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Envy

/ˈɛnvi/

noun 

A feeling of discontented or resentful longing aroused by someone else’s possessions, qualities, or luck.

verb 

Desire to have a quality, possession, or other desirable thing belonging to (someone else).
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I perched on the edge of my sister’s king-sized bed, staring at her brand new Gucci dress that hung innocently from the wardrobe door in front of me, my thoughts wandering to places they had no business being, my mind unable to prevent such travesty. I am quite certain that if things had been different between us, our earlier relationship would have fortified the very bond we might have otherwise manifested. However, my existence equated to nothing more now than a one-bedroom flat, shockingly few possessions, and a cat I wasn’t entirely certain I liked. As for Emma, we were practically strangers. How that happened, I honestly do not know.

It had been one of those days. One of those horrendous, annoying mid-week days, where I just wanted – no, needed – something to happen. Anything, in fact, that might have the potential to lift me out of the otherwise dull existence I was shocked to admit had seemingly become my life—the last few years of unwitting monotony unable to sustain any kind of contentment I may have found comfort in. A tepid blend of boredom and frustration equating now to a blackened mood that had surreptitiously found its way into my psyche. It wasn’t a good feeling.

I am not proud of the fact that I was tempted to do something rather stupid that evening—the blades of a simple pair of scissors slicing together in my clammy palms, cold metal feeling ambivalent between throbbing fingertips, unassuming. Innocent in compound only, yet quite happy to allow unfiltered thoughts that actively created a malignant intention no one could have predicted.

I could have even convinced myself that I did not set out with any preconceived notion of causing mayhem. But that would be a lie. My self-serving existence would be entirely misplaced in such matters anyway, and I dread to think the type of person that would make me – an unfathomable, unbridled hatred for my sister, something I had developed over a considerable period of time. I could do nothing about such matters now, even had I the capacity to change the past.

I glanced at my somewhat worn, overused jacket lying innocently across my lap — nothing more than an item of clothing that should have found its way into the dustbin some time ago had it not held a weird sentiment with relation to a boyfriend whose name I barely recalled. This simple covering was all that protected my thoughts from those around me, from my sister’s gaze, from everything I did not wish the world to see in me — a modest pair of scissors hidden on my dithering knee, beneath fake leather and sweat, trembling in the calculating hand that held them. Hidden enough so I could somehow convince myself I was doing no harm. No one could see my speculation, hear undeniably bitter thoughts or condemn not so carefully considered actions. A single nick. An accident. That is all it would be — what a shame.

Emma would, of course, curse and mutter profanities. She would wonder how she’d failed to notice such a conspicuous slash mark in the overly expensive material purchased that very day. She may even blame the poor shop assistant for folding her garment so carelessly inside the same bag as the new shoes that had hastened her indulgence. What an unexpected occurrence, her otherwise prestigious shopping trip now unfathomable, my unrefuted mix of shock and drama adding further chaos to the equation.

From my perfect vantage point on this bed, a savoury smile would linger behind my weary eyes, hidden from view — hidden from my sister’s incorrect assumptions and outrage. I would be glad to have caused such sudden suffering, satisfied even for the briefest of moments to have brought forth an unexpected pain to her day. A pain I was destined to endure most days, my suffering burrowing a hole into my brain every bloody time I looked at her. I might even relish the satisfaction that I’d stopped her wearing the sodding thing. It didn’t suit her anyway. Such bliss I would feel. Such pride I would glean from my impromptu accomplishment.

I could, of course, convince myself that it was for my sister’s own sake that I was considering such an appalling act of sabotage. I could pretend to my brain and anyone interested, should they ask, that I hated the dress, that it looked ridiculous on her, that it didn’t suit her figure in the slightest. I could even tell myself that I was merely trying to help, to save her from total embarrassment — to save us all. But the simple truth was, it did suit her. Actually, it looked incredible. And I am sickened to admit that she looked incredible wearing it. The way it hugged her slim frame, dancing from curvaceous hips that, even after childbirth, bore no resemblance to the ones owned by little old despondent, childless me.

No. The simple truth was, if I had to place an actual word to my emotions, I am slightly ashamed to admit that I was probably a tad envious. How can my sister indulge in such lavish items when I struggle to afford the simplest of clothing from my local charity shop? Envy isn’t the nicest of sentiments, I know. Yet, forming such an emotion inside the privacy of my own head doesn’t feel altogether inappropriate because I can privately justify my innermost thoughts unknown to anyone else. Emma has, after all, made me the way I am. She has no one to blame but herself for the way things have turned out between us, so my distressed emotions are entirely understandable.

‘Come on, Stace. Better get a move on if you don’t want us to be late.’ Emma shoved her overinflated head around the bedroom door, offering a smile that appeared to me as fake as her overbearing lipstick. That bloody smile. I swear if I were ever able to summon the guts, I’d knock the thing clean off her shoulders. Why was everything always about my goddamned perfect sister?

‘Sure thing, sis,’ I chimed in, unable to help the sarcasm that left my lips unchecked, a sigh involuntarily escaping my throat. I was quite shocked that I attempted to return a smile of my own, probably failing in my quest, and utterly unsurprised it went unnoticed, as usual, by the woman who only ever saw her own reflection in the mirror. I certainly did not wish to be inside my sister’s head or experience any emotional response that might mean I had to pretend, even for a moment, that I cared about her wellbeing. I was here now purely because our mother had insisted I share in her good fortune. Good fortune? Why could she not send some of that my way?

