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      Come on, Alex; you can do this!  Why the hell are you hiding out here?

      This isn’t the first time I’ve asked myself that question in the last five minutes and I’m pretty sure it won’t be the last.  I just can’t go back in there to continue my shift; not with her there, laughing and giggling with her girlfriends, wearing that stupid pink sash that announces to the world: ‘Bride-to-be’.

      I know I’m supposed to be happy for her; I know this.  Every self-help book and agony aunt letter I’ve ever read says I should be but… I just can’t seem to muster up anything other than resentment.  Not when she’s marrying my ex; the man I had always planned to marry.

      Okay, so we weren’t actually engaged but that didn’t mean we weren’t going to be – until, after four years, he told me he didn’t see us going anywhere.

      Oh no, I’m not bitter.

      At least: that’s what I tell myself, almost daily, since hearing of their engagement.  In fact, that is exactly what I’ve been telling myself most days since our break-up, two years ago.

      I know, I know; I sound really pathetic, don’t I?  Believe me, whatever you’re thinking right now isn’t anything I haven’t already thought about myself or heard from my friends.  In fact, Elise never tires of telling me just how pathetic I’ve become.

      I sigh and slump onto the nearest crate.  I’ll just take a few more minutes; the sanctuary of the back alley is exactly what I need right now.  Maybe, if I’m lucky, they’ll have gone by the time I go back in and my night can return to normal.  I hate that I left Rick and Chris to cope on their own but I had no other choice; it was either leave or lose my mind.  Call me selfish, but the latter was never really an option.

      “Figured you’d be out here.”

      I look up to see Rick leaning against the doorframe, grinning down at me.  I can tell he feels sorry for me and I feel my hackles rise as my defenses shoot up.  “I know, I know,” I growl, glaring at him.  “I’m just taking a five minute break… if that’s alright with you.”

      Rick chuckles, folding his arms across his chest.  “And that would be fine,” he concedes, “if you hadn’t just taken your break an hour ago.”

      I grit my teeth and roll my eyes; Rick’s always interfering, thinking I need taking care of (which, just for the record, I don’t).  It takes all my strength not to tell him to get lost and leave me alone but I know that, if I do, it would only start World War Three.  And, right now, I need to keep him sweet.

      Rick approaches me and nudges my shoulder for me to make room for him on the crate.  We sit in silence for a moment, side by side, like we have, so many times before.  See, that’s the thing about big brothers: they can drive you mad one minute but, at the end of the day, they understand you; they know what you need, when you need it.

      Well, most of the time, anyway.

      And, luckily for Rick, this time, he’s read the signs well.

      “Alex, you knew she’d be popping in here before heading on,” he says eventually.

      And, just like that, all his efforts go up in flames.

      “Yeah, I know,” I snap.  “So?”

      “So, we need you in there,” he reminds me.  “It’s a Friday night; Chris can’t cover for you and I have to be in the kitchen.”

      I snort in disbelief.  “The kitchen?  You don’t need to be in the kitchen; nothing ever goes through the kitchen.”

      “For your information,” Rick retorts, “I’ve had a couple of orders tonight.”

      I shake my head.  “Oh, brilliant!  So, now, it’s a real money spinner, then?”

      Rick smiles and nudges my shoulder.  “Hey, things have to start somewhere, you know,” he replies, ever the optimist.  He pauses for a moment and I can feel him watching me, probably waiting for me to blow.  “You owe it to yourself to get back in there,” he continues.  “Congratulate her.”

      I shake my head stubbornly.  “No, I don’t; I can’t.  I’m quite happy out here, thank you.”

      “Al, come on.  I thought you were past this; I thought you’d moved on.”

      He’s right: there was a time when I was doing just that.  For a while, I was more than okay with the idea of Danny dating someone else and Danny and Gemma are good together; I was happy for them.  In fact, for a few months, Chris and I had even tested the waters of a relationship but it was obvious to everyone, including ourselves, we were better suited as friends.

