again I’m struck with intense regret that we decided to keep it a secret. What seemed like a good idea, clearly wasn’t.

      “I don’t think Marcus needs me there,” I rasp back guiltily. “I’m sure he can do this with you guys. It isn’t even a proper wedding anyway, is it? Just a small affair with you guys, more of a formality than anything else.” I cannot believe how easily we’re all rolling over and playing dead for my dad. How the hell does he do it? “He isn’t going to need me for the best man duties. Not this time.”

      “I thought I just told you to grow up,” comes Dad’s cold reply. “No, he doesn’t need you for the duties, he needs you because you’re his brother and his emotional support. Can you seriously not see that? Have you become so blinded by your own life that you can’t recall anything else? Now where are you? I need to know where you are so I can put an end to this madness. Your Mom said you’re in Las Vegas, is that right?” I make an agreeable noise back, unable to really speak. “Okay, good.”

      I can’t stand back and watch him marry the love of my life, I think desperately as I press the receiver hard into my head. I’m not strong enough. It’ll absolutely kill me. We’ll all lose out.

      But how can I express that now? It’s too late for me to start telling the truth, especially when choices have been made, weddings are happening, and I’m never going to get her back.

      “Alex, I’ve just purchased you a plane ticket for this afternoon. Two PM. You will get on it and be back here for Marcus. Maybe, for whatever reason, it doesn’t seem like it now but you will thank me for this. If you rent here for your brother, then you will regret it forever. Trust me on this one.”

      I pull my phone away from my ear just in time to see the email flying through. There it is, the pull for me to go back to the place I never want to see again. I can’t do it, but at the same time I know I have to. Dad’s right, Marcus does need me, no excuse is enough. He would be there for me, whatever the situation, so I should offer him the same courtesy. He’s relying on me, and I do love him.

      “Fine,” I reply resignedly as it seems I have no real way out. “I’ll be on that plane and I’ll be there for Marcus too… but I can’t come back to the firm. I need to be able to leave again afterwards.”

      “Oh, Alex, you are ridiculous. I’m not discussing that with you right now. First, just get home.”

      Just get home… he says this as if it’s no big deal, as if that isn’t the hardest part. That man really doesn’t get me at all, and I know that he’ll never make any effort to either, this is us and it will be for the rest of our lives. Two virtual strangers, connected only be blood and matching DNA.

      “Sure, Dad, I’ll be on that plane.” Mentally I try to picture how that will work out, but somehow I can’t seem to envision me back there… with them. “I guess I’ll see you soon.”

      As I hang up the phone, a heaviness overcomes my heart. I didn’t much like Vegas when I first arrived a few days ago, but now I’m going to miss it. I’m especially going to miss Hattie who has become a good friend to me. When she isn’t working, we’ve been hanging out as friends, and that’s been exactly what I need. Someone to talk to who hasn’t known me forever. She’s been a god send, and now I have to go. With a heavy heart, and the idea of reality setting in, I log online and delete the picture of me and her. I probably should’ve done that right away, I posted it in a moment of drunken pettiness, but I didn’t and I don’t know why. I guess I just didn’t think much about it afterwards.

      Now, I might have to face the consequences of that decision, and I don’t like that idea at all.

      Once that’s done, I grab my back and I stuff all my dirty clothes back into it. I’ve been getting dangerously close to needing to do some laundry anyway so I suppose in a way this is good timing. I get myself packed up, organized and ready to go, before I head downstairs to say goodbye to my friend. I’m pretty sure she’s working this morning so at least I can bid her farewell.

      We can’t stay in touch, I can’t give her my number, because she doesn’t even know my name. On my first night here I said I was called Brian, and for some reason I’ve stuck with it ever since.

      I hop into the elevator, taking note of the fact that it’s my last time, and I make my way to the bottom floor. I’ve enjoyed my time here, it’s been going being someone else, but it hasn’t been for long enough for me to forget about Sephy entirely. I’m certainly not strong enough to see her wed someone else. I wish Hattie could come with me, just to stop me from breaking.

      “Hey you.” Hattie’s whole face lights up when the elevator doors open and she sees me. “I was just thinking about you. How are you feeling today? You hit the sauce pretty hard last night.”

      “Urgh, don’t I know it?” The sensation of a hangover is becoming all too familiar for me. It’s worrying really, maybe something I should address. “I feel like shit, which is worse because I have to go home. My er,” I glance from side to side, checking that no one is listening in. I don’t know why it matters, it isn’t like anyone knows me. “Brother is getting married tomorrow and I have to be there.”

      “While he marries your girl?” Hattie’s face screws up in disgust. “That’s sick. I feel very sorry for you. You’re a much bigger man than me, I don’t think I could do it. I mean, it’s just terrible.”

      I force my lips into an inane grin. “I know, it is going to suck, but I have to be there for him. He needs me. It isn’t like he stole her from me anyway. It’s just the situation.”

      Hattie pouts out her bottom lip and she gives me a sad look. “I can’t believe you’re going. That’s going to suck, I’ve got really used to you being here. How am I going to cope without you?”

      “You’re a tough cookie,” I laugh awkwardly. “You’ll be just fine. I’ll be the one who would struggle.”

      I mean that, I really do. I really wish I hadn’t lied so we could still be friends. I’m going to miss the way she listens to me in a way that no one else does. I need someone like her in my life.

      “Are you going to come back? Please tell me you’ll visit again.”

      I nod, despite the fact that I might not be able to do that. I’d rather assume that we can see one another again. It makes for an easier goodbye anyway. I’ve said goodbye forever to many people, that was a big part of my travels, but now I can’t seem to stop myself getting attached to people. It’s a curse really, I don’t think I like it. If I’m going to continue travelling, I need to let go of this.

      “Yeah, sure I’ll be back. Don’t you worry. Hopefully I’ll be here before you know it.”

      Hattie moves around from her casino station and she pulls me in for a hug. I embrace her gratefully. Not sleeping with her was a great decision. If we’d had a meaningless one night stand then nothing would’ve come from it. All me and Hattie would have now is awkwardness. Now we have something so much better. Hattie makes me want to reach out for more female friends in my life.

      Maybe, one day, that’s what Sephy will be to me. My brother’s wife and my friend. Right now I can’t see it, but that’s because I’m in the thick of my emotions. Maybe once all of that subsides, things will be completely different. Who knows? I suppose anything is possible.

      “Well, thank you for always listening, and for being awesome,” I say as I pull myself back. “You’ve made a sucky time great. I couldn’t have done it without you.”

      “Oh you!” Hattie musses up my already messy hair. “I don’t mind listening to you, you’re alright really. I just hope tomorrow goes well for you. I shall be thinking of you all day long.”

      I roll my eyes, trying to play it off. “Trust me, I’m going to need your thoughts, I might well crumble and make a scene.”

      “Oh, if you do, you have to tell me about it.” She grabs a piece of paper and scribbles something on it. “Here’s my number if you want to talk… and if there’s drama you must let me know.”

      I laugh and tuck the number in my pocket. “I have a feeling there’s definitely going to be drama!”
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      The light blue colored dress that swings from my hips is a little too similar to the dress I wore the last time I attending a wedding… only then I was merely a bridesmaid in a lilac dress. Now, I’m a reluctant bride. A bride marrying the same groom as was there before. I’ve been so concerned about not wearing white, that I didn’t really think about what the blue might represent.

      I stare at my reflection in the mirror, barely recognizing myself as I do. My hair is hanging loose around my face, no effort has been put into it at all, and I have minimal make up on. I don’t even look smart enough to be heading out from a night out, never mind my wedding. I’m pretty much here for a casual Sunday afternoon having tea and sandwiches. It’s ridiculous.

      “Do you have everything packed up?” Mom calls from the other room. “Are you ready to go when the time is here? I’ve got all of Benji’s stuff sorted out so he’s ready for it.”

      I can barely think about what comes next, and not for the usual reason one might fear a wedding night. I haven’t been back to Marcus’s home since that day and I don’t know what it’s like there. I’m not sure how far he’s gotten with the cleaning up, so I don’t know what I’ll face. Will it be the same as before, a shrine to Liza? Or will it be completely empty now? And will that hurt me more?

      “Yeah, I think so. I might have some stuff still here but there’s plenty of time to clear it out.”

      I don’t admit it to Mom, but I’m leaving some of my belongings here on purpose. If everything goes tits up, which I suspect it might, then I’ll need somewhere to run to. I can’t go back to my apartment because I’ll be completely alone there. It’s time to give that place up, I can’t see myself ever going back there. I’m good with Benji, but can I do it alone? I don’t think so. I need some help.

      My respect for anyone bringing up a child alone is at an all-time high. I never realized it before but it truly is the hardest job in the world. A twenty four hour a day, seven days a week, demanding chore. Of course it’s rewarding, the nice moments are the best in the whole world, but the hard moments are endless and utterly inescapable. It’s draining, emotional, and so very messy.

      “Okay, sweetie, we can sort that out whenever you want. Don’t worry about it today.”

      She turns up behind me, almost making me jump. As she clutches her hands to her chest I see tears fill her eyes. She’s torn with her emotions, which is the same for me too.

      “Oh, Sephy, you do look beautiful today.” The tears begin falling, she can barely control them. “Really pretty. I know this isn’t how you planned to get married, but I’m really proud of you. Liza would be too.” She gets choked up, her voice gets caught which only brings the emotion flooding to the surface too I cannot push it down any longer. “She would love you so much for this.”

      My cheeks get wet, I stare at Mom desperately. Through all of this mess, both of us have pushed our grief to one side, but today we won’t be able to. Today, we’re going to be plagued by Liza and the great loss she is. She’s left a giant hole in my life, in all of our lives, and she’ll always be missed.

      “Liza looked better on her wedding day,” I feel compelled to say. I need to talk about her, just a little bit, just to make this okay. “Her dress was amazing. I’ve never seen her look so good.”

      “Oh didn’t she look beautiful?” Mom’s tears are endless, just like my own. “I wish I’d known then how all of this was going to turn out, then I could’ve appreciated her better.”

      I know what she means. I’ve been tortured with the idea that I could’ve done things differently for a very long time. It isn’t there all the time, but it crops up every now and again, knocking me from my feet and stopping me from whatever I’m doing at the time.

      “We can’t get lost in that, Mom,” I tell her sadly, knowing that we’re just as bad as one another. “Liza wouldn’t want it. That’s why she didn’t tell us because she never wanted to see us sad.”

