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            Mairi

          

        

      

    

    
      I hit the snooze button and stared up at the ceiling.

      A kaleidoscope of stars stared back at me. It didn’t surprise me I was in Michael’s room again. It didn’t matter which room I went to sleep in, most mornings this was where I woke up.

      I rolled over to glance at the clock.

      The movement was just enough to make my stomach turn again.

      I was up and out of the bed so fast my head spun, barely making it into the Jack and Jill bathroom that connected his bedroom to mine.

      A familiar dull ache in my chest reminded me that Michael wouldn’t be pounding on the door for me to hurry.

      My brother wouldn’t be banging on that door. Not today, or tomorrow. Never again would we bicker about the timing of our showers, or how much hot water was left. No matter how many years passed, this ache would be a constant reminder of him being gone.

      Especially on days like today where I really could have guilted him into holding my hair as I emptied the contents of my stomach for the fiftieth time this week.

      Tears sprung to my eyes as I used my elbows to brace myself over the porcelain bowl. I closed my eyes, hoping the feeling would pass.

      Both feelings.

      If only grief was a person, so I could smack the shit out of them.

      I pushed myself back from the toilet bowl just enough to situate my body so that my back was against the cool bathtub. Then I pulled my knees up to my chest and rested my head there while I thought back to how I got here.

      This whole mess all started a year ago.

      The night I almost died.

      The truth was, at times, I still felt like I was dying. It took some time for me to stop wishing I had died the day I lost my other half, my twin. It was getting better day by day, even if a chunk of me was forever gone.

      A million different scenarios ran through my head on almost a daily basis since the accident.

      Why did we go have to go out that night?

      Could we have done anything different?

      Michael and I left my best friend Jen’s house just after midnight on a school night.

      The roads were clear.

      There was no rain, sleet or snow.

      Neither of us had been drinking.

      It was only a night of movies and popcorn. With Jen’s parents in the other room, none of us could have gotten away with sneaking a drink. Even if we‘d been drinking, Michael would have stayed sober. Every time Jen and I drank at parties, Michael was the self-appointed designated driver.

      What we hadn’t counted on was someone without the same sense of self preservation. A middle-aged man who thought he could drive home with a blood alcohol level two times the legal limit. A drunk driver who less than two blocks away from the pub ran a red light and broadsided our vehicle.

      Maybe we would have been okay if he hadn’t have been driving eighty kilometres per hour.

      The only thing I knew for sure these days was that I sure as hell wasn’t going to blame my best friend for the reason Michael was with us that night.

      My brother and I had always been close, but we had our own set of friends. Lately, he had been tagging along with me because he had a thing for Jen. Unlike most sisters, I didn’t care that he wanted to crash our girl time. I actually wanted them to get together because if everything worked out, then Jen would be my sister for real.

      To this day, I hadn’t told Jen about my brother’s true feelings.

      Maybe I would someday, but not now.

      It was hard enough for her to lose a friend, but I didn’t want her to have the added guilt of being part of the reason he was there that night. Michael was so head over heels for her that he wouldn’t have wanted to leave her with that pain.

      After the accident, I spent a week in the hospital, in and out of unconsciousness. The only thing I remembered were snippets of me asking for Michael. They refused to tell me what happened to him until I was out of the woods.

      Michael was unresponsive when they removed him from the mangled wreckage that was our shared car.

      They weren’t able to resuscitate him in the ambulance on the way to the hospital. For an entire month after the funeral, I didn’t leave the house. I could barely stomach any food, but when I couldn’t handle it anymore, that was the only reason I left his room.

      I did all of my coursework for school online. The only reason I made it through this last year was because of Jen.

      The only thing I wouldn’t admit to my mom or Jen was that most nights, I slept in Michael’s bedroom. My mom refused to go in there, which was just fine by me.

      As close as I had been with my mom before everything happened, now we were just a couple of strangers passing in the hallway of our house. Halfway through my self-isolation stint, she had acted disinterested in me, and everything around her. She threw herself into work so much that I barely saw her and I threw myself into school. At least with all of my hard work, I would get to be the valedictorian of our class when I graduated.
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        * * *

      

      “I’m late,” I told my best friend as she drove down the road from the mall.

      After I had dragged my ass off the bathroom floor, I took the bus to the mall, where I wandered around until I got up the nerve to buy something I never thought I’d be buying while I was still in high school.

      Jen took her eyes off the road and looked at me funny. “Are you grounded or something? It’s only five o’clock. Your curfew is eleven. Do you want me to speed up? I’m already going ten over the limit.”

      “I don’t want you to go any faster, you speed demon.” I rolled my eyes. “I’m not grounded, and mom didn’t change my curfew yet. I’m late, late, if you know what I mean.” I took a deep breath. “So you know, she might just change it to some time after never when she finds out why I needed this excursion.”

      She took her eyes off the road again. “You’re preggers?”

      The car swerved, so I instinctively reached for the wheel.

      “I got it,” she told me.

      “You know how I am.”

      The only reason I was riding in her car was because after what happened to my brother, mom didn’t want me to drive anymore. After what we both went through this past year, I didn’t blame her. She probably wouldn’t have wanted me driving with Jen either if she knew how bad she was when she was behind the wheel. She had a tendency to take her eyes off the road and gesture with her hands when she talked. With her, both had the possibility of ending up in a ditch.

      “Sorry,” she responded. “I shouldn’t be so insensitive.” She eased her foot off the accelerator and allowed the vehicle to slow down closer to the speed limit. “You didn’t answer my question.”

      I sighed. “It’s the only explanation I can come up with.”

      “I don’t know. Maybe you’re just worried about finals and graduation. Studies have shown that stress can cause you to miss or be late.”

      “I’ve never been late.”

      “There’s a first time for everything.”

      “That there is,” I responded.

      “Is that why you wanted me to pick you up at the drugstore?”

      “Mom is out on another date with James, and I didn’t want to risk her seeing the box.”

      “Where do you have it stashed? I didn’t even see it.”

      I reached into the inside pocket of my jacket and pulled out the package.

      “Is that one of those early ones?” she asked.

      “I don’t think I need an early one. Easter was a couple months ago.”

      She nodded her head. “Oh yeah, that’s right. Hard to believe it’s been that long.”

      It had been the one-year anniversary of Michael’s death during Easter break and, of course, my mom was conveniently out of town with her new boyfriend, James. So Jen talked me into something crazy to keep me from dwelling on the memory of his death.

      It didn’t take much for her to convince me.

      We packed enough clothes for the week, took a taxi to the airport and used her dad’s credit card to buy two tickets to the cheapest place.

      Which just so happened to be Paris.

      Spending one week in the city of love was all it took for my life to change forever.

      Well, there were a couple of wrong turns somewhere too. Losing my twin, not wanting to attend college before losing my virginity, alcohol and a gorgeous hunk of a man, contributed to the delinquency of this girl. Yes, I was eighteen, but it was my last year of high school. The death of my brother fuelled my desire to change into the perfect daughter.

      Maybe then I would garner a bit of my mom’s attention?

      Unlikely story.

      I transformed into little Miss perfect, an honour roll student who never dated, and never did anything wrong. Maybe people would have called me a control freak, and until my trip, I would have concurred.

      “Are your parents home?” I asked her.

      “Tonight’s date night, so they won’t be home until after midnight.”

      “What about your brother?”

      “Josh is going through an emo phase, so he won’t leave his room.”

      “He probably found your dad’s porn stash,” I teased.

      “Ew.” She made a face. “I don’t need that visual.”

      “Do you think he’d leave us alone long enough to do this stupid test I don’t want to do?”

      “Wanna spend the night?” she asked. “Just like old times?”

      “I don’t have extra clothes with me.”

      “Don’t be a dingbat. You can borrow some of mine,” she told me. “Just not my underwear, cause that’s gross.”

      “Don’t worry. I don’t want to wear any of your granny panties anyway.”

      “I don’t wear granny panties.” Her cheeks turned red. “I’ll have you know I went shopping the other day and got some nice lacy ones.”

      “I’m not going to borrow any of your butt floss ones either.”

      “I’m not even going to dignify that with an answer.”

      “You just did,” I told her.

      “Whatever.” She rolled her eyes. “Are you staying over or not?”

      “I could use a night away from home.”

      “One night away from home coming right up,” she replied as she took the next exit and headed in the direction of her neighbourhood.

      Within twenty minutes, we were pulling into her garage.

      “Josh,” she called into the empty house. “I’m home.”

      No response.

      “See, emo phase.”

      “I still stand by my original statement,” I teased her. She deserved it after all the times she told me my brother’s extended showers were because he was jacking off.

      “We should do this downstairs. Less chance of the little punk overhearing our conversation,” she told me as she opened the door next to the garage that led into her basement.

      The small package weighed a ton as I followed her down the stairs.

      Talk about the ultimate punishment for caving into peer pressure.

      A few moments later, I found myself locked in her downstairs bathroom, while I peed on a stick, to see if two pink lines would be the consequence of my one week of letting go.

      The road to hell was paved with good intentions, or a crazy weekend in Paris, as it were.

      I would have gone home to do the test, but I left the house before my mom returned from her business trip. After a couple of weeks away, she would be tired, so I knew she’d be at home.

      I wanted to avoid any possibility of her knowing anything was going on until I knew more. I didn’t have to imagine what her reaction would be to finding out what we were up to.

      Even the mere mention of a possibility of me being pregnant would probably send her over the edge.

      She would be devastated because she had better hopes and dreams for me than she did for herself at my age. My mom married my father when she was eighteen, got pregnant a month later, and their marriage lasted a whopping year after that. We were three months old when our parents separated and she emigrated from Scotland to Canada. Dad remained in Edinburgh and had since remarried, but he visited when he could and we went there twice.

      Our mom did what she could, but being a single parent had always weighed on her. Not that our dad wasn’t in our life, but she had no other family where we moved. Also, he couldn’t just drop by to pick us up for the weekend or to give her a break.

      She had travelled a lot over the years for business, and since she started dating again, she was gone more. Unfortunately, that left me alone most of the time, but being the model daughter, until now, of course, she trusted me without question.

      However, I knew if I was pregnant, she’d find a way to blame herself.

      The last thing I wanted to do was disappoint her.

      Yet, sitting here in the bathroom with Jen holding my hand as we waited two minutes, as directed on the box, I knew deep down I would be.
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            Liam

          

        

      

    

    
      One of my friends was getting married in a week, so a bunch of us flew to London to celebrate one last weekend with him before he got hitched.

      We were almost at the pub when my phone rang. Seeing it was my dad, I said, “Sorry guys, I’ll be a minute, then I stepped to the side and answered before it went to voicemail.

      “Hi Dad.”

      “I’m not bothering you, am I? Do you have a minute?”

      “Yeah,” I responded. “We’re just going out for drinks.”

      “I know you’re on a trip, but I was hoping I could ask you a question.”

      “Okay?”

      “You know that since Alana and I reconnected that we’ve been dating for the past half year.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Being back here where we found each other for a second time and after everything we went through with your mom made me realize I didn’t want to let her go. So last night, I asked her to marry me and she said yes.”

      “Congratulations,” I told him. “When’s the wedding?” He was back in Las Vegas for another hotel convention, so it didn’t surprise me that he got carried away with the nostalgic moment.

      “That’s actually the reason I’m calling you,” he replied. Then he paused for a moment, as if he was trying to consider his next words. “What would you think if I told you that neither of us wants to wait any longer?”

      “You’re asking for my permission to get married now?”

      “More like I’m asking you if it would bother you if you weren’t here for it?” he responded. “I understand if you want us to wait, and if it’s that important to you, we will.”

      “If you want to elope, go ahead,” I answered.

      “Thank you, son. You don’t know how happy it makes me that you’re on board with this.”

      I didn’t begrudge him his happiness because he had been a widower and hadn’t dated at all since Mom died. It wasn’t like I was still a small child having to deal with a new mom; I was an adult living away from home. Her presence wouldn’t affect my life in the grand scheme of things.

      My dad had been sad for so long, it was great to see him getting out of the funk. He was too young to be a widower. I couldn’t fathom expecting him to remain alone for the rest of his life. Running into Alana at a convention in Las Vegas just before Christmas last year had been the best thing for him. It had been a complete fluke they even reconnected after so many years.

      They dated for a couple of years when they were in high school, but went their separate ways when they got into different universities. That was where my dad met my mom, and they were married shortly after. My parents were together and blissfully in love until my mom lost her fight with cancer five years ago.

      “Have you guys decided where you’re going to live after?” Considering Alana lived on a completely different continent, it was a relevant question.

      “I’m hoping Alana and her daughter will come to live with me,” he responded. “I’m sure you’ll like her.”

      If I didn’t, I wouldn’t be there long enough for it to matter. This was my last summer vacation before I entered the workforce. At that point, I would live wherever my new career would take me. Which, for all I knew, could be on the other side of the country.

      “When do you think you’ll be back?”

      “I’ll be back next weekend.”

      “And are they moving in with us right away?”

      “If everything works out the way Alana and I want, they’ll be at the house within a month. She still needs to give notice at work and her daughter has to finish school for the year. Then they’ll organize whatever they need to for relocating and then pack their house up.”

      Mulling that over, I still had one more month until everything changed.

      “Look, I know it will be an adjustment, but you’ll be back at school in the fall.”

      “As long as you’re not expecting me to look after her all the time.”

      “Not at all.”

      “Great. I’ll see you when you get home.”

      “Thanks again, son.”

      “No problem, Dad.” I ended the call.

      I glanced up at the guys, who all looked at me with matching expressions.

      “Your dad’s getting married again?” Rick asked.

      I sighed. “Yeah.” No one was a fan of change, and this was a big one.

      “Is he moving?”

      “Nah, she is. Apparently she’s got a daughter too.”

      Darren chuckled. “Good luck with that.”

      “Hope you’re not stuck babysitting for the entire summer while they’re on their honeymoon,” Rick added. “Ashley’s mom remarried someone close to her age and they’re gonna have a baby. They roped her into looking after her step-sister for a couple of weeks while they go on a baby moon or whatever the fuck it’s called.”

      Fuck.

      I didn’t even think about that being a possibility. I didn’t know anything about Alana’s daughter. Hell, I didn’t even know she had one until tonight.

      “Maybe I’ll just be conveniently gone for most of the summer,” I laughed. “At least I’ll be returning to uni in the fall.”

      “There’s that,” Rick replied as he pushed open the door to enter the pub.

      The pub wasn’t packed, but it wasn’t empty either. There were no booths available, so we sat next to each other at the bar. In a way, it was the perfect place to sit because the bartender was right there and drinks were at our fingertips.

      Rick elbowed me. “She totally wants you.”

      “Not feeling it tonight, man.” It was hard to miss the leggy brunette on the other side of the bar, but lately I had no interest in starting anything with anyone.

      “That’s what you’ve been saying for months.”

      I shrugged, then took a swig of my beer.

      “It’s not like she’s going to suddenly walk in the door and see you. She lives on the other side of the planet,” Darren interjected.

      “This has nothing to do with her.”

      “Like hell it doesn’t.”

      “It doesn’t.”

      “Whatever you say, man. I’m gonna go see if she wants to spend some time with the Rickmeister.”

      I rolled my eyes. “No woman wants the Rickmeister, especially when he speaks in the third person.”

      “The ladies like me just fine,” he replied as he picked up his drink and moved to the end of the bar.

      Darren and I watched and waited for the usual response. Rick sat down next to the brunette, whispered in her ear, and was rewarded with a fruity daiquiri shower. The woman was on her feet and had marched away in a huff before he even knew what had happened.

      “Looks like we’re ending early,” Darren chuckled.

      “Looks like,” I agreed, shaking my head. “Rick’s gotta be Rick.”

      “You’d think he’d learn. What do you think he said to her?”

      “Who knows?”

      We finished our drinks in record time while we waited for Rick to saunter his way back to us.

      “Sorry guys,” he said as he approached.

      “It was worth the laugh,” Darren responded.

      We meandered through the ever-growing crowd and made our way onto the street. We walked a couple blocks before we agreed to take the last transit boat back to our hostel in Greenwich.

      My phone buzzed in my pocket.

      
        
          
            
              
        Paris girl:

      

      
        Hey, how’s London?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I wish I could have been there with you.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        School’s almost over!

      

      

      

      

      

      I lifted the phone to snap a photo for a response. With my eyes glued to the screen, I wasn’t paying attention to my surroundings. Which was why I didn’t see the drunkard ambling in my direction. Just as I put my thumb on the screen, someone suddenly nudged me in the side, which was when the phone slipped out of my hand.

      It was almost like everything went in slow motion as I watched it drop, hit the edge of the boat and drop over the edge into the water.

      Fuck me… was my last thought as I watched the surface of the water, willing the phone to magically return to me.
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            Mairi

          

        

      

    

    
      I made a mistake.

      A slight error in judgement that I would have to live with for the rest of my life. It wasn’t like I was dying or anything… That was, unless my mom killed me when she found out.

      “I’m here for you, no matter what happens,” Jen assured me as she squeezed my hand.

      I stared at the stick, willing it to have different results than all the other previous times I’d taken the test. Jen’s watch beeped, making us both jump. I took a deep breath and looked in the window for the result.

      My stomach lurched at the sight of two pink lines. “Are we sure we know what two lines mean?” I asked her, even though I knew deep down what it meant.

      “We read the directions five times before you peed on the stick. I’m pretty sure it still means what it meant the first time we read them.”

      “Well, I guess that’s that,” I sighed. Obviously, they all showed I was indeed pregnant. “This can’t be happening,” I squeaked.

      I was positively fucked.

      “Are you going to tell your mom?”