      But, two months ago, when Danny had posted on Facebook that he and Gemma were getting married, things suddenly seemed harder; I don’t know why.  I can’t explain it, but the whole idea of him wanting to spend the rest of his life with someone other than me sent me into a bit of a tailspin and led to me making some very questionable decisions: like letting Liberty put red streaks in my hair to ‘change things up a bit’.

      Needless to say, that didn’t go down too well with Rick who practically frog-marched me back to Liberty’s salon, demanding she change it back.  Unfortunately for him, his protests just made me dig my heels in and I refused, point blank, to do as he said; needless to say, I’ve kept them ever since - just to annoy him.  However, I did have to endure days of his silent treatment before he eventually let it go.

      So, you see, it’s not just me who can be stubborn and childish.

      Mind you, it’s just as well he never found out about the phoenix tattoo Liberty suggested Elise inked on my hip, a symbol of me rising from the ashes of my breakup; although, as you can probably guess, I’m still working on that.

      “Do you want my advice?” Rick asks.

      I frown.  “And, just when have I ever wanted your advice?”

      He ignores me, like he usually does when I’m in one of my moods.  “You need to get back in there and meet her face to face; show her you’re not bothered.”

      I scoff; that’s the thing about Gemma: I doubt if she even knows I’m feeling like this.  I mean, after two years, how many twenty-nine year old women can say their ex getting married bothers them?  I mean, after all this time, they should be over it, shouldn’t they?

      “You know, I could always sack you,” Rick quips, clearly an attempt at being funny.

      “I’d like to see you try,” I retort quickly.  “We both own this place, remember?”

      “Yeah, I know, but I figured it might be worth a try.”

      I’d never planned to go into my business with my brother and I’m pretty certain this wasn’t his first choice either; in fact, neither of us had planned to be running the pub at all.  But, then, fate stepped in and, on the whole, it’s working out pretty good.

      “Seriously, Alex, you’re better than this,” Rick insists.  “If you stay out here, people are going to think you’re jealous.”

      Damn him; I hate that he knows me so well.

      “Fine,” I growl.  The last thing I want is for people to think I’m a jealous bunny boiler.  That is so not me. I mean, I may be a little freaked out about the wedding but I’m not jealous.  Standing up, I head for the door, glancing back at Rick.  “Are you coming, or what?” I ask.  “After all, that kitchen’s not going to run itself, is it?”

      “Ha, ha,” he mutters, following me inside.

      Stepping back behind the bar, I almost bump into Chris, carrying a glass of wine and a bottle of J2O.  Luckily, his reflexes are quick and he swerves at the last moment.

      “Oh, hello, stranger!” he jokes, taking the money from the punter.  “Decided to grace us with your presence, have you?”

      I glare at him.  “Very funny,” I mutter.  “You know, you should consider a career in comedy; you’re wasted behind the bar.”

      “Tell me something I don’t know,” Chris shoots back, tossing a towel over his shoulder.  “I’ll have you know, working here is just to tide me over until I hit the big time.”

      I roll my eyes, turning my back on him to face the next customer: Eric, one of the regulars we inherited from our parents’ time behind the bar.  “Hi, Eric; I was wondering when you’d turn up.  The usual?” I ask, already reaching for an empty pint glass.

      Eric nods, smiling at the thought of a beer.  “Thanks, Alex.  Busy tonight, I see,” he observes, raising his voice to be heard over the cackling hens.

      I focus on the pump in front of me, nodding.  “Yeah, you could say that.”  I pause, as I level off the beer and pass it across the bar.  “It should settle down in a bit,” I add, leaning on the bar as my gaze finds Gemma.

      “Hey, Eric, would you like a menu?” Rick asks, appearing at my side, menus in hand.

      Eric smiles apologetically.  “Sorry, Rick, but Sheila’s already got my dinner on; I only came in for the one.”

      I look at Rick, smiling.  “Better luck next time,” I mutter, clapping him on the back.

