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Chapter 1


          

          
            Alex

          

        

      

    

    
      I’ve made my decision: I’m doing it.

      Someone needs to put a stop to this, and if destiny – or fate, or sheer terrible luck – has chosen me, then I’m ready to give it my all, and accept the consequences. I just need to wait for the right time: the moment he asks that fateful question. Then I can go ahead, and…

      Die.

      I’m going to die, whether it’s from anxiety, or a heart attack. And if neither of those things kill me, then Chase definitely will – or his dad. Or her dad. Or my grandfather, or all three families. Either way, it’s going to end badly for me.

      But I already knew that, right? Didn’t I turn up here in my best suit, a dazzling smile plastered across my face, just to knock out the lives of three families in one fell swoop?

      I’ve thought about it all morning. I tried to tell myself that it’s none of my business; that I shouldn’t care why they’ve chosen to ruin their lives, to go along with this charade.

      It’s not my problem. Right?

      Well, actually, it is.

      The problem is that, now, it really is my fucking problem, because they’ve made it my problem. And judging by how things seem to be going, neither of them seem to want to solve it.

      Okay, guys. I’ll take care of it. I’ll put everything back in place, seeing as none of you seem to be able to find your balls, even though, of everyone who’s involved, I’m the one who’s risking the most. And I’m not just talking about my handsome face – which I’ll definitely keep protected. I’m talking about something way more important, which will weigh down on anyone who counts on me.

      I quickly turn my gaze towards the guests, before letting my eyes land on Justin, sitting between my mother and my grandfather. He’s impatiently trying to wriggle away before they can adjust his tie, again. I almost have second thoughts.

      Is it really that selfish of me to go through with this? To try to get what I want, just once, without worrying about what could happen?

      Justin realises I’m staring at him, rolling his eyes, before miming throwing up; I force myself to flash him the smile he’s expecting, despite wanting to vomit all over the floor myself. Without faking it. I can almost feel all the whiskey I’ve drunk last night gushing back up my throat. I try to keep it down, shivering in disgust, before wiping my clammy hands on my well-tailored trousers. I suddenly remember to breathe, panting to try and keep myself from collapsing, before turning my attention back to them.

      I watch them hold hands, stare into each other’s eyes, ready to swear their eternal love, trust, and all the other bullshit that follows, and…

      Let’s not kid ourselves.

      Why the fuck should I care about him? He barely even exists to me.

      I only have eyes for her, because she’s the only thing worth looking at. And I don’t just mean today. I mean every day that I’ve pushed into the past, all the days she stole from me and the days I stole from her. Every day someone else looked at her, and every day that I’ve wasted up until now.

      All the days that I want back.

      She’s nibbling at her deep, red lips, attempting to hide a nervous smile; her light skin, her proud spattering of freckles peering out from underneath all the makeup she’s wearing today, which, like her, can’t be hidden; that unruly tendril of hair, escaped from its complex updo, as rebellious as the head it tumbles from, that brushes lightly against her bare shoulder.

      Her bare shoulder.

      The softness of her skin.

      That forbidden scent.

      The memories of last night are flooding back to me, interrupting my thoughts.

      I watch her again, my world crumbling around me; she was the one to uproot my life, to show me the other side. The one to make me believe that I could achieve anything.

      And now she’s ready to cross that line with someone else. Ready to make her promise.

      To him.

      Or, should I say, she’s ready to tell that lie. Because this promise is all crap – the biggest load of crap in the history of crap. Neither of them are what they seem, and neither of them should be up there.

      If I doubted it before, I’m certain of it now.

      I can’t let her do this.

      “You okay, mate?” Reid elbows me gently.

      “Fantastic.”

      “You don’t look it. Are you about to pass out?”

      I won’t. But I know that someone here will.

      “Can you two shut up?” Shane interjects. “What the heck could you possibly need to talk about right now?”

      “He looked weird.”

      “He always looks weird,” Shane declares, putting his brother back into his place.

      Someone clears their throat, and we fall silent again. I listen to my hammering heart, ricocheting around my body, so loud and so unmistakeable that I can’t seem to calm it down, before it launches itself into the abyss.

      The words I’ve been waiting for echo finally around the room. “If anyone here knows of any reason why these two should not be married…” I gather my courage and step forward to meet my destiny, hoping that, somehow, her own destiny can come out of this intact.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            Alex

          

        

      

    

    
      “I do.”

      Did that really just come out of my mouth?

      I turn back towards the front row for confirmation: from my grandfather’s concerned expression, and the way Justin is slamming his palm against his forehead, I start to believe that it was, in fact, me. I feel a panic attack begin to seep its way through my limbs, realising that I may have taken too big a leap; that I’ve dug my way into an endless tunnel. But my mother’s loving smile, and that understanding expression that only she is capable of, give me the courage to see this through.

      “Excuse me?” the vicar asks.

      Both of them turn to face me.

      “What are you doing?” Chase hisses.

      “I… I think… that…”

      “What do you think, son?” the vicar encourages.

      I feel everyone’s eyes on me, whispers and exclamations filling the silence of the room. But I can’t meet any of their gazes.

      I just need to say this to her.

      “You can’t do this.”

      It comes out, unintentionally, as if I’m begging her. That was not what I wanted. I wanted a decisive tone, something certain, even neutral. Now I just sound like a desperate, pathetic dickhead.

      Her mouth hangs open in disbelief, but she doesn’t know what to say. I don’t know if this was the reaction I expected: this unabashed shock. To be honest, I didn’t really think about what her reaction would be – even though, in my head, my wildest dreams would come true. But I definitely didn’t expect her to just stand there, staring at me, as if she had no idea what I was talking about.

      Did she really think after last night that I’d have let her go through with this fucking wedding?

      “Do you want to explain to me what the hell is going on?”

      Chase’s face is almost purple, but more from embarrassment than from anger.

      “You can’t marry him,” I continue, directing my words at her, hoping that she’ll finally open her eyes and ears and really listen to me.

      She’s the only one who can stop all of this before it’s too late. Chase never would – his family has him by the balls, and everyone in this room – including yours truly – knows just how long he’s been waiting for this day.

      “Why can’t I marry him?”