      “What am I supposed to say? ‘Hey mom, remember when Jen and I promised we wouldn’t do anything crazy while you were away… well, we did. Oh, and by the way, I lost my virginity to some random stranger in Paris and I don’t mean Ontario. I have no idea what his last name is, but you’re gonna be a grandma.’ Something like that?” I scoffed.

      “Well, obviously you’re not going to say that,” she agreed. “Besides, that’s not entirely true. Aren’t you guys still texting?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Are you going to keep it?”

      “I don’t know yet. Aborting… just doesn't feel right for me, and I'm not sure I could give up my baby. Knowing its out there—”

      “Okay, that’s your choice. So take time to figure out what you’re gonna say to your mom. There is a timeline, but if you’re gonna have the baby either way, you have time,” she hugged me, as I sobbed on her shoulder.

      “This isn’t the end,” she told me again. “You have options.”

      On our way out of the bathroom, I almost tossed the results in the garbage, but then reconsidered. This thing needed to go in the outside receptacle so her parents didn’t find it and start asking questions before I was ready to tell my mom.

      This was already enough of a clusterfuck.

      The last thing we both needed was for Jen to get accused of being the one who was pregnant instead of me.

      “What do you want to do tonight?” she asked.

      “Let’s watch a movie to keep my mind off things.”

      As much as I tried to focus on the random rom-com she put on, I couldn’t stop thinking about the future.

      I sure as hell wasn’t ready to have a baby.

      I didn't know if I was ready to be a mother.

      “Are you ready to text him yet?”

      “Not yet,” I told her. “I’ll do it tomorrow.”
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        * * *

      

      Jen drove me back home the next morning.

      The entire ride home from Jen’s house was silent. I didn’t really know what to say. When I was shopping for the test, I had already decided if it was positive I would have the baby. I just didn’t know until this morning if I would keep it and now I wasn’t sure if I could say it out loud. I just didn’t know how I was going to do it all on my own.

      I still hadn’t decided how I was going to tell my mom, but it wasn’t like I could stay away forever.

      When we pulled up outside my house, Jen put the car into park and turned to face me. “I know your life has just been blown all to hell, but I wanted you to know that whatever you decide, I’ll be here for you.”

      I took a deep breath.

      “I think I’m going to keep it.”

      “Really?”

      I nodded my head.

      “I’ll be an awesome auntie,” she told me. “He would have been there for you too, I know it.”

      She pulled me into a hug when my eyes welled up. “I know,” I mumbled into her shoulder.

      “Now dry those eyes before you go inside,” she released me. “Cause it looks like your mom’s here.”

      “Great.”

      “You don’t have to tell her right away. You’re also allowed to change your mind anytime. Why not just take a week to think about it?”

      “I might do that,” I responded.

      “If you need to talk, you call me day or night. I don’t care.”

      I got out of the car and waved as she drove away.

      “I’m home,” I called out, knowing my mom was somewhere in the house.

      “We’re in here, honey,” Mom yelled from the kitchen.

      My mom’s boyfriend, James, was sitting at the head of the table when I entered the kitchen. He had broad, muscular shoulders and stood a little over six feet tall. He looked distinctive, with his salt and pepper hair. They’d been in a long distance relationship for six months, and lived in Edinburgh, which coincidentally was the same city my dad lived in.

      “Hi guys,” I greeted them.

      “Hi, honey. How has everything been going while I was gone?” Mom asked, hugging me.

      “It was good.” I paused, but reconsidered telling her about the baby.

      “Where’d you stay last night?”

      “I stayed with Jen.”

      “Are you ready for your graduation?” James asked.

      “Totally.”

      “What are your plans for next year?”

      “I think I’m going to take a gap year,” I responded.

      Originally, I planned to go to university, but with the pregnancy, I needed another option. I’d already received several acceptance letters for university and had narrowed it down to two choices. In the future, I might regret not going to university right away, but right now it wasn’t in the cards. Once things settled down, I’d revisit the decision to see if they would reconsider my application.

      The only thing I was sure of right at this moment was that I wasn’t ready to tell my mom and James I was going to have a baby. So telling them I wanted to take a year off from school seemed like the best option with the least amount of questions.

      “That’s perfect,” she beamed.

      “What do you mean, mom?”

      “Well, honey,” she started, and then glanced at James lovingly. “There’s something that we wanted to tell you.”

      I looked back and forth between them. They both had huge smiles on their face, and I knew immediately where this was going.

      “James and I got married in Vegas last weekend,” my mom told me as she held out her hand, showing me her diamond engagement ring and wedding band.

      “What does that have to do with my gap year?” I asked, unsure of how I felt about their quickie nuptials. I thought she was just going to tell me they were engaged, not married.

      “You and your mom are going to move back to Scotland with me,” James answered.

      “Really?” I was truly excited.

      With the pregnancy, there was no other option for me. But I’d be close to dad who I hadn’t seen in almost a year.

      “Yes, really,” my mom answered with a smile. “We are going to leave the day after graduation. James has to fly back tomorrow.”

      “Are you sure you’re okay with this?” James asked.

      “Of course,” I smiled. “I just wish that I could have been there.”

      “I know, honey. It was a last-minute decision. We got wrapped up in the moment and just did it.”

      “It’s okay, I’ve just been thinking about finals,” I responded.

      “You’ll be fine. You always do,” my mom assured me.

      “It has been a while since I visited Scotland,” I told James.

      “My son will be home for the summer. Maybe he can show you around.”

      “Oh, honey, isn’t that great? I know you miss Michael, but maybe having another brother to hang out with will help ease the pain. Besides, you’ve always talked about having more siblings.”

      Did she really think James’ son should be a replacement brother? I didn’t know where she came up with that asinine idea, but as pissed off as I was, I was too tired to argue.

      When I got upstairs that night, I picked up my cell, took a deep breath and texted the father of my baby. He deserved to know what was going on.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me:

      

      
        Hey, how’s London?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I wish I could have been there with you.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        School’s almost over!

      

      

      

      

      

      The next day, when I hadn’t heard from him I texted again.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me:

      

      
        Hi! What sights are you seeing today?

      

      

      

      

      

      A couple days later…

      
        
          
            
              
        Me:

      

      
        Hi! Is everything okay? I haven’t heard from you in a while.

      

      

      

      

      

      A week later.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me:

      

      
        We need to talk.

      

      

      

      

      

      A week later, when I couldn’t handle the radio silence, I sent him one last message.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me:

      

      
        I'm moving.

      

      

      

      

      

      That night, when he didn’t respond, I blocked his number.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 4

          

          

      

    

    







            Liam

          

        

      

    

    
      A couple of months had passed since my week in Paris, yet I still couldn’t get my mind off the woman I spent the last weekend of it with. Hooking up with a stranger hadn’t even been at the top of my list when we planned our trip. It wasn’t like I needed to travel to another country to find a one-nighter. Yet the moment I spotted her walking into the nightclub wearing a skin-tight dress, all bets were off.

      While her friend was touring the sights, we were exploring each other between the sheets. My dad worked for a large hotel chain that owned one of the Paris properties, so I got my friends and me a deal for the week. Each of us had our own rooms and until the weekend I met her, we had done everything together.

      Until she entered my orbit.

      After that, nothing else mattered.

      She was also there with a couple of friends who didn’t mind at all when she disappeared.

      One night of mind-blowing sex was followed by another because I just couldn’t seem to get enough of her. It wasn’t just my dick talking because I had been with more than a few women, but there was something about her that kept me coming back for more. Besides being physically compatible, we also had some great conversations when we weren’t sleeping or screwing.

      On the last morning, I woke up alone. The only reminder that she had been there was the sweet scent of her perfume on the pillow beside me. It had been the first time I wasn’t the first one to leave in the morning. Hell, most of the time I didn’t spend the night.

      If they weren’t my girlfriend, there wasn’t an obligation.

      But it was different with her.

      From the moment I saw her, we just clicked. When she left, a part of me had been thankful we didn’t have to deal with the awkward goodbyes. It disappointed a tiny part of me when she didn’t get my number, but at the same time, it worked out perfectly.

      On the last night we were there, I had almost left it alone. But then I remembered my connections, so I conned her friend’s phone number out of the main desk. Since then, we’d been texting back and forth with a couple of video calls when we could. It was going good, until last month when she sort of dropped off the planet. I chalked it up to her moving on with her life, so after my last unanswered text, I did, too.

      After all, we were from two different countries.

      Besides, I had a five-year plan that didn’t include the distractions of a romantic entanglement.

      For the past couple of days, I had busied myself with cleaning out the spare room for my new stepsister. My dad had been dating his high school sweetheart for the past six months, so I wasn’t that surprised he took it to the next level. What I hadn’t expected was getting a little ankle biter out of the deal. When I said as much to him, he told me she just graduated high school and was planning on taking a gap year.

      That was all he told me about her, and I wasn’t sure how I felt about sharing the house for the summer with a girl so close to my age. Then again, it could have been worse. She could have been a bratty ten-year-old hell bent on ruining my summer vacation. Hopefully, he didn’t expect me to chauffeur her around.

      My life as an only child was ending, but thankfully I was only at home for the summer vacation. I wouldn’t be around to deal with all the changes beyond that. In a couple months, I would pack up to leave for uni in Glasgow. One more year left of school before I graduated and then I could start my career in business.

      No clue where I would live after that, but I was itching to get on with my life and start making some money.

      Unfortunately, I didn’t have time to think about any of that right now because they would be here in a couple of days and I wanted to hang with my friends tonight before my dad roped me into showing the new women in his life around.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Later that night, I hopped off the bus and headed into a pub on Princes Street, where my friends had told me they would be. I usually spent my summer vacation hanging out with them because I knew once we graduated we would go our own direction. Who knew where we would be after that, so I wanted to hang with them as much as I could while we had the freedom to do so? We might even end up on opposite sides of the country or even the world. Who knew what the next chapter of our lives would contain?

      Only one of them would head to Glasgow with me at the end of the summer.

      There weren’t many people in the pub, which was a nice change of pace from the way it usually was. All I needed was a night of drinking before everything in our house changed. Before I could make it to the table where the guys were, Miranda, my ex-girlfriend, approached me. After the way I had ended things, I thought I wouldn’t be seeing her again for a while.

      Maybe she just needed a couple days to think about it.

      She had blown up when I ended things for good. After we broke up at the beginning of this year, there hadn’t been a friend with benefits agreement. However, I had a couple moments of weakness that I regretted.

      The most recent one being a little over a week ago when we slept together at a party. Looking back, we never should have gone beyond friendship because no matter how hard I tried to see something more in what Miranda and had, it was never anything more than lust between us.

      “Liam, I’m so happy you’re staying home this summer and spending time with all of our friends before you go back to uni,” she gushed as she pulled me into an unwelcome, tight embrace.

      She even went as far as to push her breasts further into my chest to accentuate her cleavage. She was a pretty woman, but for the sake of our friendship, I knew we couldn’t go back to the way things were. I glanced over at the guys, who were conveniently staring into their drinks.

      Before we dated, we had never been the type of friends to be affectionate.

      So, her sudden invasion of my personal space threw me.

      “I thought you went back to Glasgow?” I asked her when we arrived at our table shortly after she let me go.

      “That didn’t work out. I’m here now.”

      “Are you living with your parents right now?”

      “Yeah,” she sighed. “At least until I get another job and a new flat, or convince Rick or Darren to let me live in their spare room.”

      “Not likely,” Rick told her.

      “Awe, Ricky—” she pouted, jutting out her bottom lip.

      “Nope,” Rick responded.

      For the next hour, we talked about anything and everything. With Miranda being with us, I didn’t want to broach the subject of me getting a stepsister. The last thing I needed was for the two of them to become friends.

      An hour later, when Miranda finally got up and headed to the bathroom, I asked the guys, “Do either of you have any idea what that was all about?”

      Both of them smirked into their beers, which made me all that more suspicious.

      “Seriously though, what’s with Miranda?”

      Darren, who had been my best bud since we were kids, finally piped up. “She might have overheard us talking about your weekend fling in Paris.”

      Since he was one of the guys who had joined me on my trip, it was most likely his big mouth that had clued Miranda into what I had been up to.

      I ran my hands through my hair in frustration. “I thought we agreed that what happened in Paris stayed in Paris?” I told him.

      “I think that’s Vegas.”

      “Neither of us knew she was behind us. Rick told her we were coming tonight because she was back in town and missing her friends,” he told me.

      “Last I heard, you guys were trying to patch up your friendship, so I didn’t see the harm,” Rick defended himself, even though there was no reason to.

      “I honestly wanted to be friends again, but I didn’t expect her to smother me to death by squeezing her breasts through my chest.”

      Rick guffawed.

      “Yeah, yeah, laugh it up, chuckles. This whole feckin’ mess is all your fault.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 5

          

          

      

    

    







            Mairi

          

        

      

    

    
      The next month flew by fast, and my graduation was over in a matter of minutes. I had a tearful goodbye with Jen, who promised video calls with me every chance we got. She also added a brief visit with me at the end of summer to kick off her backpacking trip around Europe. With everything we could possibly fit in our suitcases, my mom and I boarded our plane to Edinburgh. I took the window seat so I could stare outside and avoid the serious conversation I’d been dodging for a month.

      Little did she know, I had been keeping a secret of my own. The real reason I didn’t argue about uprooting my life and leaving my friends to cross the pond. After all, I don’t know if I can do this alone. I was only eighteen, and I was going to make her a grandmother. I had planned to tell her the day after graduation, but her own news made me lose my nerve. I promised myself I would tell her in a week. If I waited any longer, I would start to show. I had already exchanged my usual clothes for some more loose fitting ones.

      One step at a time since I was still trying to get used to my mom being married. James spent a couple of weeks with us to help pack all of our things, but he had to go back to work a week ago. There was no way I could say I wasn’t happy to see him go. Their lovey dovey honeymooner phase was grating on my nerves. I only hoped our new house would have my bedroom far away from theirs because playing my music full blast probably wouldn’t be kosher with my stepbrother.

      I sat back in the seat, staring out the window, and thought back to the week that changed my life. I think back to that trip often. That trip of firsts forever changed my life. One last hurrah before we all go off to university is what Jen said as we boarded the plane to Paris.

      The only thing left on my bucket list before I went off was to lose my virginity. I had a fake ID and not a care in the world. We checked into the hotel and immediately hit the bar.

      The night Liam and I met, I’d succumbed to peer pressure when Jen talked me into wearing some of her skimpy clothes to the bar. So I grabbed one of her smallest red dresses. It was so short on me it barely covered my ass, but she thought it was awesome, so I caved. She said we were in another country, so I should pretend to be someone else for the night.

      With the way I was turning heads, the men made me feel desired. It was something I’d never noticed before. She pulled me onto the dance floor, and that’s when I spotted him in the corner with a group of guys. They were all standing at a table drinking beer. I almost stopped dancing when our eyes met. I blushed and looked away, but kept dancing.

      The next song was slower. I turned to leave, saw Jen’s eyes go wide and felt two extremely warm hands tighten on my hips. My heart raced, but I didn’t move away. Jen winked, then left the dance floor. Strong hands spun me around and pulled me close. We spent the next hour between dancing to any and every song that came on and talking at the table with him and his friends. Jen and another one of our friends had gone to sit with a couple of other guys they had met the night before, so they were occupied.

      I spent the next seventy-two hours learning anything and everything about what it was like to be pleasured by a man. The entire experience made me glad I hadn’t done the whole fumbling in the back seat of a car at prom with some teenage boy who would either come prematurely or not have a clue where to put it.

      The next morning when I met Jen and another one of our friends at the airport, both of them eyed me knowing that something had changed, even if neither of them knew exactly what had happened.

      Or they didn’t until we were on the plane ride home.

      Cause what else would we do during a fourteen hour connecting flight.

      Little did we know, that would be the weekend I got pregnant and forced everything to change. Even now, I didn’t regret the experience. Every day, I was closer to accepting the consequences. If only I could get up enough courage to confess my secrets to my mom.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When we landed, we went through customs and then retrieved our bags and walked toward the exits. James promised to meet us at the airport. He was true to his word. I saw him standing off to the side with a huge smile on his face and a poster with our names written in black marker. I nudged my mom’s arm and nodded my head in his direction. She bounced like a schoolgirl and picked up the pace.

      They embraced and kissed long enough for me to be uncomfortable. I stood back and averted my eyes, glancing around at the bustling crowd. It had been ten years since I visited Edinburgh, even though my dad lived here. He brought me back with him after a business trip. We aren’t close, but that trip meant the world to me.

      When they finished kissing, James gave me a hug and directed us toward where he parked. Once we were in the car, we drove to our new home. I drowned out the sound of them chattering as I watched the buildings fly by. It had been several years since I’d visited so I couldn’t wait to sightsee. I vibrated with excitement as we pulled into the driveway of a new home, a two story red brick building. James parked the vehicle and helped unload our luggage. I trailed behind them to enter the house.

      “We parked the car at the curb outside. My son is waiting for us.”

      “That’s wonderful, James,” my mom responded.

      For a moment, I actually forgot I’d be getting a new sibling. I wondered what he would be like and whether we’d get along, or completely hate each other. I figured as long as we stayed out of each other’s way, we would be fine. James opened the door and pushed his way inside while we followed.

      “You guys can leave your bags by the door and deal with them later,” James smiled.

      When we walked into the living room, I looked past James and my mom into a set of familiar eyes.

      Eyes that belonged to the man I thought I would never see again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 6

          

          

      

    

    







            Liam

          

        

      

    

    
      Shit.

      It had to be her.

