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      Wes

      
        
        The worst thing my sister ever did was agree to marry Devon Montgomery.

      

        

      
        The best thing she ever did was cancel the wedding two weeks out from the big day.

      

        

      
        It’s not that I don’t like Devon. It’s that I hate him. I detest him. I loathe him.

      

        

      
        And, for some reason, the feeling is mutual, although why anyone would hate someone as amazing as me is completely beyond my understanding.

      

        

      
        Devon, on the other hand? He’s an overbearing, uptight, pretentious snob who wouldn’t know a good time if it bit him on the arse.

      

        

      
        I mean, yes, he’s insanely attractive. And, yes, he’s been known to star in some particularly dirty fantasies of mine—ones of the hate-sex variety.

      

        

      
        But that’s all it is.

      

        

      
        Well, that’s all it was supposed to be…

      

        

      
        Until I discover Devon has been having the exact same fantasies about me. Turns out he’s not so averse to fun after all…

      

        

      
        P.S. I Loathe You is a stand-alone enemies to more, sister’s ex, online ‘bromance’, opposites attract romantic comedy with two swoon-worthy leads, quirky side characters, a ton of sexytimes, and a guaranteed HEA.
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            Wes

          

        

      

    

    
      “No way, not him,” the guy in my shop growls at the girl whom I can only assume is his girlfriend as he points in my direction.

      “But, babes, he’s the one who did the design I want…”

      The guy looks up at me, distrust clear in his expression. “Don’t you have any female artists on staff?”

      I arch a brow at him. “Just Leela. But just so you know, she’ll be much more interested in your girlfriend’s tits than I am.”

      The guy crosses his thick arms over his even thicker chest. He’s in his mid-thirties, I’d guess, and has a Jason Momoa look about him, with a dark man-bun and full beard. If he weren’t such a twat, I’d probably find him attractive. Sod it, who am I kidding? He’s attractive. I really need to do something about this whole being-attracted-to-wankers thing. “What’s that supposed to mean?” he snarls. “Are you saying she has ugly tits?”

      I shift my glance to the girl. She’s probably about ten years younger than the guy and is, objectively speaking, quite attractive. But honestly the most intriguing thing I find about her appearance is the ink. She has a full sleeve on one arm and a band wrapping her other wrist. She’s in here today because she wants to extend her sleeve over her chest. And Mr. Controlling Arsehole Boyfriend doesn’t want a guy tattooing her breasts.

      “I’m sure her tits are very nice,” I say levelly. “But they hold no interest for me. You on the other hand…” I scan my eyes up and down his body, making sure to linger over certain areas in a way I know will make him uncomfortable.

      “You a shirt-lifter?” He sounds confused, as though I’ve somehow wrong-footed him simply by not looking stereotypically “gay.”

      “Duncan,” the girl hisses in an obvious reprimand.

      I hold up my hand to ward her off. This is hardly the first time I’ve dealt with shit like this, and frankly I don’t have the patience to care. “Yes, I’m gay. Now will you let me tattoo your girlfriend’s breasts. I have other clients, you know.”

      He nods, and I send the client—Amelia—into one of the tattooing rooms. I follow behind and Duncan makes to come after me, but I hold up a hand and point to the waiting area at the front of my shop. “Clients only.”

      “But—”

      I arch an eyebrow in challenge. “You don’t want me getting all distracted by your fit body and fucking up her ink, do you?”

      He scowls and stomps off to wait at the front of the shop.

      Then I enter the room and gesture for Amelia to make herself comfortable on the chair. “Your boyfriend’s a twat.”

      “He’s actually really sweet,” she says fondly. “Just gets a bit jealous sometimes.”

      I shake my head. That’s what they all say. It’s none of my business, though, so I just bring up the design I made for Amelia on my tablet and check with her that she’s still happy with it. Then I print out a stencil of the design and get to work.