‘You okay?’ Emma absently muttered what sounded like a molecule of concern as she rounded the bed, searching for an elusive tube of mascara.

It wasn’t genuine. Emma was never genuine. Had I been fortunate enough to have noticed the discarded plastic wand sitting forgotten on her bedside cabinet, I probably would have dipped it, entirely by accident of course, into the toilet bowl before reuniting it with its ignorant owner. Conjunctivitis would have been, in my opinion, a far better look for my sister than the smoky eye shadow that hid her true malignant identity. An unexpected eye infection would stand out against any makeup she attempted to cover it with, the perfect opportunity to make me smile and raise my otherwise subjacent spirits. She would actually appear the very demon I knew her to be. Heinous. Shocking to those who looked at her. Ever so slightly ugly. She wasn’t asking about my welfare out of genuine concern for my state of mind. She merely did not want me ruining her otherwise perfect evening. How should I react to such a throwaway question? No, Emma. I’m not bloody okay if you must know. I could think of around a million things I’d rather be doing with my evening than accompany you to your pathetic flaming book celebration dinner.

‘Sure,’ I replied, offering nothing more than a single grunting syllable, detached from her gaze, congratulating myself on the ability to keep my offhand opinions to myself. ‘I’m good.’

I dropped the scissors, that were beginning to dig into my palm, carefully into my inside jacket pocket as Emma snatched her mascara from the bedside cabinet and floated towards the bathroom, humming. She unhooked her new dress from the coat-hanger, not even bothering to grace my disgruntled response with any kind of acknowledgement. I sat and stared at the back of her head, recalling how many times I’d trailed behind her as a toddler, then as a teenager. Gazing in awe at the world in which she lived, compelled to remain forever invisible to her, no matter what I did. I wasn’t surprised that my sister failed to notice my low mood tonight. She hardly ever notices me. Why should I assume she might see my emotions now? To care how I’m feeling or express honest concern for me? I was kidding myself with my silent musing that my sister actually gave a shit.

I considered racing into the bathroom and expressing every thought that swam in my head, telling her what I was thinking, what I truly wanted. I wished I had the courage to divulge those little secrets my precious sister didn’t know. Secrets I’d kept firmly hidden, telling myself too often not to ponder over them, yet failing in a mission that had become all-consuming. I wanted to stand on this bed and scream at the top of my lungs that I hated her so much. That I wished she would–

‘Stacey, for crying out loud, will you please hurry up?’ Emma’s irritated tone reached my ears, her words no less annoying than a cat scratching at a closed door.

I’d done nothing to warrant such arrogant interaction, hovering on this stupidly comfortable bed for the last hour, mouth welded shut for fear of what I might say. I had been forced to watch while she flitted around me like a headless pig, the apparent centre of everyone’s attention, expecting the entire world to stop simply because she now declared herself some fantastic, entrepreneurial, newly acquired author. Brilliant. Well  flaming done, Emma.

I didn’t want to, but I got to my feet, smoothed scissors that now felt as if they were laughing at me against the frayed inside lining of my jacket pocket, and wandered into the bathroom. ‘So? How do I look?’ she asked, spinning around in the mirror several times, gleaning attention she assumed I would provide without question. You look bloody shit. Seriously, Emma. SHIT.

‘You look great,’ I offered, my own less than perfect image standing mockingly behind her. I wished I could disappear. At least until the end of this unbearable evening. I wondered if I could get away with shoving her head through the mirror. Would that count as an innocent accident? Maybe I could convince Jason that his wife had simply spun around too fast in deluded pursuit of perfection? I sighed under my breath, suppressing an urge to scoff. Don’t be stupid, Stacey. Play nice.
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‘Just, great?’ Emma was beside herself with my irrefutable and lamentable response. I was still staring blankly at her, my thoughts lost in transit somewhere far away. Yes, of course, she would require over-exuberant praise for the fact that she could afford such an expensive garment and a tonne of make-up to complete the façade. Who knew such a simple act warranted so much astonished approval? I felt like clapping my hands together in forced congratulations, a twisted grin imprinted onto a less than impressed face, probably appearing slightly deranged, demonic even. But I thought better of it.

Instead, I attempted a smile I didn’t feel like offering, pulling my jacket over my somewhat less expensive, several-year-old sage green all-in-one trouser suit, scissors still mockingly lying in a pocket that now felt slightly heavy and encumbered. I hoped it wouldn’t burst a seam, revealing my hidden intentions, my sister’s glossy bathroom tiles bearing witness to a savage act not yet complete. I wasn’t sure what might offend her the most: the appalling reasons behind the presence of scissors or the unfortunate crack the impending fall from my pocket would certainly create on her bathroom floor? She would probably expect me to pay for a new one.

‘What else do you want me to say, Emma? You look beautiful. You always look beautiful.’ I hoped she wouldn’t notice my irritability, the roll of my eyes behind her head, trying hard not to automatically shake my head with over-enthused sarcasm. I honestly just wanted this evening over and done with.

She had a weird knack of making me feel inadequate, ghastly, sometimes to the point of nausea. It was exhausting and far more than I could contend with right then. I couldn’t bring myself to look in the mirror. Next to my sister, I always appeared slightly less than acceptable — less than perfect. I sighed. I had made as much effort as I could with my own appearance, but nothing in my wardrobe would ever contend with Emma’s. I could wrack up a credit card bill to end all credit card bills and still be unable to afford the luxury brands indulged by my sister. We both knew that truth.

