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As I sit in the dimly lit bar, I can’t help but seethe with resentment at the sight of Sharon, my stepsister, revelling in her upcoming wedding to Jemma. She’s surrounded by a group of her adoring friends, all dressed to kill and laughing like they own the world. The scent of expensive perfume and the sound of clinking of glasses fills the air.

“Can you believe it? Only one more week until Sharon gets hitched!” one of her friend’s squeals, causing Sharon to toss her perfect chestnut curls and giggle like a schoolgirl.

“Ugh, she's so spoiled,” I mutter under my breath, taking a long sip of my wine, the warmth of the alcohol doing little to quell my irritation. It isn’t fair that Sharon always gets everything handed to her on a silver platter—including Jemma, an older woman I’ve secretly loved from the moment she entered our lives. Why does she get to have her when I don’t? Jemma is older than both me and Sharon and is in her mid-forties. I’m twenty and Sharon turned twenty-four a few months back. To say Sharon loves herself is an understatement, but what she loves more than herself is belittling me. Ever since my mother married her father, she’s spent her time making bitchy comments about the way I look and how I dress, and tonight, even though it’s Sharon’s hen party, is no exception.  

I glance down at the cheap fabric of my dress. I’ve put a lot of effort into making myself look presentable for this occasion, despite my feelings towards the whole event. But even so, I know I can't compete with Sharon's stunning beauty.

“Ariana, honey, are you alright?” one of my few friends asks, noticing the dark cloud hovering over me.

“I’m fine, just fine,” I lie, my eyes never leaving Sharon as she flirts shamelessly with some lady who clearly has no idea, she’s about to become a married woman. My heart pounds painfully in my chest, my fingers tightening around my glass. “It's just...sometimes I wish I could be as beautiful and confident as her, you know?”

“Hey, don't sell yourself short,” my friend replies, giving me a reassuring squeeze on my arm. “You're gorgeous in your own right, and anyone would be lucky to have you.”

“Thanks,” I mumble, trying to shake off the bitter thoughts that continue to plague me. But the truth is, I don't believe her. I can’t help but feel like I've always been second best to Sharon—in looks, in life, and now, in love.

“Alright, everyone! To Sharon and Jemma!” a voice calls out, raising their glass for a toast.

“Sharon and Jemma...” I whisper bitterly, forcing myself to lift my glass and join the chorus of cheers.

As I finish my drink and set down my empty glass, the sound of laughter draws my attention, and I turn to see Sharon and her gaggle of friends huddled together. Their eyes dart in my direction before they erupt into another fit of giggles. I don’t have to be a genius to figure out that I’m the target of their amusement again.

“Look at Ariana,” Sharon sneers, loud enough for me to hear. “I wonder where she got that dress? Probably from the trash can outside the homeless center!”

Her friends’ titter, their eyes raking over my dress, which I'd chosen because it makes me feel somewhat attractive. But in this moment, all I can feel is embarrassment and shame. Why can’t I be as effortlessly pretty and stylish like Sharon? But more than anything, I hate how her words have the power to make me feel so small.

“Maybe if you tried a little, Ariana, you wouldn't still be single,” one of Sharon's friends chimes in, tossing her hair over her shoulder and smirking in my direction.

I clench my fists, willing myself not to react. I know they want to get under my skin—but damn it, it’s working.

“Sharon, leave her alone,” one of the few sympathetic voices in the room pleads. But Sharon just rolls her eyes, clearly having no intention of backing down.

“Come on, Ariana, lighten up! It's just a joke!” Sharon laughs, raising her glass in a mock toast. “Here's to hoping you find someone who can love you despite your terrible taste in clothing!”

As the laughter echoes around
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