      

      “Do I really have to go to this thing tonight?” I whine to my best friend the second she answers my call. I’ve just finished up an incredibly tiring day—after completing my first session with Amelia, I had two other clients to see, plus an hour spent chasing up a supplier who messed up one of our piercing orders—and now all I want to do is fall back on my couch with a beer in hand and watch the football, but unfortunately life’s just not that fair.

      “Your sister’s birthday?” Natasha asks, and I can hear the amusement in her voice. “Yeah, I’m pretty sure it’s mandatory.”

      I let out an annoyed huff and swipe my Oyster card before dashing to the escalator. “Maybe I can beg off if they think I’m sick?” I suggest hopefully. “Some kind of flesh-eating disease or something.”

      “No, you faked sick to get out of that invitation stuffing day,” she reminds me.

      I groan at the memory of the near miss. I’m sure my family twigged that I wasn’t actually sick, but it was worth some extra disapproval to avoid what would have no doubt been a hellish day.

      “Okay, so maybe you can be sick, and I have to be there at your bedside,” I suggest. “What can you be dying of?”

      “Wes.” I can picture Natasha shaking her head in exasperation. “Come on, it’s Emma’s birthday. You can’t bail on this one.”

      I sigh in resignation. “I know. I just wish he wasn’t going to be there. My parents, I can handle, but that guy—I swear, Tash. One day I’m going to snap and end up choking him with one of his overpriced ties and there won’t be a jury in the country that could convict me!”

      Natasha sputters a laugh before saying wryly, “Okay, just on the off-chance Devon turns up murdered you should probably avoid saying that so loudly.”

      I snort. “Please, I’m in a tube station in peak hour. No one’s listening to a word I’m saying.”

      “What’s the line on the watch?” Tash asks, steering the subject away from murder.

      I let out a huff of laughter. “Same as always.”

      “Alright. I’m going for the Rolex,” she proclaims with distinct confidence.

      My brows shoot up in surprise. “You seem quite sure about that one. You don’t have an inside line, do you?”

      “Of course not!” she cries. “How could you accuse me of such a thing, Wesley?”

      I chuckle. “Okay, okay. No need to get all screechy. Which Rolex?”

      “Vintage,” she says in her attempt to clarify.

      I roll my eyes. “Which vintage Rolex?”

      She groans. “Oh, I don’t know what it’s called. Come on, Wes, you know which one I’m talking about—the James Bond one.”

      “Submariner,” I provide.

      “Yes! That one.”

      “Okay, then. I’m going the square faced Cartier with…” I screw my face up to think for a moment. “Leather band.”

      “Ooh, gamble,” Tash says excitedly.

      I let out a soft chuckle. “Same stakes?”

      “Of course. I’d better go finish this piece. See you after!”

      The restaurant my sister—or more accurately, her incredibly uptight and equally well-off fiancé—picked for her birthday is a fancy French place in Mayfair with about    a million Michelin Stars. Definitely not my kind of place at all—give me good pub grub anytime.

      Fortunately, at least, it’s just the five of us tonight: Emma, Devon, me, and my parents. My parents can be a lot to take, but at least they’re used to me by now and usually shrug off my antics with a “oh, well, that’s Wesley,” kind of attitude. Other people—Devon’s family, for example—aren’t quite so forgiving.

      When I finally reach our table, I’m not surprised to be on the end of exasperated looks from both of my parents. When I get to Devon and Emma, though, the thunderous glare Devon sends my way seems slightly uncalled for. Sure, I’m a half hour late. And, yes, I’m in jeans and a leather jacket—not the dressy attire everyone else at the table has donned for the evening. But, come on, it’s not like I just forced him to watch while I tortured his cat to death or something.

      “Sorry,” I say to the table at large, flashing a contrite smile. “Got a bit held up at work.”

      “And I see you forgot the part about this being a nice place,” Devon says through clenched teeth.