      Her voice is trembling, her expression confused. She’s scared of throwing everything up in the air. I didn’t expect any of these little details; they’re making me question what the hell I’m doing, whether I only imagined last night, or whether she’s just an Oscar-worthy actress. I opt for the latter, because I know that last night couldn’t have been just a dream. I still have her nail marks on my back.

      I step closer and reach for her hand, but Chase charges between us.

      “Have you honestly chosen today to declare your pathetic little crush? Don’t you think you’re a bit late for that?”

      I don’t know if everyone heard that, but I don’t really care. I heard, and that was enough. I wish I could feel guilty, I really do – but I can’t see any trace of my old best friend in his eyes anymore. Maybe it hasn’t been there for a while; the fact that I’m only realising now makes everything even more bitter.

      “Why are you saying this, Alex?” she asks. “What did I do to you?”

      What did you do to me? Even if you really had done something, it wouldn’t matter by now.

      I get right to the point; it’s what they both deserve, after all. They’re both just putting on an act. Maybe they do deserve to be together – but I’ve lit the fuse, now, and I don’t intend to let it explode before I’ve put it out.

      “I slept with Ellie.”

      This time, I don’t look at her.

      I’d rather endure Chase’s hatred than hers.

      “Last night. In your bed.”

      I emphasise the ‘your’ because it’s the only thing I can cling on to. I reassure myself that he’ll read my lips, in case the meaning escapes him.

      Chase doesn’t take it well. His right fist connects so quickly with my nose that I can’t help but tumble onto the carpet.

      I’m so shocked by the blow that I don’t realise everything that’s happening around me. All I can feel is his weight on top of me, his thighs gripping tightly around my waist, holding me down. I try to wriggle free, but he hits me again, this time on the chin, before a couple of people – whose faces I can’t make out – grab his arms and pull him away.

      “I’ll kill you, you fucking bastard!” he yells, still struggling against their clasp.

      My grandfather approaches, offering me a hand and pulling me to my feet. “Are you okay?” he whispers into my ear.

      I wipe my nose on the sleeve of my groomsmen’s blazer – I don’t think I’ll be needing it anymore – and nod, trying to keep my legs steady. I gently shrug him off. There’s no need for him to hold me up. I have no intention of getting into a scrap with Chase.

      “How the fuck could you?! You’re my best man! We’ve been friends our whole lives!”

      And he’s right, we have; but I get the impression that our roles are going to be a little more confused from now on. I don’t think I’ll have a best friend anymore, or anything else that comes with it. It’s my fault – at least, this final showdown is. But I don’t think Chase and I have been friends for a while now. Not since he realised how pathetic I really am, or since I realised that he’s not the man I thought he was.

      “And you!” he snarls, turning suddenly to face Ellie, tearing himself from the other two groomsmen, Shane and Reid – I’ve worked out who they are now. He paces quickly towards her. “What kind of⁠—?”

      I jump forward, deciding to ignore my original plan not to react; but my grandfather grabs me again. Although he doesn’t have the strength to hold me back, I stop all the same.

      “I don’t know what he’s talking about!” Ellie says, attempting an explanation. “I never slept with him!”

      “Then why is he so convinced that you did?” He scowls at me as Ellie shakes her head.

      “I would never do that,” she says, decisively.

      I don’t even blink.

      It hurts so much – but no one takes any notice of me.

      “Until a few minutes ago, I believed you would.”

      “Does that mean you’d believe him over me?”

      “Why would he make up something like that?”

      “Why don’t you two talk about this… er… in private?” Chase’s dad suggests, stepping closer to his son.

      “Why should we? It’s better if everyone knows what kind of bitch I’m about to marry!”

      My grandfather squeezes me again, tactfully begging me not to react – and it takes everything in me to do so.

      “One more word and you’ll be swallowing your teeth,” Shane threatens him, bumping his chest against Chase’s.

      “And then I’ll—” Reid tries to add, but Ellie’s father stops them both.

      “This doesn’t seem like the best way to clear everything up.” Peter Johnston tries to calm everyone down, being so calm himself, as always. Unless he plans to drag me outside and beat me up, with no witnesses.

      “Is there a quiet place we can go to talk about this?” he asks the wedding planner, who is standing a few steps away from us, paralyzed. I don’t think she’ll be adding this particular wedding to her portfolio.

      “Can we, Dad?” Ellie asks, inducing a strange tingling sensation in my chest. I don’t know if it’s pity towards her, or if it’s disappointment that things aren’t going the way I imagined. Or maybe it’s bitterness: she seems to be the only person in the room who hasn’t realised that this marriage is nothing more than a contract, to be signed in front of an audience. There’s nothing private about it.

      “I think this is a family matter,” Chase’s dad responds.

      “I think this is between me and Chase.” She stamps her foot, just like when she was little. I can see pride exploding across her face, her cheeks aflame.

      “There’s a conference room inside,” the wedding planner suggests cautiously.

      “We’ll take care of everything here,” Ellie’s Dad says, reassuringly. “You two go ahead.”

      Ellie follows the woman as Chase stands there, his feet glued to the floor.

      “You, too,” he barks at me.

      “Alex,” my grandfather warns, shuffling uncomfortably next to me.

      “Don’t worry, it’ll be okay,” I tell him, attempting a smile. But it doesn’t work; I know that, in an hour’s time, absolutely nothing will be fine, for any of us.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 3


          

          
            Alex

          

        

      

    

    
      When Chase closes the door behind him, I start to feel my tie cutting into my throat. I loosen it, undoing a few buttons, too. It’s pointless trying to keep up pretences now, anyway, right? Even if the wedding goes ahead, I have a feeling I won’t be the best man anymore. I don’t even think I’ll be invited. I probably won’t receive any more Christmas cards, ever; I’ll never be able to show my face at work again. My photo will be pinned up in all the shops around town, with the sentence “Don’t let this man in” scribbled underneath.

      I really didn’t think this through.

      “Do you have any idea what you’ve done?” Chase asks her, bringing my mind back in focus. I’ll think later about the best way to avoid being massacred by the entire Johnston family. “You’ve embarrassed me in front of our families. In front of everybody!”

      “You’re embarrassed? How am I supposed to feel, then? You’ve made me out to be a total cow!” She raises her voice, before spinning around to face me. “Why the hell would you do something like that?”

      “Me?!” I cry.

