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For Dad
 
   Without your unending love and support, this never would have been possible. You made me truly believe that I can do anything that I set my heart and mind to, and that I would succeed. Every little girl should have a Dad like you, one with so much love to give, and one who was proud of every breath I took.
 
    
 
    
 
   I miss you and love you more every day Daddy.
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One
 
    
 
   Rosie
 
   I can’t believe that it’s almost eleven already! I don’t know where the morning has gone but if I’m late for this meeting I’m truly fucked! I run through the lobby of the Harbour Building towards the elevators...not easy on a marble floor in stiletto heels by the way! I’m trying to concentrate on not falling, not sweating and not panicking as I reach the button to call the elevator. I press at least twenty times, hoping that it will make it arrive faster, all the while saying “Come on,” a little too loudly, willing the car down to the ground floor. I breathe a sigh of relief as I hear the welcome ping, and rush forward.
 
   “God sorry sweetheart, I was in a world of my own!”
 
   The deep voice and soft Yorkshire accent washes over me, as I’m nearly flattened by a man coming out of the elevator. I don’t have time for polite exchanges and I answer quickly without really acknowledging him, at first...I’m too well brought up to be rude, and look up with a slight smile.
 
   “No probs.”
 
   Wow! He is gorgeous, ‘Hello Mr Tall Dark and Handsome Bulldozer!’ I sneak another peek as the doors close, and thank London traffic and bad time management for that delicious distraction.
 
   I step out of the elevator into the reception of Gold Square Publishing and Sarah, the far too sweet receptionist, immediately informs me that it’s time to face my fate.
 
   “Hi Rosetta, you're just in time. Francesca is ready for you.” She smiles, and I swear I can see pity in her eyes.
 
   I tentatively enter the cluttered office of the incomparable Francesca Franklin and I know I look decidedly sheepish. I know why I’m here, what I don’t know is where this meeting will leave my career. By the time this meeting is over, I could well be leaving minus my book deal.
 
   I’m trying to appear professional and competent in a dark blue camisole and matching pencil skirt, but inside I’m squirming. I feel like a schoolgirl, summoned to the headmistress’s office, for consistent non-submission of homework.
 
   I’m immediately hit by the sickening heady mix of stale cigarette smoke and White Musk, and it turns my already churning stomach.
 
   “Rosetta. It’s good to see you.”
 
   Francesca spins in her chair and looks over the top of her glasses, eyeing me up and down in blatant disdain. I ignore the sneer and thankfully, my nerves stop me from laughing out loud at her unintended James Bond villain impression. 
 
   I sit, wringing my hands together uncomfortably, in the high backed green leather chair facing my publisher. I clearly see the disappointment in her eyes. Francesca Franklin, the woman who holds my future as a writer in her hands. 
 
   “Thank you ever so for making the trip in Rosie. It’s been such a long time.”
 
   I open my mouth to respond but Francesca holds out her hand, cigarette stained fingers outstretched and palm towards me, hushing me in an instant.
 
   Francesca Franklin terrifies me. Even the very first time that I met her, rather than try and butter me up as the ‘new talent,’ she wasted no time on introductions and pleasantries. It was, and always has been, strictly down to business.
 
   Her dark blonde hair is always pulled high into a neat, tight bun on the top of her head, making her look even more severe than I already know her to be.  Her black rimmed glasses are a constant on the tip of her nose, and her orange toned lipstick only intensifies the yellow of her teeth.
 
   She barks rather than talks, there’s a cool monotone harshness to everything that she says, and a look in her eyes that could turn you to stone. On more than one occasion, I have witnessed her reducing her receptionist, Sarah, to tears as she expresses her constant dissatisfaction at everything that the young Geordie does.
 
   At times, usually when I am making her a lot of money, a slightly gentler side of Francesca rears its head...but that gentleness is nothing more than an uncomfortable grin and a raspy cackle here or there. 
 
   Francesca’s entire life revolves around publishing. I’m not sure that she even has a home, or if she just clears the mess from her solid mahogany desk each night, and curls up on there.
 
   “As I’m sure you’re aware Rosie, I’ve called you here because we have a problem…don’t we?”  She clasps her hands together on her desk, and tilts her head to the side as though she is addressing an errant child. “The deadline for the book was two months ago and yet here we are most of the way through October and still no book!”  Francesca shakes her head and waves her hands across the part read manuscript on her desk, as if to demonstrate to me that mine isn’t there. “We have critics and fans waiting for the next 'Rosie Alvez,' but you have given me absolutely no indication as to when I can expect a finished novel. There’s only so much damage control I can and will do!”
 
   With this she stops and I think it’s my turn to speak…
 
   My name is Rosetta Alvez. I’m twenty six and I’m a romance novelist. Well, I’m supposed to be, but I’m a little short on inspiration right now. About ten months ago I attended a wedding, my wedding as it happens, but my groom obviously didn’t get an invite.
 