      But of course we are sad. We can’t help it. Mom grabs me and embraces me and for a few moments we weep desperately against one another. The bones rattle in my body because I’m rocking so hard. The sobs are shaking right through me. None of us want to be here, we all want to go back to the last wedding, but it’s too late for that now. Everything has changed, and not for the better.

      “I suppose we better go in a moment,” Mom say sadly. “The Grint’s will be waiting for us.”

      Not all of them, I think tragically. Not the one I want to be there… he’s in Vegas with his new girlfriend. Not that I’m thinking about him today. He doesn’t exist as far as I’m concerned. He can be in another state living the dream. I’m done being upset over him, I can’t do it anymore.

      “Yes, you’re right. Let’s call a cab to take us there. I’ll make the call, you get Benji all ready, is that okay?” Mom nods. “Great. Let’s do this. Let’s get this shit show on the road.”

      “It’s going to be okay, isn’t it?” Mom asks me. “We will get through this, right?”

      “I’m sure we will,” I reassure her. “We have Benji to anchor us all together. And Liza’s memory too. We all have that to keep us together, so I’m sure we’ll be okay.”

      God, I hope I’m right. I’m talking a big game to keep Mom happy, but I’m not sure. I just pray.

      As Mom goes to sort out Benji, I grab my cell phone and I call a cab. All the while I allow myself just a short time to think about Alex. I’m determined not to let this day be ruined by him, but I need just a small second. I think about his smile, his warm eyes, the shiver he gave me on Liza and Marcus’s wedding day. I remember when times were good, when we had our secret relationship which caused us to lock ourselves away from the world. I know that was meaningless for him, I can see that now, but it still feels nice to remember. I believed I was loved at the time, and I felt it deeply.

      Once I’ve called the cab and I take Mom and Benji outside to wait for it, I try to shake the thoughts from Alex. I’ve given him a moment of my time, I’ve thought about him, now it’s time to give that up and concentrate on what’s coming next… but he won’t go. He’s stuck with super glue. I pace up and down the sidewalk, stopping only to hop from foot to foot. I can’t stand still because Alex is there, fogging up my mind. It feels like movement is the only way to get rid of him forever more.

      It’s a relief when the car pulls up because that will force me in one place. I slide into one of the seats in the back. That forces Mom to take the passenger’s seat, but I don’t mind that. I would rather be with Benji. I’m no good at small talk at the best of times… and this isn’t the best of times!

      While Mom chats away I stare down at Benji, spotting all the parts of him that are just like Liza. The bigger he grows, the more of Marcus creeps into his appearance. I really don’t want him to lose all of Liza because he is her legacy. He’s all that we have left of her now. At least he still has her eyes and nose shape. I always want to look at him and see her. I love that.

      Benji is just about the only person in the world who can take my mind off of Alex. He’s a brilliant, all consuming distraction that makes my heart flutter with excitement. At least I love him as much as I do, as a nephew and as a sort of adoptive son. I wouldn’t be able to do any of this if I didn’t. The idea of being a more permanent mother figure in his life, without the Grint family able to take him away from me, is keeping me going. I just want to be everything to him, like he is me.

      “Oh look.” Mom’s voice finally breaks through my thoughts as she speaks loud enough to make it obvious that she wants my attention. “Everyone else is already here. Maybe we’re late.”

      My heart balls up in my throat, my stomach does flip flops, sloshing a sickly feeling around. Marcus and his parents are already here, there’s no sign of them backing out. I’m not even going to be offered a moment alone to wrap my head around everything. I nod slowly, not trusting myself to speak.

      “Well, that’s good,” Mom continues in what sounds a bit like a false happy voice. “That means we can get this done quickly. I think we all just need to get through this, don’t we?”

      I don’t look up as the car pulls to a halt. I let Mom pay the driver while I sort out Benji. I keep my eyes fixed downwards as I focus only on my breathing. I look only down as I step out of the car, it’s only when we begin walking towards the family that I have to drag my eyes up from the ground and there I’m given the biggest shock of my whole damn life. My heart flies up into my throat, I can barely breathe. It’s just lucky that I have such a tight grip on Benji or I could’ve dropped him in my sheer surprise. Marcus and his parents aren’t the only ones who are here… there’s also someone else from the past wedding. Someone I didn’t think I would ever see again, someone who is supposed to be in Las Vegas with his stunning girlfriend.

      “Alex?” I mouth confused as I look directly at him. Unfortunately, his eyes aren’t on me so he doesn’t see me asking. What the hell is he doing here? What’s going on?

      This is only a small thing, a formality. It isn’t a wedding that he needs to be at, so why the hell is he here? Why has he cut his trip short, and where on Earth is his girlfriend? None of this makes any sense and I know for sure that I cannot get married while all of these questions are floating through my mind. It’s dumb, I already know that I’m not going to get the answers that I want, but I need to ask them anyway. I need to somehow get Alex alone so we can discuss this.

      Well, I can’t make him want to talk to me if he doesn’t want to, especially not without raising suspicion, but I can give him the chance. I can get away from everyone and give him a moment to come to me if he wants. Yes, it’ll break my heart if he doesn’t but at least I can go into this knowing that I gave him the chance. I’m going to do all that I can and leave the ball in his court.

      Well, I certainly didn’t wake up this morning and think this was going to happen!
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      Oh God, there she is. My heart races in my chest as I spot Sephy standing out the car. She looks beautiful, too beautiful. It’s almost heart wrenchingly so. I can hardly stand to look at her because I can feel my bones shattering agonizingly as I do. She’s stunning, still the love of my life, and definitely not mine. She’s here to wed my brother… why the hell am I here? How did I let Dad manipulate me?

      “Hello there,” my father booms out as if he’s controlling a business meeting or something. “I’m very glad that you’re here today, and you look…” He trails off as if he can’t quite finish that thought. “Well, I think they’re waiting for us now, so whenever you’re ready I think we should go in.”

      “Mom.” Sephy turns to face her mother and I can almost sense the desperation emanating off of her. I don’t need to look at her to see that she’s in pain. That tugs at my heart strings. “Can you take Benji for a moment? I need to pop to the ladies’ room for a moment if that’s okay?”

      “Yes, sure. Do you need any help? Do you want me to come with you?”

      “No.” I drag my eyes upwards, only for a split second and I manage to catch Sephy’s eyes in that time. She’s giving me a knowing look, almost as if she’s begging me to follow her. I probably shouldn’t… well, I know I shouldn’t, but I’m probably going to anyway. I haven’t regained my strength enough yet, I’m still at the stage where I’ll give her anything she wants. “I’ll be fine. I won’t be long.”

      Sephy races up the stairs into the court house and vanishes from sight. Somehow I need to follow her, just in case my instincts are right and she does want to speak to me, but I don’t know how to make that happen without arising any suspicion. I rack my brain desperately, searching for a solution.

      “Erm, maybe we should all go in…” I point towards the building. “Wait for Sephy there?”

      There’s a pregnant pause clinging to the air, it’s almost suffocating. Everyone turns to look to Marcus for answers, which I guess makes sense since it’s his day. He hasn’t said much all morning, not even to me, so no one can tell what’s going on inside his head. I wish I could dig around and find out but he barely looks like he even knows what’s going on. This is almost non-consensual.

      “Yeah, come on.” Dad finally grabs back the control again. “That’s a really good idea.”

      The concrete steps up to the court house feel ominous as we step up on them one by one. I give Sephy’s mom a desperate look, but she’s embroiled in Benji, lost in love for that poor little boy. She doesn’t know anything anyway so there isn’t any way that she can sense the mess I’m in. I’m alone here.

      The hallway inside the court house is surprisingly busy. People busy around us, not looking at the odd looking family that gathers in waiting. They all have their own lives to be sucked into, their own problems, individual reasons for being here today. I’m glad it feels that way, I don’t know if I could do this if it felt anything like as romantic as Marcus’s last wedding. That would kill me for sure.

      “I think I might use the bathroom myself,” I say in the most innocent tone I can manage. I pause to see if anyone suspects, but no one’s listening. “While I have a chance. I’ll be right back in a minute.”

      I scurry away, trying to locate the toilets as quickly as I can manage. My pulse thunders in my ears, there’s a tremble racing through my system, my eyes are blurry with nerves. I don’t even know if Sephy wants to talk to me, I could’ve misread the sign completely, but even if she does we really don’t have long. Someone will come looking for us soon enough and we can’t be caught.

      Unless… for one glorious moment, I imagine us running away together, leaving for the sun set. It’s a wonderful dream that’ll never be a reality since there are far too many people who’ll end up hurt. It’s a shame, but I love my brother and my nephew. I can’t leave them destroyed. It isn’t right.

      Women bustle in and out of the bathroom, none of them look at me for even a second, but still I wait. I actually end up needing to go inside because anxiety gets the better of me, but I cross my legs and I continue to remain there patiently. I can’t miss Sephy, I just cannot do it. I’ll never forgive myself.

      “Alex.” All of a sudden I hear her hissing behind me, coming from the wrong direction. “Alex.”

      Ice cold, hard feelings swallow me up as I see her. She’s there, in her gorgeous little blue dress, staring at me with sheer pain in her eyes. She’s tucked into a little corner, and I slide in there with her, hoping that no one could see us. While we stand there, together just me and her, I wish the world could stop and we could just have this moment. I want to cling onto this second and never let go.

      “Are you… are you okay?” I ask dumbly. “I know that’s a bad question, but I need to know…”

      “I’m not okay.” She shakes her head rapidly, tears squirting from her eyes. “But what can I do?”

      I reach out and hold her hands, sliding my fingers through here. “I know, I’m sorry.”

      She nods with her lips clamped tightly together, as if she’s struggling to speak. Her whole face tightens, I can see the emotions I’m feeling written all over her. This is a mess, we still want each other. If only things were different at all, we could argue that our love should conquer all.

      “You don’t need to be sorry,” I tell her sharply, almost hissing with need for her to understand. “This isn’t your fault. I know exactly why you’re doing this, it’s for Benji, and I respect that. I don’t blame you at all. You shouldn’t feel bad, you aren’t doing the wrong thing.”

      She stares up at me through her eyelashes, searching my face for something. I don’t know what she’s looking for exactly but I do want to give it to her. “I’m glad you’ve found happiness.”

      “Huh?” I cock my head curiously. I wasn’t expecting her to say that at all. “What do you mean?”

      Sephy slips her hands from mine and shrugs her shoulders pitifully. “I saw the picture online, I know you’ve… I don’t know, you’ve at least met someone to make you smile for a while. I want that for you, I don’t want you to be stuck. We don’t all need to be unhappy because of this.”