      The gorgeous, leggy blonde from Paris that had starred in many dreams over the past few months. She looked so different with her sweat pants and loose shirt. Still smoking hot, but not at all how she was when we met in Paris. It was halfway through my vacation when I spotted her dancing in the club. Normally I don’t dance, but seeing her swaying her hips was like a siren’s call I had to answer. We lasted a couple of songs until I asked her to my room. She hesitated at first, but when she noticed her friend with a guy on the other side of the club, she nodded.

      The way she moved on the dance floor exuded confidence, but when we got back to my room, she became shy. I could tell she’d never done anything like that before. We took things slow and talked for a while, but once I kissed her, there was no turning back. I had to have her, and she was asking for me to. I couldn’t believe she was still a virgin at twenty-one. Normally, I had avoided virgins like the plague because they were clingy. Something about her made it impossible to stay away; this time it was different.

      How could I turn down a gorgeous woman I’d never see again?

      A chick had never gotten under my skin before. For the last four months, she’d been on my thoughts and in my dreams. We spent every moment of that weekend together before I left. The last night in the hot tub was the most memorable. We used a condom every time, except that night. She said she was on the pill, and she was just too hot in that red bikini. I’d be back in Scotland and never see her again. Or so I thought. Never in a million years did I expect to see her again, let alone have her move in.

      Lucky me, now she’s going to be my stepsister.

      The key question weighing on my mind right now was to do with how old she actually was. She told me she was twenty-one in Paris, but from everything my dad had explained was that she had just graduated high school. So either she was lying or she went back to upgrade her credits to get into a better college.

      I eyed her once again.

      Everything about the way she dressed set me on edge. From the lack of makeup, to the baggy sweatpants and loose shirt she was wearing.

      Fuck me.

      Every. Single. Thing. About her, screamed she was under eighteen or on the cusp of adulthood.

      “This is my son, Liam,” Dad introduced us. “Don’t just stand there, son. Say hello to Alana and Mairi.”

      “Nice to meet you.” I held out my hand and shook her mom’s hand, then turned to Mairi. “Mairi?”

      “Mairi.” Alana nudged her arm. “Stop being so weird.”

      “Sorry,” Mairi replied, then shook her head as if she was trying to clear the fuzz.

      “Liam, why don’t you show your new sister to her room?” my dad told me.

      “Sure, dad,” I replied, then turned to Mairi. “Which bag is yours?”

      “It’s the purple one in the corner, but you don’t have to take it. I can carry it myself,” she told me as we both started for it.

      “No worries, I got it,” I said as I reached her back first and picked it up. “All the bedrooms are upstairs.”

      As far as I knew, my dad had helped them pack up most of their items to ship over here, so I doubted her bag was going to be very heavy. Also, I wouldn’t be a dick. A man was supposed to be a gentleman and help a woman with her bags. Besides, our parents would have totally known something was up if I would have acted like an ass. Even if there was absolutely no way they knew about us meeting in Paris.

      At least, I hoped they didn’t know.

      “Okay,” she replied timidly. No doubt she was feeling the same shock as I was at our sudden reintroduction.

      She followed close behind me in complete silence as I walked toward the stairs. Once we reached the top of the stairs, we went to the room across the hall from mine. If I would have known my new stepsister was going to be the girl who had been burned into my memory, I would have pushed harder for me to move my stuff into the office my dad barely uses on the main floor.

      Having her so close and not being able to touch her was going to be sheer torture. It was bad enough wanting her, but not being close to her. Now she was within reach, but since she hadn’t responded to any of the texts I had sent over the past month, I had effectively given up on her.

      “Where would you like me to put this?” I asked her.

      “You can just set it over by the closet. Thank you for bringing it up for me. You really didn’t have to do that.”

      “You’re acting as if you don’t know me at all. I’m not an asshole.”

      She glanced down at her hands. “I know you aren’t.”

      “Good. I also don’t want to be an asshole, but my next statement is going to piss you the fuck off.”

      She needed to know that what happened between us, most definitely couldn’t happen again and our parents could never know. Who knew what either of them would do with that news?

      “Okay?” she half responded, half questioned in confusion.

      “Our parents can never know what happened between us,” I told her.

      “Do you think I’m an idiot?” she snapped back, her eyes narrowing in anger.

      “Good, I’m glad that’s settled,” I told her. “I’ll leave you to get settled.”

      “Don’t worry, Liam. I’m not here to rock the boat, and I’m definitely not going to upset the delicate balance. Just remember I had no choice in where I lived when we moved here. The last thing I expected was to see you again.”

      I nodded and closed the door when I left.

      She was getting the last word this time. Only because I didn’t know what to follow that up with. All I knew was that my life as I knew it was fucked all to hell and right up the arse.

      I still didn’t know why she never responded to any of my texts.

      This was going to be one hell of a long summer.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 7

          

          

      

    

    







            Mairi

          

        

      

    

    
      Another week into my pregnancy, I continued to struggle with morning sickness and stress induced insomnia. If zombies were real, I would have resembled their second cousin, twice removed. There wasn’t a moment when I didn’t feel like utter shit. James and my mom thought I was still trying to acclimate myself to the new time zone.

      Some days I wished that was the case.

      Mom and James were still up in the clouds with their new lives, and I was up late at night worried about the future. Still unsure of what to say to them, or to Liam, I kept mostly to myself. Which was easy, since he had consistently avoided being anywhere near me since our conversation the night we moved in.

      Which worked perfectly until this morning.

      Our parents, upon emerging from their cocoon of love, were convinced that we all needed to sit down to have breakfast like a real family. Which was what they told both of us before we went to bed the night before. Apparently they were tired of us not spending any time together as a family. So when I rolled out of bed and walked downstairs, it didn’t surprise me to see Liam seated at the table.

      When I glanced down at what I was wearing, I crossed my arms over my chest in an effort to hide a possible perky nipple.

      What had I been thinking?

      I wasn’t even wearing a bra!

      Which had been something I hadn’t even considered until I saw the heated expression in his gaze. Why the fuck didn’t I take one second to worry about my appearance? Then I thought back to the moment I woke up from yet another fitful sleep. I was too fucking worn out to care. My head was so fogged up that I couldn’t seem to think straight.

      “Hey honey, how was your sleep?” my mom asked, snapping me out of my minor freak out.

      “Um, it was okay.” I glanced between the two of them. “Do I have enough time to go get dressed?”

      “What’s wrong with what you’re wearing?” she asked from her tasks the stove, completely clueless to Liam’s perusal.

      Surprisingly, even though we slept across the hall from each other, he hadn’t seen me in anything but my regular clothes. It was hard enough being around him in the house, but now he was in my room with the door closed.

      “Do you need any help with breakfast?”

      “I’m almost done. Liam already set the table when he came down, so why don’t you take the chair across from him?”

      “Okay,” I responded and sat down.

      James came out of his downstairs office, walked into the kitchen, said, “good morning.” Then he kissed my mom on the cheek and took a seat at the end of the table. He used to do the same thing when he would stay with us in our old home.

      A few moments after we all sat at the table, mom placed breakfast in the centre of the table and we all started filling our plates.

      “What are the two of you up to today?” James asked.

      I shrugged my shoulders in response, stomach rolling as I watched him dip his toast in his runny eggs.

      Maybe breakfast was a bad idea.

      “Do you want to go shopping with us this afternoon, honey?”

      “No, that’s okay mom.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah. I don’t really need anything right now.”

      “You could come with us just to get out of the house,” James added.

      “I’ve got a book that I’ve been wanting to read, so I might just do that today.”

      “If you’re sure.”

      “I’m sure.”

      “What about you Liam? Do you want to go shopping with us?”

      “I appreciate the offer Alana, but I’m good.”

      “Okay. I just didn’t want you to feel left out.”

      “I’m a little too old to go shopping with my parents,” Liam responded.

      “You’re never too old to spend time with your parents,” my mom argued. “But I understand how you might think we’d cramp your style.”

      I glanced back and forth between them, wondering where the conversation would lead.

      “Don’t mind him, sweetheart. Liam and I haven’t gone shopping together since he got his license.”

      Liam and I spent the rest of the meal mostly in silence as we listened to Mom and James.

      “Wasn’t this nice?” my mom asked aloud.

      Neither Liam nor I answered back, but James was quick to respond, “I think so, love. We should do this a couple times a week while both the kids are still at home.”

      “We should,” she agreed. “What do you think kids?”

      Kids? Yeah, we were still toddlers.

      “I think that’s a great idea, Alana,” Liam finally answered. “It will give Mairi and a chance to get to know each other better.” Mom beamed at James, completely missing the predatory look from Liam. “Don’t you think so, sis?”
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        * * *

      

      Later that afternoon, both of our parents had left the house to go shopping, when Liam cornered me in the kitchen.

      “I still can’t believe you didn’t tell me you were moving here.”

      “I tried to tell you.”

      “When?”

      “So many times.”

      “Hard to believe, considering you never answered my texts.”

      “I didn’t get any of your texts.”

      “Why not?”

      “Probably because I blocked your number.”

      “Why would you do that?”

      “I texted you straight for a week without a reply. I thought maybe you met someone in London and had stopped talking to me.”

      “I didn’t.”

      “Then why didn’t you answer any of my texts?” I glanced to the side because staring into his eyes was too difficult. I didn’t know if I could handle his response.

      What if he told me that he stopped texting because he didn’t want anything to do with me?

      “A couple days into the trip, I lost my phone in the Thames,” he replied.

      “That’s such a cop out. You seriously expect me to believe that?”

      “What reason would I have to lie to you?”

      “I don’t know. It just felt like that was the end.”

      “So you blocked me?”

      I nodded. “It hurt too much to think about what you were going to say to me when you finally responded, so I decided to just cut the connection.”

      “I thought we had some good conversations.”

      “We did, but you were literally an ocean away, entering your last year of university and I was still finishing high school, without a plan.”

      “What happened to going to uni?”

      “I took a gap year.”

      “You did?”

      “Yeah,” I responded. “And the day I decided to, mom told me she was moving here, and she wanted me to come with her. So I jumped at the chance to be closer to both of my parents for the first time in my life.”

      “And closer to me?”

      “Maybe, but now it doesn’t matter.”

      He shook his head in disbelief as he walked out of the kitchen. Just as he got to the bottom of the stairs he looked back and said, “I still can't believe you're really here.” Then just as quickly as he cornered me, he was out of sight.

      “Neither can I,” I replied to the empty room.

      Neither can I.

      The rest of the evening I avoided everyone, holed up in my room. I couldn’t handle another confrontation with him. When I closed my eyes for the last time that night, I didn’t know how much more my heart could take.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 8

          

          

      

    

    







            Liam

          

        

      

    

    
      “I can’t handle much more of this,” I told Darren.

      For the past week, I’d tried my damndest to avoid Mairi, but it was nearly impossible since her bedroom was across from mine. She hadn’t made any friends here yet, so she was always around.

      “You could crash on my couch for a while,” he offered.

      “If it gets any worse, I might take you up on that.”

      “Blue balls getting to you?” he busted up laughing.

      Since the family breakfast they had forced us to attend, she’d given up on worrying about what she wore around the house, which usually consisted of tank tops and shorts. I still couldn’t believe she was here, after all these months.

      Under the same roof.

      Talk about forced proximity.

      The months we had been apart had brought on some physical changes in her. Sometimes I thought I was going crazy because she was even more gorgeous now than she was when we first met. Her hips were fuller and I could have sworn her breasts were bigger.

      “With the amount of time I spend taking cold showers, I could have been preparing for an Arctic challenge.”

      “Are you sure your balls haven’t shrivelled up by now?”

      “Enough about my balls, they’re just fine,” I responded.

      “So are you coming out tonight then?”

      I glanced at my closed door, wondering what Mairi was doing on the other side of the hall.

      “Yeah, I’m coming out,” I agreed and then ended the call. I quickly got ready and walked out into the hall. Mairi stepped out the moment I got there, dressed for bed. Yet another reason for me to flee.

      “You’re going out?” she asked.

      “Yup.” I knew I was being short, but I didn’t care. Hopefully, I’d find someone else to occupy my thoughts tonight.

      “Oh, okay then. Have fun.”

      “That’s the plan.” With that, I bounded down the steps and was out in the car before she could respond. Finding someone other than the off-limits newly appointed step-sister across the hall. She was everything I wanted and shouldn’t touch rolled up into one smoking hot package.

      I was fucked if I didn’t find something to take my mind off of her. If our parents ever found out just how much fun we had in Paris, we would both be fucked.

      Which was exactly why we needed a little separation.

      The problem was that I would rather curl up on the couch beside her and watch a movie. The truth of the matter was that until Miranda, I hadn’t dated at all. I was a nerd and a loner in high school. Top that up with my mom dying from cancer and my dad being gone on business trips.

      I could have gone the other way and turned into a wild child, but I wanted my mom to be proud so I threw myself into school.

      Studying instead of dates.

      Studying instead of patties.

      Studying instead of having sex.

      That was until I went away for uni and Miranda convinced me we should date. She wasn’t my first, but there hadn’t been many girls before her. In between her and Mairi, there had been a couple one-night stands and several failed attempts at dating.

      After Mairi blocked me, it was easy to return to what or rather who I knew.

      Miranda.

      It wasn’t because I loved her; I never developed feelings for her beyond a platonic friendship. I was ashamed to say it went on so long because she was willing. Believing that cheapened her somehow, and somewhere between school and meeting Mairi, our friendship suffered.

      It wasn’t because of Mairi, regardless of what Miranda believed. It had everything to do with her inability to accept that our sexual relationship was over and that we had never been more than friends.

      And now my actions had placed me between a rock and a hard place.

      “So it’s getting crowded at home?” Darren asked as soon as we got our beers..

      The drinks were flowing, and the music was pumping. Darren and Rick showed up just as they promised, and without Miranda.

      “Yeah.” I took another swig of my beer and glanced around the pub.

      “So what you’re saying is you need to find someone else to get under?”

      “Not sure if I need the added complication in my life, but yeah, I would welcome the distraction.”

      “Take your pick,” Rick told me as he surveyed the crowd.

      A few moments later, he waggled his eyebrows just as a manicured hand gently caressed my forearm. I glanced over to find a tall brunette, with a cute, girl next door look.

      “Hey baby, wanna buy me a drink?”

      “Sure,” I told her. “What are you drinking tonight?”

      She licked her lips before responding, “I’d really like a sex on the beach.” Then her eyes got brighter. “Or maybe a fuzzy navel.”

      Okay.

      Maybe she wanted the girl next door look to work like a flytrap. A little sweet, at least until the stickiness of the trap made it impossible to leave.

      A little like the one I left at home.

      Then I knew I was completely fucked when I breathed in her perfume and the first thing that came to mind was how much she didn’t smell like the vixen across the hall.

      So I did what any other insane guy would do, I ordered her a drink, and tried to let her down easily. By asking if I could order her friends’ drinks too.

      “You’re not interested in me at all are you?” she pouted.

      “Sorry.”

      She shrugged her shoulders. “Well, at least we got some free drinks.”

      “Have a nice night ladies,” I told them, then went in search of my friends.

      “Guys, I think I’m gonna head out of here.”

      “But you just got here, and they packed this place with girls, prime for the picking.”

      “You’re an ass.”

      “Everyone wants a piece of the Rickmeister.”

      “No, they don’t,” Darren piped in.

      “I’ll try a piece.”

      “You’ll never be able to stop at one.”

      “Get a room,” Darren booed.

      “Let’s get out of here, sweetheart. D here is just jealous of what I’ve got.”

      The woman examined Darren and I from head to toe and said, “I could do all three of you.”

      Darren’s eyes widened, but he didn’t say a thing. Before I could respond, Rick took her hand and guided her away, whispering in her ear.

      I watched as she giggled at his antics.

      “Now that they’re both gone, what are you going to do?”

      “I’ll find someone or something to occupy my time,” he responded.

      At that, I left.

      So much for a night out to avoid the distraction at home.

      All the lights in the house were off when I pulled into the driveway. I turned off the car and made my way inside as quietly as possible. Dad never cared when I was out late, even in high school, but I needed to be concerned about disrupting the ladies of the house.

      Mainly one in particular that I couldn’t seem to get my mind off of.

      I made it through the house, had a shower and crawled into bed. My head had just hit the pillow when I heard Mairi call out another guy’s name.

      Did she already meet someone else?

      Is he in there with her right now?
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      Bright lights blinded me.

      Glass shattered and rained all around me. The world started tilting and I couldn’t do anything to stop it. I was just along for the ride. No wait, that was the car.

      I reached for Michael’s arm, but he was too far away. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t get to him. Something or someone was taking him away from me.

      “Michael,” I screamed into the darkness. “Don’t leave me!”

      Then the car was rocking, and I struggled against hands as they grabbed for me. “Wake up,” whispered a male voice. “It’s just a dream.”

      “Michael,” I sobbed. “I need to get to him.”

      I felt myself coming to the surface.

      “Who’s Michael?” the familiar voice asked as I opened my eyes. “There you are.”

      “What are you doing in my room?” Liam was perched at the foot of my bed, half naked and watching me. I sat up and pulled the covers over my chest.

      “Who’s Michael?” Liam repeated.

      “My brother.”

      “You have a brother?”

      “Had.” I wiped at my eyes, trying to hide the tears.

      I missed him.

      My twin.

      Inseparable since conception.

      “What do you mean had?” he asked, shocked. 

      It wasn’t surprising that he reacted to the news. My mom and I had all but removed any visual memory of Michael from our lives. I still had my box of memories in the top of the closet, but it still hurt to talk about him.

      “Michael died last year.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Why? It’s not like you killed him.”