      “Yes, you. You were the one who said that we… That we…”

      She can’t even say it; and that hurts me more than anything. It’s the type of pain that forces you to do terrible things, because you know everything is already over.

      “Well, you didn’t seem to mind last night, when you were rubbing up against my⁠—”

      Chase grabs a fistful of my blazer.

      “You want to hit me again?” I challenge him. I have nothing to lose by this point. Maybe if he hits me, I’ll lose consciousness, and I can fast-forward through this whole mess.

      “Don’t try me,” he snarls, as if I should be scared of him. The only reason I don’t retaliate is standing right behind me.

      “Take your hands off me.” I grab his wrists and throw them back towards him.

      “I want to know what the fuck happened last night. Did you sleep with her, or not?”

      “No!” Ellie cries, so decisive.

      By this point, I wish she were right. I wish it were something I’d invented because I find weddings boring, the memory of her body moving on top of mine nothing but a stupid daydream that I’m replaying in my mind only to torture myself.

      “You made it all up, didn’t you?”

      This time I don’t respond. I don’t know if pushing this is the right thing to do, anymore.

      “How can you think that I could…” She shakes her head and brings her hands to her temples. “We were together last night!”

      Chase turns suddenly towards her.

      “How can you think I was with him, after we…?”

      Fuck.

      “We weren’t together last night, Ellie.”

      “What…?”

      Chase shakes his head slowly.

      “After the party, I went back to our apartment. You were sleeping and I…” Ellie lifts her gaze to meet Chase’s, but her eyes have lost their certainty.

      Fuck.

      “I wasn’t at ours.”

      Have I already said ‘fuck’? Because I think it’s time for another one.

      “Of course you were there. I was drunk, and you were naked in bed,” she says, uncomfortable. “And then…”

      “That was me,” I interrupt, meekly, trying to put an end to my agony – and to hers. I’ve worked out now what happened.

      “You slept with Alex,” Chase states – although I think, by this point, it’s fairly obvious what happened.

      “I don’t… I thought that…”

      “You didn’t even realise that it wasn’t me.”

      “I was drunk, Chase! It was my hen party!”

      “Drunk enough not to realise who you were banging?”

      “It was our house…” she says, panicked. “I swear if I knew…” She reaches out to stroke his arm, but he steps back in anger.

      “Don’t touch me.”

      “Chase—”

      “I can’t… I can’t forgive you. And now everyone knows!”

      “That’s what you’re worried about?” I ask.

      “You shut your fucking mouth.” He steps closer to me, pushing his chest against mine. “It seemed too good to be true, didn’t it? Finally getting your hands on her. How long have you been waiting there for her to throw you a bone?”

      “You’re a dick.”

      “And you’re the guy who’s okay with everyone else’s leftovers,” he hisses. “You’re pathetic… It’s not even worth wasting my energy on you.” He steps away again. “You need to leave.”

      “Chase, please⁠—”

      “Don’t try and call me, or show up at my place.”

      “You can’t be serious.”

      “And don’t even set foot in the office.”

      “You can’t do that to me.”

      “I’m doing it right now. You’re out.”

      “Chase—”

      “Fuck you. Fuck both of you!”

      Chase throws open the door and storms out, slamming it behind him. Ellie stands there, her back to me, staring at the empty space where Chase used to be.

      “Ellie, I⁠—”

      She whips around suddenly towards me. I barely see her coming: I feel it first, right on the nose. It’s so strong, so full of rage, that it sends me right down to the ground.

      This is the second time I’ve been on the floor today. And something tells me it won’t be the last.
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        * * *

      

      I haven’t quite opened my eyes before something cold and hard presses itself against my face.

      “Fuck!” I yell, grabbing hold of it and realising it’s an ice pack.

      “Hold it against your nose, idiot!”

      I do as Shane says, while Reid reaches his hand out to help me up. I study him dubiously before accepting, then grab it and pull myself to my feet, taking a few wobbly steps towards the table. I lean against it, trying to avoid ending up on the floor yet again.

      “Did you guys come to finish the job?” I ask them both, pressing the ice against my nose and stifling a groan.

      Did they really both have to go for my nose?

      “You look shit enough as it is. We don’t want to make everything worse,” Shane comments.

      “My sister’s already done most of the work,” Reid says, winding me up. “She learned how to swing a punch from us, you know.”

      “To what do I owe your delightful presence?” I ask, dripping in sarcasm.

      “We’ve come to get you out of trouble.”

      “Mmm?”

      “Are you kidding?” Reid asks. “Half the city is waiting for you to leave the hotel so that they can tear you to shreds.”

      “Why would they want to do that?”

      “Maybe because you embarrassed the entire Nolan family?”

      “If that’s the reason, then I’ve embarrassed your family, too.”

      Shane shrugs. “It happens.”

      “Really?” I ask, moving the ice pack from my face to see him better.

      “I mean, you could’ve avoided telling everyone – including my dad – that you slept with Ellie. Even though you know your sister does these things, it’s not nice to have it rammed down your throat like that.”

      “Could you not have phrased that differently?” Reid groans.

      “So what’s going on? Is Ellie doing it with you and with that little bastard, or…?”

      “I have no intention of talking about this with you two.” I chuck the ice pack down onto the table and get to my feet in search of the way out of here. I want to find my granddad, my mother, and Justin, and finally get home.

      “Not so fast.” Reid grabs my arm, stopping me.

      “I don’t owe you an explanation.”

      “That’s what she said to everyone.”

      Fuck.

      “Where did she…?”

      “Disappeared, mate.”

      “What do you mean ‘disappeared’?”

      “She told everyone to fuck off and disappeared. We don’t know where she could’ve gone.”

      “And you didn’t even try to stop her?”

      “This is Ellie we’re talking about, here.”

      “Maybe we should go and find her, make sure she’s okay.”

      “Ahh,” Shane interrupts me.

      “What?”

      “I’ve finally worked out what’s going on.”

      “What the fuck…?”

      “Did you really have to wait for today?” Reid asks.

      “What are you two on about?”

      “How long as it been, Shane?” Reid asks, turning to him.

      “Thirty-one years,” Shane says.

      “What the hell…?”

      “Is our sister thirty-one?” Reid asks, looking for confirmation.

      “Yeah.”

      “Fuck, time flies.”