      Urgh, the picture. The stupid photograph that I posted online in response to something my mother posted. I can see now how dumb that was. Unfortunately, it had the desired effect of making Sephy jealous, but now I don’t want anything less. She’s never deserved my wrath.

      “Sephy, that’s Hattie. I know it doesn’t look good in that picture, but she’s just my friend.” I huff angrily at myself. Why didn’t I delete it sooner? Why did I even post it in the first place? “We hung out a lot when I was in Las Vegas, but only as friends. I didn’t need someone to have fun with, I needed someone to speak to and that’s what she became. I know it looks bad in the picture… but I was hurt. I didn’t want anyone to think that I was pining after you, which is stupid because I was.”

      It feel really raw for me to lay my heart on the line like that, but I know I need to do that. I don’t want Sephy to think I’m an asshole. I need her to know that at least what we shared was real. Even if it doesn’t help either of us now, we need to positive memories to cling onto to keep us going.

      “I… wow, I don’t know what to say,” Sephy says pitifully. “It’s all a bit much. Today is all too much. The wedding, Marcus, Benji, and now you’re here which I wasn’t expecting.”

      “No, I know, I didn’t think I was going to be here either,” I confess. “I got talked into it. Maybe that was a mistake. Maybe we should have kept away from one another. I don’t know.”

      Sephy nods and sucks in a breath through her nose. She’s pulling away from me, creating a separation between us, ready to move on for good. It feels like we’ve been saying goodbye for a long time, it’s something we’ve done over and over again but it doesn’t get any easier. If anything, each time I have to let her go it gets harder. Is this what it’s going to be like for the rest of my life?

      “I suppose we better get back before someone hunts for us.” Sephy sounds unsure, as if there are still hundreds of things that she wants to say but can’t. “I don’t think it’ll be good if we’re discovered.”

      I grab hold of Sephy and pull her back to me. Just before she goes I want to have a real goodbye. This is the last time now, neither of us want to be smack bang in the middle of an affair, so it has to be the final farewell and I want it to be a good one. There are things I can’t say, but I can show her how I feel. I can let her leave this behind, remembering how good we once were.

      As I drag her towards me, the sizzling chemistry builds between us. It hasn’t ever gone anywhere, even when we’ve tried to push it to one side, but now it’s more evident than ever. It burns, it prickles, it fizzles, it draws us in with a magnetic force that’s too powerful to resist.

      “I just want to say goodbye properly,” I whisper as our lips get unbearably close to one another. I can feel her breath racing over my cheeks and it’s a sensation I’ve missed terribly. “That’s all.”

      Sephy replies with one small sharp nod, effectively agreeing to what I want. Our heads continue to near one another. It’s probably a very quick movement since there are so many people around us, but as I stare into Sephy’s eyes it feels long and drawn out, like we have our own time frame.

      Then our lips crash together, and for one gorgeous moment everything is right with the world. This is where I’m supposed to be, with this wonderful beautiful woman. I want to keep her, I need to have her, but this is the very last second in which she’ll be mine. Soon she’ll belong to my older brother.

      The electricity flows between us, it locks in and keeps us in place longer than I think either of us thought it would be. I even snake my arms around her waist for a moment to keep her next to me. The second I let her go is the second that all of this transforms into something horrible.

      “Oh my God.” All of a sudden a loud, booming voice shocks both me and Sephy. We separate as if we’ve been electrocuted and stare to the side in sheer shock. I don’t know how to speak, what to say, what to even do. I didn’t want this to happen, I didn’t want anyone to get hurt, but that’s what we’ve done all the same. My moment of saying goodbye to Sephy has been wrecked in the worst way possible.

      Marcus… he’s here. He’s seen…

      Shit!
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      “M… Marcus?” I gush in shock, my heart pounding in my mouth. “I… I’m sorry, I…”

      “Oh my goodness, I’m so sorry, Marcus,” Alex jumps in. “This isn’t what it looks like…”

      “It is.” Marcus tugs his fingers through his hair in utter distress. His whole face has gone a funny shade of pale, which actually I get. This must be a massive shock for him. “You two are… kissing.”

      I glance between Alex and Marcus trying desperately to find some sort of solution. There must be an answer, some excuse that we can say to get out of this. How can we make it seem innocent?

      “Is there something going on between you two? Are you together?” His voice is too loud, I’m sure everyone can hear us and it’s clearly drama so I’m sure others must be listening in. I probably would be if I was on the other side of this. “How long has this been going on? Oh my God, this is…”

      I push past Alex and race to Marcus’s side. I need to comfort him, I need to make this okay no matter what the cost. If he needs to yell at me then so be it, but we can’t do it here.

      “Do you want to go outside for a moment?” I ask him quietly. “So we can talk about this?”

      He nods slowly and points towards the back door. “Yeah. I think we should go out there so no one catches us. We need to talk about this without our parents in the way, don’t you think?”

      I hold onto Marcus’s back and walk towards the door. When Alex doesn’t instantly follow us I shoot him a look which suggests he needs to come too. This involves him just as much as us. He needs to have an input into this conversation, I cannot have it alone. I don’t even know what I’m going to say yet, I have no plans. This is as unexpected as they come. One minute I’m sharing a goodbye kiss with the man I really love and the next I’m in a mess with Marcus. Shit, this is my fault.

      Once the cool air hits us all we stand in an odd looking circle, all staring at one another. No one seems prepared to make the first step towards starting a conversation so I suppose it’ll have to be me.

      “I think… we need to talk about what we were going to do… next…” I say slowly.

      My voice is enough to spark Marcus to life. “Were you two kissing?” he demands. “I need to know.”

      I sigh deeply, knowing that he’s right. He already knows that we aren’t marrying for love so does it really matter if he knows the truth? He was with Liza, so maybe it’s better if we go into this with our eyes wide open. I know about his history, so I guess it’s fair that he knows all about mine.

      “Yes. You did see me and Alex kissing, and that’s because we were together for a short while.” I stare at Alex who’s looking at me with all the love that he used to… making this so much harder. “We didn’t tell anyone because you and Liza hadn’t been married long and we didn’t want to make it complicated.” I breathe deeply, trying to keep my voice calm. “But yes, we did have a thing.”

      “Is this the girl?” Marcus asks Alex. “Is this the one that you were in love with? The one who changed you?” Alex nods. “Oh my God, why didn’t you tell me who it was?”

      “I didn’t know how you would react,” Alex replies pleadingly. I can see him begging his brother for forgiveness, even if he won’t say it aloud. “We didn’t know how Liza would react either.”

      “We also didn’t know how serious our feelings were going to become,” I leap in. “We thought it would just be a fling, so there wasn’t any point in creating drama, we didn’t know it’d be love.”

      Marcus turns his back to his and cranes his neck up towards the sky. Me and Alex both remain deathly silent while we wait for him to digest this, we know it’ll take a while. To Marcus it’s probably very strange, I doubt he ever would’ve placed the two of us together.

      “Are you still in love now?” he calls over his shoulder. “Is that what the kiss was?”

      I chew on the inside of my mouth while I plan my answer. I’ve been honest now, I don’t want to lie about this. “I do still have feelings for Alex, but that was us saying goodbye. You don’t have to worry.”

      Did I say that right? In my head it sounded good but now that the words are out there, I don’t know. I’m not sure I managed to portray it in the least hurtful, most honest way. Marcus still hasn’t turned back to look at either me or Alex which is problematic. I hold my breath and try to be patient.

      “You know, I came to find you Sephy, to tell you that we need to get out of this dumb ass wedding,” he finally says, shocking me to the core. “It isn’t right and we both know it. You went along with it to help me and my son, and also because my dad is a manipulative bastard, and I went along with it because I wasn’t thinking straight at all. I’ve been so sad, missing Liza. If there had been any part of me with my head screwed on, I never would’ve agreed to anything.”

      Finally he turns back to face the pair of us, and he looks to me and Alex as if a weight has been lifted from his shoulders. There’s almost a smile on his lips as he speaks.

      “Sephy, I will always be grateful to you for agreeing to marry me because I know why you’ve been doing it. You agreed for Benji’s sake, so I could get to see him and learn how to care for him properly. You did it so my dad wouldn’t take him away from you, which we all know he would’ve done. I am so happy that you would do something like that for me, and I know Liza would too.”

      “She asked me to,” I admit tearfully. “She told me to help with Benji, almost as if she knew.”

      “Yeah.” He huffs and stuffs his hands into his pockets. “I think Liza must have known too. She must’ve sensed at least that she wasn’t going to survive, so it makes sense that she would want you to be there for Benji. She always used to tell me how strong you were, and I’m sure she knew that I’m weak. Of course she would want you to be there for her child. You’re the person she respects most.”

      My chest swells with pride, that feels really nice to hear. I always knew that me and Liza got on well, and that we were the best of friends, but to hear she thought so highly of me is awesome.

      “And you gave up so much for Benji, when you’d lost your sister too,” Marcus continues. “You left your job behind, you gave up your freedom and your time, money too to take care of my son. And now I learn that you also had to give up the love of your life… well that’s too much. I won’t do it.”

      “What… what are you saying?” Alex asks his brother desperately. “What do you mean?”

      “I don’t want to get married to you, Sephy, and I know you don’t want to get married to me either. Neither of us want this at all. So, I say we put a stop to this now and find another way.”

      Ah that sounds so simple, such an easy solution. Me and Marcus just don’t get married because neither of us really want to… problem solved. The only issue is our family. Or his family. His father is not going to like this at all, he’s going to freak as he loses control of all of us.

      “So… what do we do?” I ask the brothers nervously. “How do we make this okay?”

      Neither of them answer, because none of us really know what to say. We all look at each other dumbly waiting for a magical answer to simply fall into our lap. Of course it doesn’t.

      “Do we just go in there and tell them?” I ask with a shrug. “Will that work? Is it at least worth a try? If we all go together and tell them that we’ll make a viable plan, that’ll be okay?”

      Alex doesn’t answer me, instead he races to his brother and he throws his arms around him. I guess there’s still a lot if unfinished business between them that needs to be dealt with before we tackle anyone else. They embrace tightly for what seems like the first time in a very long time.

      “I am sorry about this, Marcus. All of this. I never meant for this to happen.”

      “You didn’t do anything. You just fell in love, that’s all. No one can blame you for that. I’m still in love with Liza, nothing is ever going to change that. I’m always going to love her. You can’t help who you fall for, I know that. Me and Sephy haven’t had feelings for each other, this wasn’t ever that.”

      I get a warmth in my heart, now this seems a lot simpler. I think in our grief and sadness we got lost in our own heads and we forgot that we could work together if we really wanted to. At least we’ve gotten to that place now while there’s still a chance for us to rescue this somehow.