      Rick sighs, rubbing the back of his neck.  “I just don’t-” he starts, looking up at me but stops as something catches his eye.

      I follow his line of sight and stare at Gemma, who’s now facing me across the bar.  She smiles brightly at me.  “Hi, I’ve come to settle up.”

      “Right, no problem,” Rick says, putting the menus under the bar and ringing up Gemma’s tab.

      “I’ll handle this,” I insist, nudging Rick to one side.  Rick glances at me questioningly but, thankfully, says nothing.  Instead, he nods before wandering away, looking to serve another punter.  Seeing Gemma’s credit card, I collect the card machine from behind the bar and activate it.  “Good night so far?” I ask, desperately trying to act normal.

      Gemma nods enthusiastically.  “Oh, it’s been brilliant!  We’ve had such a blast!”

      “And where are you off to now?”  Oh no, do I sound too interested?  I don’t want her thinking this conversation is anything more than small talk.

      “The girls are taking me into London to see The Dreamboys,” she gushes excitedly, momentarily distracted as I push the card machine towards her.

      “Oh, wow; sounds fun.”  Even to me, my words sound empty; not that Gemma cares.  In fact, I doubt she’s even listening, probably lost in fantasies about half naked men gyrating about on stage.

      Urgh, I couldn’t think of anything worse; a strip show is so not my scene.  Thank God my friends wouldn’t feel the need to drag me to one of those things; I’d probably kill them if they did, if Rick didn’t get to them first.

      “I can’t believe the wedding’s only seven weeks, and a day, away,” Gemma continues, taking her card from the machine.

      I force a smile.  “You’ll be Mrs. White before you know it.”

      “That definitely has a certain ring to it.”  Gemma’s beaming at the idea.  “Well, I’ll see you later,” she says, turning away from the bar, making her way back over to her friends.

      “Have a good night,” I call after her, my last ditch attempt to take the higher road.  Gemma turns and waves and I respond with a smile, watching as she heads towards the door and on to the main event of her evening.

      Rick places a hand on my shoulder.  “There, that wasn’t too bad, was it?”

      I smile wryly; I’m just glad it’s all over and things can get back to normal.
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      Now that Gemma and her friends have left, the pub has returned to its usual Friday night atmosphere; it’s busier than the rest of the week but not so busy that you can’t hear yourself think.  And, on top of that, the evening’s hit that time when the younger crowd has thinned out in favour of livelier places so we’re just left with the regulars now.

      “Hey, Alex, you couldn’t get me another, could you?” Bill Turner asks, waving his empty glass at me as I pass.

      I hold up my hands, demonstrating they are already full.  “Let me get rid of these and I’ll be right back.”

      I return to the bar, depositing the empty glasses on the counter before pulling another pint.  That’s the thing about this place: everyone knows each other and there’s a real sense of family.  I realised that after my parents died; the regulars couldn’t do enough for me and Rick and, for that, we will always be grateful.

      Taking the beer over to Bill, I smile.  “So, what was the final score?” I ask, glancing up at the flat screen TV on the wall, where Gary Lineker and Alan Shearer are dissecting the match.  I have no idea who was playing other than it being some cup match or other.

      Bill sighs, miserably, taking a sip of beer.  “Hull,” he mutters.

      I pat his shoulder in commiseration.   “I take it that wasn’t the result you wanted.”

      Bill shakes his head.  “Nope; I mean, who in their right mind would put money on Hull beating Aston Villa?”

      I really hope that’s a rhetorical question because I have no clue how I should answer that; I may not be a girly-girl but that doesn’t mean to say I have any insight into the world of football.  So, I say the only thing I feel qualified to say:  “Well… better luck next time.”  Picking up his empty glass, I leave Bill to drown his sorrows; I know from experience that after losing a bet, he needs some alone time.  He never learns; in all the years I’ve known him, he’s only ever won anything a handful of times.  If I were him, I’d have given up a long time ago.