      “Can you cut it out?”

      “Couldn’t you have just told her, like a normal person?” Shane says, facing me.

      “Told her what?” By this point, I’m mentally and physically exhausted.

      “That you’re in love with her.”

      “Don’t talk shit,” I say, attempting to defend myself, making them both burst into laughter in the process. “I’m not in love with Ellie. We just accidentally slept together.”

      “An accident that you could’ve very easily avoided,” Shane points out.

      “Why should I have?”

      “Because you knew that she was marrying that arsehole Chase today? Who, by the way, is also your best friend – isn’t he?”

      “He is,” Reid confirms for me.

      “Who says no to a woman climbing into their bed?”

      I spout out the biggest load of bullshit. After all, today couldn’t really go any worse; but their eagle-eyes and their sharp ears aren’t buying it.

      “You should’ve told her last night,” Shane says, serious now. “You could’ve avoided all of this, stopped her from finding out this way. Jesus, mate, you’re a real idiot.”

      I know – but I’m not going to admit that.

      “She’ll never forgive you. You know that, right?”

      I know that, too. But I don’t move a muscle.

      “You didn’t need to turn this into a big scene – even if she hadn’t married Chase in the end, you’d have lost anyway.”

      I continue just standing there, not reacting, submitting myself to the Johnston brothers’ double attack. I pretend it was all just a huge mistake, but I know that they’re right – apart from the one little detail that has escaped them: I haven’t lost Ellie just because she’s not mine. Not even because my fingers brushed against her bare skin.

      Having her in my bed – well, technically, it wasn’t my bed – has done nothing but make everything more definitive. Once and for all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 4


          

          
            Alex

          

        

      

    

    
      I manage to make it home unscathed in the evening. I left that hotel without being noticed, got to my car, weaved through the people dotted around the entrance, all looking for me, then drove along, glancing furtively into the rear-view mirror for fear that someone was following me. It was no easy feat.

      Shane and Reid assisted my escape – they even hid me from their father. I just hope that they didn’t do it to hand me over to the best bidder later on. Although, by this point, I don’t even care.

      I slip out of the car and close the door behind me, silently grateful that I live in the middle of nowhere. That way, I didn’t have to travel across town to get home, with the risk of being seen.

      I follow the gravel path which leads to my front door, before realising that my grandfather is sitting outside on the bench, one of his beloved cigars in hand.

      I sigh and sit down next to him. I’m still wearing my best man’s suit; it didn’t seem particularly appropriate to stop off at Chase’s and grab my change of clothes. My granddad, on the other hand, clearly ripped his so-called “idiotic” suit off right away and pulled on his usual comfy clothes.

      “Justin?”

      “He’s playing with that bloody… what’s it called, again?”

      I smile, in spite of everything. “A Nintendo.”

      “That technological piece of shit.”

      “That name suits him down to a T, too.”

      “What about you? Are you done being beaten up?” He glances at my patchy, purple face.

      “For now. But I imagine there’ll be a few more punches in store for me.”

      “You really screwed things up, Alex.”

      I let go of the breath I’d been holding and stretch myself out, before resting my elbows on my thighs.

      “Was there no other way you could’ve done it?”

      There were at least a hundred other ways I could’ve done it. But, of course, I had to choose the worst one.

      “Do you have any idea what’s going to happen now?”

      “Vaguely.”

      “We all work for them.”

      “I don’t think Peter will kick you or Mum out of the company.”

      “I’m not worried about me. I’m old; I shouldn’t even still be working. I only do it because I hate being at home, mowing the lawn or growing potatoes. And I don’t think they’d sack your mum – everyone loves her. I’m worried about you.”

      “I’ll work it out somehow,” I say, shrugging.

      “You have a boy to raise.”

      “I know.”

      “A boy who has nothing but you.”

      “I fucked up.”

      “Yeah, you could say that. But we both know that’s not true. Obviously, I don’t exactly approve of the way you did it, or of your timing – Jesus, Alex, you couldn’t have chosen a worse time.”

      “I have really shit timing.”

      “You can say that again.”

      The veranda door opens, revealing the figure of my mother. My granddad gets up, turning towards me. “Try to sort this mess out somehow, okay? Especially with her. I always liked that girl.” He disappears inside, leaving me to face the music with my mother; she doesn’t sit down next to me, but stays standing, her shoulder leaning against the door.

      “How are you, darling?”

      “Not great.”

      “Did you speak to her? Did you clear everything up?”

      I shake my head.

      “Will you?”

      “I’m not sure, Mum.”

      “She always had such a temper, even as a kid,” my mother comments, making me smile, instinctively. “That’s why you enjoyed her company so much.”

      I really wish we were just talking about her company.

      “I just wonder why you let it happen.”

      I turn towards her.

      “Why you waited for today. Why you didn’t say something sooner, tell her how you felt.”

      I jump suddenly to my feet.

      “Don’t even try to kid me. I’m your mother. I still wash your underwear.”

      “What has my underwear got to do with this?”

      “I don’t know, just to reinforce the concept.”

      “What concept?”

      “That you have no secrets from me.”

      “You think that the fact you put my underwear in the washing machine with all the other laundry means that you have a right to know everything about me?”

      “Exactly.”

      I shake my head, amused, and attempt to push past her and into the house. But she stops me in the doorway.

      “Find a reasonable explanation for this,” she says, gesturing towards my face.

      “Justin was there today, too, Mum. Had you forgotten?”

      “No, but I don’t think you want Justin to grow up thinking that problems can be solved by messing up someone else’s wedding and taking a few punches.”

      “Of course not.”

      “Good.” She sighs, before gently stroking my cheek. I wince at the pain. “I have some cream in the upstairs bathroom. It’ll help the swelling go down.”

      “Thanks.”

      “No problem.”

      She lets her hand slip away slowly, turning to go back inside.

      “I’m sorry, Mum. For everything. I didn’t want things to go like this. I didn’t want to create problems for you guys, too.”

      “I think the worst is still yet to come, Alex. I just hope you know what to expect.”
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        * * *

      

      I sit down next to Justin on the living room carpet, where he’s planted in front of the TV. “You shouldn’t just sit there staring at that thing.”

      “You’re the one who got it for me.”

      “Actually, it was Santa who got it for you.”