      “And Sephy.” Marcus invites me in for a hug too. “You are an awesome girl, the absolute best for my brother. I honestly don’t know how me and Liza would’ve reacted either, but I’m glad now.”

      I rest my head against Alex’s chest as we embrace, wondering if this is the first step towards us actually making progress towards us potentially being together. I don’t know and I certainly don’t want to get ahead of myself, but there’s a glimmer of hope that definitely wasn’t there before.

      “You three!” My mom’s voice barks at us as we’ve been caught inside. “We’re all waiting here.”

      I can see the stress in her eyes. Her temper isn’t at us at all, it’s because we’ve left her with Marcus and Alex’s parents which isn’t a place that anyone wants to be. She needs us back to save her.

      “Sorry, Mom!” I call loudly. “We’re coming now. We just needed a moment…”

      Okay, so we have to go now, without actually planning what we’re going to say which sucks, but I suppose we have to play it by ear and hope for the best. I glance at Alex and Marcus, hopefully giving them a look which they understand, and together the three of us walk back inside. At least we’re in this together now, we aren’t all three people alone. Together, we can do this… I hope.

      I soon spot the boys’ parents and they don’t look happy. There’s a glowering, especially on his face, which isn’t a good sign. He’s not going to like what comes next.

      “Are you coming?” he calls out angrily. “We’re running late now. What were you even doing?”

      “No, we aren’t ready yet,” I shoot back, feeling a sense of empowerment. “We need to talk before we go in there. I think me, Marcus, and Alex have a lot to say.”

      He stares angrily at me, hating me for the moment, but for the first time I don’t care. With Marcus behind me, I won’t lose Benji. None of us will. It’s messy, but it always has been. Now we can make it work.
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      I step forwards and grab onto Sephy’s hand to support her as she stands against my father. Admittedly I feel anxious, I don’t want him to explode like a crazy person in here, but I need to be her rock. She’s being damn brave, more than me and Marcus and I cannot leave her alone.

      Dad’s eyes glance down and he sees us holding hands. His face darkens, even more than it already was. His bad moves can shake the atmosphere in any room and the same goes for here. It’s like there’s a black cloud hanging above us all and it’s about ready to burst out endless rain.

      “Maybe we should go and talk somewhere else?” I ask anxiously. “This probably isn’t the place.”

      “But the wedding…” Mom says, pointing towards the room. She hasn’t got it yet.

      “Mom, there isn’t going to be a wedding,” Marcus jumps in. “We’ve talked about it and it isn’t going to happen. None of us want this, it isn’t right for anyone. So we might as well leave.”

      Eventually we all shuffle out, and I have to admit that the walk out from the building is just as ominous as the walk in… maybe even more so. I’m so glad that Marcus is okay and that he doesn’t want to get married either, but I don’t know how logically this is going to work. I don’t think it’ll be what we want in the long run because my dad is a strong willed man who never loses.

      We move from the court house and over to the car park. “Maybe we should go to the nearest café,” I say, wanting to keep this as civilized as possible. “Have a talk and a drink at the same time?”

      I don’t think anyone wants to agree with me, but Marcus leaps in and takes control. “Yes, that’s a good idea, Alex. I think we all need to keep this as calm as possible. We have a lot to discuss here and I don’t want anyone to freak out. There’s a café over there which looks perfect to me.”

      He walks ahead of us, heading towards the café before anyone can argue with him. That’s perfect, no one can argue with him because this is his day and also because he’s fragile. Or at least he has been, today has been the first time I’ve seen any strength from him in ages. It seems that he’s come through a hole and out the other side, I just hope he keeps on going in the right direction.

      We walk into the café and take a seat each around the table in the corner where Marcus is already sitting, waiting impatiently. He has his hands clasped together in preparation. Dad sits next to his eldest son and he looks at him needily. I sit opposite them both, with Sephy right next to me.

      “So, what is it we need to talk about?” Dad snaps. “What is all of this? There’s not going to be a wedding now? Despite the fact that we’ve all put in a lot of effort to make this happen. We’ve all sacrificed and we’ve all tried to fuse together through this horrible situation.” He glances around at all of us as if he expects someone to jump to his defense. “None of us wanted you to lose Liza, that was awful and has affected everyone, but I thought this was the best solution for all of us.”

      Marcus shakes his head. “No, Dad, there isn’t going to be a wedding, because Sephy and Alex are in love.” There’s a collective gasp around the table, including mine. I wasn’t expecting Marcus to dive in with the truth so quickly. “They’ve been in love for a while. So she can’t be my wife.”

      Dad bangs his fists down on the table angrily. A waitress had almost reached our table, but when he does that she spins and walks away with quick steps. She’s afraid, but not as much as me.

      “Is this true, Alex?” he demands. “Have you actually done something so ridiculous?”

      Sephy’s hand snakes back into mine and she gives me a reassuring look. That look alone gives me the confidence that I need to be honest with my dad for the first time in my life.

      Yes, I have. We are.” I squeeze her hand and smile. “We are in love.”

      “Oh for goodness sake.” Dad rolls his eyes, clearly exasperated with me. “Of all the people in the world, you’ve ended up with her. Are you serious? We all know what you’re like anyway, you’re one of those people who sleeps around with anyway. Now you’ve decided that this is the woman you want to stick with. It’s stupid, and only to hurt Marcus. It has to be, why else would you behave like this?”

      “No way,” I gasp stunned. “Dad, I can’t believe you would say that. Of course I love Sephy. Do you honestly believe that I would risk so much if I didn’t? She’s everything to me.”

      “Oh right sure. Except your mother saw a picture of you with another woman in your hotel room in Vegas.” He smiles smugly, pleased with himself to catch me out. “How do you explain that one if you’re so in love that you have to ruin your brother’s wedding day?”

      “Oh for goodness sake, Dad, are you for real?” Marcus interjects. “This wasn’t ever a wedding.”

      “No, but it would’ve allowed you and Benji to have a relationship. Your boy needs his dad.”

      “You’re acting like Sephy is a manipulative bitch!” Marcus raises his voice to get his point heard. “In case you’ve forgotten, she took Benji for me when I was too depressed to care for him, she’s raised him up until this point almost by herself. Her mom has been there to help, but she’s done a lot of it herself. She also brought Benji around to see Mom when she didn’t have to.” Mom looks guilty, I have a feeling that she didn’t tell Dad about this. “She agreed to this because you threatened to use the law to take him away from her. She’s acted in the right way, you are the one who hasn’t.”

      That silences Dad, and the rest of us too. None of us expected that outburst from Marcus, especially since he hasn’t spoken much for a while now. He’s regained his voice and done it well. I give him a proud nod, happy that he’s finally doing what both of us – me especially – have wanted to do forever.

      “Me and Sephy will work it out, we’ll come to some agreement. We don’t need you to control that. It’ll be fine, we don’t need lawyers and complication. We’ll do it like a family should.”

      “But we should have something in paperwork…” Dad isn’t ready to give it up yet.

      “No, Dad, I don’t want to worry about that at the moment, I just want to focus on Benji, okay? I’m his father, I’m the one who finally needs to step up, this is all on me. I appreciate your help, but this is something that needs me and me alone.”

      Marcus flicks his finger towards the waitress, indicating that we’re ready for a drink now. She looks anxious as she scurries over to us which is almost comical. This whole situation is crazy. I certainly didn’t think that I would be finally telling my family about falling in love like this!

      “What… what, erm, can I get you all?” the waitress asks. “Do you want to know the specials?”

      “Coffee all round,” I interject, trying to make this as simple as possible. “Thank you.”

      The atmosphere is thick while we wait for drinks, no one dares to say anything. Sephy looks happy, Marcus seems relaxed, my parents are ridiculously stressed, and Sephy’s mom looks confused. I think I’m more with her than anyone else. I don’t know what will happen next.

      Luckily, the silence is soon broken by Benji letting out a little whimper. His crying and begging for attention reminds us all that despite everything we still have something in common. We have this boy who needs us all to forget about our petty bullshit and to love him with everything.

      “Can I hold him?” Mom asks quietly. “It feels like forever since I’ve seen him.”

      And with that, the spell is completely shattered. We all take turns holding Benji, passing him around, and sharing drinks and small talk as we do. Liza and Marcus’s baby seems happy and contented to have us all here together, actually getting along. Even my dad softens as he gets to hold him. I watch him, with his grandson in is arms, and it hits me that he isn’t a bad guy. Maybe he doesn’t always make the right choices and he’s forceful with his opinions, but I have to assume that he does all of that with our best interests at heart. I guess he just wants us all to be happy and content. Unfortunately for him, we’ve found that without anything from him. Still, he should be pleased.

      The entire time, I feel acutely aware that Sephy is beside me and that there’s a chance we might be able to be together at long last. Of course I’m going to have to get her alone to find out for sure, but now she’s free, she isn’t with Marcus, she isn’t a wife which gives me hope.

      As it’s time to leave, Marcus stands up and he makes another surprising request. “Sephy, do you think I could have Benji for a few hours tonight? Mom and Dad will be with me…”

      “Of course you can…” She turns to her mom who instantly agrees. “You can have him overnight if you want? Don’t worry if that’s too much, but if you want to I’m happy. I’ll always be on call…”

      “We would love that.” Mom lights up. Benji has brought out a side of her that I don’t think any of us knew was there before. “I don’t mind sitting up all night long to watch him.” A blush fills her cheeks as she confesses the next part. “I brought a crib for our home when Liza was pregnant, hoping that I might be able to babysit at some point. I have some clothes and things too, so we’re all set.”

      Sephy nods. I can see this is hard for her, I’m sure she doesn’t like to be far from Benji, she couldn’t even cope being away from him for half an hour before, but if today is going to be a turning point for us all then I suppose we all need to get out of our comfort zones and change things up.

      “Will you call me though if you need to? I’m going to struggle to relax.”

      Mom chuckles knowingly. “Of course we will, but I’m sure we’ll be fine. I’ll go through some things with Marcus and make sure he finally gets to know the basics. Save you a job.”

      It seems pleasant, everyone is getting along for the very first time and it’s a wonderful moment, which only gets better when Sephy tugs me closer to her and she whispers into my ear for only me to hear. “Come to my apartment with me tonight, so we can talk?”

      Of course I agree right away, I can’t wait to see what she has to say to me. “Yes, of course.”

      We leave that café hand in hand with barely a care in the world. Dad isn’t interested in us anymore, he has someone new to focus on, which means we might be able to do this without anyone bothering us. Finally I can get back to the happiest place of my life again, where it was just me and Sephy against the world.