      I look up as I hear Rick entering the back room, Rocky at his heels; unable to resist, I stand in the doorway, grinning as the Boxer strains against his lead, eager to run to me.  “How was the walk?” I ask, bending down as Rick lets go of the lead, allowing Rocky to greet me.

      “Your dog is just as stubborn as you are,” he grumbles.  “Why does it take him so long to pee?”

      I smile, scratching the dog’s ears affectionately.  “Were you staring at him?  You know he hates that; don’t you, boy?” I ask, as he licks my hand.

      Rick sighs, rolling his eyes; he may grumble about Rocky but I know he loves this dog just as much as I do.  Standing up, I ask, “Do you want me to take him upstairs?”

      Rick scoffs.  “And have you skive off the last ten minutes of your shift?  No way; I’ll sort him out.”  He pats his thigh as he heads towards the stairs.  “Here, boy.”

      Hearing the command, Rocky turns and bounds up the stairs, past Rick.

      I return to the bar just in time to see my three best friends walk in.  Despite her make-up, I immediately notice how tired Sienna looks; even from this distance, I notice the dark circles under her eyes that she hasn’t managed to hide.  I guess that’s the price you pay when you’re up for partner in your law firm.

      I waste no time in setting about their order, one I know like the back of my hand: lime and lemonade for Liberty (the teetotaler in our group), white wine for Sienna and a bottle of Corona for Elise.

      “Oh, you read my mind,” Elise announces, making a grab for the bottle.  Taking a swig, she sighs.  “God, I needed that.”

      “Good day?” I ask, already knowing the answer; I can tell from her body language that she’s stressed: her shoulders are tense and she’s started to roll her neck from side to side.

      “Ha, funny,” she retorts.  “I had a woman in today wanting the Targaryen symbol on her calf-”

      “The what?” Liberty interrupts, her face scrunched up in her classic confused expression; of the four of us, Liberty’s the only one never to have seen a single episode of Game Of Thrones, preferring, instead, to use that time to meditate rather than ‘celebrate violence’.

      Elise rolls her eyes and takes another swig of her drink while Sienna pulls her phone out of her pocket.

      “It’s from Game Of Thrones,” I explain.

      After tapping the screen a few times, Sienna offers her phone to Liberty.  “That’s it,” she declares, showing her the three-headed dragon of House Targaryen.

      Liberty frowns.  “Right, okay…”

      “Anyway,” Elise continues, “I start to draw it and she starts to cry; almost kicked me in the face, too.”

      Sienna grins.  “Just the kind of customer you love.”

      Elise rolls her eyes.  “The whole procedure took double the time it should have done; God, I hate wimps.”

      “Aw, it’s so nice to know you care,” I quip.

      “I don’t know why you’re so surprised,” Sienna says.  “You’re stabbing someone repeatedly with a needle; tattooing is, essentially, an act of torture.”

      “As is sitting in a courtroom listening to you drone on and on,” Elise bites back with a wicked grin.

      “Touché,” Sienna smiles, raising her glass towards Elise.

      “Anyway, when you’re finally brave enough to come see me, then maybe, your opinion will count.”

      Since tattooing me, Elise has made it her mission to tattoo each one of us but, as yet, Sienna is the only one who has escaped her chair.

      “Just because I have no desire to deface my body like the rest of you, does not mean I’m not brave,” she protested.

      Okay, now let’s put that comment into perspective: I have one tattoo and Liberty has three, I would hardly call that ‘defacing our bodies’.  Neither of us are as obsessed with them as Elise, who has a variety of tribal tattoos on her arms and large angel wings on her back; I’m convinced she must have been blind drunk to have had that one done but she insists she was stone cold sober.

      “Oh, I was wondering when you lot would show up.”

      We turn to see Rick entering the bar; as usual, Liberty gets this weird, wistful look on her face as she smiles at him, her eyes lighting up.  As you can probably guess, Liberty has a crush on my brother; I don’t understand it, and never will, but, sometimes, there’s just no accounting for taste.