      “Sure,” Justin comments, his tone condescending.

      The truth is that he hasn’t believed in Santa for a good two years now, but he keeps pretending he does – just so that us adults can get used to the idea that he’s growing up.

      “Can you turn it off for a minute?”

      Justin tries not to huff, pausing his game.

      “I want to talk to you about what happened today.”

      “About how Chase beat you up in front of everybody?”

      “He didn’t beat me up. He just hit me a few times.”

      “He pretty much knocked you out.”

      “He took me by surprise.”

      “So you could’ve beat him?”

      “Of course. Who do you think we’re talking about, here?”

      “Chase seems pretty ripped.”

      “Does that mean I’m not?”

      “He’s really muscly.”

      “How do you know?”

      “You can tell!”

      “I’m muscly, too, you know.”

      “But not like him. Admit it.”

      “Maybe it’s because he has more time to go to the gym. Or maybe it’s because he has a personal trainer that follows him everywhere he goes. Or maybe…” I stop, my mother’s words ringing through my head, realising the conversation I’m having with my son. “That’s not what I wanted to talk to you about.” I push down my resentment towards Chase. Justin doesn’t need to hear it.

      “Do you want to tell me that you have a crush on Ellie?”

      “What?” My voice leaps up into a squeak. “Who told you that bull… That cra… That load of rubbish?”

      “Then why did you stop the wedding?”

      I sigh, exhausted. “I don’t know.”

      Justin gazes dubiously at me. “You don’t know why you stopped the wedding?”

      I shake my head.

      “You don’t know whether or not you like her?”

      “More or less.”

      “You didn’t want her to marry Chase?”

      “Definitely not,” I say, my discomfort growing.

      “Why not?” He asks it so simply – his questions always are simple. The problem is that I’m supposed to have the answers to them. And I don’t. At the end of the day, I stopped a wedding. I ruined her life, and I can’t even tell Justin why I acted like such a selfish bastard.

      “Because he’s not the right man for her.”

      In the end, I decide to tell him the words that have been churning around in my stomach. Chase isn’t the right guy for a woman like Ellie. I should’ve realised that a long time ago. But I just stood back and watched.

      “Mmm,” Justin says, thoughtfully. “Aren’t you and Chase friends?”

      “Maybe not as friendly as I thought.”

      “Can I tell you something?”

      “Of course. You can always tell me anything.”

      “What you did wasn’t nice.”

      “Oh…”

      “Ellie was crying.”

      “How do you know?”

      “I saw her,” Justin says, lowering his eyes.

      “Where? When?”

      “I can’t tell you, she made me promise not to tell anyone.”

      “But was she okay? Can you at least tell me that?”

      Justin stares up at me again. “She told me she was okay, but I didn’t believe her.”

      I smile at Justin’s sincerity.

      “I think you were the one who made her cry,” he says gently, even though I think that, deep down, he’s accusing me of something. “And you told me never to make girls cry, remember? When school called you because I told Sarah Dunn she was a four-eyes, and you took my Nintendo away for a week?”

      I remember the incident very well.

      “The next day I went to school and I told Sarah that her glasses were pretty.”

      “Really?” I ask, proudly. “And what did she say?”

      “She smiled.”

      I could cry – but I’d better not, or the questions will start up again. I think I’m running out of responses.

      “Maybe you should do that, too.”

      “What?”

      “Say something to make her smile again. Sarah Dunn stopped crying after that.”

      I nod slowly, filling with pride for the person this boy is growing into.

      “I’ll think of something,” I tell him.

      I don’t want to crush his confidence or dampen his dreams: at eight years old, he thinks that making a girl smile is the solution to every problem. And I’m definitely not going to be the one to bring him crashing back down to reality.

      “Think quickly,” he says, picking up the controller again. “I’m scared that you’ve messed up too much, this time.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 5


          

          
            Alex

          

        

      

    

    
      When everyone goes to bed, I lock myself in my room and finally get out of those bloody uncomfortable clothes. I chuck them onto the floor, deciding to take them into the garden later and burn them, before heading into the bathroom for a relaxing shower. I glance at my reflection in the mirror above the sink and let my fingers trail over my poor, swollen nose, trying to avoid the unnecessary cries of fuck bubbling up inside me with a painful grimace. I turn on the water and step into the shower, leaning my head against the cold tiles as the lukewarm water tumbles down my neck and back. I close my eyes, in the vain hope that the memories of the past twenty-four hours will flush out of my mind, at least for a few minutes; because if I keep thinking about her, moving around on top of me, I think I might lose my mind, permanently. I lean my hands against the tiles, too, mentally chastising myself for letting her into my bed, for letting her trace my chest with her fingertips, for letting her climb on top of me, and…

      Jesus, I only wanted a few minutes of peace!

      I lather soap quickly over myself and rinse off; the shower wasn’t a good idea, either. By this point, I don’t think anything is going to help.

      What will I say to Peter tomorrow? How will I justify what I did? How will I keep my job, and my mother’s, and my granddad’s?

      What the fuck was I thinking? What was I hoping for? Did I expect her to just drop Chase, right there at the altar, and run away with the best man? Come on – that doesn’t even happen in rom-coms. The best man is always the biggest loser, who can just about convince one of the drunken bridesmaids to go home with him.

      I step out from under the water and wrap a towel around my waist, padding into my bedroom, still dripping. I pace nervously around, before heading towards the wardrobe, throwing open the doors in search of the pack of cigarettes I’ve been hiding from my mother underneath a mountain of clothes. I grab them and stand up, walking towards the window. I open it and perch on the windowsill, pulling a cigarette and a lighter – which, thankfully, still works – from the packet.

      I inhale deeply, followed by a few bouts of coughing. I keep going, making peace with the idea of harming myself with Nicotine. I stopped smoking about a year ago, after Justin came home from school one day and told me that I’d die soon if I kept going, and that he’d be left alone. His eyes were so laden with fear that I simply told him I’d stop, so that I could be with him forever.

      I blow out the smoke, tiredly, wondering where the hell she’s gone, where she’s hiding. I want to know if there can ever be anything for her, after this mess that I’ve made. After Chase has kicked her out of the company which she helped to build up into what it is today.

      I wonder why I had to take this step today, her wedding day. Why I waited all these years. Why I didn’t put myself forward. Why I let her slip away from me, day after day.