‘Oh, I get it.’ Emma turned to face me then, probably for the first time that day. It unnerved me.

‘Get what?’ I was in no mood for games.

‘Time of the month? Am I right?’ Emma gave me one of her knowing laughs, nudging me on the shoulder much harder than I would have liked. In her deluded mind, she probably meant it as a playful action, but I wanted to push her straight out of the goddamned window and be done with it.

‘Seriously?’ It was the only rational thing I could think to say. At this moment, it was all that stood between the two of us and complete fury. I was staring at her, my face blank, glad she didn’t notice the seething look behind my now offended eyes. If I said much more, we would end up in a fight — and not a verbal one. I couldn’t believe my sister’s callous attitude towards a sibling so obviously unhappy.

I held my breath, allowing unhealthy thoughts to dissipate before daring to open my mouth again. How dare she assume my low mood would be due to anything other than the fact that she was acting like a total bitch? Yet, saying that, Emma always acted like a bitch, totally unable to see her own reality. She assumed she was perfect, convinced that everyone else could see how perfect she was too. Seriously, what more could I expect from the woman?

‘Well, you’ve had a face on you for the last hour, sis. What am I meant to think?’ Emma was applying dark red lipstick that made her look cheap. If she applied any more make-up, someone would have to carry her to the car because she would never get her inflated head out of the bloody door.

This is the only face I have, bitch. Besides, I’d much rather have my face than to be forced to stare at yours all night, thank you very much. I stared at her, wishing I could express exactly how I felt at this moment, suffocating in the overbearing heat of the room. Yet, I knew to keep my opinions to myself. I didn’t need the stress they would have provoked, the argument we would have ended up having.

‘I seriously hope you’re not going to have that wasp-like look on your face all evening,’ Emma said, totally oblivious to my emotions as she continued to enjoy her reflection in the mirror.

‘I have a headache, if you must know.’ It was only a half-lie, so it didn’t count. Emma was enough to give anyone a headache. ‘I’ll be alright once I’ve taken something.’ I smoothed fingertips across my now throbbing temples, wishing I had the guts to use the scissors Emma was unaware I had in my possession. I needed to get out of this room before I did something regrettable.

‘Oh poor baby.’ Emma’s berating voice merely increased my impending nausea. ‘Jason will show you where the paracetamol is, if that’ll help?’

‘Okay, whatever,’ I muttered, needing to get away from her now in case I accidentally threw up, threw something at her, or stabbed her to death with my scissors.

She didn’t even turn my way as I staggered back into the bedroom, the mere mention of her husband’s name enough to send my head into a complete spin along with the swirling image of my sister’s Gucci dress.

I didn’t want her to notice the look in my eyes right then, her condescending tone already too much. I swallowed. The unadulterated thoughts of this woman’s husband were something I’d spent many evenings alone with. I smiled slyly as I ventured onto the landing.

As much as I hated to admit it, I could never endure my sister’s company for long. She was overbearing, and any extended time with her provoked dark thoughts no sane person should experience. I often wondered what Jason saw in her.

I was now actually developing the very headache I’d only moments ago invented. Typical.

***
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‘Is everything okay up there?’ Jason’s alluring voice filtered from the kitchen as I plodded barefoot towards an inviting aroma of coffee. I was unable to dissipate my lustful thoughts as I walked into the room, slumping onto a barstool in front of him and picking up one of my niece’s discarded dolls from the countertop to distract myself from his gaze. Emma had drained me, my energies now so low I feared I might not be able to converse with the very man I’d secretly fantasised over for several years.

‘Mm,’ I groaned, the reality of my invented headache kicking in. I rubbed my temples for a moment, desperate for Emma’s sickly perfume to leave my nostrils, her words still ringing in my ears. ‘She’s in the bathroom.’

Jason laughed then, forcing me to open eyes I hadn’t realised I’d closed.

‘What?’ I asked, not meaning to sound so irritated yet unable to unravel my now twisted emotions. Emma had a way of bringing out the worst in me. It wasn’t ideal.

‘I take it you’ve spent the last thirty minutes enduring endless wardrobe options that have all ended up discarded on the bed?’ Jason was pouring coffee, his back to me. I visualised his cheeky grin by the way his shoulders juddered in response to his words, the flush of his cheeks, the tightness of his buttocks. I allowed a genuine smile then, feeling momentarily glad to have been given such a provocative distraction. Jason had a way of doing that to me. He didn’t know it, of course. It was an unfortunate truth.

‘Nope. She picked her outfit hours ago.’ It indeed felt as if I had been in that room for hours. Metal blades sat silent in my pocket, unused, my breath as unsteady as the hand that quivered in misspent anticipation. Eva’s doll mocked me, smiling behind vacant eyes that appeared to know my sinister intentions.

‘Oh yeah,’ Jason turned around, handing me a large mug of steaming black coffee. He sat on the stool next to mine, our knees almost touching, oblivious to the thoughts that swam in my aching head. He sipped his drink. An overwhelming scent of aftershave added to the headache I had unwittingly bought forth. ‘I forgot about today’s big purchase.’ He emphasised the word big, as if it had cost a fortune. It made what I wanted to do to the thing all the more enticing — my grievous missed opportunity unforgiving.