      Being in love is the best feeling in the world, and I hope I can reclaim it.
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      I almost skip through the doors to my apartment, I’m so happy to be back. I should be at Marcus’s now, ready to start my life as his wife, but thankfully that hasn’t happened. The dream I didn’t even dare to hope for has happened, and I’m here with Alex, the man I love, instead.

      “I can’t believe I thought I was going to have to get rid of this place,” I say with a chuckle. “I honestly thought that I would never come back here and oh my God I love it here.” I run my fingers playfully along the walls. “It’s so small and cozy, all mine. I’m so glad that I’m back.”

      Alex laughs at me as he watches me skip and dance about the place like a fool. I just feel so happy and carefree that I need to let some of it out, even if it makes me look insane.

      “Well, I’m glad today that I took a left turn as well. At least everyone can be happy now.”

      With that I fling my arms around Alex’s neck and I kiss him hard. None of us know what’s going to happen next, but I do know that I’m in love and Alex is too, I do know that finally we can be together. Properly together. Even our families know about us now, so it’s perfect.

      “Come on.” I link my fingers through hers and drag him towards my bedroom. It’s a place that we’ve spent a whole lot of time but not for a while and I want to get back there.

      “Are you sure?” Alex stops dead still and spins me around to look at him. “I don’t want to rush things. Don’t you think we have stuff that we should talk about first?”

      I giggle madly. “When did you get to be so serious?” I gasp playfully. “Aren’t you the carefree traveller who goes wherever the wind takes you without worrying about anything?”

      “I’m dead serious when it comes to you,” Alex replies seriously. “You are the only thing in my life that I have been serious about and I don’t want to do anything to screw this up.” His heavy words touch me deeply. “It’s been really hard for me and you to get here and I want to do it right.”

      I tiptoe over to him and take his cheek in my hand before rising up to kiss him gently. “Alex, I love you,” I mutter against his mouth with my eyes still closed from the seriously amazing kiss that we just shared. “And you love me. We can be a couple now. What do we need to talk about?”

      “I don’t know.” Alex shrugs helplessly. “I guess I’m just scared that I’ll lose you again. I want to be with you so badly but I’ve already lost you too many times. I need to know that you’re sure.”

      “You aren’t going to lose me,” I reassure him while wrapping my arms tightly around him. “I’m yours, I have been from the very first time since I saw you. That hasn’t changed through all of this.”

      Alex rests his forehead against mine and he stares into my eyes. I can see a deep love there, a passion that I’ve missed so desperately. I never ever would’ve been able to find a chemistry like this with anyone else for as long as I live. Especially not with Marcus, all we could’ve hoped for is friendship. Luckily, that’s something we can still have even now, and I’m sure it’ll be better.

      Then he crashes his mouth into mine and we share a much more passionate kiss. His familiar, warm tongue darts in and out of my mouth, sparking and igniting the deep passionate fire inside of me. The pit of my stomach inflames as a heady lust flows between us. It’s been too long, far too long.

      Alex moves his mouth off mine and he pushes me backwards until my back hits the cold wall behind me. His mouth moves over my hyper sensitive neck, my tingling collar bone, and right down over my torso. The thin material from my dress is still between us, but it feels like nothing. I’m naked with Alex, exposed and vulnerable in the best way possible even when I’m dressed.

      He falls to the floor with a thud and runs his hands up my thighs. I smack my sweaty palms against the walls, trying to find something to cling onto as I glance down to see the very sexy image of him there. His mouth is all over the top of my legs. He kisses and flicks his tongue all over the top of my legs, getting close to, but never quite reaching, where I’m pulsating desperately for him.

      I roll my hips, bucking off the walls in desperation, but that only causes Alex to chuckle happily. He likes driving me wild, I know that about him, but tonight I need speed, I need him inside me, all over me quickly. I need that powerful connection between our bodies once more.

      I grab the bottom of my dress, needing to get the message across, and I tug it up over my head. Underneath I have plain, white cotton underwear on. It might be my wedding day, but I wasn’t expecting anything to happen. But Alex pants at me as if I’m the sexiest woman alive.

      God, I’ve missed that feeling. He always knows how to make me feel good about myself.

      Alex pushes himself up into a standing position. He places one hand on the wall behind my head and uses the other to rub me on the outside of my underwear. The material presses against my clit in an incredible feeling way, making my head fall back with sheer ecstasy. I can feel my hair tickling my back, sending a shiver up and down my spine. All of me is on fire with lust.

      I unhook my bra and feel it flutter to the ground. I want to tease Alex, to lure him in, and thankfully it works. His mouth connects with my breast in a heartbeat, his lips wrap around my hard nipple and he sucks while sliding those velvety fingers of his inside me. My panties are shoved to the side while he explores me in a way that sends me spiralling into a deep screaming pleasure.

      “Oh God, Alex,” I groan as the hot bliss bubbles. “Alex, that feels so wonderful.”

      “I’ve missed you,” he hisses against me, tickling my nub with his tongue. “So damn much.”

      I can’t hold back anymore, I need him too, so I reach down and I fiddle as best I can with his trousers. It’s hard for me to yank the buttons apart with such trembling fingers, but somehow I manage it. I tug them down just enough for his thick, throbbing erection to burst free and I wrap my hand around him. His shaft is warm, it’s pulsing, it’s desperate with need. He’s as turned on as me.

      As I run my hand up and down him, causing him to grip onto my shoulder hard, my pulse flies out of control. Despite the cool wall behind me, my entire body is flaming and on fire. I’m burning hot, my skin is boiling. He has me hot, just like he always used to. I’m so glad I have him back.

      “I need you,” I whimper once I feel myself falling dangerously close to losing it. I barely even know where I am anymore. “I want to feel you. I want you inside of me now, Alex.”

      He doesn’t need to be asked twice because he’s so desperate too. He lifts me from the ground and carries with me with my legs wrapped around him all the way to the bedroom, then we fall onto the bed together with our limbs still firmly intertwined with one another as if we can’t let go.

      Twisting until we’re side by side, Alex angles himself into me and he thrusts gently and slowly. It isn’t a position that I’ve ever experienced before but it feels surprisingly good. It gives me and Alex equal control over the speed despite the fact that I’m in between his legs, but still we’re moving sensually and slowly. The hurry has gone, now this is a moment for us to just enjoy each other.

      Alex’s hands run over my body and I do the same to him. I’ve felt all of him before, but now this is new. It feels more open and honest. It’s more real than anything has been before. This is the first time I feel the gravity of his words before. This is more serious, we are together now, and that’s lovely.

      “Oh, Alex,” I moan while sliding my eyes closed. “You have no idea what you mean to me.”

      Each thrust makes my heart heat up, my chest swell, and my womb ache with love. With his arms wrapped around me and his breath all over me, with the heat and stickiness of his body, I feel incredible. I feel myself giving myself over to Alex wholly without a care in the world.

      “I… I love you,” he pants back, while kissing my cheeks and neck. “I love you so much, Sephy.”

      “I love you too,” I murmur breathlessly as a reply. “I really love you so much.”

      Eventually the blissful heat gets too much and I can feel myself becoming overwhelmed by the pleasure. I close my eyes, buck my hips a bit harder, and I fall into the sensations entirely. The orgasm crashes, then rolls over and over in waves, trickling all the way from my toes up to my brain, consuming and swallowing up every single inch of my body. I love it, it feels phenomenal.

      “Oh, Sephy.” I grip tightly onto Alex, building our bond as the pleasure gets from him too. “Oh God, you feel so good, you’re so incredible. I love you so much…”

      Afterwards we crash next to each other on the bed panting breathlessly. Alex keeps his arms wrapped around me as we regain our normality, and that romantic gesture reminds me of how good it feels to be with him. And now I get to keep that feeling forever. I’m the luckiest woman alive.

      I honestly don’t know if me and Alex would’ve been able to keep away from one another forever. I would like to think that we could’ve for the sake of Marcus, but the chemistry and love between us is too strong. I honestly don’t know if I would be able keep my distance.

      “You are staying here tonight, aren’t you?” I turn and beg him. “Please don’t leave me now.”

      “Oh Sephy.” He embraces me fully, holding my had against his chest. I can hear his racing heart beat which comforts me greatly. “I don’t think you understand, I’m never leaving you again.”

      Thank goodness, I’m so glad he’s said that. That means he’s serious.

      “Do you think your family will ever forgive us?” I ask Alex, needing to know. “I’m sure my mom will be fine, but will your dad?”

      His mom will be too, all she really cares about is Benji. It’s his over controlling father that we need to be concerned about. I don’t want it to be awkward forever. We all have to be in each other’s lives.

      “I think he’ll be fine,” Alex reassures me. “He’ll get used to it and all will be okay. I’m sure he’ll get used to me not working for the company too. It’s all changing, but not in a bad way.”

      I prop myself up onto my elbow and I look at Alex intently. “Have you decided what you’re going to do yet? It sounds like you do.”

      “I do actually.” He taps his nose cheekily. “But I’m not telling you yet. It’s going to be a surprise.”
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      “So, what do you think?” I ask as Marcus finishes reading my business plan. I’ve been working on it for ages and I really need his opinion since my big brother is better at this stuff. “You like it?”

      He nods carefully. “I do actually, it’s better thought out than I thought it would be, I’m impressed.” He hands the document back to me with a grin. “When you first came to me with this plan I thought it would be a spur of the moment plan, but I can see you know what you’re doing. You can do this.”

      “What do you think Dad will think?” I bite my lip nervously. “You think he’s going to invest?”

      I don’t need him, really I could ask other investors to get involved in this business, but I want my family to all be a part of it. My dad has always made his companies a family affair, and that’s something I would like the idea of. I want to carry on some of his legacies. He hasn’t always been wrong.

      “I can’t speak for sure, that’ll have to be up to him, but I don’t see why not. It’s good. And I can’t think of anyone who’s better for arranging travel than you. You’ve been through it yourself, you know what’s good and safe. You’ll be able to help others enjoy their trips too. And I think it’s always good to combine a passion with work, it’ll make you want to do it, even when times are tough.”

      “What about you?” I ask him, suddenly realizing that times are still tough for him, and they will be for a while. “What are you going to do? Have you made any plans for the future yet?”

      He blows out a deep breath of air and takes a sip from his coffee cup. I can almost see the cogs in his brain ticking over as he works out how he’s going to answer this for me. I hope he’s honest, I hope I’m still the person he can speak to, despite everything that’s happened between us. I don’t want to lose that ever. Marcus has always been my closest friend. I don’t want love to separate us.