      I arch a challenging brow at him and slip my jacket off before draping it over the back of my chair and sitting down. Yeah, okay, I probably could have made more of an effort with my outfit tonight, but I was running late already by the time I finished work; I just barely had time to shower and change as it was. Besides, it’s not like this is the kind of restaurant that requires a jacket and tie. There are other people here wearing jeans, and I can even see a few leather jackets draped on chairs around the restaurant. Probably more expensive ones than mine, but whatever.

      Emma lets out a tinkling laugh, as though Devon’s just said something absolutely hilarious. “Oh, Dev. Don’t you know by now? This is Wes dressed up. Clean t-shirt, no rips in his jeans.” She flashes me a bright smile. “I appreciate the effort, brother.”

      I smirk back at her. “Well, at least someone appreciates me.”

      Devon just shakes his head and reaches for his wine glass. He is, of course, dressed impeccably as usual in a navy-blue dress shirt that’s just a shade darker than his eyes. The sleeves are rolled up to reveal toned forearms, a luxury Cartier watch gleaming against the pale skin of his left wrist. I somehow manage to hold in my groan of frustration as I see it’s the square faced Cartier…with a platinum band. Bugger.

      My only consolation is that Tash didn’t win either. I tug my phone from my back pocket so I can take a discrete picture and send it to her.

      Me: [Photo]

      Me: So close!

      Natasha Wilcox: But no cigar!

      “Didn’t you have enough ink already?” Devon mutters, glaring at the new addition to the sleeve on my right arm—a pattern of ivy vines that wrap around my arm and twine in with the previously existing ink.

      My brows quirk up at the comment because, frankly, I’m surprised he even noticed. I get new ink all the time, so it generally goes unremarked upon by my family. Mastering my surprise, I offer him a lazy smile. “You can never have too much ink. Maybe you should get one yourself?” I suggest. “Come by the shop. I’ll even give you a discount.”

      Devon narrows his eyes at me. “If you think I’m letting you anywhere near me with a tattoo needle you’re even more insane than I thought.”

      I lean back in my chair, my grin spreading wider as I recall a fundamental fact about my sister’s fiancé. “Ahh, that’s right. You’re terrified of needles. Totally slipped my mind.”

      “I’m not terrified,” Devon grates out. “I just don’t like them.”

      Next to him, Emma starts sputtering with wry laughter. “Is that why you almost broke my hand when you had to get that tetanus shot?”

      Devon just glowers, and I get the distinct impression he sorely regrets initiating the conversation about my ink.
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            Devon

          

        

      

    

    
      Try as I might, I can’t seem to stop myself from glaring across the table at my future brother-in-law. I don’t know why, but from the moment I met Wes Holt two years ago, everything about him has just rubbed me the wrong way. As far as I can see he only has one redeeming quality, and that is how much he cares about his sister. But even that one shining light has a murky quality to it because he seems to have decided from day one that I’m not good enough for Emma.

      Luckily, I have more self-confidence than to let the opinions of someone like Wes Holt bother me. It is frustrating, though; Emma is the perfect woman for me in every way, except for the unavoidable lifetime attachment to the giant prat that is her brother.

      “You alright there, Devon?” Wes asks, his deep, husky voice grating on me. “You’re looking particularly murdery tonight.”

      “Wes…” Emma warns.

      He just smirks and leans back in his seat, his arms slung over the chairs on either side of him so that the t-shirt he’s wearing—a white one with The Jam’s Sound Affects album cover on it—stretches tightly across the thick muscles of his biceps and chest.

      I purse my lips in annoyance and glance away. Just for once could he not simply have dressed for the occasion instead of looking like a washed-up rockstar?

      I honestly don’t even know how Wes fits in with the rest of the Holts. He’s such an oddity. Emma and her parents are all so poised and sophisticated and…well-groomed. But Wes? Alright, fine, he doesn’t smell bad or anything—in fact, for someone who often appears to have slept in his clothes, he actually smells pretty good. But all the tattoos and the piercings and the general aura of scruffiness just doesn’t seem to match with this family. It’s baffling.

