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“Sebastian...“ Rachel’s voice wavered, unsure whether or not he would hang up the phone on her.
“Rachel?” He was surprised to hear from his sister after all these years.  He barely recognised her voice.  It sounded hoarse, like she’d been crying.
He had last seen her at his wedding, a little over four years ago. It had been an olive branch he offered - the only one of his family to have received an invitation.  None of them approved of his and Sophie’s relationship.  

The Torringtons were from old money.  Billionaires who had established their wealth through generations of prestigious law careers combined with marrying only within their social class.  A rich and influential Torrington didn’t marry a simple farm girl - it was unthinkable and simply not done.  Yet he had, earning the ire and estrangement of his family.  

Rachel had attended the wedding out of a sense of duty, not spoken to anyone, and left early.  He hadn’t heard from her since.  

“They are gone, Sebastian.”  She choked back a sob.
A feeling of dread washed over him. “Who?”
She took a moment before she could speak.  “Our parents.  Their yacht sank... they got caught in a storm and ran into the rocks...”  She trailed off as she held back another sob.
“Oh my God...” Sebastian staggered to a chair and sat down heavily.

It had been even longer since he’d last spoken to them.  Ever since that fateful day in his penthouse, when he had turned his back on his whole family, wanting nothing more to do with them.  

Hearing now that his parents had passed was a shock he hadn’t been prepared for, and he wasn’t sure how to feel.  As much as he tried to tell himself over these last few years that he didn’t care about them, deep down he still did.  Part of him had hoped that one day things would change and they would come back into his life.  That they would finally accept Sophie and meet the grandchildren they had so far refused to acknowledge.

There was no way that was happening now.

“When?”  he choked out, his mind reeling.
“Four days ago.  The funeral is on Friday.  I thought you might like to know directly, rather than just sending a message.”
Four days... they had known for four days without having told him.  He assumed it had been Rachel’s idea to contact him at all, his brother certainly wouldn’t have bothered to let him know.

“Please send me the details... I want to come.”
She paused.  “Will you be bringing Sophie?”
“Of course,” he said stiffly.  “She is my wife.”
“Indeed,” she sighed.  “I will see you Friday.”
The phone went silent in his hand and he put it down.  It beeped a moment later with what was presumably a message from Rachel with the funeral details, but he was too numb to do anything but stare at the floor.

———————————
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The day was bleak and rainy.  Depressing and perfectly fitting for a funeral.  Sebastian stood stoically in the rain, among the dozens of other black-clad individuals under black umbrellas.  All paying their final respects to Harold and Elizabeth Torrington as the coffins were lowered into the ground.  Sophie periodically squeezed his hand to remind him she was there, particularly whenever she felt him tremble every time someone sobbed loudly.  

She ignored the hate-filled stares that his brother Travis had been shooting her way from across the grave the whole time.  She was there to provide support for Sebastian and nothing more.  

Sebastian was grieving, and she would do anything in her power to lessen that suffering for him.  So she had come along, paid her respects like everyone else, and ignored those who looked down their noses at her - and there were a few of those present at the funeral.

After what felt like a never-ending onslaught of well-meaning friends and family coming up to offer their condolences, the siblings were finally left alone.  Standing together on one side of the grave was Rachel with her husband and two children, and Travis with his wife and their son.  Sebastian and Sophie stood alone together on the other side.

They had left their children at home, there was no point subjecting them to the discomfort of a funeral they wouldn’t understand for people they did not know.  Grayson the two-month-old was too young, and Diana their three-year-old had never even met any of Sebastian’s family.

As Travis and his wife turned to leave, Rachel walked towards them and Sebastian braced himself for trouble. He didn't think she would cause a scene at their parents’ gravesite, but he wouldn’t put it past either of his siblings to try and make the day more unpleasant than it already was.

She put her hand on his arm, a sign of affection she didn’t often give.  “Thank you for coming. I know it can’t have been easy.”  
“Thank you for the invitation,”  Sebastian replied warily, unsure where this was headed.
She nodded.  “I was wondering... would you like to come back to my place for a coffee?”
He was shocked, she’d never invited him over to her apartment before, even before the family had rejected him.  They had never had that kind of sibling relationship. 