   Being jilted on the most important day of your life tends to sap any romance right out of you.  So here I am, sitting in my publisher’s office and trying to find the words to explain that, ‘I have acute writer’s block on account of my heart being ripped out, in front of all of my family and friends.’
 
   Not surprisingly, my confidence is at an all-time low and my once fiery personality hides away in a place deep inside me, seemingly inaccessible by me, and by those who love me.
 
   …I try to speak but there's that hand again,
 
   “Rosetta, here’s the thing. You have brought a lot of money in to Gold Square Publishing in the past, and money talks. We are willing to give you an extension on the deadline. You have three months to get a manuscript on my desk. I think you’ll agree that this is beyond generous?”
 
   “Yes, Francesca, thank you.” I feel thoroughly berated and a little frustrated. I came all the way here to say just four words.
 
   “Rosetta. Three months. I can do no more than that!” Francesca returns her gaze to the manuscript on her desk and it’s clear that our meeting is over.
 
   I leave Gold Square and step out onto the busy Shoreditch street. Bereft, I look up to the sky, blowing out the deep breath that I feel like I’ve been holding for the past hour. Relieved and petrified at the same time, I call a taxi over and head home.
 
   I am lucky to be able to afford to rent a gorgeous flat in a converted Georgian property in Maida Vale. It’s been almost two years since I moved in, but I still feel an overwhelming flutter of joy every time I look up at the amazingly beautiful building that I get to call home. 
 
   London is still quite intimidating to me so I was adamant that I wanted to live in an area with at least a few trees. I’m still a country girl at heart. Even after my ex, Michael, jilted me and moved out, I stayed. Not because of any sentimental feelings towards the home that I shared with him, but because I love my home, unconditionally.
 
   Adjusting to the grey of the city is an on-going process after a lifetime of green fields, but London has found its very own little place in my heart. The city and I have come to an understanding…I get to go about my business and not get too held up by the traffic and the crowds, and I give back, by spending one day a week exploring a new part of the capital.
 
   Back inside my flat, I pace the floor and try to get my head in the game. A year ago I had hundreds of ideas floating around, but now there’s nothing. Any ideas that I do have, I dismiss as not good enough and move on.
 
   “You can do this Alvez!” I try to convince myself as I sit at my desk and take inventory of my essential book writing ingredients.
 
   Laptop…Check!
 
   Coffee…Check!
 
   Chocolate…Check!
 
   I’m just missing one thing… a story. 
 
   My mind is blank.
 
   “Come on Rosie, this is what you do!” 
 
   I give myself a pep talk and try to force myself to believe that I really can do it...but as my forehead hits the desk, and I see the piles of crumpled paper, Kit Kat wrappers, Red Bull cans and takeaway boxes around the bin, I realise that I can’t do this. I have nothing to write. I need inspiration…I need a break.
 
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Pippa Carvalho is my best friend. I’m absolutely certain that she is clinically insane, but I adore her.
 
   “Are you kidding Rosie? Hell…Yes! I’m up for a holiday. Where shall we go? How about Ibiza? Oooh Cancun...”
 
   I can hear her drifting off, into a daydream of paradise and cocktail waiters.
 
   “Actually Pip, I was thinking more exotic like Asia, Goa maybe? Or Sri Lanka? I don’t know really.” I blush as I dare to dream of far off shores,
 
   “Now you’re talking Alvez, yeah I’m up for that. You find a place and let’s book it before you pull a Rosie on me!”
 
   I suppose I should explain what she means by that...
 
   I Rosetta Penelope Alvez, am a wimp!
 
   I chicken out of everything for fear of looking stupid or making a mistake. 
 
   The old Rosie was brave and outgoing, but Michael had a skill for pointing out my flaws…Usually in front of an audience, and resulting in my public humiliation.
 
   Ironically, the one time that I didn’t run for cover was our wedding day, but we’ve already established how that turned out!
 
   So, now I’m a mess.
 
   I can’t write because I can’t take the criticism, I hardly go on nights out anymore for fear of getting drunk and making a fool of myself. At university I was always out. Pip and I were always the first on the dance floor whether we’d had a drink or not, but being told constantly by Michael that my red hair drew attention, and that ‘people love seeing a ginger make a fool of herself,’ soon changed that.
 
   I wouldn’t say that I’m happy to sink into the shadows, because in actuality I’m bloody miserable. I don’t laugh like I used to and I really do miss the old me, but there’s an invisible line that has been drawn in front of me and I just can’t bring myself to cross it.
 
   So in my box I stay, watching life pass me by and completely unable to stop it.
 
   Having agreed to meet Pippa at one o’clock at the travel agents, I decide to spend the next hour doing a bit of research and head for Parker’s Books.  I love being in a proper bookshop. Don’t get me wrong, I’ve done really well on e-books and my own Kindle is never far from my side, but for me a bookshop is a haven. Normally I would be in here browsing the romance section, or more recently looking at the crime novels, ‘How to murder your lying shit of an ex without getting caught,’ has been my recent theme of choice, but not today! Today I find myself in the travel section, and with a whole continent to choose from, I’m lost, so I call the devil on my shoulder.
 