I picked up my mug and took a sip. ‘Thank you,’ I offered, feeling able to relax a little now I was away from that bitch’s glare. ‘I don’t suppose you have any painkillers, do you? I’m developing a bit of a headache.’ The irony of my words was not lost on me. Shit.

‘Yeah, sure.’ Jason rose to his feet and popped open a cupboard, handing me a small box of paracetamol. ‘Are you okay? You seem a little tense.’

I gave my sister’s husband a genuine glance then, a much-needed moment to catch my breath. I smiled. ‘Yeah, sorry. It’s just that she can be a bit –’

‘Intense?’

I laughed. Intense was indeed an excellent word. ‘Yes. She can be a little highly strung, can’t she?’ I tried to sound diplomatic, yet a wayward thought popped into my head: how good it would be to have her strung up high from somewhere desolate. And cold. Somewhere very cold.

Jason laughed, my casual, throwaway words hitting their mark, despite secret thoughts hidden from a world I didn’t anticipate would possibly understand. I was impressed he had agreed with me on the uncomfortable subject of my sister. It was a rare occurrence, an exuberant moment in time that I wished I had the power to bottle. I would have made a fortune. I liked Jason. No, that’s not entirely true. I fancied him like crazy. He was so very different from my sister. Normal. Sane. Although they had been together a decade, married four years, he was the polar opposite of Emma. Relaxed, easy-going. I often wondered what the hell he saw in –

‘So? How do I look?’ That oh so annoying voice filtered into the kitchen behind us, breaking our relaxed moment, forcing my head to throb again, my stomach to churn.

‘Oh my God, honey, you look incredible. Doesn’t she look stunning, Stacey?’ Jason walked across the kitchen to his wife who twirled around in the doorway as if she was the Queen of bloody Sheba, a smile on her face that I wanted to slap clean off her shoulders. Oh, how I hated that woman.

‘Yep, she looks terrific.’ I took a swig of coffee, dropping two, no, three, chalky paracetamol tablets into the liquid, allowing them to fizz and bubble in pursuit of swift dissolution. I didn’t dare look at my sister again until a distinct sound of kissing reached me — a harsh, discordant mixing of oral fluids that made me want to vomit.

‘Urgh. Get a room, you two,’ I snapped, suddenly feeling as if my coffee might accidentally end up all over my sister’s inflated head. But Jason looked nice. He had made a genuine effort. He always did. I didn’t wish to ruin his freshly ironed shirt with unfortunate splashes of coffee that probably wouldn’t wash out. Those crisp, tight trousers. Those alluring butt cheeks.

I allowed a cheeky glance in his direction as he engrossed himself with the sister I wished would disappear into thin air and be gone forever. I’d hardly hidden the fact that I found him good-looking. Most people did, to be fair. I wasn’t proud of myself for the thoughts that swam through my mind as he slid his hand across Emma’s waist, wishing it were my waist he was wrapping his arms around.

I sighed. ‘Are you guys ready?’ I was unsure how much of their unrestrained affection I could stomach.

I picked up my still half-full mug, hovering for a moment, contemplating. Be careful, Jason, I wanted to say. You’ll smudge her make-up, and it will take another goddamned twenty minutes before we can leave this house. But, by some miracle, I remained calm enough to simply place my mug in the sink, paracetamol bubbles still frothing to the surface of liquid that was now going cold.

Emma laughed, unapologetically forgetting for a moment that I was actually in the room. The irony wasn’t lost on me. She pulled away from the eager hands of her husband, glancing my way, cheeks now flush, make-up threatening to melt. ‘Oops. Someone isn’t very happy with me today,’ she said, implying that I appeared oddly pissed off with something she’d done yet she couldn’t possibly imagine what it could have been. As if.

‘I could do without the sarcasm, please, Emma,’ I replied, smoothing my jacket, wondering if Jason would at all mind if I plunged these scissors – that were beginning to feel quite heavy in my pocket – straight into her bloody eye socket.

‘Come on, you two, let’s not start any unpleasantness tonight.’ Jason always had a way of calming my shredded nerves. He knew us well. And he, of course, knew that my sister usually instigated any argument we had. He unhooked an Armani jacket from the stand in the hall, slipping his feet into freshly shined shoes that didn’t look as if they had ever left the soft pile of the rug on which he stood. He genuinely looked handsome. I wondered if I should say so. I gave Emma a fleeting glance. Maybe not.

My sister whispered something into his ear, and he laughed, a quiet, muffled chuckle that made me wish I could be a party to what she’d said. Was it something sarcastic uttered to dislodge any wrongly formed opinion of me? Or had she simply made him a promise he couldn’t refuse? A promise he’d no doubt need to wait all evening before she gave it to him. I would most definitely give it to him. I’d give it to him good and proper.
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As much as I hate to admit it, the restaurant Jason had chosen for his wife’s celebratory meal was actually quite a pleasant location. Five-star luxury, full table waiter service, candlelit atmosphere. Nothing had been left unconsidered. Only the very best would be good enough for Emma. Yet again, Jason had impeccable taste. He was hardly going to choose a venue of substandard quality. The idea of my sister agreeing to eat a meal at Milly Mac’s Burger Bar or Dr Friendly’s Fried Food Emporium was ever so slightly inconceivable.

I suppressed a sudden urge to smile as inappropriate thoughts washed over my brain, the likes of which would have potentially made Jason smile too had I included him in my wayward thinking. It wasn’t that I believed Emma to be a snob. She simply considered herself better than everyone else. Actually, that ultimately makes her a snob. It also made Jason’s marriage to her all the more confusing because he, of course, was anything but.