      “It’s such a shame your parents couldn’t be here tonight, Devon,” Jaclyn, Emma’s mother, says to me with a warm smile, snapping me out of my musings. “But a week in Barcelona? How refreshing for them. We should really look into going back there, don’t you think, Steven?”

      Emma’s father glances up from an intense conversation he’d been having with Wes. “Hmm? What do I think about what?”

      Jaclyn smiles at him indulgently. “About going back to Barcelona.”

      His expression is less than enthusiastic. “I don’t know about that. So bloody crowded, and no one speaks English.”

      “Because it’s Spain, Dad,” Wes says with an eye roll.

      “Jackie, if you want to go back to Spain, we can do it in the boat,” Steven allows.

      Jaclyn’s eyes light up and she holds a hand to her chest. “Oh, that would be marvellous.”

      “Just don’t let Mum go ashore by herself,” Emma says with a chuckle. “Not unless you want a holiday home in San Sebastian.”

      “Don’t be a spoiled sport, Em,” Wes says, his mouth curved into a smirk. “Mum don’t listen to her—you go ahead and buy all the holiday homes you want, anywhere you want them. And when you’re redrafting your will, just keep in mind that I was the one who encouraged your dreams.”

      “I’ll do that, Wesley. Thank you,” Jaclyn says dryly.

      

      My phone rings just as we’re walking out of the restaurant. I dig it out of my pocket to see it’s a call from Rosh Kulkarni, my firm’s PR director. “Sorry, I’ll just be a sec,” I tell Emma and the others.

      Emma just smiles and turns back to Wes, who continues regaling her with what appears to be an amusing story about one of his tattoo clients.

      “What’s up?” I ask Rosh upon answering the call.

      “Have you seen the news?” I can tell by her brisk, no-nonsense tone that something serious is going on. Warily, I scan my eyes over the pedestrians and other restaurant-goers nearby, but no one seems to be showing any signs of panic. Whatever’s happened must have either just hit the news, or it’s not something that affects the general public.

      “I’m out with Emma’s family for her birthday.”

      “Oh, of course, sorry, I can⁠—”

      “What’s going on?”

      She draws in a heavy breath, letting it out slowly. “Devon, it’s Hayes and Mueller. ITN just broke a story about a chemical leak at one of their testing sites a few years ago. Apparently, they’ve been covering it up to avoid paying the fines and adjusting their practices.”

      “Shit,” I mutter, rubbing a hand over my face. Hayes and Mueller are a big client of our firm; we’ve been doing consultancy work for them for decades now. “Okay, well, I guess we’ll just have to distance ourselves a little. Can you work up one of those neutral statements that still manages to be socially conscious?”

      “No, you don’t get it…” she hesitates for a long beat before finally coming out with it. “I got a call from ITN just before the story ran. It was someone from our office who tipped them off.”

      I stand there, stunned, staring blankly ahead as a black cab pulls up in front of me to let a trio of giggling women out. “Who?” I finally manage to grate out.

      “They wouldn’t tell me. You know, all that protecting sources bullshit.”

      I groan, lifting my hand up to dig into my scalp. As one of the UK’s leading consultancy firms, we pride ourselves on offering our clients impartial, third-party expertise in a whole range of areas. We’re often working with sensitive information, so discretion is key. If it gets out that one of our own employees was responsible for this leak, our reputation will be shot to hell. “Does anyone know yet that it was us?”

      “I don’t know what people know,” she says, sounding exhausted. “I’m headed back to the office now to see what I can find out.”

      “Okay, I’ll be there soon.”

      “Dev, you don’t have to—Emma…”

      “It’s fine. She’ll understand.”

      Rosh sighs and I can hear the relief in her voice when she says, “Alright, I’ll see you soon.”