   “Pippa help! How the hell are you supposed to plan a holiday in Asia if you’ve never been to Asia? There are so many travel guides, how do I know which is the right one?” I can hear myself ranting and I know that I sound ridiculous.
 
   “Rosie, be impulsive. Let’s just go to the travel agents, book anything and go and let our hair down,” she sighs down the phone, “What did that bastard do to you Ro? You’re way over thinking this babe, let’s just go and have fun.”
 
   “Ok…I guess you’re right. See you in a bit then.”
 
   I say what I need to say to get her off the phone, and pick up the pocket travel guide from the centre of the table display in store, ‘Thailand - How to get by on a smile’ by Jackson James. I turn the book over, ‘Gold Square Publishing.’ Bloody typical!  
 
   I want to put it back, not wishing to put any more money into Francesca Franklin’s pocket right now, but the pristine white sand beach and turquoise sea on the cover sells it...that is exactly what I need.
 
   “Carvalho, you are the worst time keeper in the world!” I exasperate as Pippa finally saunters up to the travel agents, “We were supposed to meet twenty minutes ago.”
 
   “Rosie, I know and I’m sorry, but they called to me.” She looks pitiful as she raises the shopping bags in her hands and sticks out her bottom lip, “Come on Ro…let’s do this.”
 
   The young girl behind the counter in Morton Travel greets us with an excited smile as she stands ready to pounce.
 
   “Good afternoon ladies. What can I do for you?”
 
   As we get closer, I notice that she’s younger than she first appeared. The layers of thick make up that she’s wearing age her considerably, but she’s extremely pleasant and eager to help.
 
   “We’d like to book a holiday. We’re thinking maybe India or Thailand.”
 
   I show the book to Pippa and squirm when I realise that that I haven’t even mentioned Thailand to her yet, and that I went ahead and bought the travel guide anyway. She just smiles at me and then at the travel agent. Either she’s oblivious, or she just doesn’t care as long as it’s hot.
 
   “Ok then, take a seat girls. Let’s see what we can do for you.”
 
   We sit down facing Saskia and Pippa smiles at me. She is excited to see what Saskia comes up with.
 
   “Show us the deals Saskia,” Pippa sits forward and playfully bangs her fist on the desk.  There’s a huge grin on her face and the ever present mischievous glint in her eyes.
 
   “Right then, where in Thailand are you thinking?” Pippa and I look at each other, we don’t have a clue. We laugh and Saskia joins in with a giggle, I finally relax.
 
   “Let’s take a different approach then. What kind of holiday do you want? Thailand has pretty much everything on offer. Whether you want pure relaxation, culture or wild parties, it’s all there.”
 
   “All of the above?” Pippa asks as she smiles her genuine smile, Saskia mirrors.
 
   “Ok, well I’d suggest that you do part of your holiday in one resort, and then spend some time in another to get a good mix. How long are you going for?”
 
   “Three weeks.” I speak up quickly before Pippa commits us to 6 months abroad. She frowns with an over exaggerated pout and I smile. When you’ve been friends as long as we have words aren’t always necessary.
 
   “Perfect. I spent three months in Thailand two years ago and for what you’re after, I think Krabi would be ideal. You can spend some time in Ao Nang at a great hotel, relaxing and eating delicious food. There’s a perfect mix of chilled and wild nightlife and it’s in easy reach of some great cultural tourist attractions. Then how about spending a few nights in a beach hut on long beach, Phi Phi? The island used to be the ultimate paradise resort. It has completely changed since the tsunami, but I still love it. It’s young, fun and beautiful. Long Beach is a haven from the madness of the main island area, but everything is still easily reachable by long tail boat, or you can walk it in the daytime.”
 
   Saskia knows her stuff! 
 
   Pippa and I look at each other and squeal with excitement. For the first time I feel incredibly excited, I can’t wait to experience this amazing place with my favourite person. We smile and then nod excitedly at Saskia,
 
   “Well then, let’s find you somewhere to stay!”
 
   An hour after we walked into the travel agents, we were all booked up. We got a great deal because we’re going at such short notice and right at the beginning of the busy period. We go in just eight days! That’s eight short days to wax, pluck, shop and pack…I cannot wait!
 
   

 
 
   
  
 



Two
 
    
 
   Jackson
 
   Well, I’m going to Thailand again…I really do have the best job in the world.
 
   There are beautiful women everywhere you look, cheap beer in every bar, amazing food on every street and stunning scenery as far as the eye can see. Of all of the countries that I have been to, Thailand is definitely my favourite.
 
   My last Thailand guide focused on the tourism, the hostels, day trips etc. but this one will be different. This one will be the real ‘Jackson James’ and not a Gold Square Publishing interpretation of who I am and what they want me to write. 
 