      “Right now,” he starts. “I’m just happy to continue working part time at the family company while I juggle my time with Benji. I know it’s been a few weeks since I’ve started having him, but there is a lot to learn.” He smiles, almost to himself. “I’m even changing dirty diapers, would you believe it?”

      “No,” I reply, filled with honesty. “I never thought that would be you. But I’m proud of you. That’s really something. You must really love that boy. You’ve given up so much for him. It’s admirable.”

      Marcus chuckles agreeably. “Yeah, you’re right there. I do love him so much. He’s been the only thing to get me through this.” He pauses for a few moments before he starts on with the next part of what he wants to say. “I just wish I could see him more, but I understand that Sephy has an intense bond with him too. It’s a tricky situation that I can’t quite work out yet. I’m still trying though.”

      I tap my chin thoughtfully. If I’m honest, I’ve been thinking about this a lot, and talking it through with Sephy. I might have come up with a plan, but it isn’t a very conventional one. I don’t know if Marcus will like it. Even Sephy was unsure at first, but the more we talked about it, the quicker she came around. This could work for all of us, in a very strange way… possibly, I hope.

      “You know, there could be an answer here,” I tell Marcus quietly. I lean in so only he can hear me, I’m sure Mom is around somewhere trying to listen in. I don’t want her to hear this bomb shell, especially if it doesn’t happen. “I was thinking that me, you, and Sephy could all live together.”

      “What?” he gasps in shock. “What the hell are you talking about? Have you gone mad? Like as one big happy family? I’m sure that’ll work really well.” He chuckles, sounding really amused by all of this. “Honestly, Alex, have you lost the plot? You honestly are insane sometimes.”

      “No, seriously.” I try to work out how to say this in a way that won’t make me seem crazy. “I was thinking we could get a big place with plenty of room, maybe even a home that’s two apartments. Me and Sephy could live in one, you and Benji in another, that way we can all be together. You can see Benji every day, Sephy can see Benji every day, and we can all raise him. You can visit Mom and Dad with him from time to time, and Sephy’s mom too and they can be like real grandparents. You and Benji need your space to finally be a father and son, properly. You’re ready now.”

      He widens his eyes in shock as he realizes that I actually mean this. “I suppose if I sold my place we could combine our funds to get somewhere bigger.” The cogs tick again, but this time h’s taking my idea to heart. “And we could all work together to raise Benji. I’m sure Sephy is keen to get back to work with her friend too, so we could all work our hours around Benji.”

      “I know,” I jump in excitedly. “And with me working from home at first I can always pick up the slack if you both have things on.” Marcus gives me a look. “I know I haven’t spent some alone time with him yet, but I can. You’ve got used to it, I can do. At least, I think I can.”

      “Honestly, Alex, the fact that you would even do this for me is amazing. I can’t believe it! Of course I’ll help you out in any way I can too. With the business or whatever. Anything I can do.”

      “It’s for you and Sephy, Benji too. It’s a way to make the best of this situation.”

      Marcus stares at me, gratitude rolling off of him in waves. He’s taking a moment to think this through which is fine. I understand that, I know what I’m presenting isn’t the easiest to digest. Potentially there are issues that could crop up at some point, but I’m sure that we all have the strength to tackle it. We all have enough love for one another and Benji to work it out.

      “I suppose this is something we need to tell our parents,” he finally says. “Shall we do it now, or do you want to present your business plan first? Maybe we should do it all in one go?”

      “So that’s a yes?” I need to check in first before I get excited. “You’re already ready to agree?”

      “Alex, I’ve been racking my brains and trying to find an answer for what feels like forever. You’ve just done it in one short minute.” He throws his hands in the air gleefully. “I can tell that you’ve thought about it too, and that you’ve asked Sephy.” I nod, letting him know that she’s well aware and actually in agreement with it. “Well, she’s a smart girl, one who’s very switched on. If she’s all for it then I am too. Sephy only thinks of what’s best for Benji, I’m willing to go along with her judgement.”

      Relief floods me, it seems that everything is coming together in the weirdest way possible. Maybe I’m a little concerned about potential jealousy since Marcus has lost Liza, but I strongly believe that he’ll pick himself up. It’ll all be about his baby boy anyway, that’s the main thing.

      “Then yeah, I suppose we should go and tell Dad all about it,” I reply while standing up. “The business and the house. I think we’ve learned the hard way that ripping off the band aid rapidly works best.”

      I hope that he’ll be more understandable now, I hope that what’s happened recently will teach him a lesson and he’ll listen to the both of us. I have hope, but of course I can’t ever be one hundred percent certain. I’m still nervous to go and do this… maybe the speed is just as much about me as it is Dad.

      “Okay. I’ll be behind you all the way, with the company and of course the house. Whatever he argues, we’ll buffer it back, just like we did before. He listened then, and he’ll listen now.”

      I walk with Marcus into the living room, wondering how all of this is going to go. I’m not quite as confident as him, but I’m trying. I want to be… maybe this will be the thing that finally convinces me, who knows? Either way, everything is changing all over again, and from what I’ve learned change can be a really good thing.
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      I fist bump the air with excitement as soon as Sephy walks through the door to find me in her apartment. I’ve been so full of happiness all day long but I haven’t had a chance to express it. I did with Marcus, but we had to be a little bit restrained because we were at home.

      “Oh my goodness, you look pleased,” she laughs at me. “What’s going on?”

      “First off, tell me how it went with Jessica, did you manage to sort things out?”

      “Erm,” she pauses while she thinks this through. It isn’t an immediate happy answer which I don’t know how to take. “I think so. I mean, it’s a little strained but now I’ve spoken to her face to face I think she understands better. She’s got a temp working with her at the moment and she didn’t say she would definitely want me back, but we’ve got plans to hang out again so we’ll see.” She shrugs helplessly. “I suppose there isn’t too much I can do apart from see. If not, I’ll work somewhere else.”

      “Work with me,” I reply simply. “If you want to. My dad is on board now, he wants to invest in my company so soon I’ll need a lot of help if you want to get involved.”

      “Oh my goodness, are you serious?” She claps her hands against her mouth in shock. “I mean, this is just the best news ever, isn’t it? You’re finally going to get what you want.”

      Just before she runs over to hug me I hold out my hand to stop her. “First, I have some more news.” This I’m less sure how she’s going to take. I know she agreed, but will it be different when it’s real? “I spoke to Marcus about the idea of us all living together either in one house or two apartments in the same building and he’s agreeable to it. He thinks it’s a great idea for him and Benji.”

      “Oh right.” She breathes heavily for a moment as she lets this wash over her. “I see.” But then just before I can get into a real state of panic, her face breaks into a bright grin. “Well that’s wonderful news, I’m so glad. I think that’s what’s best for him too. Did you tell your dad?”

      “He was less than pleased,” I admit. “But that hardly matters. Again he’ll see that we know best.”

      I let Sephy run to me and we hold onto one another as happiness floats around us. “That’s great, I can’t wait to tell Mom when she brings Benji back around later. I think she’ll be really happy that we’ve finally made this work for all of us. I think she still fears your dad might freak out and get a lawyer.”

      “He won’t now,” I reassure her as best I can. “I don’t think he’d do anything else to cause any pain. He just wants us all to be happy now and to finally move forwards. For Benji, most of all.”

      That boy might have lost his mother, but he’s going to have more than enough love to make up for it. I think that’s what Liza would’ve wanted. Finally, we might be giving her memory what she deserves.
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      I’m still getting used to my new home. It’s been nearly four months and I don’t think I’ve totally adjusted. Just last week I took Benji out for a walk and accidently walked him all the way back to my old apartment before I remembered that I’ve sold it, and that someone else lives there. I don’t know why I’m not adjusted, I really love it here. It’s the best home I’ve ever had.

      In the end, me, Marcus, and Alex went for a large house that’s separated into two apartments which I think is for the best. We can all be together when we need to be and alone too. That’s perfect for me and Alex because despite everything we’re firmly in the honeymoon phase of things, so any second to ourselves is wonderful, and it’s helping Marcus too. He’s become increasingly independent with Benji which is awesome to see. They’re finally getting that father and son bond that I know they need.

      “Hey there, Benji,” I call across the kitchen to where he’s sitting in his little chair. “How’s it going, buddy?” He makes a lot of gurgling sounds back that I’m sure are words to him. “It’s just me and you today. Daddy is at work, and Uncle Alex is at some business meeting. I’m sure he told me all about it, but I can barely remember what it was.” I huff loudly. “I’m helping him out at the moment, but it isn’t really my thing at all. It’s his. I want something of my own really. Aside from you, of course.”

      I love being with Benji, I really do. I’m enjoying being his stand-in mother, but being a part time parent isn’t enough for me. I’m happy to help out Alex too, but I want a passion of my own. I haven’t been offered my job back with Jessica, but I don’t know if I’d take it even if I was. She needs someone much more full time and I want something I can feel much stronger about. Interior design is just fine, but it isn’t something that I think I want to do forever. But I don’t know what that might be.

      Still, I don’t want to burden anyone with my problems when we’re all just trying to make this work at the moment, so I have been keeping it all inside and trying to work it out by myself.

      “So, what shall we do today? Do you want to go and see Gramma? Or maybe Grampy and Nanna?” It seems weird to give them all such old fashioned nick names, but that’s what they want. “Just because you can’t talk yet, I’ll let you in on a little secret. Grampy and Nanna still intimidate me a bit, but I’ll take you there if you want to go. It isn’t anywhere near as bad as it used to be.”

      Benji doesn’t say anything, he just continues to babble on. As I look at his adorable face, I’m reminded of Liza once more. I grab my cell phone out of my pocket and scroll through the photographs until I find one of me with Liza’s arms wrapped around me. Whenever me and Benji are alone I like to talk about his mom. I want him to know what he can about her, she isn’t a secret after all.

      “Now.” I sit down besides him and let him take the phone. He stares intently at the image, almost as if he recognizes the face that’s looking back at him. “This is your mommy, you remember me telling you about her, right? Well, this picture was taken on her bachelorette party, just before she married your dad. We had a spa day followed by a bit of a party and a really nice meal.” I smile to myself at the memory. I try now to only remember the good times. I don’t want to just recall my sister when she lay lifeless on that hospital bed, or when she was sickly and pregnant, I prefer to think of her as the radiant being she was beforehand. “I didn’t know then if she would be happy married to him because he calmed down her wild side. Before Marcus, she was a bit of a crazy one, see?” I chuckle to myself and Benji makes a laughing sound too. I know he can’t understand me, but it’s funny all the same. “But she loved him, really loved him and she wanted to give up all her wildness for him. For the brief time they were together and married, she was the happiest that she’s ever been.”