      I slip my phone back in my pocket and glance around just in time to see Emma wandering over to me, having wrapped up her conversation with her brother.

      “Everything okay?”

      I shake my head, offering an apologetic frown. “I’m so sorry, but I have to go into work.”

      Emma’s eyes widen slightly but she manages to master her expression quickly. “Oh, okay.”

      “I’m sorry. I know we’re supposed to be celebrating⁠—”

      “No, no, it’s fine.” She casts me a reassuring smile. “I’ll just have a bit of a pampering session instead. Bubble bath, face mask, foot spa. All that stuff I usually don’t make much time for. It’ll be fun.”

      I draw her in for a hug, pressing a soft kiss to her rich brown hair. “Don’t forget the white chocolate Magnums and the Katherine Heigl movies.”

      “Well, I figured that much was implied,” she says with a shrug.

      I chuckle and drop my arms from around her. “Do you want me to take you home first?”

      She shakes her head. “It’s fine. It’s still pretty early.” She casts her gaze back to the restaurant for a moment before offering me a teasing smile. “You know, Wes just popped to the loo, but he’ll be heading in the same direction you are if you want a tube buddy.”

      I send her a pointed look. “I think I’ll get a cab.”

      She lets out a tinkle of laughter, holding her hands up in defeat. “Worth a try, at least.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            THREE

          

          
            Wes

          

        

      

    

    
      “So, how was it?” Natasha asks as I slide into the seat next to her at the Bell and Bear, a Limehouse pub run by an old mate of mine.

      I reach for her beer and let out a little grunt of annoyance when all I get is the last mouthful at the bottom of the glass. Gross and not remotely fortifying. Catching the attention of Adam, who’s working behind the bar tonight, I hold up two fingers and then sit back in my chair, comfortable in the knowledge that beer is on its way. “It was bearable,” I tell Natasha. “Just barely.”

      “It can’t have been that bad…”

      “Okay, okay, the food was pretty great. But why do those fancy places always insist on smearing the plates with weird purees and garnishing them with little seeds that get stuck in your teeth?”

      “I’d have no idea. You’re the blueblood, not me.”

      “I’m not rich,” I clarify. “My parents are rich.”

      “Wes, that’s the kind of thing only rich people say. I, meanwhile, will just have to continue waiting for a billionaire to come along and take me to all those fancy places,” she says dreamily.

      Adam swings by the table and sets two pints of pale ale down in front of us. “You two need anything else?”

      “All good,” I tell him.

      “Whoa, wait a minute,” Natasha says, holding up a hand to stall Adam. “We haven’t all just come from a fancy French dinner.”

      Adam arches a questioning brow at me but I just shake my head.

      “What’ll it be, Tash?” Adam asks.

      “Just some chips, thanks.”

      He nods. “No worries. Won’t be too long.”

      “Is that what you tell the people who write to you?” I ask after Adam heads back to the bar. “Just wait for a billionaire?”

      She nudges me playfully. “Shut up. I know you think what I do is stupid.”

      I shrug. “It earns you a living, doesn’t it? I just don’t want you giving up on your actual writing dreams if you get too busy with the column.”

      Natasha writes a love advice column for an online women’s magazine. It’s kind of ironic because she has to be one of the unluckiest people when it comes to her own love life, but for some reason she’s actually really great at doling out advice to others.

      “I’m still finding time for my essays,” she assures me. “I’m actually planning on entering one in a competition later this year.”

      I offer a broad grin and bump her shoulder with mine. “Tash, that’s amazing. Have you written it yet? Can I see?”

      She sighs indulgently and starts digging in her bag for her phone. “It’s just a draft so—oh, hang on, I have a new Dear Sophie email,” she announces, swiping at the screen.

      Dear Sophie is the column she writes. Apparently there really was a Sophie once upon a time, but that was back when the magazine first started in the 1950s or something like that, and since then they’ve just kept using the original name for the column.