      Maybe if she hadn’t climbed into bed with me last night, if I hadn’t felt her in that way, or thought that she…

      I drop the cigarette out the window and sit there, staring at the sky. Tonight, it’s darker than ever, the countryside under it immersed in a deep blue; I sit there, listening to the silence that surrounds me. I’m already starting to miss everything I had, even if it was just for a few hours. Something I hoped that, today, would be mine.

      Shane and Reid are right: I’m an idiot. I didn’t even ask myself why she came in to me last night, why she wanted to make love to me… I just thought that she’d finally realised that she’d been looking in the wrong place for all these years. I thought she’d worked out that the man who was ready to give her everything wasn’t the guy she’d been with for the past six years, but was the guy she’d cast aside. The guy who watched her life entwine with someone else’s.

      Pathetic, right?

      Really, why would she ever have chosen me? Why would she ever have looked at me as something she’d been waiting her whole life for? Why would she have preferred a life in the countryside, basking as the sun sets on her skin, over the bright lights of the city?

      Why would she have chosen me if I was never an option? I wasn’t even her last choice.

      Why would she have chosen, when she never had the option to choose?
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        * * *

      

      At seven o’clock the next morning, I’m already up. Despite the fact it’s Sunday, and I have nothing to do except wander aimlessly around the house, waiting for the day to be over without too much drama.

      I slept badly, and not for very long. I kept waking up suddenly, convinced that someone was in my room, trying to slip into my bed. Apparently, I wasn’t pathetic enough yesterday: I have to keep being a loser, even in my dreams. Just so that I don’t get my hopes up too much.

      I splash some water on my face, dabbing it dry with a towel, and pull on some jogging bottoms and a T-shirt. I head downstairs and into the kitchen to make some coffee. I try not to make too much noise on the stairs; everyone is luckily still asleep, and I want to make the most of this reassuring silence for as long as possible, before they start to ask me how I’m going to fix the mess I’ve made.

      I get to the kitchen and fill up the kettle, grabbing a mug from the cupboard and placing it on the counter. I tug open the drawer and pull out a spoon, before grabbing the box of Maxwell House from the shelf above me. I shake two teaspoons into the cup, adding half a spoonful of sugar, and rest my hands on the surface as I wait for the water to boil. I’m not ready at all to face today; not after the drama I’ve created. When the kettle light flicks off, I grab it, pouring the water into my mug, before stirring it lazily and chucking the spoon into the sink. I grab the cup and turn, leaning back against the counter. I’m sipping at my coffee when I notice a strange movement outside the kitchen window. I stand alert immediately and step closer, only to be greeted by Shane’s idiotic face trying to peer inside my house. I push the curtain aside suddenly, and Shane jumps. His useless dickhead of a brother appears shortly after.

      “Do you want to explain what you’re doing?” I ask, as Shane gestures that he hasn’t heard me.

      Already worn out from today, I head to the door and step into the garden, trying to avoid waking up the whole house.

      “What the hell are you doing here, at half seven on a Sunday morning?”

      “We were out for a walk, so…” Reid says, unconvincingly. But I don’t buy it, and they catch sight of my disappointed expression. They glance at each other for a moment, before Shane speaks.

      “We’re here to get you.”

      “Sorry?”

      “Your presence is requested back at base camp.”

      “Are you kidding?”

      “I told you we should’ve just gone straight up to his room,” Reid says to his brother.

      “And how would you have done that? You’d have knocked him out, then fireman-lifted him from the house?”

      Reid smirks and Shane turns back to me. “Orders from the boss, mate. We’re just the messengers.”

      “By ‘boss’, you mean…”

      “The one and only,” Reid responds.

      They appear to have ended up in a Mafia show, where the boss can’t be named, and his two dim-witted assistants come to drag the victim to him.

      “I’m not going anywhere with you two.”

      “Don’t make us force you,” Reid says.

      “Force… Do you have a hood with you, to hang over my head?”

      “Please, don’t give him ideas,” Shane says.

      “Guys, seriously, I’m not coming anywhere with you on a Sunday morning. To do what, exactly?”

      “Come on, mate, Dad’s waiting for you,” Shane says, dropping the spy-killer role and morphing into the nervous son.

      “He didn’t sleep last night,” Reid adds. “And we were out all night looking for Ellie.”

      “You haven’t found her yet?”

      They both shake their heads.

      “What do you expect me to do about it?”

      “Dad wants to talk to you about what happened.”

      He probably wants to fire me before Monday. It’d be one less thing for him to think about: then he can dedicate himself to finding his daughter and sorting through all the damage I’ve done.

      “I guess I have to come with you, then.”

      “Finally, you’re starting to see reason.”

      “Can I at least get dressed first?”

      “Be quick. We want to get to the office before the rest of the city wakes up.”

      “The office?”

      “He told us to take you there.”

      “And we have to do it soon because no one can see you with me?”

      “We’re doing it mainly for you. Chase’s dad isn’t very happy with how things played out. You’re kind of a target.”

      “Let’s not get carried away…” Shane scolds him.

      “If I were you, I wouldn’t be seen wandering around too much, mate.”

      “Can we just cut the crap and go?” Shane starts to lose his patience, glancing at his watch. “It’s already eight.”

      “Fine, give me five minutes. But wait outside, and try not to wake anyone up.”
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      The company is always open and ready for business, whether it’s a Sunday, a Bank Holiday, Saint Patrick’s Day or even Christmas Eve. You can’t just stop production, simply switch the machines off and go home. You can’t forget what you are to the company, or to the Johnston family.

      The same doesn’t apply to the people who organise the tours, the graphics department, to the store or to the bar. It also doesn’t apply to most of the workers – but for me, being in a position of responsibility, whiskey has to come first.

      Just to be clear, we’re not all just a bunch of alcoholics. We’re just dedicated, body and soul, to what we do, doing our best every day to carry on the family’s legacy, and the traditions of the distillery and the community that surrounds it. It has to be totally respected, down to the most minute detail.

      I don’t think I ever even considered doing anything else. I never had Chase’s ambition, or Ellie’s determination to prove that your surname doesn’t define you. I just wanted to stay here, with my family; to be part of something bigger than just a name or a person. I wanted to be part of the community. I could never imagine living anywhere else – not being able to look out at the sea, breathing in the fresh scent of damp grass, or filling my eyes with the hills and valleys. I could never imagine not being able to run free with Justin, along the infinite stretches of the National Park.