      I run my finger gently down my sister’s face. I still miss her acutely, I don’t suppose that will ever go, but at least now I can feel proud that we’re finally doing right by her. I thought by marrying Marcus I was doing what she needed me to, but now it’s clear that was crazy. This is so much better.

      “She loved you, you know? Absolutely adored you. That moment you were born, she was really at peace.” I stare up at Benji and grin at him again. “She would be so proud to see you today, I can tell you that. She would be bragging like nuts, boring everyone with it. I’ll remind you of this all the time. I intend to tell you every day what she would think of you, because we’ve got to keep her alive somehow, haven’t we? We need to remember her and you need to know her…”

      I’m starting to get emotional, I can feel the tears brewing in the back of my eyes. I don’t want Benji to associate his mother with sadness so I need to give myself a distraction before I fall apart.

      “I think maybe we should go out… have a walk around the park or something. What do you think?”

      Just as I’m about to grab my coat and sort out the pushchair, a strange feeling overcome me. It starts in the pit of my stomach and it floods my throat completely. I clutch onto it as the color completely drains from my face. In one split second I instantly know that I’m going to puke.

      “Uh oh, hold on,” I rasp to Benji while I tear from the room. “I’ll be back in a…”

      I make it to the bathroom just in time. The vomit is projectile, it feels like it’s something that’s been building up for days, weeks. I have been feeling a little more tired than usual, but not ill. Usually I can tell when I have a sickness bug coming, but this one came at me completely unexpectedly.

      “Urgh, no.” I clutch onto my sweaty forehead, trying to breathe deeply to stop myself from vomiting again. I really need to get back into the other room to check on Benji but I’m so ill. “No, no, no.”

      After one more bout of throwing up, I brave standing to go and see him. Luckily he’s still sitting quite contently, enjoying himself just fine. I don’t think he’s even noticed that I vanished which is fine, but I still need someone else here. I don’t feel well enough to be responsible for him alone.

      I can’t call Alex because he’s in that meeting, and I don’t want to disturb Marcus either. He’s been doing so well, but today I think he needs some adult interaction. He’s good at his job, he feels comfortable there. I know he needs that just for a confidence boost. There’s only one thing for it, I need to call my mom. I’m sure that she’s free today and she can come here to help.

      Thank God Benji has so many people who love him, I think as I pick up the phone. He’s lucky.

      She answers quickly, pretty much on the first ring and agrees to come and help me without hesitation. I know I’m lucky, I’m aware there aren’t many parents who would be so forthcoming, with this and everything else. Aside from the blip where she wanted me to marry Marcus, which was clearly out of fear that we would lose him, she’s supported all of my choices. She’s happy with this crazy living arrangement, she hasn’t got a bad thing to say about me and Alex. She really has been my rock.

      As I hang up the phone and I wait for her to come, I’m excited to spend some time with her. Not that I’ll be much company today, but she really is awesome. In a way, she’s replaced the friendship that I had with Liza. It’ll never be exactly the same, but at least I don’t feel like I’m alone.
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        * * *

      

      “Oh dear, you do look sick,” Mom says as I open the door to her. She steps inside, filling the room with her wonderful calming presence. “It just came out of nowhere did it? A sickness bug?”

      “Yeah,” I croak back. “I was feeling a bit run down but nothing major. I didn’t expect this.”

      “Well it’s a good job I could come and help you with my gorgeous grandson then, isn’t it?”

      She scoops Benji up into her arms and fusses him for a while. It’s such a relief to see someone else responsible with him, it means I can relax. Trying to do everything while feeling like this is agony, every bit of my body aches making each tiny task feel like I’m climbing a damn mountain.

      “Thank you so much for coming. That means so much to me, I didn’t know what else to do.”

      Mom drags her eyes off Benji and she looks at me. She knots her eyebrows together as she examines me closely. “Do you think you should go and get some rest or something? You look like you could fall down. Are you sure this isn’t something more serious? It doesn’t look like a bug to me.”

      I barely hear the rest of her sentence, I’m still lost in the wonderful idea of getting some sleep. My bed is crying out to me, begging me to come and lie down in it, and I can’t help but want to do that desperately. I picture the moment when I lift my body off the ground and I collapse into the sheets, allowing my mattress to hug me and make me feel better. The idea of sliding my eyes closed and going to sleep is too much. I want it so badly it actually makes me hurt even more.

      “Yeah, I think I will get some sleep if that’s okay? Are you alright here?” She nods enthusiastically. “Great, thank you. I don’t think I’ll be long, just a bit of rest and I’ll be okay again, I’m sure.”

      I pad from the room, dragging my aching legs behind me. Mom calls something out about needing to go to the hospital if I don’t feel any better in an hour or so, but that hardly registers. I’m fine, I know I am, she’s just massively – and understandably – reacting so fearfully because of what happened to Liza. That isn’t what’s happening here, this is genuinely just a sickness bug. I’m going to be fine.

      “Benji can’t lose anyone else,” I mutter, as if Mom can hear me as I collapse forwards onto the bed, face first without taking any of my clothes off. That doesn’t even occur to me. “And that’s why I’m going to be just fine. Just a short nap and I’ll be right as rain again. No worries.”

      The blackness gets me quickly as if it’s been waiting for, and I drift into a horrific set of nightmares. The bad dreams don’t make much sense, but the absolutely terrify me. I don’t know what I’m afraid of, but I know for sure that I need to be scared. Colors swirl, shapes surround me, abstract concepts try their hardest to swallow me up whole and I can’t run away however hard I try to go. Still, right now the horrors inside my unconscious mind are better than being awake and sick. As long as I wake up better, I’ll take just about anything…
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      “Hi.” I look at Sephy’s mom in sheer confusion. I love her being here but it makes me worry. As far as I know, she isn’t due to be here again. “Is everything okay? Where is Sephy?”

      “She’s in bed, she’s been there all afternoon. She called me earlier saying that she felt sick.” She stands up and moves nearer to me. “I’m a bit concerned about her, actually. She really doesn’t look well. I’m worried that it’s more than just a bug, especially the way it came on rapidly.”

      My heart flies up into my throat, I don’t know what this means but it freaks me out. “What do you think it is?” I ask desperately. “Do you think I need to be worried? Should I get a doctor?”

      She shrugs helplessly at me. “I don’t know. I’m scared that I’m overreacting because of what happened to Liza, but I really am afraid. I’m scared of ignoring it, and it becoming something.”

      That testimony alone is enough for me to know that I absolutely have to get someone here. Maybe we’re all scared and overreacting, but after what we’ve been through it’s only right. “Do you have a bit more time to stay with Benji?” I ask her while I tug out my phone. “I’m calling a doctor now.”

      She nods tightly and scoops up Benji in her arms. Knowing what she’s like with him, that’s where he’s been all day long and that’s where he’ll stay until we’ve had confirmation from the doctor that everything is alright. I’m just glad that me and my dad are on good terms now, it means I can afford to do stuff like this. I’d like to spread my wings and say that I don’t need his money, but the truth is I do. For me, for my family, for the business… I don’t mind accepting it now that we’re all happy.

      I speak to a receptionist quickly and demand that someone comes out to check on Sephy, I can hear the hesitation in her voice, I don’t think she wants to agree because she knows that I’m overreacting, but I’m determined and stubborn. I have no intention of hanging up until someone is on the way.

      “Okay,” I declare as I hang up the phone. “The doctor is coming. He said half an hour.”

      “Doctor?” I spin around as I hear Sephy’s raspy voice from the hallway. “Who needs a doctor? Is everything okay with Benji? Is he sick? Oh no, have I given him this bug?”

      She doesn’t look well, she’s pale and a little green looking. Also I’m not convinced that she can actually stand up, she seems to be swaying like she’s drunk or incredibly dizzy, but that doesn’t stop a blush from filling my cheeks. All of a sudden I feel terrible, maybe I’ve gone too far. She isn’t going to like this. “The doctor is actually… for you. I called him here to check on you.”

      “What?” she screams desperately. “Why? What have you done that for? A doctor isn’t going to be able to help me, I’m fine. It’s just a bug. What a waste of time and money, I can’t believe…”

      “It’s my fault,” her mom interjects before she can begin really yelling at me. “I’m scared and I made Alex do it. After losing Liza I can’t help myself. I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have, I know that. I just can’t help myself. Me and Benji need you, we can’t risk you getting ill and ignoring it. Once was unforgivable, I did nothing because Liza was pregnant, but twice, I won’t be able to live with myself.”

      Sephy sighs deeply, but the anger ebbs away. She knows we can’t blame her for being scared. “Okay, whatever. I’m sure I’ll just be told that I’m fine and that will be the end of it. It hardly matters.”

      She taps her fingers on the counter, which is the only noise that breaks the silence. I’m pretty sure that we all feel as awkward as I do. I need to do something to make this easier.

      “My erm, my meeting went really well today. Things are coming along nicely. I have a lot of advertisers interested and I’ve been able to get some bundle deals as well. It’s going to look really awesome on the website when I get it all posted on there… sorry, I don’t know why I’m telling you this. You probably really don’t want to hear it right now, do you?”

      Sephy gives me a weak smile. “No, I do want to hear about it. Please tell me everything.”

      I babble on for a while, just doing what I can to fill the quiet. I barely know what I’m saying which is fine because I don’t think anyone is listening to me anyway. They’re doing the smile and nod thing that people do when they’re thinking about something else entirely.

      Knock, knock. It’s almost a relief when the doctor knocks on the door to alert us to is presence. Once he’s done and we’ve get the answers we need. When we find out what is – or more likely isn’t – wrong with Sephy, then her mom can leave and she can yell at me. Shouting I don’t mind, it’s the tension before the storm that I can’t stand. I’m stewing in anticipation while Sephy gets herself more and more annoyed by the minute. When she explodes, it’s going to be bad. I’m terrified.

      “I’ll go and get that,” I say quietly, pushing my way out the kitchen. “And I’ll explain to him why we’ve overreacted quite so much. I’m sure he’ll get it when I tell him…” Nope, I’m making it worse, I need to stop talking. I shake my head and start again. “Sorry, yeah, I’ll go now.”

      I curse myself all the way to the door and even when I open it. The doctor gives me a look like I’ve gone a little insane, but I let him inside anyway and indicate towards where Sephy is waiting, hating me and blaming me for creating such unnecessary drama.
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      “Pregnant,” Sephy gasps desperately for what feels like the hundredth time. “I’m pregnant, can you believe it? I’m having a baby… that feels, well I don’t know how it feels. How do you feel?”