      “Hi, Rick,” she says, sitting up a little straighter on her stool and twirling a strand of her blonde hair around her finger.  She gasps as Elise kicks her; she shoots a glare to her before turning back to Rick but he’s already moved on, oblivious to Liberty’s flirtations.  “Thanks for that,” she snaps, rounding on Elise.

      “Any time,” Elise smiles, clearly proud of herself.  “Someone’s got to save you from yourself.”

      “Is your shift over yet?” Sienna asks me, clearly eager to change the subject.

      I check my watch.  “Yeah, five minutes ago, actually.  Go find a table and I’ll come join you in a sec.”

      I turn away, mixing myself a rum and Coke and surreptitiously checking for Rick’s whereabouts: thankfully, he seems to be deep in conversation with Chris and Bill about the football.  Making my way over to my friends, I slip into the chair next to Sienna.

      “Okay, I have to ask: have you told him yet?” Sienna demands without wasting any time.

      I almost choke on my drink; spluttering, I put the glass on the table.  “Not exactly,” I confess quietly.

      “Are you kidding me?” Elise blurts out before lowering her voice.  “Alex, we leave for Vegas in a week!”

      “How could you not have told him?” Liberty asks, aghast.

      “Why are you even bothered about telling him?” Sienna chips in.  “I mean, you are an adult; you can do what you want.  You don’t need Rick’s permission.”

      I rub my forehead.  “I know, I know,” I agree.  “I’m just trying to find the right time.”

      “You know there will never be a right time, don’t you?”

      I sigh; I don’t know why I’ve been putting off telling Rick.  Probably because I know exactly how he’ll react.  And, Sienna’s right: there will never be a good time to tell my insanely over-protective big brother that I plan to spend three days in Las Vegas with this bunch.

      Beside me, Sienna crosses her arms.  “So, what are you going to do about it?”

      I consider my options for a moment: could I get away with making something up at the last minute?  “I could just leave a note on the fridge the morning we leave…  Or I could send him a text from the airport.”

      Elise scoffs.  “And have him chase you to the airport and drag you back here, caveman style?”

      Across the table, Liberty sighs, her gaze still on Rick.  “He could drag me anywhere caveman style…”

      We all groan at the vision Liberty’s just conjured up us; Sienna even goes so far as to toss a beermat at her.

      “Please keep your dirty-minded fantasies about my brother to yourself,” I plead.

      Liberty, at least, has the decency to look guilty.  “Sorry,” she mutters, “just thinking out loud.”

      “Yeah, well… don’t,” Elise advises.  “Seriously, though, Al: you are going to have to tell him soon.”

      “Tell who what?”

      I jump at the sound of Rick’s voice and turn to see him leaning over my shoulder, looking at us expectantly.  This is it: time for me to man up and bite the bullet.  “We’re going away for Sienna’s thirtieth.”

      Rick frowns suspiciously at Sienna.  “I didn’t think your birthday was for another month.”

      Sienna shrugs.  “We get cheaper flights in March.”

      Rick’s frown deepens, his eyes landing on me.  “Flights, eh?  So… where, exactly, are you going?”

      I hesitate for only a second before, finally, telling him what I know I should have told him weeks ago.  “Vegas.”

      Rick leans closer to me, making a show of straining to hear me.  “Sorry, I didn’t catch that.”

      I roll my eyes.  “I said, we’re going to Vegas,” I repeat, louder this time, so there can be no mistake.

      Silence follows before Rick begins to chuckle.  “Sorry, I thought you said you’re going to Las Vegas.”

      “She did,” Sienna confirms.

      “We leave next Thursday,” I add for good measure.

      Rick’s gaze bores into me.  “You’re not going to Vegas,” he says flatly.

      I stare at him; I knew he would do this!  I knew he would start laying down the law the minute I told him.  “I am,” I state adamantly.

      He scoffs.  “I don’t think so.”

      “Well, you know what?  It’s not really up to you, is it?”

      “I beg to differ,” he protests.  “You’re not going and that’s that.”