      “Do you want to talk about it?” he asked as he pulled me into his bare chest. “What happened to him?”

      “We were driving home late from Jen’s house and a drunk driver ran us off the road. Michael was driving and his side was hit. He died in the ambulance on the way to the hospital. I found out when I woke up five days later.”

      “Were you close?”

      “Michael was more than my brother, he was my best friend,” I told Liam. “We were inseparable.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah. He was my twin, my other half.”

      “I’m sorry you lost him.”

      “Me too.”

      No matter how many therapy sessions I went to, I still had nightmares of that night. On nights like this one, I often woke up in a cold sweat, staring off into the dark. When I returned to school after the accident, the sound of a locker slamming would make me jump. It reminded me too much of the sound of the collision.

      The stares In the school hallway were the worst.

      At first, I had actually considered asking my mom if I could transfer schools. The memories of Michael in that school and at home battered me every day, but since I was already in my last year and didn’t have much left until graduation, I tossed the idea out the window.

      “Now that we’re both awake, I think we should talk.”

      “You wanna talk right now?” I glanced down at my tank top. “In here?”

      “It's not like I haven’t seen you naked before.”

      I blushed.

      He placed two fingers under my chin and lifted my gaze to his, then he leaned forward and whispered, “Then again, we don’t have to talk at all.”

      He pressed his lips to mine. As he deepened the kiss, we moved in slow motion until my head settled onto my pillow. Settling half of his body over mine, he slid his left hand up under my tank top. Heat trailed over my stomach, then my ribs and my breathing hitched as he palmed my breast.

      The way his body felt molded to mine, brought me back to the night not so long ago when he had held me just like this. Thinking about it still had me clenching any thighs together. I yearned to chase that feeling once again. It took everything in me not to part my legs and let him inside again.

      How he made me feel alive.

      Worshipped me.

      It was everything I wanted my first time to be and more.

      And now I was here under the same roof as him.

      Pregnant with his child.

      And I hadn’t told him or another soul about it.

      There would be no hiding the changes or the morning sickness.

      Eventually no one would buy jet lag as the reason for me being tired all the time.

      Because fucking hell, I was tired.

      All the damned time.

      How the hell did my mom do this?

      A sudden pang seared. through my chest as I longed for my twin.

      Michael would know what to do.

      I laughed at the thought of Michael changing dirty diapers. Cause he would. It was just the type of brother he was. We bickered over the small things like shared bathrooms.

      But not the big things, like decking Bobby Ryan for touching my books in the seventh grade. It didn’t matter that they were best friends. If anyone mistreated me, my brother was the first one to set it right.

      Just about now was when I really needed his unwavering support.

      Either that or he could just save me the anxiety and blurt out my condition to mom.

      God, I missed him.

      An icy wave crashed over me, so I pushed him away.

      “Have you been drinking?”

      “Only a couple, why?”

      “Would you be trying to kiss me if you hadn’t been?”

      He moved back. “I don’t know.”

      “Then we shouldn’t be doing this now.”

      “Why not?”

      “We’re family now.” As I said it, I couldn’t help but add in more ways than one in my head.

      “No, we aren’t. Our parents are married.”

      “Can you stay here?” I whispered.

      “Maybe that’s not such a good idea.”

      Neither did I, but I didn’t want to be alone right now.

      “Just until I fall to sleep.”

      “Okay, just until you fall asleep.”

      The next morning, when I woke up I couldn’t help but take in his gorgeous peaceful face.

      “Like what you see?” he asked, voice groggy from his deep sleep.

      I blushed and looked away. He wrapped his arm around me and pulled me closer. He kissed my temple, then laid back and closed his eyes. Every time I get close to him I have to remind myself this won’t last.

      Why was it the one thing that made me think about something other than what I had lost would be the next thing I would lose?
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      The memories of the first night I stayed in her room were still fresh in my mind - it had been a little over a week since then. After we had the long-overdue conversation, the atmosphere between us was so much lighter, and we spent most nights either in her room or mine, laughing and talking until the late hours.

      We had yet to take our physical intimacy beyond the point of heavy petting and grinding, with our clothing providing a barrier from going any further. We could both feel the tension in the air, but neither of us knew how to break it. I knew most of what was holding the two of us back had to do with our living situation.

      That and our new familial connection.

      No matter how much our parents wanted us to be a happy family of four, I couldn't think of Mairi as a sister. Especially when I knew her in the biblical sense. Maybe it would have been simpler had she not been the woman I had a fling with in Paris.

      This morning when I woke up in her bed, I could feel her breathing beside me and I knew I couldn't take it anymore. When I woke up with a morning wood as hard as stone, it put all my other hard-ons to shame. I had her exactly where I wanted her, and now it was time to show her how deeply she was affecting me. The sound of us breathing was the only noise in the house as I kissed her and crawled out of the bed.

      “Where are you going?” she asked.

      “I need to check if anyone is home.”

      “Why would you do that?”

      “Several reasons,” I responded.

      “What’s the first one?”

      “That I want you naked and lying in the middle of my bed by the time I come back,” I commanded.

      I opened the door, glancing out into the hallway before I stepped out, and my footfalls echoed in the silence as I shut her door behind me. In just a few minutes, I had determined that the house was vacated, and the warmth of the coffeepot indicated they had just gone. Thankfully, they stepped out the door without checking in on either Mairi or me. After I made sure the car was out of sight and the door was securely locked, I could hear my footsteps echoing as I climbed back up the stairs.

      When I reached the top of the steps, I heard the faint, yet unmistakable sound of Mairi clumsily rummaging around in my bedroom. By the sound of things, she was scrambling to do what I had requested before I left her in her room to check on the parental situation.

      I hesitated for a few more moments before I eventually opened the door and stepped through into the room.

      And halted on the spot.

      There she sat, nestled in the middle of the bed, her hair spread out over the pillows and her body entirely wrapped up from her neck to her toes.

      “Are you wearing clothes under there?” I questioned.

      She shook her head.

      “I don’t recall telling you to get under the blankets.”

      Her cheeks reddened.

      “Are you sure you’re naked?”

      “It was cold.”

      “I can think of a million different ways to warm you up,” I told her as I stalked toward the head of the bed. I leaned forward, as if I was going to kiss her, then I grabbed the blankets and yanked them off.

      Letting out a yelp, she frantically waved her arms to prevent the blankets from dropping to the ground.

      I was instantly hard at the sight of her.

      Naked for the first time in my bed.

      As far as I was concerned, she needed to stay like that forever.

      Ready and willing for the taking.

      I couldn’t wait to be balls deep in her wet pussy. She’d even shaved everything except for a little triangle of hair pointed like a beacon.

      Straight between her legs.

      Which was exactly where I wanted to be. I wanted to feel her heels digging into my ass as I pounded her into oblivion. To hear her scream my name so loud the neighbours know I rocked her world.

      “This seems a bit unfair,” she told me as she pointed back and forth between us.

      “You think so, do you,” I teased as my hands went to the button of my jeans. I smirked at the sight of her watching my fingers as I undid the button and pushed my jeans down, kicking them off when they hit the floor.

      I reached into the drawer in the bedside table, pulling out a condom and placing it on the top within reach. Then I crawled onto the bed next to Mairi and pressed my lips to hers. I palmed her breast before trailing my fingers down her body until they found their way between her slick folds.

      Deepening the kiss, I muffled her moans as I plunged two fingers inside her wet pussy. Her walls clenched around my fingers as I circled her clit with my thumb. Pulling back, I gazed at her face. Curling my fingers, I thrusted them in and out. Her eyes closed, and she arched her back, pushing her perky nipples closer to my face.

      So close I couldn’t resist putting my mouth on them.

      She mewled as I sucked on one and the other, then kissed my way down her body until I replaced my thumb on her clit with my mouth. Nestled between her thighs, I pulled my fingers from her pussy, chuckling against her when she moaned in protest.

      “Don’t worry, I’ll make it good,” I promised. My cock was so hard it could probably drive nails into wood.

      “How good?” she breathed.

      “So good you might just come with one push inside you.”

      Kneeling next to her, I squeezed my hard length. Before I had a chance to, she reached for the foil packet on my nightstand. She sat up on the bed and tore into the package. Then she stroked my cock from base to tip. The crinkling of the wrapper was the only sound in the room, other than our heavy breathing. She blushed as she made quick work of rolling the condom down my rock hard length.

      Mairi was such a contradiction, so confident in her movements, yet so timid in her actions.

      Once I was completely covered, I settled between her thighs. She licked her lips as I pushed them apart. With a roll of my hips, the head of my cock nudged at her entrance.

      “Oh God,” she groaned.

      Her jaw drop open as I pushed forward with a hard thrust. My dick twitched deep within her warm, wet walls. The thought of them clenching me as she came undone almost had me emptying my seed inside her prematurely.

      Why did I waste all this time avoiding her?

      Her hands gripped the pillow under her head as I pushed deeper and thrust faster. Until the only sound in the room was our breathing and the slapping of flesh. She threw her head back as I thrust one final time.

      Plummeting both of us over the edge, together.
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      For the next week, Liam and I hadn’t spent one night alone. Whenever we were in the same room, hiding my feelings and my current condition was more difficult. Our parents were still enjoying their honeymoon phase, so when we were all in the same room it was difficult not to share the same conspiratory looks as we thought of ways to douse their fire.

      I tried to phone Jen every day, but every day we seemed to just barely miss each other. Playing phone tag with your best friend from the other side of the world was frustrating, especially when I had such a crazy story to tell her. A story that shouldn’t be told via text. I needed to hear her voice when I told her that the man that rocked my socks off and knocked me up, was literally sleeping across the hall from me now.

      To be honest, I didn’t know how I felt about that.

      My mom still didn’t know I was pregnant.

      I definitely hadn’t told Liam I was carrying his unborn child. Until the moment I saw him that first day, I never thought I would have to broach this subject with him. Not to mention that he was in the same house as me and we were sharing the minefield that was our parents as they began their married life.

      Trying to ignore those feelings I stuffed down to the bottom of my toes while looking at the father of my child in the eyes was daunting. This move was supposed to open more doors for me and bring me closer to the rest of my family, but now I had to figure out what Liam represented in that future.

      If I could ever get a hold of my best friend, she would know what to do. Even if she didn’t, I sure as hell needed someone to talk to. After all, she was the only person who knew I was pregnant. At least until I got up the guts to tell my mom. Nothing like having to confess all of your sins in one swoop.

      “Hello?” she answered after the first ring, her video popping up.

      “Jen, thank fuck! I’ve been trying to get you for ages.”

      “Hey chickie,” she giggled. “How’s Bonnie Old Scotland treating you?”

      “Haven’t seen much of it yet,” I confessed. “Mom’s been too focused on her new husband to notice that I don’t have a set of wheels.”

      I wasn’t really that upset that my mom was so focused on James. After everything that we had both been through, she deserved to be happy. James seemed to be the only one who could bring her any sort of happiness since Michael died. James always went out of his way to include me, even before they were married, so I was more than a little supportive of their marriage. I didn’t have a lot to compare it to since my parents had been divorced for the same amount of time I had been alive.

      “Awe,” she responded sarcastically.

      The only parents who were divorced out of my friends were Jen’s parents. They seemed to overcompensate their divorce by allowing her and her siblings an endless spending account. Sure, she had everything that she desired materialistically, but she lacked the relationship that she wanted with her family.

      “I’m going exploring tomorrow, even if I have to hop on a bus to nowhere.”

      “It can’t be that hard to get around over there. You should get one of those twenty-four-hour passes on those hop on hop off busses. At least you’d see some sights and get used to the area.”

      “Yeah, I should try that. Maybe my mom or James would drive me to one of their main pickup points.”

      “There you go,” she agreed. “So, on a more serious note, have you told your mom about the baby yet?”

      “Not yet,” I sighed. “But the world is definitely trying to make me its bitch.”

      In more ways than one.

      She laughed. “God, you’re so dramatic.”

      “Ironic is what it is,” I responded, leading up to the real reason for my call.

      “What’s ironic?” she asked.

      “My stepbrother,” I sighed, placing my hand over my eyes.

      “Ooh, is he that hot? Don’t tell me you want to sleep with your stepbrother? Isn’t that kind of forbidden?”

      “I’ve already slept with him.”

      “What the fuck?” Her eyes lit up. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

      “Nope.”

      “Well, when you move fast, I guess you move really fast. How did you sneak that by your parents? Don’t they sleep just down the hallway?”

      I blushed. “No, you’re not getting it. I slept with him before we moved here.”

      “Where else could you have slept with him?” she waggled her eyebrows for effect. “Did you know him over here?”

      God, I missed her already.

      “I mean I slept with him in Paris. Jen, he’s the father.”

      “You’re shitting me right?”

      “Nope. Of course my luck would dictate that my new stepbrother is also the father of my unborn child.”

      “Shit,” she started laughing hysterically. “Maybe you’re right and the world is really out to get you.”

      “It’s not funny.”

      “Sure it is.”

      “Not at all,” I groaned. “What am I supposed to tell my mom? ‘Hey, mom, so you know how you thought I was studying over Spring? Well, I wasn’t. Oh, and guess what… you’re gonna be a grandma and your new stepson is the father.’ I am sure that will go over just perfect.”

      I watched through video as she giggled and rolled around on her bed. I stopped talking, crossing my arms over my chest in annoyance, until she calmed down.

      “That means your stepbrother is hot,” she gasped. “You should sleep with him again. It’s not like you can get pregnant twice.”

      “Shut up,” I told her, worried that someone might hear our conversation. “Of course he’s hot, but I can’t think of him that way. Not anymore.”

      Part of me thought about telling her I had slept with him again, but I couldn’t. If I said it out loud, then it would be real. If it was real, and it went sideways, then I could lose everything.

      “What did he say when you told him?”

      “I haven’t told him about the baby yet.”

      “You haven’t?”

      “No, I have absolutely no clue how to tell him. I don’t even know where to begin.” The truth of the matter was that I shouldn’t even be sleeping with him now.

      “I’m sorry, Mairi. That sucks,” she agreed. “So what are you going to do?”

      “I have no clue. Of course he would have to be here at the moment that I decided that I’m keeping the baby,” I confessed.

      I wanted to tell her I was sleeping with him again, but I didn’t know what to think about the situation. For all I knew, the moment I told him about the baby, he’d drop me and then I’d be more heartbroken than I was when he stopped answering my texts.

      “You’re not just making that decision because he’s back in the picture?” she voiced the one question I knew she would. The coincidence of Liam being present in my life would be too great to ignore.

      “I can understand why you’re saying that, but I decided on the plane over here. The plan just came to me while I was gazing out the window at the clouds. This is a new chapter in my life. Maybe everything worked out for a reason.”

      “Are you sure you’re ready for the responsibility?” she asked, looking concerned.

      “I’m positive,” I sighed. “In more ways than one now, I guess.”

      “Yeah,” she shook her head. “When are you going to tell everyone?”

      “I promise I’m going to tell them soon.”

      “I can’t believe you haven’t even told your mom yet?”

      “I wouldn’t even know where to begin with telling my mom, especially considering Liam is the baby’s father.”

      “How are you hiding all the morning sickness from her?”

      “She’s too wrapped up in James to notice. For the first week she thought I was getting acclimated to the time change.”

      “Well, I definitely know you’re not going to be able to hide the baby bump for long, chickie,” she warned me.

      Before I could respond, I heard the floor creek behind me. My stomach dropped. I turned around and Liam was standing in the doorway.

      How much did he hear?

      “Baby?” he asked, confirming my worst fear. “What baby?”

      My mouth dropped open, and my tablet fell out of my hands onto the bed.

      “Mairi, are you still there?” Jen asked through the one earphone that I still had in.

      “Uh… yeah, but can I call you back?” I asked her when I picked it back up.

      “Sure. Love ya, bye.”

      “Love ya too.”

      I slid back on the bed and turned to face Liam, holding the tablet to my chest like a shield.

      “Boyfriend?” Liam asked.

      “Best friend.”

      He nodded, then repeated his question. “You’re pregnant?”

      “Uh… Can you close the door?” I squeaked.

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” he replied.

      “Please?” I pleaded.

      “Why?”

      “Cause I don’t want our parents to overhear us talking.”

      “Why not? Shouldn’t your mom already know you’re pregnant?”

      “Please, just close the door,” I repeated.

      He shrugged. “Okay.”

      He closed the door like I asked and stepped up to the foot of the bed. The smell of his cologne made my stomach do flips, not in a morning sickness way.

      He looked at the bed next to me. “Do you mind if I sit down?”

      “Sure,” I replied, placing the tablet on my bedside table. I pulled my knees up to my chest to steady my trembling hands.

      “So… you’re going to have a baby?” he asked quietly.

      “Yes, but my mom doesn’t know yet,” I whispered. “Please don’t say anything.”

      “When are you going to tell them?”

      “Actually, I wanted to find you and tell you first.”

      “Why?” he asked, with a confused look on his face. “It’s your life. It’s not like it matters what I think.”

      “It’s your life too,” I countered.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “The baby is yours.”

      “Yeah, right,” he reacted dismissively.

      I glanced down at my lap, hoping the silence would make enough of a statement in response. What did he expect me to say? Did he think I was making this up? That would be a pretty shitty thing to do.

      He stood up and backed away from me. “You’re shitting me.”

      “You’re the only one I’ve ever been with,” I replied, fully expecting him to just waltz out the door. It was only a couple steps away from where he moved to, so what was a couple more steps.

      “Please tell me you’re over eighteen, cause from everything our parents have been saying you’re a lot younger than I thought you were.”

      “I’m eighteen,” I answered with a cringe.