      I was born here. I’ve drawn every breath here. And I’ll die here, too.

      Nothing can take me away from all this.

      When I finished school, Peter Johnston offered me a job right away. My grandfather is a master distiller: his family have all worked in the industry for three generations, and I want to follow in his footsteps. Because I never studied the art of distillery, it’s taking me a little longer, with a little more effort; but, sooner or later, I’ll reach his level, and be a team leader. He should have retired by now, but I don’t think things would go too well around here without him. Besides, my granddad isn’t the type to just sit around at home all day, or while away the hours in a pub in town. So Peter decided to keep him on, but not at the same pace. He’s still part of the company, but is now in charge of training young future distillers, that come here from all corners of Ireland to take the Johnston family’s specialisation course. When he’s not busy teaching, he’s in charge of Human Resources – something that he doesn’t like at all, and that makes him incredibly nervous. That’s why none of the employees ever go to him.

      The training course was Ellie’s idea, like all the company’s most innovative, dynamic, and simply brilliant ideas. She has always been the creative mind: she has initiative, culture. She always wants to learn, never backing down from a challenge.

      Yet all those qualities led her away from here, from the company and from her family which, unlike her, has kept firm hold of their roots.

      In the end, I do agree with them. I love tradition, and carrying on the legacy of the Johnston name as it has always been known. But the years have passed quickly, and the expenses have grown, our competition eating us alive – Ellie only wanted her ideas to make us shine brighter than the others.

      Peter Johnston didn’t share her view. I wouldn’t like to guess how many fights Ellie’s got involved in over the years, or how many times I’ve been the one to go and rescue her from some pub across the county, as she chucked back every whiskey she could find that didn’t bear the family name.

      And now who knows where she is – probably out doing the same thing. And I’m not with her, because this time, I was the one to make her run away. I’m scared that I won’t be the one to bring her back.

      I’ll miss this place, once Peter Johnston has kicked me out on my arse for sleeping with his daughter: something that I’m certain will happen in roughly ten minutes. As soon as I gather up the courage to step into the warehouse and confront him.

      “Do we have to hold your hand?” Reid asks, noticing that I’ve been standing, frozen, in front of the door for a good five minutes.

      “I don’t want to intrude,” I say, because when Peter Johnston locks himself in the warehouse with the casks and barrels, I know that something’s not right. And, usually, when things aren’t right, he doesn’t want to be disturbed. To be honest, I don’t want the two Johnston brothers to make me pay for…how shall I put this…? Getting involved with Ellie.

      “He’s expecting you,” Shane says. “And you know that when the boss calls…”

      “…You shouldn’t keep him waiting,” I finish.

      “Given you’ve clearly done your homework, what the hell are you still standing out here for?”

      “Shall we teach him another lesson?” Reid asks.

      “Why should we?”

      “Well, to prove that we defended our sister’s honour.”

      “I think she’s already taken care of that,” Shane says, gesturing towards my face. “A little too well. Jesus, mate, have you put anything on that?”

      “What do you think?” I snap, irritated.

      “She really got you good. You can tell that she wanted to assert her position,” Reid concludes, snickering.

      By this point, I’d rather deal with Peter Johnston, getting fired, and maybe with a few kicks up the arse, than standing here and listening to these two imbeciles as they take the piss out of me.

      I exhale deeply and push the wooden door, owning up to my responsibility, and to the huge shitshow I’ve caused.
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        * * *

      

      The light inside casts its glow onto the figure of Peter Johnston, sitting very still on a wooden stool, staring at the barrels in religious silence. I approach slowly, without getting too close – I don’t want him to grab the stool and whack me with it in a fit of rage.

      Peter isn’t the calmest person ever. They say that, when he was younger, he always had to be right, and spent his evenings in the pub getting into fistfights with people he didn’t always agree with. I reckon I’ve earned myself a spot pretty high up on his list of people whose faces he doesn’t want to see; and I’m certain he hits even harder, now.

      “Do you know which is my favourite whiskey?”

      I swallow nervously, then attempt to say something neutral. I’m scared that if I get the answer wrong then he’ll try to shove me into one of those casks.

      “No, sir.”

      He nods his head curtly – I don’t know whether in approval or frustration – before gesturing towards the casks which contain his best, 20-year-old whiskey.

      “Of course.”

      Obviously that one is his favourite: it’s the purest, the most valuable, and the most expensive – which, for a businessman like him, counts for a lot.

      “It takes time, patience and hard work to make the best whiskey.” He finally turns to face me; from the light trickling in from the cracks in the wooden door, I realise that his expression isn’t pissed off, like I expected. It’s tired, concerned.

      “Passion, dedication, and love.” He gets to his feet and approaches me.

      I’m not sure that he’s still talking about whiskey, so I stand silently, trying to avoid coming across any worse than I already am.

      “We need to know how to get the things we want.”

      Okay. He’s definitely not talking about whiskey anymore.

      “And you have no idea where to put your hands. You’re the kind of guy who makes an effort, but who exhausts all his energy in fighting the wrong battles.”

      “I’m not following,” I tell him honestly, because he lost me a while ago.

      “Exactly,” he says, his tone becoming hard. “That’s why I asked you to come here.”

      “Listen, Peter, about what happened yesterday… I really am sorry.”

      “You don’t seem it.”

      “And I swear that if I could go back…”

      “What? You wouldn’t stop the wedding? Or you wouldn’t sleep with my daughter?”

      “I can’t answer that.”

      “Then stop bullshitting me.”

      “I don’t get it… Didn’t you bring me here so that you could fire me?”

      “Why should I?”

      “Because I ruined your daughter’s life?”

      He bursts into such loud laughter that I’m worried he’s losing his mind right before my eyes.

      “Alex, Alex, Alex…” He wraps an arm around my shoulders and I tense, waiting for him to break my neck. “Come on. Let’s have a drink.”

      “But it’s nine in the morning.”

      “Then let’s have some tea, and add a drop of the strong stuff. You know, to soothe our throats.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with your throat, Peter.”

      “It’s called a preventative measure, boy.”