      “At the risk of repeating myself: I am,” I say stubbornly, standing my ground.  I try to ignore Elise, who’s watching our bickering as if she’s following a tennis match; she seems to be enjoying this a little too much, for my liking.

      “Over my dead body,” Rick declares as he turns and stalks away.

      I watch him leave, frustrated, furious he has, again, had the last word.

      “Well, I think that was the most mature thing I’ve ever witnessed,” Elise quips.

      I glare at her but say nothing, preferring to down my drink in one.  Where did Rick get off thinking he could lay down the law like that?  I don’t know how he thinks he can act like that and get away with it.  One thing I do know, for sure, is that this is far from over.
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      “So, how was the hen night?”

      I knew this question had been coming, bubbling away, just under the surface, since my friends arrived.  What I hadn’t expected was that it would come from Liberty; usually, she avoids all ‘negative energy’, preferring to ‘focus on the positive’.  So, hearing this question coming from her, takes me totally by surprise.

      “It was okay,” I mumble, recovering quickly.  I’m being deliberately evasive, I know; if I told them the truth, if I admitted to running away and taking refuge in the alley, then Sienna and Elise would be on me in no time.  Avoiding eye contact with them, I focus on Liberty, who shows me nothing but sympathy.

      Reaching across the table, she pats my arm.  “I’m glad; I wasn’t sure if it may have upset you.”

      Beside us, Elise scoffs.  “Are you kidding me?” she demands.  “Why would it upset her?”

      Liberty looks at her like she’s crazy.  “Because she loved Danny,” she explains slowly as if Elise is a little slow on the uptake; I have to admit, where matters of the heart are concerned, that’s probably true.  Elise is nothing if not black and white.  “And,” Liberty adds, glancing at me, “I imagine it would be hard to see him marrying someone else.”

      Liberty’s looking at me, no doubt expecting me to burst into tears at any moment which, to put your minds at rest, I definitely won’t do; I’m not a crier.  Don’t get me wrong: yes, Gemma and her hen party had blindsided me but I’m not about to take to my bed for the next six months eating Doritos and ice cream while I watch The Notebook.

      Been there, got the T-shirt already.

      Elise snorts.  “Yeah, well, if you ask me, she’s better off without him.”

      “I’ll second that,” Sienna adds for good measure.

      And there you have it: two of my three reasons why the scenario I just mentioned is not an option; number three is glaring at me from behind the bar, probably hoping he can telepathically change my mind about Vegas.  I know that if I were to get too upset about Danny and Gemma then those three, despite their many differences, would gang up on me, on some sort of quest to pull me from my pit of despair; they’ve already been forced to do it once, I have no doubt they’d have no hesitation in doing it again.

      “It’s okay to be upset, you know,” Liberty assures me.  “It’s cathartic to cry sometimes, to get in touch with your feelings-”

      Elise rolls her eyes.  “Oh, God, please; seriously, Lib, not everyone needs to sit in a circle and talk about their feelings.  Some people are just as happy not doing that.”

      “Or drowning their sorrows with alcohol,” Sienna adds, taking a sip of her drink for emphasis.

      Liberty shakes her head, despairingly.  “You know, it might help you all to open up more,” she chastises.

      Elise shakes her head.  “Never gonna happen,” she retorts.  “I’m quite happy living behind my ‘wall of pain and self-destruction’, thanks,” she adds, punctuating the phrase, we have come to know so well, with air-quotes.

      Aside from being a hairdresser, Liberty’s real interest is new age therapy, particularly aromatherapy and meditation.   She likes to, occasionally, throw these annoying phrases at us in the hope that, one day, they’ll stick and we will all shrug off our stress in favour of lying on bean bags, chanting in a dark room with joss sticks burning away in the corner.  Needless to say, her plan hasn’t worked yet and I’m not holding out for any success in the future, either.

      “Time!” Rick practically yells across the near-empty pub.