   I’m not complaining of course, Gold Square is the best thing that’s ever happened to me. I get to travel the world, sleep with my pick of stunningly gorgeous women and make good money doing it.
 
   My name is Jackson James, I’m twenty nine, and I’m a travel writer. I started blogging whilst I was backpacking after university. My former journalism lecturer sent the link to my blog to a friend of his at Gold Square, and they offered me an opportunity to write a backpacker’s travel guide. I had no idea back then that seven years later I’d still be doing it, but I guess as they say, the rest is history. Journalism has always been, and still is my ultimate goal, but I’ve got it easy right now, I’m having a lot of fun...why change that?
 
   “Hi gorgeous! Have you missed me?”
 
   I step out of the elevator and greet Sarah, the hot but conservative receptionist at Gold Square, a little over enthusiastically given her feelings towards me. She just rolls her eyes and I smile my winning cheeky smile. She despises me!
 
   I took her out to show her the sights of London, and the colour of my bedroom ceiling, when she moved here from Newcastle four months ago, then didn’t call her again…It was fun, but I don’t generally do repeats!
 
   “Jackson, honey, it’s been far too long!”
 
   The delightful Francesca Franklin steps out of her office to greet me. I use the term delightful lightly, of course. The woman can’t be more than forty five but she closely resembles Yoda in a dress. The years have not been kind to Ms Franklin, the publishing business however, has.
 
   “Francesca. Where have you been all my life?” I tease, as I sit in the hideous green leather arm chair in front of her desk,
 
   “Oh Jackson dear, wouldn’t you like to know?” She giggles like a teenage girl. “So, Thailand, again... Is there really much more to say?”
 
   I wish I could say that she was kidding, but for someone earning the almost offensive amount of money that she does, Francesca Franklin has very little interest in the world outside of London.
 
   “Oh Francesca, you know me…too much to say, too few pages!”
 
   I wink with a grin and Francesca blushes. I know that she finds me utterly charming, women usually do. My way with the ladies is something that I have fine-tuned, and it’s gotten me into a very many beds over the years. “This one will be different Frankie. The real Thailand, you know, off the beaten track.”
 
   “Well Mr James, I know you’ll deliver…” She sucks the air in through her tobacco stained teeth, in what I think is her attempt at seduction, “…You always do!”  I stand to leave, “Oh Jackson, here.”  She hands me a book from her desk drawer, “Some bedtime reading. Maybe it’ll teach you a thing or two!” And with a wink and a cackle that would terrify small children, she waves her hand to dismiss me from her office.
 
   I shudder as I step into the elevator to leave. She wants me, bad…I shudder again!
 
   Once in the elevator, I push the button for ground and glance at the book in my hands, ‘Bridge over Troubled Water’ by Rosie Alvez. Oh Jesus, a romance novel! 
 
   Believe me Franklin, there’s nothing in here that I don’t already know.  Lost in the blurb on the back of the book, I almost flatten the poor woman switching places with me on the ground floor,
 
   “God sorry sweetheart, I was in a world of my own!”  I hold up my hands in apology,
 
   She glances towards me and half smiles, “No probs.”
 
   Wow! Red hair, green eyes…she’s gorgeous, and the way that her eyes just widened, I can tell that she likes what she sees too. I turn and enjoy another look directly into those emerald eyes as the doors close. It’s been a while since I’ve had a red head, maybe I’ll drop by Gold Square more often.
 
   In the cab back to my apartment I look once more at the pitiful piece of writing in my hands. I don’t need to read it, I already know the story. Girl meets boy, boy messes up, girl forgives boy and they live happily ever after. I open the front cover.
 
   For my Michael,
 
   My one, my only, my everything.
 
   The classic soft arsed dedication. This is so far ticking all the boxes of a truly shitty book. I turn the page.
 
   About the Author
 
   Rosie Alvez was born Rosetta Penelope Alvez on 25th March 1986, in Córdoba, Spain. Rosie is the only daughter of Joaquin and Bernadette Alvez and younger sister to Rafael.  The family relocated in 1991 to Buxton, Derbyshire, where they still own a successful tapas bar. 
 
   Alvez excelled in creative writing during her formative years, and went on to study for a degree in English Language & Communication with Journalism, at the University of Hertfordshire, graduating with first class honours in 2008.
 
   Alvez’s book of short stories titled, ‘Love and Something Similar,’ was first published in 2007 whilst she was still at university. Her first novel, ‘50 Minute Romance,’ catapulted her to the top of Amazon’s 100 best new literary talents poll in 2009. 
 
   Alvez’s mix of humour, sex and good old-fashioned romance have made her one of the most highly rated young writers published today.
 
   Alvez lives in central London with her accountant fiancé, Michael English.
 