      “I have ten quid on ‘my boyfriend doesn’t want to use a condom’,” I say, grinning into my beer.

      “You lose,” Tash pronounces, her eyes gleaming. Then she turns serious as she reads. “Oh, wow. Listen to this: Dear Sophie, I don’t know why I’m writing to you, I don’t even read your column (no offense or anything, it’s just not my thing), but I need some advice from an objective outsider and I feel more comfortable talking to you than to the weirdos on reddit (no offense if you’re on reddit). So, here goes…I’m supposed to be getting married soon but I’m not sure if I should be going through with it. Everyone keeps telling us how perfect we are together and on paper that’s true, but it doesn’t FEEL perfect, you know? Lately everything with him feels like so much work. We’re both under a lot of stress and for a while I’ve been putting these doubts down to that. But I just feel like I’m wading through quicksand, and I’m worried this feeling won’t magically go away the second we say our vows.

      I DO love him. I know that. I’m just not sure if I’m IN love with him anymore. And I’m sure he’ll deny it, but I think he feels the same way. He doesn’t even seem to want me physically anymore…

      Every time I try to broach the subject, he brushes me off and tells me I’m just stressed and that everything will be fine once the wedding is over.

      What do I do?” Natasha glances up from her phone and stares at me, her eyes wide. “Holy shit.”

      I let out a hissed breath. “Jesus. What are you going to tell her? Or them, I guess I should say—they didn’t specify their gender, did they?”

      Natasha shakes her head thoughtfully. “No. Just that their fiancé is male.” She gives a small shrug. “I suppose I’ll just tell them that it’s normal to have doubts, but that it’s unlikely for their problems to magically disappear after the wedding day. If they’re not happy with their life now, well…”

      I grimace and take another swig of my pint. “Well, at least this job’s not dull.”

      She sighs and sets her phone down. “No, but I do worry sometimes about the impact my advice has. I’m not a licenced therapist. Far from it.”

      I shrug. “You’re not claiming that you are. Anyone who writes to you could go see a professional if they really wanted.”

      “New topic,” she declares, slipping her phone back into her bag. I decide not to comment that I still haven’t read her essay. I’ll get to it another time; clearly right now she wants to be distracted.

      I drain the last of my beer and set my pint back on the table. “Sir Devon had a go at me about my new tatt tonight.”

      Natasha’s brows shoot up. “Why?”

      I groan, tossing my head back. “Who knows? I guess really hot ink affects his delicate sensibilities.”

      Adam returns to our table to give Tash her chips. He doesn’t linger this time, though, instead just giving a brief nod before hurrying back to the bar, where the sole remaining bartender—Jess—is struggling to keep up with a sudden rush.

      “Shit, I need a shag,” I grumble.

      Natasha lets out a sputtering laugh and sets her glass down with a thunk against the wooden surface of the table. “That was a weird transition.”

      “Huh?”

      “One second, we’re talking about Devon not liking your ink and the next you’re whining about needing sex…” she trails off, her eyes travelling toward the bar. “Or was it Adam? Have you two⁠—?”

      I shake my head adamantly. “No. Sod off. That was one time, years ago.”

      She holds her palms up. “Okay, okay. I was just wondering.”

      “And please never mention ‘Devon’ and ‘sex’ in the same sentence again,” I beg. “I mean, I know my sister loves him for god knows what reason, but if that guy is capable of giving a woman an orgasm, then I’m the fucking pope. I’d probably be better at it than he is.”

      Natasha’s face screws up. “Eww, are you suggesting trying to give your sister an orgasm?”

      I jolt in alarm at her words, my beer sloshing everywhere. “What? No! Why would you say that?”

      “Because—”

      Before she can explain, I play my words back in my head and let out a loud groan. “That’s not what I meant. Jesus.”