      I look over to him and instantly know he’s still furious; I can see it in his eyes.  Add to that the fact that he’s prowling the pub snatching glasses from tables; I’m pretty sure I’m in for a night of it.  Why does it always have to be like this?  I’m tired and really can’t be bothered to argue, especially when the decision has already been made.

      “That’s our cue,” Sienna announces, finishing her drink and slamming the glass down on the table.

      “I’ll take mine to go,” Elise says, getting to her feet.  “No point wasting it.”

      I sigh as I get up.  “So, this should be fun,” I grumble, glaring at Rick as he passes, pointedly ignoring me.

      Sienna nudges my shoulder as we walk towards the door.  “You know, if it gets too much, you can always come to mine later.”

      I grin, moving aside as my friends step out onto the high street.  “Thanks; I might just take you up on that.”

      After saying my goodbyes, I allow the last few stragglers to leave before locking up behind them and, on turning, practically bump into Chris.

      “Have you never heard of personal space?” I ask when I realise he has no intention of moving.

      “Who poked the bear?” he hisses, glancing pointedly at the kitchen.

      “That would be me,” I reply as I step around him to collect Sienna’s and Liberty’s empty glasses.

      “And you were doing so well!” he jokes.  “It’s been nearly a month since you last pushed his buttons.”

      I laugh and punch him on the arm.  I do not need to be reminded of the time me and Sienna stumbled into the pub with greasy kebabs after a night out, giggling and putting the world to rights, waking Rick up in the process; he had not been impressed.

      “So, what did you do this time?”

      “He knows; I told him.”

      Chris stops dead.  “He knows?” he echoes.  “So, you finally worked up the courage?”

      Chris had also been keen for me to come clean but he hadn’t been nearly so pushy as my friends – thank God; I’m not sure I could have coped with all of them on my back.  “Well, I was kind of forced into a corner.”  Seeing his confusion, I continue, “Rick overheard us talking and started asking questions.” I shrug.  “In the end, I had to tell him.”

      “Yeah, you did,” Chris agrees.  “And, don’t get me wrong,” he adds, picking up his pace.  “I’m glad you’ve told him but, I’m sure you’ll forgive me-”

      “For what?”

      “For heading off early,” he explains.  “No offense, but, right now, I need to get as far away as I can from the two of you.”

      “You can’t just leave!” I hiss, desperately wanting him to stay.  “You have to help me clean up.”

      “Normally, I would but-” He stops as we hear Rick banging around in the kitchen.  “I value my life too much to risk any collateral damage.”  And with that, he ducks out the back.

      “Coward!” I call after him, my accusation punctuated nicely with the slam of the door and another crash from the kitchen.

      “Damn it!” Rick growls furiously.

      And then there were two.

      I head to the kitchen, eager to get this over with.  I’ll let Rick have his say, rant and rave, telling me what he wants me to do and then I’ll, calmly, tell him that it doesn’t really matter what he wants; I’m going on holiday, with or without his blessing.  Easy, right?

      Yeah, I don’t believe it either.

      “Everything okay?” I ask, trying to act normal as I enter the kitchen.

      Rick mutters something I can’t quite make out as he continues to dry the glasses he’s just washed up.

      “You know, if you’re not careful, you’ll rub a hole in that thing,” I joke, attempting to lighten the mood; I realise this may not be the best move but when I’m uncomfortable, I make stupid jokes.

      “I just don’t get it,” he snaps, slamming the glass down so hard I wince, surprised the glass hasn’t broken.

      “What don’t you get?” I ask, crossing my arms; we’re getting into it now.

      Rick sighs, throwing the towel on the counter.  “I mean, it’s Vegas, Alex: Vegas.”

      I stare at him, hoping he’ll elaborate soon because I have no clue what he’s on about.  When he doesn’t, I shrug.  “Yeah… so?”

      “So how can you afford it?” he demands.  “The last time I checked we weren’t making enough money for you to go gallivanting off to Vegas.”