      I shake my head and follow him deeper into the cellar, where there’s a small bar in one corner – this place is full of small bars, and that isn’t necessarily a good thing. There is a rough wooden table with two stools sitting around it, which Peter crafted by hand. He makes two cups of tea and places one in front of me, before grabbing a bottle from the counter and pouring a few drops of whiskey into my drink; into his own, he pours more than a few drops. But what difference can it make? His veins are coursing with single malt by this point. His blood type is 50% alcohol.

      He sits down across from me and takes a few sips. He seems more relaxed now, so I take advantage of this, trying to clear things up.

      “Er… Am I mistaken, or did you say you’re not going to fire me?” Best to get things straight. Maybe I should get them in writing, too. You never know.

      “No, Alex. I’m not going to fire you.”

      “Or my mum? Or my granddad?”

      “Of course not.”

      I let out a sigh of relief. “So, you’re not pissed off with me?”

      “Of course I’m pissed off with you. Do you really think it was right of you to say things like that to a woman? If you were in love with her, you could have told her a thousand other ways.”

      “Peter, I never said I was in love with her.”

      He lets his stare linger over me, condescendingly. “Then why did you cause this whole mess?”

      “Well, because… Because Chase isn’t right for her.”

      It worked with Justin, right?

      “Mmm… Then who would be right for her? You?”

      “No! Absolutely not!”

      “So you didn’t stop the wedding because you wanted to be up there in his place?”

      “No!” I leap up from my stool.

      “Okay,” he says, sipping at his tea. “So you did all this for a noble cause?”

      “E-exactly.”

      “You’ve caused quite a lot of chaos, Alex, just to make a point.”

      I sigh. “I’m sorry.”

      “I’m not interested in your apologies. I thought you had a plan.”

      “Actually, no. I didn’t even have a plan yesterday.”

      “Jesus Christ, Alex,” he says, getting to his feet and pacing around to my side of the table. “You have to think about these things first, be more organised…” He shakes his head. “It’s your move, now.”

      “My move to do what?”

      “Ellie will be here soon.”

      “Ellie’s coming home?” I ask, gripped by panic.

      I hadn’t considered what would happen after I sabotaged the marriage. Or, rather, I’d hoped for an outcome that would never have happened. But I hadn’t thought about what would happen after she’d refused – after he’d beaten me up, and she’d run away.

      “She’ll be back sooner or later. In a few days.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You’re not very sharp, kid.”

      “I’m just a distiller, Peter.”

      He smiles warmly at me. “You’re a good guy. You’re so tied to your roots, to tradition… You’re just you.”

      “What?”

      “You’re the one who’ll be able to bring Ellie home.”

      “Me?! I was the one who made her run off in the first place!”

      “She hasn’t run off. She’s just taking her time before she comes back.”

      “Peter, I really don’t know what you’re thinking here, but⁠—”

      “I never liked him. I know I shouldn’t say it – he’s my partner’s son, and I’ve known him since he was a kid. He was at our house almost as much as you were. But I never liked him.”

      I study his expression, confused.

      “He has too much ambition and too much arrogance.”

      “Are you saying I have neither? Well, thanks. I already knew that.”

      “He just wanted to take her away from here.”

      “So you’re okay with me because you know I’ll die in this place? You want someone to keep Ellie here? Is that what you want? For your daughter to stay planted here, work in the family business – to have no dreams of her own, to grow into someone else’s shadow? Don’t count on me for that. I could never do it. Ellie is perfect as she is, and if she wants to jet off halfway across the world, if she wants to work for herself, if she wants to… Leave you and the company behind… Well, she’ll do it. And I’d be proud of her for it.”

      I only realise I’ve raised my voice when I feel my throat begin to burn up. Now I really do need one of those stupid, watered-down hot drinks.

      Peter watches me for a moment, his face unreadable. I don’t know whether he’s about to kick me out and take back his word, or whether he’s about to throw his fist at my nose – and this time, it would definitely break. It couldn’t survive three blows in a row.

      “You see?”

      “What?” I ask, on the verge of a panic attack.

      “You’re you, boy. You’ll bring her home. And you know why? Because you’d never ask her to stay.”

      He’s absolutely right about that.

      “She just needs some time to realise that she loves this place, and…the people who live here,” he says, flashing me a small smile. “And she will. I know she will.”
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        * * *

      

      I drive home in one of the company vans. After they’d deposited me with Peter, Shane and Reid disappeared; so I had to make my own way home. There are always two or three vans parked in the distillery, ready for deliveries or commissions. The keys are always hanging in the office – you just have to sign it out when you leave, and give some indication as to when you’ll return it.

      The Johnston distillery is a family-run business, where even the most recently-hired employees become part of the family. For generations, they’ve not only brought success to the company, but also contributed significantly to the economy of western Connemara, along with the tourism we receive here. We’re right on the route of the Wild Atlantic Way; every year, millions of tourists come to see the incredible sights of our untouched countryside, characterised by wild, white sand beaches and huge waves which attract surfers from all corners of the world. We have infinite, rolling hills, lakes which spread out for miles along the nature paths of the Connemara National Park. For families, couples, and adventurous youngsters alike, our region is one of the most well-loved places in Ireland.

      The distillery itself is a tourist attraction, as well as being one of Ireland’s most prestigious whiskey producers; there are tours every day, tastings and events which we always turn up to, or sponsor ourselves. Basically, Johnston whiskey is everywhere, engrained into the DNA of the people who live here.

      I park in the driveway and jump down from the driver’s seat. Justin and my grandfather are outside chopping wood: even though the weather is still nice, it’s always better to be prepared. Autumn is right around the corner, and the cold is always waiting to strike.

      Granddad is chopping up the larger pieces with an axe, as Justin collects them and places them in the wood shed. I like the fact that Justin makes himself useful, both around the house and outside. Everyone helps out around here. No one just sits and watches as other people do all the work. That’s not how it works in the Brennan family.

      My grandfather realises that I’m there and rests his axe on the next piece of wood.

      “Where the hell have you been?”

      He could’ve called me if he was worried, but my granddad isn’t a fan of these new ‘gadgets’.

      “At the distillery.”

      Justin comes back from his last trip to the wood shed and heads towards me, scrutinising me carefully before saying: “They didn’t hit you again, did they?”
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