      “Fuck,” he ran his hands through his hair. “I can’t believe you’re only eighteen!” He paced the room. “It’s bad enough I got you pregnant. But now you’re my stepsister and it’s going to look like I took advantage of you.”

      “I’ve been eighteen since January.”

      “I thought you were in University.”

      “I never told you I was.”

      “No shit.”

      “I never lied to you. I just didn’t tell you the whole truth.”

      “I thought it was weird that you were in University and still a virgin.”

      “So you still believe I was?”

      “Of course I do,” he told me as he sat back down on the bed. “I never had a reason to doubt that you were telling the truth. We only forgot the condom once.” He ran his hands through his hair. “Were you even on birth control?”

      “I was a virgin.”

      “You don’t have to have sex to be on birth control.”

      “I hadn’t planned on having sex,” I responded.

      “I can’t believe this,” he groaned. “I knew I shouldn’t have slept with you.”

      “Are you talking about the first time, or the other night?”

      There was a softness in his eyes as he watched me.

      “Both,” he responded.

      It was like he had done a complete one-eighty. I didn’t know when I started crying, but suddenly I realized my face was wet. He reached for me, but I flinched.

      “I think you should leave,” I whispered, pulling further back.

      “What exactly am I doing that’s so wrong?”

      “You shouldn’t be in here.”

      “Why not?”

      “Our parents are probably downstairs.”

      “So what?”

      “They might suspect something.”

      He tilted his head toward my stomach. “I think it’s a little too late to worry about that, sweetheart.”

      I grabbed my pillow and chucked it at him. “Leave.”

      He furrowed his brows and held the pillow with one hand. “What did I do?”

      “Just go,” I pleaded.

      “You shouldn’t be alone.”

      “I’ve been alone for four months.”

      He set the pillow back on the bed and left, shutting the door. I grabbed the pillow, laid down on the bed with it over my face and screamed.
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      I stepped out into the hall.

      A baby?

      I did the walk across the hall into my bedroom in a fog. I shut the door behind me and flopped down on the bed. I laid there, just staring at the ceiling, as if it held all the answers to the questions of the universe. There were way too many to count, and even less time to figure out the answers. There were four years between the two of us and she was still underage.

      Was she going to keep the baby?

      Did I want to be a dad?

      Did she want me to be their dad?

      I hadn’t heard enough of her conversation through the door to know any of those answers. All I heard was the word baby and something inside me said I needed to know the answer to at least one question. What I didn’t realize was that the response she was about to give me was going to open up a huge list of things I would have to consider.

      Would I have still slept with her again if I knew about the baby?

      It was one thing to have the girl I couldn’t get out of my head move into my house, and another to have her be pregnant with my kid. I still hadn’t graduated uni yet. How the hell was I supposed to support a family? Then again, she never said she wanted us to be a family. In fact, she was fairly adamant that she didn’t think I should even be in her room, or touch her, even if I was only wiping away a tear.

      Before she showed up on our doorstep, I told myself that I wouldn’t stop having fun because I had a new stepsister. Now there was the other problem. She was pregnant with my kid. I thought I was just going to deal with a bratty new sister. Instead, fate delivered me the woman of my dreams, who was still too young, and at least eighteen years of future responsibility.

      This whole thing would have been easier to navigate if all we had between us was an amazing weekend.

      Even when I kept in contact with her I didn’t see it going beyond friendship because of the distance between us. In the back of my mind I thought that if she ever walked back into my life, I wouldn’t turn down another roll in the hay if she let me. Mairi was just enough wild with her sweet. However, now she was considered completely off limits and a complete and utter disaster waiting to happen.

      Which was why now, more than ever, I’d have to be careful.

      After laying there for an hour, I called my friend Rick and told him to meet me at the pub. He had just got back into town so he didn’t know what was going on in my house yet. My day wouldn’t be getting much better, so I might as well have a couple of drinks to numb whatever was going on in my brain.

      Our house was in the perfect location.

      It was walking distance from the popular local bar. During my first year of uni, I lived in my dorm room, but on the weekends I would stay here purely for the pub. My dad was never at home, so it was the perfect place to take chicks when I brought them home. With the new situation, I wouldn’t have the freedom to bring girls home anymore. To be honest, considering the circumstances, I would be a complete asshole if I tried to bring women home.

      “Liam,” Rick nodded.

      “Hey Rick.”

      “Not that I’m complaining, but what was so urgent you needed a drink?”

      “You’re never gonna believe who showed up on my doorstep.”

      “Who?” he asked, taking a drink of his beer.

      “The chick I hooked up with in Paris.”

      “How the hell did she find you?”

      “My dad is married to her mom.”

      He barked out a laugh. “Priceless.”

      “You can say that again.”

      “So the hot piece of ass you had in Paris is currently living in your house.”

      “Yeah, but now she’s my stepsister. Feckin’ untouchable.”

      Eric sighed. “Shit, that sucks to be you.”

      “Yeah, but that’s not the end of this train wreck. She’s pregnant.”

      “Yours?”

      “Yeah,” I sighed.

      “You sure?” he asked.

      “The timeline is right, and I was the one who took her virginity.”

      “Shit,” he cursed. “What are you going to do?”

      “Fucked if I know.”

      Rick laughed again.

      “Fuck you, man! It's not funny.” I wanted to punch the smug look off of his face.

      “Shit, yeah it is. Your sister’s having your baby.”

      “Stepsister.”

      “Whatever. Your parents are married.”

      I groaned. “Don’t remind me. She wants to keep it, but doesn’t want our parents to know it’s mine.”

      “Well then, you dodged a bullet.”

      “I guess.”

      What I don’t tell Rick is how I didn’t want to be the kid’s uncle. Shit, I wanted kids someday, but just not now. One thing I knew, I didn’t want some other jackass to be my baby’s father. Mairi didn’t seem to want me involved. Maybe I just needed to prove I could be there, and she’d let me.

      “Miranda’s gonna lose her shit when she finds out.”

      “Miranda and I haven’t dated since February.”

      “Hasn’t stopped her from trying to jump you every chance she gets. How many times have you guys fucked since February?”

      “Once,” I responded.

      “Since before Mairi moved in?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Shit… she’s still gonna go psycho on your ass,” he laughed.

      I ended things with Miranda a couple months before I went to Paris. We’d dated since our first year of college, but had been friends since before that. This past year, I realized we both wanted different things. She wanted to get married, and I wanted to focus on my career. It didn’t help that I wasn’t in love with her.

      Hell, when I thought back, I think I liked the idea of dating her more than the actual dating. She was what I knew, and that was easy. No matter how well we got along, I didn’t think she was the one for me. Like an idiot, I had slept with her since I went to Paris. Before anything happened, I made it clear I wanted nothing more. Rick was right about one thing, though.

      She was going to lose her mind.

      “Enough of this shit, let’s get drunk,” I lifted my pint and chugged the rest of the beer.

      “Hell yeah.”
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        * * *

      

      We all stumbled out of the pub at just after midnight, the sound of laughter echoing in the street, and I hailed a cab. I arrived home to a dark house, the only illumination coming from Mairi’s room where a warm, yellow light shone through the curtains. I navigated the stairs, carefully placing my feet on each step in order to not make a sound and wake our parents.

      I softly rapped my knuckles against the door, the sound echoing in the hallway.

      The door opened wide, and Mairi was revealed standing in the doorway. I nearly forgot the purpose of my late night visit as I was distracted by what she was wearing.

      My shirt.

      All I could focus on was the smell of her hair and the feeling of her lips on mine.

      “You’re back early.”

      “I just wasn’t feeling it tonight. Besides, I’ve been thinking about our situation.”

      “I won’t tell our parents that you’re the father,” she interrupted me.

      “Why not?” I asked.

      It surprised me she wouldn’t tell them the whole truth. I’d told her I would be there for her, but maybe she really didn’t want me to be. Women were confusing ninety-nine point five percent of the time.

      “Cause it’s weird. They'll think we got together here, after we knew we were siblings.”

      “I’m pretty sure when you have our baby in five months they’ll figure it out. My dad knows I was in Paris.”

      “My mom doesn’t know I went.”

      I raised my eyebrows. Maybe she really wasn’t a good girl after all.

      “How’s that possible?”

      “We both know now that our parents were in Vegas getting hitched.”

      I ran my hand through my hair and exhaled. “Yeah. This is so fucked up.”

      “You’re telling me. I’d already decided I’d raise our child on my own before I got here. Then I walked in the door and here you were and suddenly you’re my stepbrother.”

      “Look. I know this isn’t the most ideal situation, but if you truly want to raise our baby, then I want to be involved.”

      “How?”

      “I’ll take you to Doctor appointments and whatever else you need. Then we’ll figure out the rest when the baby is born.”

      “How do we explain you taking me to the doctor?”

      “Our parents are stuck in their own little dream world. They’ll be too busy to drive you and you sure as hell aren’t taking transit. Besides, they’ll be excited we’re getting along. They won’t notice a thing.”

      “Are you sure? You really don’t have to.”

      “Mairi, you’re not doing this alone.”

      She sighed. “Thank you.”
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      I woke up with one thing on my mind.

      It was time to tell my mom that I was pregnant, and I needed to do it before she figured it out herself. The only thing I wouldn’t do was tell them who the father was. Who knew what they would do if they found out I was having my stepbrother’s baby.

      I was still trying to wrap my head around it myself.

      Before I told our parents, the first thing I had to do was warn Liam, so I went to his bedroom. Liam’s door was open, but I still didn’t want to just walk in, so I knocked on the door frame. He was bent over his laptop reading emails.

      “Come in,” he said.

      “Do you have time to talk?”

      “Sure,” he replied.

      “I think it’s time for me to tell our parents that I’m pregnant.”

      “I’ll go with you,” he stood up from his desk.

      “You don’t have to,” I told him, holding my hand up. I wanted to do this on my own. It was my consequence to bear, even if it was his child.

      “I promised you wouldn’t be alone. Even if you don’t want to tell them I’m the father.”

      “I’m still not telling them.”

      “It's up to you.”

      I walked down the stairs towards the kitchen. I could feel Liam following close behind. When we rounded the corner into the kitchen, our parents were at the table eating their breakfast. Mom’s laptop was on one side of the table, so Liam and I sat in the chairs across from it. He was next to his dad, and I was closer to my mom. I placed my trembling hands on my lap beneath the table, then I waited for my mom to take a sip of coffee before I began.

      “Mom, I have something to tell you.”

      “What’s going on?” She set her coffee cup down on the table.

      Liam’s warm hand slid on top of mine. Every part of my brain said that I should pull away, but I couldn’t. For reasons unknown, he calmed my nerves and gave me the strength to tell her.

      “I’m pregnant.”

      My mom stilled, her voice an octave higher than usual. "What do you mean you’re pregnant?"

      A storm of nerves twisted in my stomach and I took a deep breath. "I mean… I'm pregnant."

      "You're only eighteen dammit!"

      I glanced briefly at Liam, and something I couldn’t place flashed in his eyes. Could it have been anger?

      “I know, mom. I’m sorry,” I told her as tears streamed down my face.

      “How far along are you?”

      “Five months.”

      “Five months? You’ve been hiding this from me for five months.”

      “Yes. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you.”

      “Who’s the father?”

      “A guy I met at a party,” I responded. It was the truth, but I promised Liam I wouldn’t tell them it was him.

      “Does he know?”

      I tried my best not to glance at Liam, but he squeezed my hand.

      “Yes mom, he knows.”

      “Well then, where is this boy?”

      “I want nothing from him.”

      “You can’t do this alone.”

      “I won’t be alone. I’ll be here with you guys.”

      “Have you thought this through? Maybe you should give the baby up for adoption.”

      “I won’t do that mom,” I replied.

      “Think this through. You’re younger than I was when I got pregnant with you and it was tough for me to do it all alone. You’re not married and you don’t have any means to support yourself.”

      “I’ll figure something out.” What she didn’t know was that my dad had told me I could work for him part time until I decided whether or not I wanted to go to school. He didn’t know about the pregnancy yet.

      “Mairi, there is no way you can do this on your own. You’re only eighteen, you’ve got the rest of your life ahead of you.”

      “Mom, I don’t think you understand,” I replied.

      “I understand enough to know that you’re going to ruin your life.”

      “I’m not ruining anything. If you’d paid attention to anything going on around you besides your new husband, then you would know is the first time I’ve felt truly happy since Michael’s death.”

      My mom visibly recoiled as if I had slapped her.

      “That’s not fair,” she reprimanded me.

      “I wasn’t trying to be fair; I was being honest.”

      “Promise me you will think about it,” she repeated like a broken record.

      Why couldn’t she understand that?

      “Mom, I’m never going to change my mind. These babies are a part of me,” I walked away, marched up the stairs and slammed my bedroom door.

      I could hear muffled voices, but I didn’t care. No matter what she said, I had already decided. I would keep my baby and nothing could make me change it. She should have taken a moment to understand how I felt. Tears welled up in my eyes as I laid on my bed and stared at the ceiling.

      I must have drifted off because when I heard a knock on my door I looked at the clock and a couple hours had passed.

      “Come in,” I called and rolled onto my side facing the door.

      Liam poked his head through the door. “Hey, sleepyhead. Supper is ready.”

      “I’m not hungry,” I sniffed. I didn’t want to face my mom and her constant nagging about me giving up my baby for adoption.

      “You should eat,” he replied softly.

      I sat up, slowly swinging my legs off the side of the bed. “I just don’t feel like dealing with them right now.”

      “So, why don’t we go somewhere?” he suggested with a smile.

      “Really?” I perked up. It had been a while since I had gone anywhere fun.

      “Yeah. I’ll take you out to eat and then we’ll go to my friend’s house.”

      “Okay,” I grinned. “I just need to get into something other than sweats.”

      “Cool. Come knock on my door and we’ll escape together.”

      He left, shutting the door. What the hell did I need to wear? I was so excited to get out of the house that I didn’t even bother to ask him which friends.

      What if they were the ones that came to Paris?

      If it was them, at least I would know someone. Fifteen minutes and several outfits later I found the most flattering thing. I’d gained ten pounds so far, but what really got me was that my hips were wider, so I knew I already needed new pants. I settled on a wraparound black skirt that allowed me to adjust the size of the waist. I put on a purple halter top that flared at the bottom to hide my stomach and found some flats.

      I walked into the hallway and glanced at myself in the mirror. I’d say one thing for pregnancy, my breasts were bigger. I inhaled deeply and knocked on Liam’s door. It swung open, and I resisted jumping him right there. He took a step back and his eyes widened. He scanned my body, paying close attention where my outfit hugged my curves. His eyes sparkled as they met mine. I didn’t know how he could be even more attractive than when we first met. He wore dark denim jeans and a black shirt that was tight over his chest and biceps. When I finished perusing his body, I met his eyes.

      “You’re a knockout,” he whispered in my ear.

      I blushed. “I’ve gained weight, nothing fits.”

      “You’re perfect,” he replied. “Now let’s get out of here.”

      We arrived at Liam’s friend’s flat just after eight. My hands were shaking because I’d only met one of his friends before. Liam held out his hand and interlaced our fingers. I immediately felt at ease. I didn’t know how he did it, but there was something about him that settled my nerves.

      “What can I get you to drink?”

      “I’ll have some orange juice, please.”

      “You’re not putting vodka in it?” Darren asked from across the table.

      I blushed and shook my head.

      “She can’t drink,” Liam explained.

      “Why not? Even if she wasn’t old enough, we’re not in a bar.”

      “She’s pregnant.”

      “Shit really? Who’s the dad?”

      Liam was silent and I couldn’t see his face because he was looking at Darren.

      “Holy shit, no way!” Darren yelled as he looked back and forth between us. “You two don’t waste any time. She’s only been here for a couple weeks.”

      Miranda scowled, setting me on edge. I wasn’t sure what she was to Liam, but I knew she hadn’t been on the vacation in Paris with him. Yet, if I didn’t know better, I’d have thought they had something going on by the way she was turning different shades of red.

      “This was a bad idea. I shouldn’t have come,” I whispered in Liam’s ear and got up.

      He grasped my shoulder. “Don’t worry about it.”

      “This is your life and I am invading it.”

      “I wouldn’t have asked you along if I didn’t want you here.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah, I’m sure.”

      “Okay.”

      “So you’ll stay?”

      “Yes.”

      “Come sit back down then.”

      I nodded, but before I sat down, I needed a moment away to calm my nerves. So I went for the most logical explanation and asked, “where is the washroom?”

      Surely he wouldn’t follow me there.

      He pointed. “Down the hall, second door on the right.”

      “Thanks.”
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      As soon as the door to the bathroom closed, Miranda turned to me, “Can we go talk somewhere private?”

      “That’s not a good idea,” I told her. I didn’t want to leave Mairi in a strange house with people she had just met so that I could have a private conversation with my ex-girlfriend. The same ex that I had actively been trying to avoid for the past couple weeks.

      I shouldn’t have slept with her again. I knew she still wanted me, but we didn’t work. It was a shitty decision but the last thing I expected was for Mairi to show up a week later.

      She just wasn’t getting the hint.

      “Just for few minutes.”

      “I’m fine just where I am,” I told her. “Whatever you have to say to me you can say in front of them.”

      “Liaaam,” she whined. “After everything we’ve been through, can you just give me this?”

      “I don’t want to leave Mairi alone,” I responded.

      "Liam, she's an adult. I'm sure she's capable of being without you for five seconds.” She rolled her eyes. “You never would have dated me if I was that helpless.”

      “She’s not helpless,” I defended. “She’s never met the guys so I don’t want her to feel abandoned.”