      I brace myself, knowing that, what I say next has the potential to push Rick over the edge; I just have to tell him and get it over with.  “For your information, I’ve been saving for a while… and I may have topped up with some of my inheritance.”

      “I’m sorry, what?”

      “I’ve been saving-”

      Rick waves his hand dismissively.  “No, no; what did you say after that?”

      I hold his gaze.  “I used some of my inheritance-”

      “You did what?” he practically explodes.  “Alex, Mum and Dad left you that money so you could use it sensibly, not blow it all on a trip to Las Vegas!”

      “I haven’t used all of it!” I protest.  “Most of the money was from my savings.”

      “So, just how long have you been planning this?”

      I shrug.  “I don’t know; a while.  Sienna’s been wanting to go there for ages and with her thirtieth just around the corner, we thought we’d do it.”  I can’t believe it; this is actually turning into a proper conversation.  Maybe Rick doesn’t have such a problem with this, after all.

      “Well, I’m sorry, but, like I said before, you’re not going.”

      So much for having a proper, grown up, conversation.

      I laugh; I’m sorry, but I can’t help it.  “Are you seriously telling me I can’t go?”

      “Looks that way,” he agrees stubbornly.

      I scoff.  “Well, it may have escaped your notice, Rick, but I am twenty-nine and more than capable of making my own decisions.”

      Rick runs his hands through his hair in frustration.  “The idea of you lot in Vegas… well, it scares me, Alex.”

      “Scares you?” I echo, totally confused now.

      “You already get up to all sorts here, I can only imagine what you’d get up to in Vegas.”

      “It’s a holiday, Rick; it’s not like we’re going on a crime spree!”

      “If it’s a holiday you want, I hear Blackpool’s nice,” Rick retorts.

      I glare at him.  “Now, you’re just being ridiculous.  It’s a five day holiday, two of which are spent travelling; get over it.”

      “What about Rocky?”

      “What about him?”

      “Well, I’m not looking after him,” he declares and I know this is his last ditch attempt to get me to change my mind; it’s a low blow, using my dog against me.  But, luckily for me, I’ve already got an answer.

      “Fine; if you don’t want to do it, Chris won’t mind.”

      Rick glares at me.  “So, Chris knew about this little trip of yours, did he?”

      “Yes, and, for the record, he wanted me to tell you ages ago,” I point out, unwilling to take Chris down with me.

      “So, I’m really not getting a say in this?”

      “You don’t have a say,” I almost shout, my frustration getting the better of me.  “This is my life and if I want to go to Las Vegas and hook up with an Elvis impersonator, then you can’t stop me!”

      Rick scoffs.  “You are not hooking up with an Elvis impersonator,” he protests.  “In fact, you are not hooking up with anyone!”

      “Why not?  It’s not as if you’re very discerning about who you invite into your bed,” I point out.  “Who was it last week, Mollie or Vanessa?”

      Rick blushes and I see I’ve hit a nerve; if he can play dirty, then so can I.  “Yeah, well, we’re not talking about me; we’re talking about you.”

      “So I should do as you say and not as you do?”

      “Exactly,” he agrees smugly, no doubt thinking he’s won.

      I shake my head.  “So you’d rather I stayed here while my friends went on holiday?  Well, newsflash, Rick; you are not, and never will be, the boss of me.”

      “But I am your big brother and I’m putting my foot down; I’m forbidding you to go.”

      Seriously, does he even know what he sounds like?  Have we somehow travelled back to the 1950s where women had to be seen and not heard?  “You’re forbidding me?” I demand quietly.  He’s crossed the line now; no one forbids me from doing anything.  Even Dad knew not to use those words with me.  “You’re putting your foot down?” I laugh, knowing this will just infuriate him further but, right now, I don’t care.  “I’d like to see you try.”  And, with that, I turn on my heel and storm out of the kitchen.

      “Alex, get back here!” he demands, following me.  “Where the hell are you going?”

      “Somewhere I can have a grown up conversation!” I shoot back over my shoulder.  As I grab my
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