With a bit of forced persuasion, I ensured that I was seated next to him that evening. My sister offered questioning glances when I swiftly bagged a seat by the window, but Jason was already in position next to me, unconcerned. My excuse? That I merely needed to see out of the thing, my headache still lingering, and I did not, of course, wish to be a burden. Emma seemed to believe me, thankfully.

Prolonged endurance of this woman’s company was something I had zero tolerance for. My thoughts now happily wandering to a place they had no business being. I had no issues telling myself that, as long as my capricious ideas stayed firmly within the confines of my head, I was causing no harm. I could not, after all, help the way I felt. It was not my fault that, whenever I was around Jason, my thoughts wandered to dark locations, the likes of which I could never have expressed to anyone.

The fact that I hadn’t eaten much that day did nothing for my churning belly either. My decision to save my stomach for the luxury feast my sister’s money would be purchasing mocked my intention to ensure she spent well above an acceptable level. My gut twisted as we took our places at the table, yet whether it was from hunger or desire for a man that wasn't mine, I simply could not tell.

The restaurant was awash with low voices and soft background music that oddly made me sleepy until, ever the devoted husband, Jason rose to his feet, this occasion calling for an important speech. Emma’s face stretched into a neat little grin in anticipation of her man expressing to the room the pride he felt for a wife who seemingly could do no wrong. I wanted to wipe that smile clean off her face, along with the gleaming cutlery that lay on the table in front of me.

Picking up a butter knife from the freshly pressed tablecloth, Jason gently tapped the edge of his wine glass before clearing his throat with a casual abandonment that made me want to stick my tongue down his throat. I even had to look away, convinced the entire room would uncover my secret thoughts.

‘I would like to make a toast to my beautiful wife, Emma,’ he declared, raising his glass to my sister. Everyone around the table muttered half-hearted confirmations, raising half-empty glasses in response to what I believed to be lukewarm words. I wanted to smash my own glass straight into her smug face. She wouldn’t be so beautiful then, would she?

‘Emma has worked so hard over this last year,’ Jason continued, unaware of the dark ideas that swam in private thoughts, glancing around at the glazed faces of their mutual friends, hoping to convince them all of how incredible his wife was in a few unrehearsed words. Oh, I think they already know precisely what Emma is, Jason. ’And I’m so proud that her debut book will be available in bookstores near you very soon.’ Everyone cheered, laughed, applauded, congratulating my sister on her apparently incredible achievement. I raised my glass in response to everyone else’s cheering, allowing it to hover mid-air for longer than necessary, staring through crystal at the distorted image of my nemesis. Well, bloody done, you.

There are photographs in existence of my sister and me. Plenty of them, in fact. My parents were seemingly unable to stop themselves from producing photo albums whenever the occasion called for it. Images that, to any stranger, might even look agreeable, adorable. Two fading, chubby-cheeked sisters, frozen in time, my once prodigious protector gazing lovingly into a pram that housed a peculiar-looking baby, happily chewing a toe. My toothless smile set against thick, fiery red hair that had turned a dull, mousy brown many years ago, Emma’s recognisable grin spread across rosy cheeks that I had learned to love during those early years. Even back then, she was beautiful, and I am convinced we must have been close at one point. I simply cannot allow myself to think anything else. My childhood depends on it.

I have vague recollections of following her everywhere she went, hovering behind her, nothing more than a misplaced possession, wanting desperately to share her world that to me, seemed wondrous, astonishing. But not anymore. Now, irrationally, without warning, I hated her with everything I had inside. It was not a pleasant feeling. Somehow, I had been scorned, yet I had no idea when it had occurred.

I’m not entirely proud of the way my relationship with Emma has turned out. I would have loved to perpetuate our earlier close-knit relationship bubble. The type of sisterly togetherness I often sickeningly witness on television and in the world around me. A togetherness I am convinced we must have shared once but now seems forever elusive. For my sister and I, that existence is no longer our reality. No. For reasons that have evaded me for quite some time, we genuinely do not like each other. It is just the way of things.

We tolerate each other for the sake of our family name and those we wish to appease but, other than that, our lives now could not be more different. Actually no. That is a wrong assumption entirely. It is I who tolerate her. A tolerance I’m steadily becoming tired of maintaining, these scissors in my jacket proof of that fact. I am utterly indifferent to what she thinks of me, and I did not want to be here tonight, this entire evening all about Emma’s needs, Emma’s success, Emma, Emma, Emma.

‘Is everything okay there, Stacey?’ I turned to see Sophia, Emma’s oldest friend, leaning across the table towards me. What was it with all the bloody questions tonight? My glass was still hovering mid-air, my glare set across the table, unseeing, unkind thoughts unrelenting.

I nodded, unsure what else I was meant to do. ‘Sure. Why shouldn’t I be?’ I didn’t want to be here. I couldn’t have sounded less enthusiastic had I tried.

Sophia smiled. ‘You just seem a little distracted, that’s all.’

Yeah, well, maybe that’s because I’d rather be at home drowning myself in a bath of boiling water. Why none of you can see Emma for the spiteful cow she is, seems beyond rational logic. Perhaps, if you all open your eyes just a tiny bit, you’d be able to see her for the monster she really is.