      I shake my head, just glad that everyone else has gone now and we’re here alone to deal with this. Sephy’s mom looked like she was going to pass out when she hurried Benji down to Marcus’s apartment, and I really don’t blame her. I feel a bit like that too. What if pregnancy does the same to Sephy a it did Liza? We never really knew what all the problems were… what if it’s a family thing?

      I suppose I can have some comfort in the idea that her mom was okay while having two children, but it really isn’t enough. I’m utterly petrified that I’m going to lose everything.

      “I guess we weren’t always careful, were we?” Sephy continues, focusing on the wrong thing as far as I’m concerned. What does it matter how this happened? It’s happened and we need to deal with it in whatever way we can. “We didn’t always use protection. I don’t know why. I suppose things happen in the heat of the moment, but now I hate myself for it. I knew the dangers and didn’t care. Didn’t worry. I’m a real idiot, aren’t I? This is absolutely nuts. What are we going to do?”

      I gulp and try to regain some strength. Sephy needs me right now, she has been strong for everyone else for far too long, now it’s rightly her time to collapse. I have to be her pillar, the person that she can rely on above anything else. I might be freaking out, but I need to push it down for now.

      “Well, we do what we need to do,” I say slowly. “The doctor said that you would be under constant care because of what happened to Liza, so I suppose that’s good. And I guess we just be really careful. Lots of bed rest and if anything seems suspicious then we call the hospital.”

      Sephy grabs onto my arm and she stares deeply at me. I can see the panic behind her gaze, she looks wild and freaked. “I don’t just mean that, Alex, I know we’ve got a lot to be scared of when it comes to he pregnancy. I’m talking about afterwards. When the baby is here, what will do about that?”

      I almost laugh, that’s her main worry? “Sephy, you have already proven that you’re a wonderful mom. You’ve done everything that you can for Benji, you’ve got some awesome experience. You know that you can do this. What on Earth do you have to be worrying about?”

      “Me and you,” she admits while flinging her arms in the air. “This is too fast, isn’t it? It isn’t something that we’ve discussed or planned. We haven’t even talked about it. Everything else has moved so rapidly and gone a little mental, I don’t know if this is a good idea too.”

      I clutch onto her hands and smile at her, feeling the first moment of calm since I heard the news about the pregnancy. She really doesn’t need to worry about that, that’s the only bit I’m not scared of.

      “Sephy, I think everything that we’ve been through only proves that we can survive anything. I know this isn’t planned but it doesn’t matter. I love you and you love me, we can do this. I want to do this. I want to be a father and I want to have a child with you. I’m happy about that part.”

      A tear trickles down her cheek, but it seems to be a happy one. “Are you sure, Alex? This is massive. You do realize that? You aren’t in shock or something? I don’t want you to…”

      I pull her face to mine and kiss her hard. Happiness explodes in my stomach as we do. As long as I can take care of Sephy, as long as I can get her through being pregnant, then nothing else matters. Then I can be happy. I’m not worried about becoming a parent, I really mean that I want to do that, I’m just so terrified of losing her. But I won’t. I’m absolutely determined not to let that happen again. All of us know the signs now, we know what to look out for. We can beat this.

      “Let me get you to bed,” I say, starting on the routine of taking care of her. “You need to rest. I’m going to spend the next nine months making sure that you are alright.”

      “But what about the business? What about our lives?”

      “Don’t you know, I’m superman?” I tease. “I can do anything. I can juggle it all. Plus, don’t forget we have Marcus. After all we’ve done for him, he’ll want to help us too.”

      Actually, this might be hard for him, I’m going to have to tackle telling him carefully. It’s going to be some really painful déjà vu, but he’s support us once he gets used to the idea of it, I’m certain.

      Sephy nods and allows me to half carry her to bed. I lay her down on the sheets and watch her for a while as she drifts into an almost instant sleep. My heart swells with an intense love, more powerful than anything I’ve ever felt before. I love her, I love the baby that she has growing in her stomach already. They’re my family now, and I need to keep them with me forever.

      “I won’t let you down,” I mutter quietly to her sleeping frame. “I promise you, Sephy, I won’t. You’ll be fine, I’ll make sure of it. No matter what, everything is going to be alright.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      Persephone

      

      Seeing Benji and Oliva together is the sight I love more than anything else in the world. They might be cousins, but they will grow up much more like brother and sister, and I can’t wait to see that bond develop. Benji is great with my girl, he doesn’t even seem to mind that she’s a whole lot younger than him, which is a good sign that they will be really close. Growing up next door to one another will help.

      It was worrying for a while… well, actually for nine long months. I tried my hardest to hide it, but being pregnant scared me. Luckily, aside from the day I discovered that I was having a baby, I wasn’t too sick, but that didn’t stop every single twinge from being scary. Giving birth was worse, of course, I found myself surrounded by hundreds of doctors. But here I am, four months later, all fine.

      “Where is Daddy?” Benji asks me in his lovely little voice. He looks up at me expectantly.

      “He’s out with his friend,” I reply with a smile. “I don’t think he’ll be much longer now.”

      I thought it would be weird when Marcus eventually started dating again, I thought it would hurt me a lot to see him moving past the memory of my sister. I tried to prepare myself for it, but nothing could actually get me ready for the moment that he told me. But when those words flew out of his mouth, they didn’t feel like a betrayal of Liza’s memory at all. I actually felt happy, and I still do. Mia is really good for him, she makes him incredibly happy, which cheers me up too. I’m glad he’s finally found someone to make him smile again. It’ll be a nerve wracking moment when they’ve been together for long enough for her to meet Benji, but I’m taking it one day at a time. We all are, that’s how we’ve gotten this far. And we’re doing surprisingly okay. It was touch and go for a while…

      Liza would’ve wanted Marcus to move on anyway, she wasn’t ever the sort of person to want people to mope. She spent her life being happy and upbeat and that’s what we’re doing. Whenever I tell Benji about Liza now, we do it with a giant smile so he knows his mom’s spirit was a brilliant one.

      “Hello!” Alex’s voice calls through the door as he returns home. His business keeps his busier than ever now, but happier too. He really has found his calling in life. Now that I have Olivia, I feel like I have mine as well. Maybe that will change, I’m learning to be more adaptable as time goes on. What feels right today might not feel right tomorrow, but that’s okay. I know I can change.

      “Hi there,” I reply joyfully. “We’re all in the living room if you want to join us.”

      Olivia is in the bouncy chair that used to belong to Benji and he keeps handing her toys. He’s been doing it for hours despite the fact that she keeps throwing them to the ground thinking it’s a game. He’s the best babysitter ever! I want to have him around more. I might have to send Marcus out on more dates, just to give me some time to do other things. I forgot how demanding a new born can be!

      “Have you had a good day?” he asks while swooping me around to kiss me on the lips. “Because I’ve had the best day ever! I won’t bore you with all the details now until I know for sure, but I think I have some very lucrative contracts coming up.” He winks playfully. “What about you?”

      “Yeah I’ve had a good day. We’ve all been busy trying to tidy things up, but it’s been fun.”

      Alex rushes past me and he flicks the kettle on. As he turns back I can see something playing on his mind which has me very curious. I want to ask him what’s going on, but if it’s work related then I already know he won’t share until the time is right so there’s no point in pushing him. He’s always been this way, but that’s okay because it’s allowed him to be as successful as he is.

      “I have something that I want to talk to you about…” he says slowly while giving me a thoughtful look. “I think I should probably do this a better way, but you know what I’m like, I’m very impatient.” I giggle at this, even though I have no real idea what’s going on right now. “Plus, we haven’t done anything right, have we? Our whole relationship has been one crazy mish mash of working things out along the way. I don’t think there’s been a single day where it hasn’t been totally nuts…”

      “You’ve got that right,” I declare while placing my hands on his shoulders. “But we’ve made it.”

      “That we have.” He gives me a serene smile. “And I know for a fact that we’re going to keep on making it forever. So…” He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a small square shaped box. I still can’t totally work out what’s going on until he drops to one knee and he stares up at me. “I went to buy you a ring today. I had big plans in the back of my mind, but now I just can’t wait.”

      “Oh my God.” I clap both hands across my mouth in shock. “What are you doing, Alex?”

      Benji loses interest in Olivia for a moment while something much more exciting presents itself. He takes the chance to perch on Alex’s bent knee which only makes me laugh. Of course he’s in the middle of this, he’s been a big part of everything. Neither of us make any sign of moving him because we don’t mind. Our future involves him as much as it does us.

      “Okay, that’s okay, I can work through this,” Alex teases. “So, Sephy, I guess what I want to say is this. You have been making me happy for a long time now, a very long time. The period where I thought I’d lost you was the most challenging of my whole life, and I never want to get through it again. I never want to fear that I’m going to lose you…”

      “You don’t have to fear that,” I interrupt to reassure him. “I’m not going anywhere.”

      “I know, but I still want to do things right. I still want the world to know that you’re mine. I want to marry you and give you the wedding of your dreams… for real this time.”

      I burst out into laughter. It’s funny now to look back on the mess that we almost made of things. Every now and again I wonder what things would look like now if me and Marcus had gone through with the wedding. None of us would be happy, I’m sure it’d be a mess. Actually, I think it would’ve resulted in our families properly falling out, irreparably so, so I’m glad it didn’t happen.

      “So, what do you say Sephy? Will you make me the happiest man alive and agree to be my wife?”

      I pause for a few moments, winding him up. I already know what I’m going to say to this question, there’s only one answer, but since he surprised me with this I want to keep him waiting. I don’t even mind that he didn’t make some big deal out of the proposal, to me it’s more romantic that he can’t wait. His impatience when it comes to our romance it lovely.

      “Of course I will!” I eventually gush out. “Nothing would make me happier. I love you, Alex.”

      He leaps up, placing Benji firmly on the floor as he does, and he crashes his lips into mine. I squeal as he lifts me from the floor with sheer joy racing through my veins. This is the wedding proposal that I wanted, this is the feeling I wanted to have when I thought about my wedding, this is what I’ve always wanted and it feels amazing to finally be here. I never thought we’d end up here. Now I’m in too deep, and I love the way it feels!

      “Oh my goodness!” At that moment, Marcus bursts through the door, glowing with happiness from his date. “What on Earth is going on here? Did you finally pop the question, Alex?” He rolls his eyes dramatically and chuckles at the sight of us. “You took your time.”

      “I know,” he murmurs quietly. “But now it’s really right. Now it truly is our happy ever after.”
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