      I give an involuntary shudder and take a sip of my beer. Clearly, I was caught up in my vehement protestations about Devon and didn’t filter my words properly. The thing is there’s something Natasha doesn’t know. Something that I will never in a million years admit to her or anyone else. And that is that I do think of Devon and sex together. A lot. Far more than is healthy. He’s pretty much the biggest twat on the planet, and yet my dirty brain doesn’t seem to care. All it and my cock have ever noticed is his fit body, his tight arse, and those full, red lips that are simply begging to be wrapped around a cock. My cock.

      Yep, worst brother in the world right here. But it’s not as though I would ever actually act on these thoughts. Fantasy is one thing; reality is a whole other story. And if Devon hates me now, I can only imagine the skyrocketing of hostility if he ever got wind of some of the fantasies playing out in my dirty mind.
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      “Sorry, this will just take a second,” I reassure Emma, quickly scanning the email that’s just come through on my phone.

      “It’s okay.”

      I shoot back a terse reply, giving Rosh the go ahead to deal with yet another fiasco that’s arisen amidst the fallout of the leaked report, and then set my phone aside. “Sorry.”

      “Everything alright?” Emma asks with a patient smile.

      I offer a tight frown. “Nightmare, to tell you the truth. But we’ll sort it out.” I take a sip of my wine and resolve to give her my full attention for the rest of lunch. “So, what’s going on with you? I feel like we’ve barely spoken for days.”

      She nods. “Yeah. Well, as it happens, I actually have something I need to talk to you about.”

      “Go on.”

      She draws in a deep breath, letting it out slowly. “Okay, here goes. Devon, do you want to get married?”

      I blink at her in puzzlement. “What do you mean? We’re already engaged.”

      She bites her lip, hesitating. “I mean do you actually want to be engaged? Are you excited to be marrying me? Are you looking forward to spending your life with me?”

      “Emma…”

      “Because I don’t know if I feel that way about you anymore.”

      I sit back, feeling stunned. “You don’t?

      She shakes her head sadly. “I don’t think so. I don’t know. I mean, we’re supposed to be getting married in two weeks. Don’t you think we should be more…connected?”

      “Connected?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Is this about sex?” I ask, feeling a little awkward discussing the topic so openly here in this busy restaurant. I know our sex life has been a little flat lately, but that happens, doesn’t it? We’ve been together for two years, and it’s not like we were ever one of those couples who needed to jump each other’s bones every five seconds anyway.

      She sighs. “Maybe a little. But it’s not only that. We just don’t seem to have time for each other anymore.”

      “We’ve both been busy with work,” I point out. “And planning the wedding has been absolute chaos. Trust me, once this is all over things will settle down and we can get back to normal.”

      “Once what’s over?”

      “The wedding,” I say with a shrug.

      “So…your plan is to just get married and hope for the best? Hope that we’ll be able to reconnect and suddenly everything will be okay?”

      I stare at her in confusion. “I don’t know what else to say…”

      “Devon, do you even love me?” she asks bluntly.

      My mouth falls open in shock. “Emma, what kind of question is that? I’m marrying you.”

      She sighs. “But are we getting married because we love each other, or because we’re supposedly so well suited?”

      “I don’t⁠—”

      She shakes her head sadly. “I’m sorry, Devon, but I don’t think I love you. Not in that way. I think…I think we should call it off.”

      I glance around the restaurant, down at my plate, out the window. Finally back at Emma. “But…it’s only two weeks away. Everyone’s been looking forward to it. Our families…”

      “Devon, do you really think the best reason to get married is because our families will be disappointed if we don’t?”

      I let out a heavy sigh, slumping back in my chair. “You’re really doing this, aren’t you?”

      She offers a regretful smile. “Yeah, I guess I am.”

      “And there’s no changing your mind?”

      She shakes her head.

      “Okay then. I guess we’d better figure out how to tell everyone.”

      “Your parents will be at Mum and Dad’s for dinner tomorrow night,” she informs me. “They wanted to make up for having to miss my birthday.”