‘Nope,’ I answered blankly, swilling expensive dry white wine around my already half-empty glass, the hefty price tag doing nothing to lift my wavering mood, the idea of disappearing into the carpet beneath my feet somewhat inviting. ‘I’m good. I have a headache, that’s all.’ I offered Sophia a thin smile, hoping she’d take the hint and leave me alone.

I had no capacity for polite conversation, Emma’s earlier intrusion wholly ensuring I had few reserves left for anyone else. I realised that tonight my headache excuse was following me around, growing tiresome with each retelling. The only genuine thing I wanted to do right then was to go to bed. I glanced towards Jason, my eyes resting on the open, top button of his shirt. I would like to say he had caught my attention at that moment for no particular reason, but I would be telling absolute whopping great big lies. Going to bed would indeed be fantastic. I simply didn’t mean it had to be by myself.

‘She’s worked so hard, hasn’t she?’ Sophia again.

Bloody hell, I get it. Yes, you all think my sister is some fantastic person who can’t do a goddamned thing wrong. How she has managed to delude you all for so long is beyond me.

‘I guess,’ I managed to say, unable to hide the irritation that lingered behind my weary voice. I coughed. ‘Forgive me, Sophia,’ I muttered, realising that tonight it was me who was acting rude and out of place. Not unlike Emma, in fact — the idea that we were more alike than I would have dared contemplate not entirely sitting right with my rational thinking. ‘It’s been one of those days.’ That wasn’t a lie. I had spent the entire day mulling over this very evening, hunger pangs unrelenting, not at all looking forward to the forced prolonged company of my sister whose cumbersome personality had a nasty side effect of rubbing off on me.

Sophia scoffed. ‘Christ, tell me about it,’ she chuckled, taking an overly large swig of wine before pouring us both another glass from the open bottle in the middle of the table. ‘They all feel like that for me at the moment, if I’m honest.’

‘Oh?’ I asked absently, not needing any, lengthy or otherwise, yet also not wishing to appear as uninterested as I felt.

‘Yeah, between work, the kids and John, I’m frazzled.’ She gulped down yet another mouthful of wine, nodding a casual head towards her husband who had been busy chatting to Jason for the last few minutes. Lucky sod.

It genuinely never fails to amaze me how married women seem to have so much to complain about. What is it about having a man in your life, someone to share the burden of life, someone to cuddle, to share your bed, to keep you warm at night, that makes these women so goddamned cranky? Poor them. I wished I had a man to cuddle up to in the dead of night. I glanced at Jason again, wishing I wouldn’t. It was hardly appropriate. But none of these people could have known of my lustful thoughts right then, so who cared?

‘Stacey, come on, join the fun?’ It was Emma. I shuddered. Fun? Seriously? You call this fun? You need to live a little, girl. Get out more. Hardly a party animal, are you?

I watched my older sister, perpetually oblivious to my emotions, laughing, enjoying some private joke with John, Jason, and Lloyd, her editor, that the rest of us had been uninvited to comment on. Oh, how my sister loved to be the centre of everyone’s attention. How she gleaned the adoration of those around her. Just once, I would like to experience a normal, sane conversation with someone — preferably Jason, preferably in private. I knew that would not happen any time soon, but I would have settled for the occasional, knowing wink. He was the only person around this table who understood me, completely, utterly. It wasn’t fair.

‘I’m ok on this side of the table, thank you,’ I called out, appearing as cheerful as I was able to muster the strength for. I turned to Sophia, rolling my eyes at my sister’s developing drunken loudness I was happy for her to believe I was merely joking around. What good would the truth do, anyway?

‘Oh, come on, sis.’ Emma clambered to her feet, stumbling around the table towards me, her pretentiously created grandeur slipping away, along with the copious amount of alcohol being consumed. ’As my favourite sister...’ Emma slurred. I shook my head in disgust, unable to hide my expression and threatening to display my irritation to the whole group. I am your only sister, you stupid bitch. I wished I wouldn’t keep rolling my eyes. ‘You are my guest of honour this evening,’ she concluded, leaning over, placing a clammy hand on my shoulder from behind. She stunk of booze and too much perfume. It made me want to gag, completely unable to hide my disdain for the woman calling herself family. And those awful talon-shaped nails did not suit her at all. She looked like a whore.

Oh, sorry, yes, I forgot. Emma was indeed a whore. I should have mentioned that earlier.
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It would have been impossible to explain the truth to anyone unless, by some spectacular miracle, I was able to uncover the painful dynamics of our relationship. But the repulsed hatred I had developed for my big sister had not occurred overnight. It had taken several years before I snapped, the bitter poison she had dripped into the minds of everyone around her going unnoticed until one day something inside of me revolted, making me realise that every time we were in the same room together I literally wanted to –

‘Stacey, are you okay?’ Jason’s quiet, brooding voice bought me sharply out of my inappropriate daydream. I glanced at him. Although Emma’s hand was still burning a metaphorical hole into my shoulder blade, I was glad her attention was now filtering back towards the other guests, my apparent disinterest of no concern to her whatsoever — her only focus being to snatch as much attention for herself as she could muster, the approval of fake friends more important than my welfare ever would be.

I smiled, nodding. I really wanted to shake my head and scream. I hoped he could see straight through me - see that I wasn’t happy here tonight - and be willing to rescue me from the certain catastrophic destruction I did not know how to avoid.