   More books by Rosie Alvez –
 
   ·                     Love and Something Similar
 
   ·                     50 Minute Romance
 
   ·                     As We Know It
 
   ·                     Mail Order Husband
 
   ·                     Live and Let Love
 
   I’m intrigued, she’s only twenty six. I know what and who I was doing at twenty six, and trust me it wasn’t all hearts and flowers. Maybe this will be worth a read after all.
 
   
***
 
    
 
   Rosie
 
   “Great work out today girls. Have a great time and I’ll see you when you’re back. We’ll work off those post-holiday pounds!”
 
   Freddy takes a sip from his water bottle, as Pip and I stretch out our hamstrings. Freddy is mine and Pip’s personal trainer, he works for my brother’s boyfriend Matthew, so we get ridiculous mates rates, and he’s worth every penny. 
 
   Pippa and I always work out together, mostly because I don’t have the confidence to go alone, but also because Pippa can’t get through a workout without flirting with anyone within a 2 metre radius. I need to keep her in check.
 
   “Thanks Fred, not hitting the showers with us?” Pippa smiles her ‘I would eat you alive’ smile.
 
   Freddy laughs but smiles back just as confidently, “Not today Pip, maybe one day, if you’re lucky!”
 
   “Oi slagbag…Are you finished?” That gets her attention.
 
   “I’m coming, I’m coming…steam?” Pippa winks and turns to head towards the changing rooms,
 
   “Yeah ok, why not!” I follow as Pippa wiggles her way out of the gym.  If I had an arse like hers, I’d do the same!
 
   I love the steam room after a workout. I like to sit quietly and breathe in the aromatherapy oils. Pippa however, doesn’t know what quiet means.
 
   “Oh Rosie, I’m so happy that you have writer’s block!” She stops briefly as she realises how that sounds. “I mean, I love you, and of course I want you to have another best-freaking-seller…But I really need this holiday, and so do you!”
 
   I know she’s right but I am nervous, I mean, its Thailand! I have no idea what to expect. The closest I’ve got to eating Thai food is Walker’s Thai Sweet Chilli crisps.
 
   “Do you think they’ll understand English?” I ask nervously,
 
   “Rosie its 2012, I’m sure they’ll understand enough, and besides, you’ve got your pocket book. Surely that will prepare you for any eventuality!” I can’t see her face clearly through the steam, but the sarcasm in her voice translates loud and clear.
 
   “I like to be prepared!” I declare, almost defensively, “Besides, I don’t want to get stuck while you’re off shagging the world and his mate, do I?”
 
   “Oh you bitch! For your information, his mate can’t make it!” 
 
   She always knows how to make me laugh. It will be a great holiday I’m certain of that; I just need to learn to relax.
 
   Philippa Carvalho is beautiful. She is twenty-six, five foot ten and size ten, with perfect curves, long legs and equally long black hair. We’ve been best friends since we were four years old. She was scouted for a model agency at fifteen and booked just enough jobs to save the money to buy some expensive photography equipment. As soon as she had enough and had finished college, she made a huge scene of declaring that she preferred to be behind the camera, rather than in front of it. 
 
   She has a weakness for shoes, champagne and blondes. Well, men in general actually. I can’t say that I approve of her extreme promiscuity, but I don’t judge her for it either. She’s always careful and like she says, “It’s a lifestyle choice!”  Besides, it has certainly played a part in my success. My sex life is decidedly less exciting than hers and I’m certainly less confident, so her stories have made for some interesting inspiration!
 
   If there’s one thing Pippa does well its, well, sex, but if there’s another…it’s shopping!
 
   “Rosie, you cannot wear the clothes that you bought for your honeymoon on a girly holiday!  They’ll remind you of dick face and it’s not like you’re broke so get your cards out you tart, we’re going shopping!”
 
   “Yes yes yes, you better buy that! You look so hot Ro!”
 
   “Hmm, I feel a bit…exposed?” I bite my lip nervously while examining my reflection in the floor length mirror.
 
   “Rosetta! You’re wearing a bikini! Would you rather a wet suit?”
 
   Pippa laughs and leaves me while she goes to load up her second shopping basket. I envy her self-confidence. She doesn’t need to try anything on. She has a great figure and knows exactly what suits.
 
   After five hours of looking at playsuits, bikinis and maxi dresses, my feet hate me and I am starving. There is only one guaranteed way to pull Carvalho away from Selfridges, and that’s Nandos.
 
   “Mmmmm, I love chicken, I love chicken!”
 
   Pippa is doing her ‘I love chicken dance.’ She’s so adorable!
 
   My version of Pippa is fun, free and childlike, but put a model in front of her at a shoot and she is terrifyingly organised. She exudes power and authority. I love that I get this version.
 
   “Good distraction sugar pie, but you’re not getting away with it that easy. We have tanning oil to buy for me, and factor one hundred and twenty for you Ginge!”
 