      “Please, just give me five minutes,” she argued. “Besides, these oafs will make sure she doesn’t feel out of place.”

      I glanced over at the door to the bathroom.

      “Five minutes,” I warned her.

      I followed her down the hallway. When she directed me into the bedroom, I leaned against the door so she couldn’t shut it.

      She walked partway into the room and when she turned around and noticed I hadn’t shut the door behind me; she made a face.

      “Aren’t you going to shut the door?”

      “Why would I?”

      She crossed her arms in front of her and replied, “You want them hearing everything I say to you?”

      “Depending on what you say, I’ll probably tell them everything you say to me,” I scoffed.

      “Fine.”

      “What did you need to talk to me so urgently about?”

      “Why don’t you want to be with me?”

      “We’ve been through all of this before. We’re better suited as friends.”

      “You told me you didn’t want to date anymore because you wanted to focus more on school.”

      “That’s right.”

      “Yet when she shows up, you change your mind. And now, suddenly she’s pregnant and you’re all in.”

      “It wasn’t sudden. I’ve known her for months.”

      “I find that hard to believe.”

      I furrowed my brows. “That’s the kicker. You don’t need to believe that I’ve known her for months. There is no you and me in that equation.”

      “I don’t understand what you see in her,” she replied. “We could have been so good together.”

      “If you’re not going to talk about anything else, I’m going to go back to the table.”

      “Wait, don’t go,” she called out just as I reached the door. I stopped and looked back at her. “How do you even know that she’s pregnant?”

      “Not that I need to appease you with a response, but Mairi doesn’t have a reason to lie to me.”

      “She could be after your money,” she argued.

      “What money?” I scoffed. “It’s not because she needs a place to stay, she already lives with me.”

      She stepped closer until she was right in front of me again. “Then she’s after permanent residence.”

      “You’re grasping at straws, she already has dual citizenship because her parents are from here.”

      “How do you know it’s even yours? It would be just like you to fall for her lies so easily.”

      I shook my head in disgust. “I won’t keep going round and round with you. If you can’t accept that I’ve moved on, then I don’t think we should be around each other anymore.”

      She grabbed my wrist. “No, Liam,” she pleaded. “I’m still in love with you.”

      I sighed. “Miranda, I don’t want to hurt you, but I don’t feel the same. We want different things. It was the reason I broke up with you. You need to find someone who will love you like you deserve.”

      “But you’re the only one I want,” she called down the hall after me.

      When I came around the corner, everyone, including Mairi was looking in my direction. Rick and Darren both rolled their eyes at Miranda’s antics, while Mairi’s eyes were more questioning.

      “I think we should get going,” I told her.

      “You just got here,” Rick complained. “We’re just getting to know Mairi here.”

      “You’ll have plenty of time to get to know her,” I told him. Miranda still hadn’t emerged from the bedroom, which was fine by me. With any luck, Mairi and I would be gone before she came out.

      Rick got up out of his chair, “I’ll show you two out.”

      “It was nice meeting you,” Mairi told Darren.

      “Next time I hope you both stay longer. I haven’t seen this guy in over a week,” he replied.

      She nodded her head in agreement.

      “Thanks for the invite, guys. See you later.”

      “Catch you later!” Darren called from the table.

      Mairi was a bit withdrawn during our drive back to the house. It made me wonder just how much she might have heard from our conversation down the hall.

      “Who is Miranda to you?” she asked when I pulled into the driveway.

      “She’s a friend of mine from high school,” I told her.

      “Did you guys date or something?”

      “Yeah, but it’s over.”

      “For how long?”

      “A couple of years,” I replied, not wanting to admit that we hooked up a couple times after we ended things.

      We had been friends throughout high school and when she followed me to uni, the familiarity of our shared past made it difficult to see the reason we weren’t dating.

      So I gave it a try.

      “How long has it been over between you?”

      “Since February of this year.” Truth be told, I didn’t really know when it ended between us. We were hot and heavy one moment, and then I was pulling back because our relationship had become more of a friends with benefits arrangement that had run its course.

      “I think she still has feelings for you,” she responded.

      “I only like her as a friend,” I assured her. My only regret with Miranda was letting things go on as long as it did. When I explained that although the sex was hot, that I didn’t think we would work as a couple, she seemed okay with it.

      What twenty-year-old male wouldn’t want access to sex without strings and a partner willing to explore whatever fantasies you had?

      Then everything changed when I met Mairi.

      The connection we formed in that one weekend alone was more than I’d had in two years with Miranda. What I hadn’t realized all those years ago was that a deeper connection had the ability to create more chemistry. Which made the sex even hotter than it was with any other woman.

      “So there isn’t a chance that you’ll get back together with her?”

      “You have nothing to worry about.”

      “You don’t have to be in a relationship with me because I’m pregnant,” she pushed.

      “I’m not.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes.”

      She took off her seatbelt, then responded, “good, because I’ve seen how much it hurts children when their parents fake it just because they were born.”

      “That’s the last thing that I want,” I said as I reached over and grabbed her hand. “I’m not sure what this is between me and you yet, but I want you to know I’m not going anywhere, no matter what.”

      “Okay.”

      “Don’t just okay me. If we weren’t sitting in the driveway, I would kiss the shit out of you.”

      “Liam.” Color rose to her cheeks just before she looked away.

      “Go get your cute butt in the house before we get caught.”

      She scrambled as well as she could out of the car and into the house while I sat there and watched like the sorry sap that I was.

      I hadn’t been completely honest with her.

      I wasn’t going anywhere.

      Now I just needed to deal with the thorn in my side.

      When I was sure that she couldn’t hear us, I called Rick.

      “Yellow!” he answered.

      “Hey, is Miranda still there?”

      “No. After the two of you left, Darren went back and coaxed her out of the room. The moment she saw you hadn’t stayed, she hightailed it out of here.”

      “Do me a favor?”

      “Name it.”

      “Warn me next time if she’s gonna be here and we’ll make other plans.”

      “It was that bad?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Sorry man,” he replied. “I thought that she just showed up at the door, but after she left, I asked Darren about it and I guess he told her you were coming here. Neither of us knew Mairi was coming with you, so she wouldn’t have had the warning.”

      “I’ve talked with her numerous times about how we were just friends and that’s it would ever be, but she just won’t get it through her head.”

      “She’s had it bad for you since we were in our pre-teens.”

      “And I feel bad about that, but I didn’t lead her on. We tried to date because we had so much in common, and we were good friends. It just didn’t work.”

      “Not like you and Mairi?”

      “Mairi is different. I don’t know what it is, but we clicked.”

      “I get it, I do,” he responded. “I can’t believe you’re gonna be a dad.”

      “Me neither. It wasn’t in the plans, but I wouldn’t change it for the world.”

      “Let me know the next time you’re free and we can go for drinks. I’ll make sure Darren knows Miranda isn’t welcome.”

      “I don’t want you guys to stop being friends with her because of me.”

      “She’s changed since high school. I don’t know what went on, but I don’t really hang out with her anymore.”

      “I hope that’s not on my account.”

      “Not at all.”

      “Alright, well I should go before Mairi thinks I got lost coming inside.”

      “Talk later.”

      I ended the call and went inside.
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      Liam was good to his word and drove me to my first doctor’s appointment. He even took the time to find me a female doctor a short drive from where we lived. The waiting room was filled with other pregnant women, who looked up when we came in. My heart raced as we approached the front desk to check in. The receptionist wrote my name down and had us take a seat. Liam was uncharacteristically quiet, but I completely understood. This appointment was more nerve-wracking because today I’d actually see and hear our baby for the first time.

      My hands were trembling, so I grabbed a magazine to distract myself. I tried to focus on the pages as I turned them, but it was hopeless. I couldn’t focus on the words, but I continued to turn the pages until I heard my name called.

      Standing, I immediately turned to Liam and asked, “Will you go in with me?”

      Eyes wide, he responded. “You want me to?”

      “I don’t want to go alone.”

      “I didn’t think you would want me in there.”

      “Of course I do, you’re the father.”

      The receptionist placed my medical file in a slot outside the door and ushered us inside.

      “You can change into this and then get up on the table,” she handed me a hospital gown before she closed the door.

      They had covered the white painted walls of the room with posters. The posters depicted several stages of baby development and human anatomy. There was a sheet of paper near the door listing parenting classes. My chest tightened as I thought about the path laid before me. There was so much I needed to do. Then, when I looked around, but didn’t see any way for me to hide while I changed into the gown. I froze, panicked both by the seriousness of the situation and my impending state of undress. To my surprise, Liam noticed.

      “What’s wrong?” He asked.

      “Uh… um… can you turn around?”

      “Oh… oh… yeah, sorry.”

      I laughed. “I know I’m acting weird.”

      “It’s okay, I understand,” he assured me, as he turned to face the posters wall.

      “It’s just… I know you’ve seen me naked before, but that was different.”

      I changed into the gown and folded my clothes on the chair in the corner. Liam held out his hand to help me up on the examination table. I shivered when my legs touched the table because the room was cold. Liam sat in the corner of the room, with his hands clasped in his lap.

      “I’m so nervous,” I whispered.

      “It will be okay,” he stood and leaned next to the table.

      A knock on the door made us both jump. I giggled. A younger woman wearing a lab coat and stethoscope walked in the door holding a folder. She closed the door behind her and faced me.

      “Mairi Stewart?”

      I swallowed. “Yes.”

      “I’m Dr. McCall,” she opened my medical file. “So… it says here that you’re eighteen.”

      “Yes, I’ll be nineteen on January second.”

      Dr. McCall turned to Liam. “And you’re the father?”

      Liam moved closer and intertwined his fingers with mine. “Yes.”

      I expected a more judgmental reaction from her. If she disapproved of my condition, she was great at hiding it.

      “When was your last period?”

      I cringed. “Um… I can’t remember, but I know I’m pregnant. I’ve done the test, and I went to a doctor at home.”

      “So how far along do you think you are?”

      “Around five months,” I answered.

      “I’ll have to lie down on the table and we’ll do the ultrasound.”

      Dr. McCall put on latex gloves and grabbed a bottle of liquid. She rolled the monitor around so Liam and I could see. She rolled up my gown to reveal my midsection, then pushed the elastic of my underwear down. I glanced at Liam’s face and his gaze was fixated on the tiny bump, which was becoming larger every week.

      “That won’t hurt her, will it?” Liam asked.

      “No, not at all. It’s just going to be cold and she might feel uncomfortable if I need to push harder with the transducer.”

      Dr. McCall squirted the gel on the wand and rubbed it on my stomach. I gasped at the coldness.

      “Interesting,” she stated under her breath.

      “What’s interesting?” I asked, trying to see what she was looking at. “Is there something wrong with the baby?”

      She leaned closer to the monitor and turned up the volume.

      “As you can hear, there are two heartbeats.”

      The moment I heard the overlapping beats I lost it. I sobbed.

      “What does that mean?” Liam stammered. “Is there something wrong?”

      “Both heartbeats are nice and strong,” she responded.

      “The baby has two hearts?” he asked, dumbfounded.

      “No,” she chuckled. “That means you’re having twins.”

      Liam exhaled and ran his left hand through his hair, so he didn’t let go of my hand with his right. Impending fatherhood had most likely screwed with his brain cells. Liam leaned over and rubbed my shoulder as I continued to cry.

      I faintly heard the doctor say, “I’ll leave you two for a bit,” before the door clicked shut.

      Liam pulled me into his arms and quietly held me. When I finally stopped crying, I sat back on the bed and spoke.

      “It makes me think about Michael.” Finding out we were having twins brought everything rushing back to the surface as if it had happened yesterday.

      “I’m so sorry,” he replied, gently squeezing my hand.

      “No matter what our parents say, I’m keeping them. I know you might not be ready to become a father, and that’s okay. I was just supposed to be a one-night stand, even if it was a weekend.”

      “I’ll be here for the three of you,” he replied, rocking me to the core.

      “Are you sure? This is huge.”

      I wanted to give him an out, even if our unique step-sibling relationship would inevitably force him to be around for part of the pregnancy and the eventual future. I was prepared to do it alone, and he could just be their uncle instead of a father.

      “I’ve had enough time to think about it. More than anything I want to be their father. If that’s not what you want, I want to be in their lives in whatever capacity you’ll allow me to be. I still have a year left to finish school, so money will be tight until I graduate and get a full-time job.”

      “That’s what I want too,” I replied.

      There was a knock on the door, and then the doctor entered.

      “How are you both doing?”

      “I’m sorry, I kind of lost it for a moment there,” I apologized.

      “No problem,” she smiled, then took a seat. “It looks like you are about five months along. They both have strong heartbeats and you are young and healthy.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Is there anything we should be doing?” Liam asked.

      “I see that you’re already taking prenatal vitamins. I would recommend reading some books, attend some parenting classes and most of all, watch your stress levels,” she responded. “You’re young and from what I can tell you were in great shape before becoming pregnant, so I don’t see anything we need to be concerned about beyond what I’ve already mentioned.”

      “Okay,” we replied in unison.

      “Now, would you like a picture and video?”

      I nodded. “That would be awesome. Would you be able to print out two pictures?”

      “Definitely.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 16

          

          

      

    

    







            Liam

          

        

      

    

    
      A pair of wandering hands woke me early the next morning.

      Opening my eyes just a crack, I peered at the naked beauty who had spent the night in my bed for the third time this week. Her fingers trailed down my abs and disappeared beneath the covers leaving goosebumps in their wake as they made their way to my fast growing erection.

      There was something visceral about knowing a woman was pregnant with your child.

      It was unlike any other experience I’d had. On top of that, she was changing before my eyes, becoming more and more beautiful.

      If that was even possible.

      “I wanted to give you a parting gift,” she whispered. My cock springing to life just before she wrapped her hand around my shaft.

      “What kind of gift were you thinking?” I groaned.

      “Why don’t I just show you,” she replied as she slid down under the covers.

      Her breath was warm as ran her tongue up the underside of my dick. She flicked it over the tip, tasting the drop of pre-cum leaking out. It took everything not to thrust into her mouth as her soft lips enveloped the end.

      “I think I like it when you show me things,” I whispered.

      She pulled back, leaving her lips still touching me, allowing me to feel her smile in response. Then she slid her mouth over me and pumped her hand in time with the movement. She hollowed out her cheeks as she continued to suck me off.

      She was going to make me come in her mouth if she kept going like this. It felt amazing to have her lips around me, but what I really wanted to do was lose myself inside her. Just as the thought crossed my mind she cupped my balls and I exploded into the back of her mouth like a teenager at prom.

      “Holy shit,” I moaned as she swallowed my load.

      She continued her movements, making me lose my mind, so I slid my hands into her hair and gently pulled her off me.

      “Did I do it wrong?” she asked with uncertainty.

      “Fuck no,” I responded. “I just can’t handle anymore.”

      Pulling her up my body until she was straddling me right above my still hard dick, I smashed my lips against hers. I tasted myself as my tongue slid over hers. Her kiss was hungry and full of desire. She ground down into my erection, moaning into the kiss.

      “Shhh,” I warned her as I pulled back. “They’ll hear you.”

      My hands went to her hips so I could control her movements. Just one slight movement and I’d penetrate her.

      Bare.

      Warm, wet walls clenching me as I came deep inside her.

      “I still can’t believe you’d kiss me after I did that.”

      “You kiss me after I do the same to you,” I told her. “Why is it different just because I’m a guy?”

      “I don’t know, but it just is.”

      “Well, it shouldn’t be.”

      She positioned me at her entrance and sunk down, moaning as she sheathed me in her warmth.

      We held still for a moment, completely connected.

      The sensation was more than I could handle.

      Then she started to ride me.

      The need to be closer to her had me sitting up. Keeping her seated in my lap, I pressed my lips to hers as she continued rocking back and forth. Mairi moaned into the kiss as I took control of her movements, thrusting upwards.

      So much for being quiet.

      Fuck it, she felt so good I didn’t care what they heard.

      Our breathing came in short pants as my cock swelled inside her. She pumped her hips faster up and down, as I arched up to meet her, thrust for thrust. Until we were cascading over the edge, and I was emptying my release into her. Her legs trembled, walls milking me with the last couple of thrusts.

      “I should sneak back into my room before they notice,” she whispered against my chest.

      “Just a couple more minutes like this,” I told her.

      Our parents had yet to notice our bed hopping.

      It had almost become an exciting game of when and not if they would. Over a month had passed since I had completely blown my life to bits. Only to have it reshuffled and structured in a new and exciting way. Mairi was already showing, so I was developing this instinctual need to be more protective of her.

      We still hadn’t told our parents that I was the father of our babies. The main reason being that her mom was hell bent on her giving them up for adoption. She had yet to wrap her head around the fact that Mairi was an adult and could make her own decisions, even if she deemed them to be a mistake.

      Even though we had only just reconnected, there was no way I could imagine leaving them here when I went back to school. So, without Mairi or my father being involved, I had been searching for somewhere for us to live. With both of our parents being so adamant that we were siblings now, I had a feeling that our relationship and pending parenthood wouldn’t be accepted.

      Deep down, I knew Mairi felt the same way, which is why neither of us had broached the subject of telling our parents yet. I thought it would be beneficial to ease them into everything. Start with the relationship first, then drop the bomb on them.

      Either way, there was going to be a lot of emotions being thrown around. Especially if Alana didn’t lay off of the adoption talk. It was getting extremely difficult for me to keep my cool about the situation. After all, I was just supposed to be the brother. I wasn’t supposed to have any skin in the game.

      I would be damned if she forced Mairi to sign over rights to our children.

      I would pack everyone up and leave early for school.