‘You look a bit pale, honey.’ Jason was touching my arm. I sighed, allowing my guard to drop slightly, only noticing then just how tight my shoulders were beginning to feel. Tense, aching, throbbing. Not unlike another part of my body as Jason’s touch lingered a little too long.

‘I’m so sorry,’ I whispered into his ear, my sister remaining oblivious behind me. She was unapologetically drunk, hovering above my head like a wasp I wished I had the strength to squash. ‘My headache isn’t clearing up.’ I was oddly beginning to enjoy my newly discovered headache. It helped me disappear into private considerations without appearing as ignorant as I felt. It was just a shame the bloody thing was now actually a reality.

‘Need some air?’ Jason smiled, a secret wink that expressed far more to me than my brother-in-law had probably intended. Yes. Absolutely, yes, I most definitely needed air — anything to remove me from this unbearable situation. In fact, if Jason was offering, I would go anywhere in the world with him and never look back.

I nodded, attempting to remain calm and unaffected by such an innocent request that actually made my heart pound and my lips feel dry. ‘Would you mind taking me outside for a moment?’ I relished the idea of getting Jason alone. Alone we could talk, laugh, enjoy a few moments of peace. Together. Just the two of us. Sheer bliss.

Jason nodded a silent understanding, winking again as he rose from the table. ‘Sorry darling, but would you mind if I take your sister outside for some fresh air?’ He turned to his wife and promptly unpeeled her sticky clamp from my aching shoulder blade. I have no idea if she realised she had been digging her nails into my skin, laughing among the group, seemingly oblivious to any harm caused. Jason could take me outside for far more than fresh air if he so desired.

‘Oh!’ Emma sounded slightly taken aback by her husband’s unexpected interruption. She patted me patronisingly on the arm with a grin. ‘Sorry, sis, are you still feeling icky?’

Icky? Seriously, Emma? How old are we?

I smiled, a fake smile I no longer had the strength to hide behind, which presumably didn’t go unnoticed by the others. Yet, at this point, I was genuinely past caring. I was hot. The headache I had earlier invented now threatened to make me faint. I was being slowly suffocated by a lack of stimulating conversation, and expensive food was no longer critical to my immediate requirements.

‘I’ll be okay. I just need a bit of air, that’s all,’ I replied, patting her a little too forcefully on her own shoulder, purely so she would know how annoying it felt. I couldn’t help it. She had a way of turning me into something I wasn’t. Something dark. Something sinister.

I shuddered as Jason slipped his arm around me and we squeezed past the crowded table towards the door. Fresh air and Jason’s undivided attention would be perfect right then. I had entirely underestimated how stifling Emma’s prolonged company could be. Besides, I craved rational conversation, the sane company of someone who didn’t drive me to distraction, no matter how much time we were given.

I wanted my sister to notice her husband’s hand cupped gently around my waist, my one-piece trouser suit hugging my curves in all the right places. But she didn’t seem to, instead remaining focused on the confirmed attention of those around her. Shit.

***
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‘I’m so sorry to drag you out like that,’ I said, as Jason and I stepped into the refreshing evening air. The restaurant was violently buzzing in my ears, along with a few lingering birds who now joined the commotion in my head. It was warm out. Stars in a clear sky were lighting our way as we wandered across the car park in pursuit of escape. I leaned in to Jason, pretending that I was feeling slightly chilled. It was naughty, silly even, but I couldn’t help it. When I was with him, I felt like a dizzy schoolgirl. He had a way of doing that to me.

‘Hey, don’t worry about it,’ he replied, pulling an unopened packet of cigarettes from his pocket before slipping his jacket off and draping it around my shoulders. I thought of my own, much cheaper jacket, a pair of innocent scissors still tucked inside its unassuming pocket, currently on the back of a restaurant chair, waiting to be discovered at any moment, uncovering my true purpose and the twisted motives I could never adequately explain.

I shivered. ‘Thank you,’ I said, breathing in his aftershave and hoping I wasn’t making myself look too obvious. It had been a while since any man had showered me with this kind of attention. Being in Jason’s company tonight was a welcome relief.

‘To be honest with you, Stace, I was glad of the distraction.’

My God, did I sense trouble in paradise? Oh, how I could hope and dream. ‘Oh?’ I asked, wanting to hear more — desperate to hear more – yet trying to remain as neutral and relaxed as my uncontrolled brain would allow. I tried to suppress a smile.

‘Emma has talked of nothing but this bloody book launch for weeks.’ He lit his cigarette, handing the freshly unwrapped packet to me. I shook my head. When did Jason start smoking? I wondered if Emma was driving him to distraction in such a way that smoking helped calm his nerves. I could hope. I could dream. Maybe he needed saving from her? I certainly knew I did.

‘You know I love her, don’t you?’ He allowed a laugh that, in my limited experience, sounded as if he was hiding something. Something he didn’t yet feel he could share with me. I sensed a but. Maybe he didn’t love her after all, and their entire marriage was a charade? If only. I smiled, trying to appear relaxed, wanting him to open up, to talk about Emma to slag her off and tell me he secretly hated her guts. I needed him to tell me everything without giving away my position entirely. I hoped he’d consumed a sufficient amount of wine to be comfortable divulging every one of my sister’s annoying habits.

‘But, Jesus, Stacey, she’s been hard to live with recently.’ Only recently? Seriously? When was my sister anything but hard to live with?