   “I’ll have you know, you aren’t the only one who turns into a brown bear in the sun! Don’t let the hair fool you!” I flick my ginger mane over my shoulder dramatically,
 
   “Speaking of hair, we need to get you waxed! We don’t want your ginger bush scaring off all the lovely boys!” Pip smiles her butter wouldn’t melt grin.
 
   I laugh and throw my napkin at her face while she giggles hysterically. “You can pay for this. I’m saving for a wax!” I wink.
 
   “Love you Rosie, thanks for this!” She pays cash and links my arm as we head out of the restaurant.
 
   “Back at you babe!”
 
   

 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Three
 
    
 
   Rosie
 
   “I can’t believe you’re going to Thailand sis!” Rafe sips at his coffee and pouts like a child that’s had his toys taken away. “I’m proud of you for just, going for it babe. You’ve not been yourself for so long, and you really need it, but fuck me, I’m jealous!”
 
   I love my brother Rafe, next to Pippa he is absolutely my best friend. When I was about thirteen, I was absolutely convinced that Rafe was going to marry Pippa, and she’d be my sister for real. Little did I know that instead of chasing each other, they’d be competing for the same men!
 
   Rafe came out when he was seventeen. He said he felt safe doing it knowing that we can do no wrong in our parents’ eyes. They were just pleased to finally understand why their handsome, funny and kind son had never brought a girlfriend home.
 
   The first couple of years were hard for Rafe. We lived in a village and it wasn’t exactly a buzzing metropolis, so meeting people and having experiences that allowed him to explore his sexuality wasn’t easy, and he made mistakes because of that.
 
   Rafe was twenty when I went to university and he convinced our parents that they should help us two to find a place together. They did, and it was the best thing that ever happened to either of us.  Rafe got a job managing the student union bar and started to get the ideas for what is now ‘Rafael’s’, and I got to have my brother close by. When Pippa came to live with us shortly after we moved in, they soon developed their own little game of ‘choose a guy and get him into bed,’ whether he was gay or straight was irrelevant, to either of them.
 
   I have a lot of gay friends. Any university course with the word creative in the title is bound to have its fair share of flamboyant characters, and they pretty much all fit the stereotypes, but Rafe has never been outwardly identifiable as gay, people often don’t believe that he is.  He and Matthew are just your typical blokes. They love sport, and beer, and going out with the lads, just like most guys…they just dress and smell better.
 
   “I wish you could come too Rafe, I’m a bit scared. Just fear of the unknown I guess.” I shrug my shoulders uncomfortably.
 
   “Nah, don’t be daft, you’ll be fine. You know I’d be there if I could Ro. I just can’t shut this place down for three weeks.” Rafe looks around the café as he speaks, “You’ve got Pip Squeak though, she’ll look after you!” He chuckles into his coffee.
 
   Rafael’s is Rafe’s cafe. He bought it with money left to him by our grandmother. We never met her for one reason or another, but she still included us in her will. Rafael’s is a really cool coffee shop that attracts so many interesting characters. It wouldn’t be out of place in New York or San Francisco, full of artists and dancers, writers and musicians. It’s one of those cafes with comfy leather sofas and bean bags. There are books on every table and an acoustic guitarist is almost a permanent fixture in the corner. Rafael’s is one of my favourite places to write…and the lemon drizzle cake is to die for.
 
   “Are you staying over tonight then?” I ask, already knowing the answer. Since Michael and I split up, whenever Matthew is away with work, Rafe stays over with me for DVD and wine night.
 
   “Of course I am beaut! I’ll bring the wine, you get the chocolate and I’ll be over once I’ve closed up.” 
 
   
 
 
   At about six thirty there’s a knock at my door, I open to a smiling Rafe holding up two bottles of ‘Cab Sav’ and ‘The Beach’ on DVD.
 
   “To prepare you for your big adventure, we have the lovely Leo DiCaprio. Do not follow in his footsteps though baby sis, as his Thailand experience is kind of messed up!”
 
   We get comfy, order a pizza and get ready to watch the film when Rafe’s phone rings. I see that it’s Matthew and pick it up.
 
   “Hey Matty! Brother/sister time here, piss off!” I laugh down the phone,
 
   “Hey Ginge. Sorry, I just need a quick word. Is he there?” I pass the phone to Rafe, whose face lights up at the sound of Matthew’s voice.
 
   “Hi,” he smiles down the phone and I can see that my big brother couldn’t be any happier. “Really? Oh baby, that’s fantastic!”
 
   I try to mime to Rafe to get him tell me what he’s talking about, but he just shoos me away.
 
   “You really are the best you know, thank you…Ok, I love you. Night.”
 
   He hangs up the phone, smiles and resumes the optimal film watching position.
 
   “What was that all about?” I question excitedly, “It sounded good.” I almost sing the last word. 
 
   “Nothing sister! Press play.” Rafe stares blankly ahead as he always does when he’s trying to hide something from me.
 