      It was one reason I had signed an early lease for the flat I found.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 17

          

          

      

    

    







            Mairi

          

        

      

    

    
      The next morning, a conversation from the kitchen made me pause at the top of the stairs. Orange juice could wait. Like a total creeper, I remained in my perch so I could listen to them. I leaned against the wall at the end of the hallway and got as close as I could without making my presence known.

      “Liam, I wanted to wait until the girls were gone, but I think we need to lay some ground rules for both of you.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You had a girl in your room last night.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Don’t play dumb with me. I heard her calling out your name. That’s what woke me up.”

      Liam groaned.

      “Exactly,” James added. “You’re lucky it wasn’t Alana that heard you. What would she think? You’re bringing home women and having sex with them while her daughter is in the room across from yours.”

      “I doubt Mairi would care.”

      “It’s not whether or not she would care. She’s an impressionable young lady. I don’t want you to give her the wrong idea.”

      “And what wrong idea would that be?”

      “That it’s acceptable to have overnight guests in this house.”

      “You have overnight guests.”

      “That’s different. I’m married to Alana.”

      “Don’t tell me you waited until you were married to have sex with mom.”

      “It was a different time back then.”

      “Exactly. Now is a different time, and it’s completely acceptable to have sex before marriage.”

      “I know it is, son. Just not here. You need to set a better example for her. She's just across the hall from you and doesn't need to be kept awake hearing you with girls.”

      “It’s not like she doesn’t know what sex is. She’s not that sheltered.”

      “Can you just do me this one favour and limit it for the summer? You’ll be back to Glasgow in no time and back to whatever you like to do in your spare time.” James sighed. “Maybe you could stay at their house or get a hotel?”

      “We know you're both used to being on your own, but with such tight quarters I think we need to set some new ground rules.”

      “I’m an adult,” Liam argued. “Hell, we’re both adults. Are you going to tell Mairi that she’s not allowed to have sex?”

      “If we have to have the same talk with her we’re having with you now, I will leave that to Alana. It would be better coming from her.”

      “I’d love to be a fly on the wall during that conversation.”

      “It would be great if you could curb your nocturnal activities until you go back to school.”

      Nocturnal activities?

      “Be thankful Alana didn't hear you. I can't say the same about your sister.”

      “She's not my sister,” Liam argued.

      “Mairi is younger than you. She's sheltered and has her head in the clouds. I don't want her to think that this is how I taught you to treat women.”

      “I don't mistreat women,” he retorted. “I have never in my life done anything like that.”

      “What am I supposed to think? We haven't even met this girlfriend of yours, yet you've snuck her in after dark every night this week. She's gone before we wake up, which means she’s chosen to leave or you've told her she isn't welcome to stay. Which couldn’t be further from the truth.”

      “You don't know what you're talking about.”

      “Whatever the arrangement is, it cheapens your relationship,” James replied. “It's no more than a booty call, or whatever you kids are calling it now.”

      “Dad,” Liam groaned.

      “Don’t Dad me. End the relationship or don’t. Introduce us to the girl or don’t. The only thing I want from you is for you to take your nighttime activities somewhere else,” James huffed. “Now I need to get to the office. Think about what I’ve said.”

      Now that they were finished the discussion I could finally get myself a glass of juice. I waited until I heard James leave for work before I went back down. It was bad enough I had to listen to him tell Liam he heard us having sex last night.

      I doubted I would be able to ever look him in the face again.

      Hands grabbed me as I reached the bottom of the stairs. I yelped as I was hoisted into Liam’s arms and deposited on top of the kitchen island counter.

      “What are you doing?” I hissed.

      “What does it look like I'm doing?” Liam asked as he stepped between my legs.

      “I don't think your dad will appreciate my ass print on the island.”

      “I don't give a fuck,” he replied before crushing his lips to mine.

      Without pulling away, he grasped my hips, pulling me forward until I teetered on the edge of the counter. Holding me in place with one hand, he used the other to move my shorts and panties to the side.

      “Exactly how much did you hear?” he asked as he gazed into my eyes.

      I giggled. “All of it.”

      “I lied when I told him I didn’t know what he was talking about.” He hummed as he glanced to where I had been bared to him. “I want to leave impressions on you.” Then he slid his thumb through my wet folds.

      “What if someone comes in?” I breathed as two of his fingers entered me.

      “No one will interrupt for hours. Dad's at work and your mom is at a spa.”

      “Hours?” I asked as his thumb stroked my swollen nub.

      He nodded. “Now, lay back,” he instructed as replaced his thumb with his mouth, flicking his tongue over my core.

      Laying back, my hands went to his head, fingers clasping his hair. Sucking my clit into his mouth, he curled his fingers, hitting all the right spots inside me. He repeated the movements, circling his tongue until I thrashed around on the island.

      Squeezing his head between my thighs, I rode his tongue until stars sparked in my eyes. My heart raced. Every part of my skin electrified by his touch. Legs trembling as I soared over the edge.

      Before I could come back down, the head of his dick replaced his tongue as he thrust deep inside me. He pumped into me a couple more times, then retreated.

      “Don't stop!” I pleaded.

      “Don't worry, I'm not finished with you yet,” he replied as he grasped the waist of my shorts and pulled them off, taking my underwear with them. Then he lifted the hem of my tank top until it was over my head and still around my shoulders like a vest. He pressed his lips to mine as he thrusted ever so slowly in and out of me.

      Then he kissed his way from my neck down to my breast, latching onto my pert nipple.

      Sliding his arms under my knees, he spread my legs baring me to the world. Peering between us I watched as the tip of his cook disappeared through my folds. My head fell back as I moaned.

      “God, you're beautiful like this,” he breathed into my neck, as he moved inside me. Blurting out, “I. Can't. Get. Enough. Of you,” with every thrust.

      Using his thumb between us, he rubbed my clit in rhythm with his movements as he moved inside me.

      “I'm getting close,” I told him.

      “Fuck yeah,” he groaned as he picked up his pace, taking me higher and higher. “Come all over my cock.”

      His movements became erratic, and then he groaned with his release, stilling after emptying inside of me. He pressed a chaste kiss to my lips and rested his forehead against mine as he regained his breath.

      After a moment he pulled back and looked me in the eye. “I can't seem to get enough of you.”

      Stepping back, he pulled out of me and helped me regain my footing. As soon as my feet hit the ground, I knew I had to clean up.

      “I need a shower,” I informed him.

      “Don't move. I Wanna look at you just like this.”

      “I can feel your cum coming out of me.”

      “It gets me all fired up to know it's my seed running down your legs.”

      I blushed, clenching my thighs together.

      “I like that I marked you somehow.”

      “Liam,” I whined. “I should go.”

      “You're not showering without me.”

      “Conserving water?”

      “Something like that.”

      Then he swung me into his arms and took me into the shower where he had his way with me again.
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            Mairi

          

        

      

    

    
      This morning Liam was gone before I woke up. James had secured a tee time for them at the St. Andrews Old Course, so they had to leave bright and early. I was growing increasingly tired as the days went on so I planned on sleeping as late in the morning as I could while he was gone.

      I had just rolled over in my bed when my phone buzzed next to me.

      
        
          
            
              
        Unknown:

      

      
        Hey, this is Miranda. 

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I hope you don’t mind, but I stole your number from Liam’s phone.

      

      

      

      

      

      Why the hell would she want to contact me? Before I responded, I added her to my contacts so that I knew who the texts were from.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me:

      

      
        Hi. No big deal.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Miranda:

      

      
        What’re you doing today?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me:

      

      
        Nothing. Probably just reading my new book.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Miranda:

      

      
        Boring! No Liam today?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me:

      

      
        He’s playing golf with his dad.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Miranda:

      

      
        Then let’s have a girls day! 

      

      

      

      

      

      I thought about it for a moment. In the past couple weeks she had been hanging around more and was nice to me when she was there. So I really didn’t have a reason to distrust her intentions. It would be nice to have friends here that were girls. 

      A female other than my mom to talk to. 

      
        
          
            
              
        Me:

      

      
        Okay.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Miranda:

      

      
        You know where the Princes Street Mall is right?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me:

      

      
        Yep.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Miranda:

      

      
        Meet me in the café just inside the west door.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me:

      

      
        Sure. I gotta get dressed, then get a ride there.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Miranda:

      

      
        Meet you there at 2.

      

      

      

      

      

      I glanced at the clock on my bedside table. Phew. I still had a couple hours before we met up.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me:

      

      
        Sounds good.

      

      

      

      

      

      Since I had some extra time, I went and had a shower, then got ready to meet her.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I left my mom a note on the fridge so she knew I had gone out, and then called a taxi. When I walked into the mall a couple hours later, Miranda was already there waiting for me. She waved at me from a table next to the pathway by the café. 

      “Hi,” I greeted her.

      “Hi. I wasn’t sure what to get you, so I just got mine.”

      “No problem.” I didn’t expect her to get me anything, but it was probably just as well. She probably didn’t know that I was only drinking tea these days. “I’ll just go get something and be right back.”

      “Sure thing,” she responded. “I’ll be right here waiting.”

      I went up to the barista and ordered my drink. It wasn’t very busy, so it didn’t take them very long to call my name, and then I was making my way back to the table where Miranda sat sipping her beverage.

      “I hope this is okay?”

      “Of course.”

      She smiled. “I’m so happy you could come meet me on such short notice.” 

      “It’s not like I’m up to anything much.”

      She took a sip of her coffee, then asked, “How have you been feeling?” 

      “Pretty good. It’s an adjustment, but Liam’s been a big help.”

      “That’s good.”

      “Mairi, since you don’t know anyone besides Liam I think we need to stick together.”

      “You want us to be friends?” I felt like the new kid at school asking the other students if they wanted to be friends.

      “Of course I do!” she responded.

      I hesitated before responding. “Okay.” 

      “Great!” She sat up straight and then continued, “And as your friend I need to be honest with you.”

      I furrowed my brows.

      “Okay.”

      “I’ve known him since high school and since you’re his new sister, I’m sure he would want us to be close.”

      “Step-sister.”

      “I don’t know how much Liam told you about me and him.”

      “He told me everything.”

      “He did?” She took a sip of her coffee, then placed the cup back on the table, but held it between her hands as if she was trying to keep them warm. Then she tilted her head and continued, “So he told you we’ve been sleeping together?”

      My response felt lodged in my throat. 

      She nodded. “Well, we are. So, I hope you’re not falling for him.” She sighed. “Oh honey, you are, aren’t you?” she suggested. “I can see it on your face.”

      I didn’t answer. 

      “Awe… I don’t want to see you hurt. He doesn’t really love you, you know.”

      Tears rolled down my cheek. “He told me he did.”

      Why was I answering her?

      “That’s cause you’re always around and you’ve trapped him.”

      “I didn’t trap him,” I argued.

      “Sweety, you and I both know that’s not true. In fact, the other night when we were together, he told me he feels sorry for you.”

      “What night?”

      “Tuesday.”

      The night he told me he was hanging out with Rick and Darren, he was with her?

      “I don’t need to listen to this anymore,” I replied as I got up from the table. “I’m such an idiot. I can’t believe I actually thought you wanted to be friends.” I pushed the chair back under the table. “Now all I see is a jealous woman trying to convince me to let go of my man.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong,” she responded. “He was never yours to begin with. Not before Paris, during Paris, or after Paris.”

      Not wanting to say anymore, I turned and walked out of the café. I walked up the street and turned toward the grassy area on top of the mall. 

      I needed some air.

      There were a couple of empty benches, so I sat on the one with the best view. I sat and people watched for a while. About thirty minutes had passed when I spotted Miranda walking out of the other entrance of the mall. 

      The only thing I hadn’t expected was the person who got out of the vehicle that pulled up to the door. 

      Liam was here.

      He walked up to her, said something, and then suddenly they were kissing.

      As my heart lay shattered in the grass beneath my feet, I realized in that moment just how foolish I had been. Why would I ever believe he wanted to be with me when he could have someone like her.

      Cause in that exact moment I knew: she hadn’t lied.

      I got in the next taxi I flagged down and after I called my dad, I rode the rest of the way in a foggy haze.  The only thing I knew was that I couldn’t be there when he came home. I’d never be able to handle watching him be with her. Thankfully the ride took only thirty minutes to get there and with luck I would be gone before he came home.

      Once I got home, I was upstairs and had a bag packed within minutes of getting there. Mom tried to reason with me before I went up the stairs, but I didn’t want to listen. As relentless as she could be, she hadn’t followed me. So it didn’t surprise me when she was waiting at the bottom of the stairs for me.

      “Sweetheart, I wish you’d tell me what’s wrong,” she pleaded. “You know you can talk to me.”

      “I don’t want to talk about it. I just need to get away for a few days.”

      After what I saw, I had been up and off of that bench as quickly as my legs could take me. 

      “I don’t understand what the rush is? Are you upset that you’re not getting out of the house enough?”

      “I get out of the house plenty, Mom,” I groaned. “I just want to stay with Dad for a while.”

      There was no way I could stay here across the hall from him. What had I been thinking? There was no way he was with me other than for the baby. Miranda had said as much. Had he been dating her the whole time and just stringing me along because of some stupid sense of responsibility?

      I had told him time and time again that I didn’t want him to be with me just because I was pregnant. That was the last thing I wanted to happen to our children. Being in a loveless marriage and raising children together just because society deems it necessary was a stupid endeavour.

      The child always suffered for it, and I wasn’t about to let that happen to our babies. 

      They would know that they were loved regardless of whether they had one or two parents in their lives. Hell, now I technically had four set of parents. It didn’t matter what type of family structure you had as long as there was love.

      When I pushed open the door, I was elated to see my dad  parked outside the house and waiting. Because of the literal distance between us, we hadn't been close over the years. That all changed the moment I’d phoned him. As soon as he heard what was going on, he instantly told me that I’d always have a place with him.

      “Hi, Dad,” I greeted him. “Thank you for coming so fast.”

      “Honey, it’s so good to see you.” He wrapped his arm around me. “I wish it was under better circumstances, but I’ll take you any way I can get you.”

      We loaded my things into his car, and he pulled away from the curb. 

      The drive over to his house was mostly in silence, which didn’t upset me. I had dropped a lot of information into his lap today. Not only was he becoming a grandfather, but I had gotten myself into a situation that I needed him to extract me from. On top of everything, now he would likely have to deal with my mother.

      It was about a thirty-minute drive from where I lived to his neighbourhood. He pulled into a gated community, and into a driveway a couple houses in. The building was a two story with red brick siding and a garage. This was the house he now shared with his third wife Camille. Although I had only met her once at their wedding, I had spoken to her several times through video chat, and thought she was a gem. 

      She was kind and caring, but part of me was worried that my situation could be problematic for her. 

      We pulled up into the driveway. When we got out of the vehicle, my dad refused to let me take the bags. During our argument over the bags, Camille had emerged from the house and was standing on the steps. Before we got up to the house, Camille walked to the driveway and embraced me. She actually had tears in her eyes, which made me cry too.

      “Ladies, why don't we make our way inside. There are too many onlookers out here,” my dad suggested.

      They showed me to a room, which to my utter surprise they had already decorated it in my favourite colour.

      Camille whispered, “when your dad said you were moving back to Scotland, I went shopping and got your room ready. We were excited to have you closer to us and hoped you would want to stay with us on a more frequent basis. I hope you like it.”

      “I do. Thank you so much.”

      “This is your home too… for as long as you'd like,” she responded, squeezing my hand.

      I teared up and hugged her.

      “There, there.” She patted my back. “Sometimes the men in our lives can be insensitive pricks.”

      I snorted at her comment.
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            Liam

          

        

      

    

    
      Yesterday had been a shit day.

      First, we had to get up at the ass crack of dawn to get to the golf course on time, only to be detoured back to the city because of an accident on the highway. Then, on our way back home, I received a text from Miranda saying that she had seen Mairi at the Princes Street Mall and that she was acting weird.

      She said that it sounded like she wanted to move back home and be closer to friends.

      I was worried, so I made up an excuse and had my dad drop me off in front of the mall. Then when I showed up to look for Mairi, Miranda latched onto me like some whacked out barnacle. By the time I pushed her away, and did a search through the mall, Mairi was nowhere to be found. 

      It had been almost two days, and I hadn’t seen or heard from Mairi since the morning of our golf trip. She wasn’t answering any of my texts. So I called instead, and she sent me straight to voicemail. She hadn’t been home in two nights and I was getting worried since she didn’t have any friends here.

      I searched through my room to see if she had left me a note, but there was nothing. 

      Then when I heard Alana moving around in the kitchen, I approached her to see if she knew anything. She hadn’t been acting frantic over her daughter being gone, but who knew what was happening.

      “Where’s Mairi?” I asked her. 

      “She told me she was going to stay with her father for the weekend.”

      “So she’s coming back?”

      “As far as I know, but I’m not completely sure,” she replied. “After she came home from meeting up with your friend at the mall, she was visibly shaken and I couldn’t get a word out of her why she was so upset. She went upstairs and packed a bag and left before I could get much more out of her.”

      I schooled my features. “She met up with one of my friends?”

      “I think her name was… Amanda,” she answered.

      “Miranda?”

      “Yeah, that’s it, Miranda. I don’t know what happened. She really wanted to find friends in the area. She misses her best friend Jen like crazy. I think she needs someone closer to her age to hang around with, especially in her condition.”

      Now I was even more pissed than I was before I talked to Alana. Miranda made it sound like she had run into Mairi at the mall, not that she had invited her to meet up.

      Something had changed in Miranda, and it had to do with more than just our strained relationship.

      “Have you talked to her since she left?”

      “No, but I’m going to call her tonight to see how everything went. She hasn’t told her father about the pregnancy yet.”