      “Oh, right.” A stab of guilt hits me as I recall that Mum texted me a week ago wanting to know some suggestions for Emma’s birthday gift. Shit, no wonder I’ve just been dumped; I wouldn’t want to marry me right now either. “Well, that should be about as fun as a prostate exam.”

      Emma lets out a loud snort, almost choking on her wine. “Wes is going to be thrilled,” she says wryly.

      The corner of my mouth quirks up. “Well, at least there’s one silver lining.”

      

      We manage to make it through the rest of our lunch, swapping pieces of awkward chitchat and studiously avoiding the elephant in the room. Once we’re done, I head straight for my best mate’s Shepherd’s Bush townhouse.

      “I need alcohol,” I announce, pushing past a baffled Ryan the second he opens the door.

      “O-kay. Well, there’s beer in the fridge. Or there’s a couple of bottles of wine on the rack, but it might be a bit early for that.”

      “Anything stronger?”

      Ryan’s brows shoot up. “Scotch?”

      “Perfect.”

      Ryan shrugs and leads the way into the kitchen. “Emma okay with you being over here boozing it up?”

      “Emma just dumped my arse.”

      Pausing in his task of rummaging through the cabinet above the fridge, Ryan turns around and stares at me, mouth hanging open. “Shiiiit.”

      “The alcohol.”

      He just rolls his eyes and turns back to the cabinet, retrieving a half-full bottle of Jameson.

      “This isn’t scotch,” I point out, accepting the bottle.

      “What, do you think I’m wasting Macallan on you? Just drink the bloody whiskey.”

      I pour a generous amount into a glass and take it over to the living room couch, sinking down onto it with an exhausted sigh. “She said we’re not getting married for the right reasons. And that we don’t even love each other.”

      I’m expecting Ryan to jump in straight away with some commiserating comments, the way a best friend is supposed to, but all I hear is dead air. When I glance up, it’s to see him staring at me with a hesitant expression. “What?”

      He winces at my tone, which came out much harsher than I intended. “Okay, don’t jump down my throat for this, but…maybe Emma has a point?”

      “What?”

      Ryan holds a hand up to stall my protest. “Look, I’m obviously not an expert on your and Emma’s relationship,” he allows, “but I do know what it’s like to love someone. To really, truly love another person with your whole heart.”

      I wave a dismissive hand. “Yeah, okay, I get it. You and Holly are the world’s most perfect couple…”

      Ryan lets out a loud snort. “Hardly. We fight all the time and drive each other mental, but at the end of the day we always put each other—and our family—first. That’s what love is, mate. Everything else in your life comes in second place to the person you love.”

      “But—“

      He holds up a hand. “No buts, that’s just how it is.”

      “You know, I’m not the only one who gets caught up with work,” I say, feeling defensive. “Emma works crazy hours too.”

      “Which only drives my point home harder,” he says with a shrug.

      I always thought it meant we were good together. We understood that we couldn’t always be the other’s top priority.

      “Maybe she’s seeing someone else?” I suggest.

      “I really don’t think so,” Ryan says, his tone wary.

      “How do you know? This morning I didn’t think she’d end the engagement but here we are.”

      “Because Emma’s not sneaky like that,” Ryan reasons. “Even if she was into someone new, she wouldn’t do it behind your back. She’d break things off first.”

      My head snaps up as his words resonate, and I see Ryan’s eyes widen, his head shaking. “No, mate—that’s not what I meant.”

      But it’s too late; the thought is already in my head, eating away at my sense of reason. I tug my phone out of my pocket, but when I swipe across the screen nothing happens. “Shit. Forgot to charge it,” I mutter. “Can I use your phone?”

      “Hell no, I’m not encouraging whatever this is.”

      “Fine.” I set my glass on the coffee table and get to my feet. I return to the kitchen and retrieve a tablet housed in a glittery pink safety case from the island.
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