   “Rafael Patrick Alvez…Spill!” I kneel directly in front of him so that he can’t avoid my questioning,
 
   “Rosie, it’s nothing…Just a dirty weekend away with the man of my dreams. Do you want details?” He pushes me back onto my side of the bed.
 
   “Erm no you’re ok!” I pull a face as if to say ‘keep it to yourself Alvez.’ “Although I’m a little jealous, I’d kill for a dirty three minutes, let alone a weekend!”
 
   I’m deadly serious. It’s been ten months since I’ve been anywhere near a man that isn’t related in some way, and before that, sex with Michael wasn’t exactly earth shattering.
 
   “Well baby sis, you have three weeks in paradise to get as dirty as you want. Just play safe! Now will you press bloody play?”
 
   I don’t know whether the film made me excited for the holiday or filled me with dread, but either way I went to sleep thinking of white sand beaches and sunshine, and maybe a dirty three minutes here or there.
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “FINAL CALL FOR FLIGHT T G NINE ONE ONE, THAI AIRWAYS FLIGHT TO BANGKOK”
 
   “Shit Ro, hurry! Damn the duty free!”
 
   “Pippa, when have you ever been on time for anything?” I call back as we run for our boarding gate.
 
   “Sawasdee Ka, Welcome.”
 
   The stunning Thai stewardess smiles, without a hint of frustration at our lateness, as we step on board.  Her hands are held together in front of her like she is praying. Mr James kindly informed me in his book that this is called a ‘Wai,’ and I return the gesture out of respect.
 
   The stewardess shows us to our seats in Royal Silk Class, all thanks to my last novel ‘Bridge over Troubled Water,’ a bestseller...eighteen bloody months ago. We take our seats, stow everything away and buckle up for taxiing.
 
   “Rosetta Penelope Alvez, I have never been so glad to be your friend!” Pippa sounds blissful as she stretches her legs to explore the extra leg room and I laugh. I’d be lost without this girl!
 
   Once the seat belt lights are off, Pippa wastes no time calling for in-flight service,
 
   “Hi, could we have four vodkas with orange juice please, we’re celebrating!”
 
   “Celebrating what?” I question, as the attentive steward goes to fetch our drinks.
 
   “You, finally removing that stick from up your arse!”
 
   The resulting fit of giggles indicates that our holiday has begun.
 
   
 
 
   Pippa is bored of the in-flight movie within about twenty minutes, the girl is unbelievably impatient. She grabs my travel guide and decides it’s time to do some research.
 
   “So, Mr James…What do you have to say about Krabi then?” She begins to read aloud from the book in her best ‘Lloyd Grossman’ voice. “Krabi is a fantastic place, and just as the billboard outside the airport says, lively town…lovely people!” The impression soon fades and Pippa is back. “Be sure to visit Tiger Cave Temple, wear sensible shoes and cover up, it is a place of worship after all.  Climb at five am for an amazing sunrise at the top!”
 
   She stops and leans her head back, snoring dramatically.
 
   “Oh Jackson James, you disappoint…What I want to know, is where to get trashed and meet the man of my dreams!”  Nobody finds Pippa as funny as she does herself and she laughs to out loud.
 
   “Good Morning Ladies!”
 
   Without so much as a hello, a man stands over us and interjects on our conversation. Wow! He is Drop…Dead…Gorgeous! I blush. 
 
   Oh crap! He’s the bulldozer from Gold Square!
 
   “If it’s a good time you’re after, here’s my card. I’ll be in Krabi in a few days, give me a call and I’ll show you around.”
 
   “Jackson James, Travel Writer Extraordinaire!” Pippa Laughs, “You seriously had that printed on your cards?” She never did have much of an internal filter.
 
   He smiles at me and Pippa appears oblivious to the fact that it’s his book she’s been reading from. Does he recognise me? He really is delicious. He has an absolutely hypnotic smile and his dark brown hair is styled perfectly into a sort of organised mess, but he is way too arrogant for my liking. ‘Travel Writer Extraordinaire’…Who does that?
 
   “I’ve seen you before haven’t I? At Gold Square?”
 
   He talks to me as he rests his arm casually on the seat in front. The sight of his toned bicep causes my cheeks to flush slightly,
 
   “Yes, I believe that it was you that almost flattened me Mr James. You really should watch where you’re going.”
 
   “Again, I apologise. What were you doing at my publisher’s office anyway? Are you an assistant there or something?”
 
   “I doubt the assistants travel in business class Jackson,” Pippa snorts as she catches up, “This is Rosie Alvez…Romance Novelist Extraordinaire!” She winks and I flush red.
 
   “Ah, romance…I guess that means you know a thing or two about what women want? Perhaps you can enlighten me sometime Miss Alvez?”
 
   He tilts his head and I notice the sarcastic smile he’s giving me. He obviously knows that I haven’t written anything in forever! I smile, pull my sleep mask over my eyes and lean back, shutting him out.
 
   “Well then…Miss Alvez, Miss…”
 
   “Carvalho, Philippa…But you can call me Pippa.”
 