      That was news to me. I thought she had planned to tell him around the same time as she told our parents.

      “I hope everything’s okay.”

      “I’m sure it is. When I talk to her, I’ll tell her you were asking about her.” She smiled. “Liam, I just wanted to tell you how happy I am that you’ve made Mairi feel at home. She’s been through a lot.”

      “She told me about Michael.”

      Her hand went to her chest, and her eyes glistened with unshed tears. “She has?”

      “A couple of weeks ago.”

      “That’s good. That’s good. She doesn’t talk about him enough.”

      “She’s still dealing with his loss.”

      “She misses her brother,” she whispered. “We both do.” She turned around and focused her attention back on the dishes.

      I was the same when my mom died. I didn’t want to talk to anyone about it and my dad was a mess so he wasn’t able to be there for me like I was sure he wished he could. Things were better now, but we were going through another change in our dynamics because of his new marriage.

      I left it at that. Alana and I weren’t close enough to have a heart to heart.
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        * * *

      

      Mairi would either be coming home with me or I’d be camping out on her doorstep until she took me back. Bag in hand, I was out the door thirty minutes later.

      Only to be stopped by the last person I wanted to see.

      “Miranda? What the hell are you doing here?”

      “I came to see you.”

      “Why would you do that?”

      “Darren told me Mairi left you. Now that she’s gone we can finally put this whole thing behind us and be together like we were before she showed up.”

      “I haven’t even talked to Darren today, so I have no idea where you got your information from, but Mairi hasn’t left me. Even if she had, I wouldn’t be getting back together with you.”

      “What is so wrong with me that you don’t want to be with me?” Miranda whined. 

      “There’s nothing wrong with you Miranda. I just don’t feel the same about you as you do me. I’ve told you time and time again that I only wanted to be friends,” I huffed. 

      “You really love her, don’t you?”

      “Yes.”

      “It’s my fault,” she looked down at the grass.

      “What's your fault?”

      “I told her you didn't love her.”

      “Why the fuck would you do that?”

      “Because you were moving on without me and I was jealous.”

      “Miranda, I never lied to you. We've been completely over for almost a year now and you know why.”

      “I just didn't want to accept it.”

      When I tried to walk around her, she grabbed my wrist. “Don't go.”

      I pulled my arm away. “Move on. If I can ever convince Mairi to take me back, we're going to be a family.”

      “You’re seriously just going to leave me here?”

      “You just have to keep pushing.” I turned and faced her. “So I want you to listen carefully this time. We are done. We were friends at one time, but you’ve made it completely impossible to be in the same room as you.”

      “Please don’t do this,” she cried. “I love you.”

      It was the last thing I wanted to do to an old friend, but if I truly wanted Mairi back, I'd have to cut all ties with Miranda to make our relationship work.

      “It’s done. I don’t want to see you or hear from you until you get this unhealthy obsession you have with me dealt with. ”

      I left her standing in my front yard. 
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        * * *

      

      Twenty minutes later I was pulling up in front of her dad’s house. I only knew where it was because Mairi had told me about him buying a new house after his marriage.

      “Is Mairi available?” I asked him.

      “Let me guess,” he greeted me. “You’re Liam aren’t you?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “I don’t know what happened between you and my daughter to make her finally show up on my doorstep, but I won’t stand by and let you hurt her more,” he warned me. “She’s already been through enough in the past year with the loss of her brother.”

      “I’m not here to cause any more problems.”

      He held up his hand, palm facing me. “I don’t want to hear any of your excuses. I only want to hear a guarantee that you’re not here to cause any problems. I want to know that I can trust you to do what’s right.”

      “That’s the plan, sir,” I responded. “I don’t know what she’s told you, but I didn’t expect my ex-girlfriend to do what she did. I’m in love with your daughter, and I want a chance to show her exactly how I feel.”

      “That’s what I wanted to hear,” he told me. “As her father, I want to tell you to take off and never come back, but she needs you right now more than ever.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I’m sure you’ll be able to appreciate the importance of protecting your children from what you can, and supporting them when they need a crutch. This is me being her crutch. I’ll always be here for her if she falls, but I would like for her to find the man willing to hold her up so that doesn’t happen.”

      “I’ll try my best.”

      “She’s in her bedroom down the hall.”

      “I appreciate it, sir.”

      He stepped back, allowing me into his house. Once he closed the door behind us, I made my way down the hall in the direction he had pointed me. When I reached her bedroom door, it was closed, so I knocked.

      “Give me a minute,” Mairi called. I could hear the rustle of sheets and blankets as she moved around in the bed. A moment later, the door swung open and I couldn’t help but examine her from head to toe. It had only been a couple days without her and it already felt like forever.

      I was being a sappy fuck, but I didn’t care.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “Your mom told me this was where I could find you.”

      “Why would she tell you that?”

      “It’s the truth.”

      “You didn’t tell her did you?”

      “I didn’t tell her I was the father of your babies if that’s what you’re talking about.”

      “Good.” She crossed her arms over her chest. “Now answer my question. What are you doing here?”

      “I came to bring you home.”

      “I am home.”

      “No, you aren’t.”

      “This is my home now.”

      “I thought you said your home is with me.”

      “Not anymore.”

      “Why not?”

      “Did you even go golfing?” she accused.

      “We drove part way there, but had to turn around because of an accident on the highway. They were detouring everyone through neighbouring towns, so by the time we would have made it to the golf course our tee time would be over.”

      “You made me the other woman.”

      “No, I didn't.”

      “I saw you kissing her.”

      “Who?”

      “Miranda.”

      “For the record, she kissed me.”

      “Looked pretty mutual to me.”

      “I’ve told you before, there’s absolutely nothing between Miranda and I.”

      “I can’t believe you expect me to believe that.”

      “The only place you could have seen us kiss was at the Princes Street Mall. She called me and told me you were there and something was wrong with you, which was the only reason I showed up. She walked up to me when I was looking for you and kissed me. I pushed her away and told her to never do it again and then I spent the afternoon looking for you.”

      “Really?” she asked as if she didn’t want to believe me.

      “I have no reason to lie to you.”

      “She told me I trapped you and that you didn’t love me.”

      “Not true.”

      “Well, she also said that you slept with her after you had been with me in Paris.”

      I exhaled. “That’s true.” She opened her mouth to respond, but I held up my hand. “I slept with her after you blocked me, but not since then.”

      “Okay.”

      “So can I take you home?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “I know we have a lot to talk about, but I want to make this perfectly clear.”

      She crossed her arms over her chest. “Go on.”

      “Before all of this happened, I put some money down on a flat in Glasgow that’s big enough for all of us.”

      “You did?”

      “I can’t imagine going back and leaving you here.”

      “You can’t?” she breathed.
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            Mairi

          

        

      

    

    
      He took a step forward and placed an errant strand of hair behind my ear. Then he trailed his fingers down my neck, slowly wrapping his warm hand around the back and pulled me into him.

      I squeaked, then suddenly he pressed his lips against mine. Wrapping my arms around his back, I pushed further into his embrace.

      “So, what’s the verdict?” he asked as he pulled back.

      “You really want me to move to Glasgow with you?”

      “Yes, but only if you want. I can understand needing your mom right now.”

      “She’s still trying to get me to give up our babies. I’m not sure if me staying here will be good for my stress level.”

      “What about here?”

      “I love my dad and Camille has been really great, but this isn’t my home. On top of that, they’ve only been married for a year, I don’t think they want two babies in the house.”

      “I’m sure they would let you stay here if you asked, but that’s not what I want.”

      “Are you sure you can handle us being there with you while you’re trying to study?”

      “I honestly don’t think I’ll be able to concentrate without you guys there with me.”

      “Okay, I’ll go home with you.”

      “Great.”

      We packed my bag and went back down. Dad and Camille were at the kitchen table when he got to the bottom of the steps.

      “He’s convinced you to go with him?” Dad asked.

      I nodded.

      “And this is what you want?” Camille added.

      “Yes, this is what we both want,” I responded. “Thanks for everything.”

      “Don’t be a stranger,” Dad replied. “That includes you, Liam.”

      “We won’t, sir,” Liam agreed.

      When we arrived back home, I didn’t have any idea what we were walking into. If Liam and I were going to do this together, then we needed to tell our parents that we were going to be parents ourselves.

      He seemed so confident with the choice we were about to make, and I just didn’t understand how he wasn’t worried.

      Or maybe he was just that good, and he didn’t want me to stress out any more than I already was. We discussed at length just how we were going to broach the subject.

      He had called ahead and talked to his dad and without divulging the reason, to see if they were both going to be home this afternoon. We had a lot to talk to them about. 

      Liam set my bags on the floor in the entryway.

      “You’re back,” Mom greeted us, looking surprised, albeit a little confused.

      “Yeah,” I replied.

      “You called Liam to come pick you up. I didn’t know the two of you were that close. Why didn’t you call me?” she asked. “I would have dropped everything to come and get you.”

      “I was in the area,” Liam cut in.

      “Is this about the baby?” she asked.

      I shook my head.

      “Honey, you’re so young. Are you sure you won’t consider giving your baby up for adoption?”

      “Not going to happen.” 

      “Just think about it. You're so young. You've got your whole life ahead of you, years to have other children when you are ready for them.”

      “You’re never going to change my mind,” I responded, crossing my arms over my chest. “These twins are the best thing to happen to me in a long time.”

      “You cannot be serious!” she gasped. “Twins?” Mom glanced over at James. “One baby is enough, but two is going to be too difficult for you to handle. You can't possibly do this alone.”

      “She won't be alone,” Liam interrupted.

      “What are you talking about?” My mom turned to Liam. “I won't be around all the time to help her.”

      “I am going to help her,” he responded.

      “Son, I understand you care for your sister, but you're going back to uni in a couple weeks,” James interjected.

      “For the billionth time, she’s not my sister,” Liam responded, then dropped the bombshell. “Mairi and the babies will live with me,” Liam answered.

      “This isn't your responsibility, son,” James scoffed.

      “Of course it’s my responsibility,” Liam argued. “It's what any father would do for his children.”

      “Your children?” James looked like his head was about to explode.

      “Yes,” Liam responded, spine straightening. “My children.”

      “What the bloody hell were you thinking?” James yelled.

      “I was on a trip and I wanted to have a good time.”

      “Well, it seems you had a really good time that you’re going to be paying for the rest of your life.”

      My mom sat there dumbfounded while Liam and his dad had their side discussion. Then she suddenly piped up, “There’s no way you’re the father Liam. You've only known my daughter since the end of June.”

      “That's not true, ma’am. I’ve known your daughter since March.”

      “How?” Liam's father asked.

      “Remember my trip to Paris, Dad?”

      “Yes.”

      “We met there.”

      “Impossible. My daughter’s never been to Paris.”

      I cleared my voice and everyone finally acknowledged my presence again. “I've been there mom.”

      “When?” she yelled.

      “Spring break.”

      “With who? How?”

      “I went with Jen. Her dad booked us the tickets and gave us a credit card. You were in Montreal for another conference.”

      She slumped forward in her chair. “I've been a horrible mother, haven't I?”

      “No.”

      “How could I not be, when my teenage daughter becomes pregnant with her stepbrother’s baby?”

      “He wasn't my stepbrother.”

      “How are we going to explain this to people? The scandal.”

      “Who cares?” Liam answered. “I love your daughter and we are going to have twins.”

      I looked at Liam. “You do?”

      “Of course I do.” 

      “I love you too,” I smiled.

      He leaned over and gave me a kiss. We must have kissed a second too long because his dad cleared his throat.

      “What?” Liam grinned. “I think it's a little too late now, dad.”

      “Keep the PDA at the breakfast table to a minimum,” James responded.

      “Look at you with the modern slang,” Liam teased.

      “This is not the time for smart remarks.”

      “Of course, we will keep the PDA to a minimum, sir.”
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        * * *

      

      One month later…

      We had been staying with my dad and Camille for the past month while Liam and I worked for some extra money. After the conversation we had with our parents, we thought they had accepted we were going to be parents. Neither of us expected them to just be okay with it, since it was a huge ask, but we thought they wouldn’t be hostile.

      “Are you sure you still want to move all the way to Glasgow?” Camille asked for the billionth time. 

      Needless to say, our relationship with our parents had become strained since they found out we were going to be parents. Neither of them were happy about me being pregnant, but they were even more volatile about us being step-siblings. I only hoped they would pull their heads out of their asses before the twins were here.

      “We’ve already been through this,” I replied.

      “I know,” she sighed. “I just worry, honey.”

      Camille had easily slid into my life like she had been there forever. Both her and my dad welcomed us with open arms when Liam brought me back over here only a week after we left. Dad couldn’t understand why my mom was willing to lose another child over something so trivial as being in love with Liam.

      After all, we didn’t know our parents were together before I got pregnant. 

      “Sweetheart, they’ll be fine. Liam will take care of them,” my dad assured her. 

      It all started with telling us we couldn’t kiss in front of them, which we agreed to because we hadn’t planned on making out in front of our parents. Next, my mom blew a gasket when she saw me in Liam’s bedroom, fully clothed, with the door open. After that, they moved their bedroom furniture around so that they could have their door open so they could see down the hall.

      They would actually stay awake past their normal time, just to see if we went into each other’s bedrooms.

      When I threatened moving back into my dad’s house or even leaving for Glasgow early, Mom didn’t take the hint and kept pushing. When she wasn’t trying to convince me to give up the babies for adoption, she was making passive aggressive comments about what people would think when they found out that I was having my brother’s babies. 

      And yes, she said brother!

      The final deciding factor was when we went to the doctor for our checkup and she told me I had elevated blood pressure. When she asked what we had changed, we explained our situation further, and she posed the question we had avoided regarding if we had another place to live.

      Which we did. I phoned my dad in the car on the way home.

      The summer had flown by too quick, but we were both ready for the next chapter in our lives. The flat Liam had arranged for us to live in had two bedrooms and was close to the university.

      I couldn’t wait to start this new chapter in our life.

      It was so close I could even take some evening classes in the second semester.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue - Mairi

          

        

      

    

    
      5 Years Later…

      Even though we’d had a rocky beginning, everything worked out in the end. The moment the doctor placed our son in my arms, I was overcome with emotion, feeling the warmth of his tiny body against mine. Liam and I had already chosen a few names, but I was still hesitant about honouring my brother by naming our son after him. I didn’t know how I felt about it. When he looked up at me with his deep blue eyes, strikingly similar to my twin's, I knew he had to be called Michael James. Then the doctor handed me his sister, and Liam proudly suggested her name should be Paris Elizabeth. 

      Seeing their faces brought back memories of my brother and I, and it was like I was transported back in time watching an old home movie. The first couple of months after their birth were particularly challenging, due to the postpartum, but also because I could feel the memories of my childhood flooding my mind. Liam was my support throughout the tumultuous moments, and we both made it through with flying colours.

      It wasn’t long after the twins were born that Liam said to me, “I saw what having my babies did to you, and it makes me want to fill you with more.”

      Over the last five years, we’ve experienced so many significant moments. Like when the twins both took their first steps within hours of each other, they couldn't help but giggle with delight, their tiny feet making contact with the ground. Last year, we had a beautiful wedding ceremony with Michael and Paris, our ring bearer and flower girl, standing beside us. 

      Two months after the wedding, Darren announced that Miranda was pregnant, the result of a rendezvous in the coat check room at our reception. Seven months later, Amelia was born. Less than 24 hours after giving birth, Miranda checked herself out of the hospital, and took off. She vanished without a trace, leaving us in stunned disbelief. Thinking about abandoning my children made me shudder, yet it was clear that some people weren't fit to be parents.

      We persuaded Darren to purchase a house close by, so we could be there for him if he needed it. Being a stay at home mom gave me the opportunity to look after his daughter while he continued working, the ideal setup. He was reluctant at first because I had given birth to another daughter shortly before Amelia was born. We quickly convinced him that it would be like having two more tiny bundles of laughter.

      A couple months into the arrangement, we found out I was pregnant again. This time was like none of our previous pregnancies, and I ended up on bedrest. My best friend Jen came to the rescue, showing up unannounced on my doorstep, ready and willing to look after both of the munchkins. Amelia and our youngest would undoubtedly be as thick as thieves, little hellions, just like Jen and I were. Paris treated them both like her little dolls, whereas Michael was ever vigilant and had already turned into their little protector. 

      The best part of moving to Scotland, besides running into Liam, was being closer to my dad and his wife. They really stepped up and helped when our parents retreated into the shadows. Neither my mom nor Liam’s dad were happy that we kept the twins. They kept pressuring us, even after I moved to Glasgow to live with Liam.

      Our relationship had become so strained that they weren’t with us when I gave birth to the twins, but my dad and stepmom were.

      My dad didn’t just stop with being supportive over our decisions, he also made sure that Liam had a position at his company once he graduated. It might have been nepotism in action, but neither of us cared. We both wanted to move back to Edinburgh to be closer to our families, so my dad gave us the ability to do so. Liam graduated with honours so he was most definitely suited to the position he had been granted. 

      Besides, what was the use of owning a business if you couldn’t help provide for your family.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Dear Reader

          

        

      

    

    
      First off, thank you so much for taking a chance on this novella.

      I can’t believe it’s finally finished!

      This novella was started in 2017, during my first introduction to the stepbrother trope. No matter how much I tried, I just couldn’t get it to work the way I wanted. So, I put it to the side and worked on other stories.

      Then I found an anthology for stepbrother books and thought, why don’t I sign up and finish this story in time to submit it. Within one week I added 16,000 words to a document that just sat for years.

      I’m hoping this will be the first of many novellas I write.
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