I laughed. ‘My sister? Hard to live with? Never.’ Shit, I hoped I didn’t sound too bitchy. Yet, the words had left my mouth before I had given myself time to check such unhinged emotions, so I couldn’t overthink any of it now. All I could do was hope that Jason had been hiding his true feelings for my sister behind a façade of perfection she had created, and he was about to unravel it all. Their apparently perfect life. Perfect house. All that money in the bank. Flashy cars on the drive. Holidays to luxurious, far-off destinations. My sister’s ideal man. Actually, yes, that last assumption was undoubtedly valid. He was indeed ideal. Perfect, in fact. And, to top it off, she now had a bloody book deal that would no doubt net her millions. God, how I loathed that smug bitch.

Jason took a drag of his cigarette and breathed out deeply; too deeply, as if he needed some well-deserved time out. ‘It’s hard, sometimes, you know. Living in her shadow.’

I knew exactly what he meant. I had lived in my sister’s shadow my entire life; our parents far more interested in Emma’s achievements than my own. I wondered for a moment if I should divulge a little more of what I knew about my sister but thought better of it. I hadn’t drunk nearly enough alcohol to warrant that kind of chatter, and, I assumed, Jason had drunk far too much.

‘You’re telling me.’ I allowed the words to slip unchecked. I pressed my lips together. Did I seriously wish to open Pandora’s box tonight? ‘You must put up with a lot from my sister,’ I added. Shit, Stacey, stop with the confessions. Soon you’ll be professing your unwavering devotion to the man. I swallowed, realising my hidden feelings might be more than I’d initially assumed. Devotion? Was that what this was? Maybe it was the reason I had been spending so much time at the house recently? It certainly wasn’t for my sister’s sake. Perhaps I wanted to protect Jason from her overbearing, spiteful ways.

‘Are you feeling any better?’ he asked, utterly oblivious to my previous statement. Either that or he had chosen to ignore it. He stubbed out his half-smoked cigarette against the lid of a litterbin and turned to me. ‘Please don’t tell Emma I started smoking again. She’s spent so much time and money getting me to quit.’ Again? I had no idea he ever smoked at all.

I smiled. I wanted to set aside the persistent negative feelings I had for my sister. I wanted to allow myself the opportunity to feel normal, even for a second. She seemed to consume my days now. It wasn’t pleasant. Being with Jason was all I needed to be me again. ‘I’m good, thank you. And no, of course, I won’t say a word.’

‘Good to hear it.’ Jason took a deep breath and absorbed the evening air along with lingering cigarette smoke that threatened to choke me. ‘It’s pleasant out, don’t you think?’

I smiled, relaxing a little. Away from the hassle and expectation of tonight’s meal, I was able to unwind. I could be myself around Jason. I didn’t have to pretend to be anyone other than who I was. It was a nice feeling. ‘Yes, it is nice out. It’s a shame we have to go back in there, really,’ I laughed, motioning a free hand to the heaving restaurant while tucking my other beneath Jason’s elbow.

I could already feel the place closing in around me again. I did not wish to go back inside, despite the fact that we hadn’t even ordered our food yet, and I was starving, bread rolls and copious amounts of alcohol notwithstanding. ‘Maybe we could sneak off while no one’s watching and grab a cheeky takeaway?’ It wasn’t the only cheeky thing I wanted to grab.

Jason laughed then, uninhibited by the earlier stiffness of the evening’s expectations. ‘Yeah, I’m sure Emma would love that,’ he chided as he nudged me playfully on the arm. I am not sure why, but in Jason’s company, I always feel relaxed. It is as if he genuinely gets who I am and what I am about. An impossible thought popped into my mind that he only endured my sister in order to get close to me. I could wish. ‘Come on, you.’ He clasped my hand under his arm casually and led me back towards the oppressive restaurant door. ‘Best not keep her ladyship waiting.’

We both laughed. It was as if he could read my mind. I wondered if this might be the perfect opportunity to tell him how I felt, to open up to him about the emotions and thoughts I secretly harboured about him? The mere idea made my legs weak, my private parts exude a slightly damp sensation and my mind jolt in eager anticipation. Shit, Stacey, get a grip. How was I going to eat a three-course meal with my lady parts throbbing and these unrelenting thoughts racing? It might be quite funny to watch my sister’s face while I sat and fantasised about what I want her husband to do to me. It might make the evening pass a little faster, if nothing else.
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By the time the taxi had dropped me at my flat, Jason and Emma casually heading off to collect their daughter Eva from the sitter, my emotions were in shreds. I had endured an uncomfortable ride in the back of a taxi that smelled of the putrid sick the poor driver had failed to dislodge from some previous perilous journey. I could have done without that. 

I’d pressed my clenched buttocks as close to the rear passenger door as I could get, avoiding the antics of my sister and her husband, who, seemingly still on the promise she’d made him earlier, giggled into her ear, alcohol apparently having the desired effect. I wondered why I hadn’t chosen to sit in the front seat with the driver, as my presence was unwanted. I awkwardly folded my arms across my crushed chest in a futile attempt to evade the occasional touching of sweaty skin against my own while they giggled sweet nothings into each other’s drunken earlobes, unaware of my existence, Emma nibbling his neck, Jason’s hand blatantly between her legs.

It wasn’t lost on me that there were several occasions where he seemed to brush his wandering fingertips against my thigh, lingering a little too long, a simple action that made me want him all the more. But maybe that was wishful thinking on my part. I still had those god-awful scissors tucked inside my jacket pocket. I closed my eyes. What would happen if
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