They had seen each other every day at work in the family law firm. There was seldom any need for the family to socialize outside of that, and as the monthly family dinners that they had been obligated to attend had proved, none of them really got along.

When he hesitated before responding she looked disappointed. “Or there’s a cafe around the corner, if you prefer we can go there?”

He looked briefly to Sophie who gave a small shrug, then turned back to Rachel. “Thank you, but we should be heading back.  We have a babysitter looking after the kids.”
“Of course.” Rachel looked disappointed.  “I won’t keep you any longer.”  She turned to leave.
“Rachel... is something wrong?”  Sebastian asked, worried about her sudden friendliness. Whether it was brought on by the loss of their parents or something else, he wasn’t sure.

She laughed ruefully.  “Nothing more than usual.  Take care Sebastian.”  Turning, she started walking back to her family.

“A quick coffee at the cafe,”  Sophie called out.  “Just you, then we can drop you back at your place afterwards.”  She turned to Sebastian.  “Assuming that’s ok with you?”
“Sure.” He looked surprised that she would be the one to accept Rachel’s offer, perhaps she sensed something was wrong too.
Rachel’s eyes lit up and she smiled.  “Thank you, I’ll just go let Vincent know.”  She hurried back to her husband and had a conversation that made it clear that he did not approve. After what appeared to be heated words, she came back to where Sophie and Sebastian were waiting, a look of resolve on her face.

The three of them walked silently to Sebastian’s car, and drove to the cafe she had mentioned. Finding a quiet table at the back, they ordered their drinks and sat down.

“I noticed your husband didn’t seem thrilled about you coming here with us...” Sophie abandoned all pretense of casual chitchat, and got straight to the point. 
A shadow fell over Rachel’s face.  “Yes... well... I think he’s probably worried that Sebastian’s rebellious nature will rub off on me.”
“What would you rebel against?” Sebastian asked with concern.
She sighed.  “You probably weren’t aware, but my marriage has never been a happy one. It was what both of our parents thought would be good for the families.  It wasn’t a choice that Vincent and I would have made.”

A flicker of anger then sadness flashed over Sebastian’s face.  “I’m sorry.  I had no idea.”

“You weren’t to know,” she said, waving her hand dismissively.  “We made sure over the years to keep up appearances, and we even tried to make it work, but we’ve long since given up.  We haven’t slept in the same room since before Harry was born, and we only had Amelia because we felt obligated to have a second child.  We rarely even talk to each other any more.”

Sophie was horrified, she couldn't imagine living in a marriage like that.  “Why don’t you leave?  Get a divorce?”

Rachel laughed, as if the answer was obvious.  “That would be unseemly - an affront to both our families.  No, we just have the kind of relationship my parents do... or did...”  She paused while she tried not to let the reminder of her parent’s death overcome her.  “A marriage between two people who can barely stand each other.  We have of course resorted to secretly seeing other people and praying that nobody else finds out.”  

She noticed the shocked look on Sophie and Sebastian’s faces and gave a tight smile.  “He’s sleeping with the governess, which is easy enough to hide since she’s expected to be around all the time.  I’ve gone for the stereotypical tennis instructor.”  She laughed, “I don’t even like tennis...”

Putting her hand on Rachel’s arm, Sophie gave her a look of sympathy.  “You don't owe anything to your in-laws, and you don't have to live up to your parents' expectations any longer,” she said softly, trying to be gentle. “You’re still young.  You have the right to live a happy life.”

Sebastian nodded in agreement. “Now is a good time to make a change. What is happening with the mansion?  Can you move in there?” He was referring to his parents' family home.

“It is to be sold and the proceeds divided between Travis and myself,” she frowned, clearly a course of action she disagreed with. “I had discussed the possibility of buying him out and moving in there, but Vincent wouldn’t hear of it.”

She looked bitter. “It will be sad enough to have someone else living there, I would hate to see it knocked down and turned into apartments or something.  I know our childhood wasn't the happiest, but I do have very fond memories of growing up in that house.”

Sebastian gave her a look of encouragement. “Then you know what you have to do... buy out Travis’s half of
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