   “Pippa, it’s been a pleasure…maybe see you on the other side.”
 
   I presume he’s gone back to his seat, as the next thing I know I’m being slapped on the arm by my best friend.
 
   “ROSIE!” She pulls off my mask “That was really fucking rude!”
 
   “What? He was a sleaze Pip, and an arrogant one at that! I mean who just strolls up and starts talking to people on a plane? And what’s with all the ‘extraordinaire’ bollocks?”
 
   “Rosie, they’re not all the same you know. He heard us reading from his book and thought he’d say hey. Besides, he was hot!” She looks at me and I know she’s right, it was rude. “In a way though, I’m glad you scared him off, because it was a pleasure to watch him walk away.” She grins mischievously turning his business card in her hands.
 
   “Carvalho, get some sleep…and behave!”
 
   “LADIES AND GENTLEMAN, WE ARE BEGINNING OUR DESCENT INTO BANGKOK SUVARNABHUMI AIRPORT. LOCAL TIME IS SIX EIGHTEEN AM. WE HOPE YOU HAVE ENJOYED YOUR FLIGHT AND HOPE TO SEE YOU AGAIN SOON. THANK YOU FOR FLYING THAI AIRWAYS, KHOP KHUN KRAP”
 
   The seatbelt lights are on and I feel a pang of anxiety, but it doesn’t last long. Pippa grabs my hand and gives me her excited grin, mouthing “OH MY GOD!” as we touch down, with a hell of a bump, onto Thai soil.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Four
 
    
 
   Jackson
 
   Ahh, Bangkok…I love this city.
 
   It’s all go, all the time, but there are places where you can find moments of absolute serenity. I’m only here for a couple of days and then I’m heading south to Krabi. I want to chill out down there for a bit before the real work starts. While I’m in Bangkok I’ve decided to stay in a hostel. Hotels are great but hostels are such a buzz, you get to meet and interact with so many interesting people. You exchange great information and stories; it’s a writer’s dream.
 
   I can’t help but wonder where Miss Alvez is seeking her inspiration, a five star hotel I imagine.
 
   I love to people watch; it gives you the chance to really soak up the atmosphere and the culture of a place. It’s my first night in Bangkok and I’m sitting alone at an outdoor table of a restaurant, watching the world go by.  I’m surrounded by the noise and smells of the city. Street food carts, market traders, girls trying to coax people into bars, nervous tourists trying to take it all in and the older western men with young Thai girls (or ladyboys) on their arms. I am used to that sight now, but I won’t lie, it was a shock when I first visited Thailand. 
 
   Some of the women that you see here are mind meltingly stunning. You can’t always tell if they are actually women, but they’re nice to look at regardless. I like to look, but I don’t touch. The sex trade in Thailand is not really something that I wholly approve of. It’s each to their own, but I think this amazing place has so much more to offer than girly bars and ladyboy shows.
 
   Don’t get me wrong, I’ve had my fair share of fun in Thailand, but usually with backpackers or ex pats. There have been a few Thai girls but no money exchanged hands, I can assure you of that.
 
   For right now though, I’m happy to sit and watch the world go by, taking it all in. I have a nice cold Singha beer, some barbecued chicken and a papaya salad, spicy, the best way to eat it! I can’t help but wonder how many people have read my book and ordered the same. Miss Alvez I wonder? Nah, it’ll be a club sandwich and fries, I’m certain of that. She’s hot as hell, but she’s got a stick up her arse that needs removing, and I’m pretty sure I’m the man for the job! 
 
   I’ve got a long day of exploring ahead of me tomorrow, so it’s time to get some sleep. I head back to the hostel and up to my room, taking the lone American blonde from the lobby with me…I love Thailand.
 
   I’m going to spend today immersing myself in the tourist traps of Bangkok. I know that I said this book would be ‘off the beaten track,’ but you’ve got to tell people about the popular favourites as well.
 
   I am heading to The Grand Palace this afternoon, but first, it’s an early start soaking up the atmosphere of the floating markets. It’s such a buzz, there are all sorts of smells and sounds here, igniting the senses…fuel from boats, food cooking, all sorts of seafood and people calling out trying to sell their wares. To watch is invigorating, it’s almost as exciting as actually being a part of it all. There are boats and people everywhere, food and merchandise all over the place. Some westerners may find this place intimidating, but I feel strangely calm here amongst the craziness. I feel completely welcome and safe in the company of the wonderful Thai people going about their daily business.
 
   As the day rolls on, I head back to the hostel for a shower and change of clothes. Lucia, an Italian girl that I met this morning, has invited me to join her on a dinner sunset cruise on the Chao Phraya River, and let’s face it, what kind of a man would I be to let a beautiful woman travel alone?
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Rosie
 
   “Wow! Ro, this is AWESOME!”
 
   Pippa is easily pleased. We booked to stay in a three star hotel in Ao Nang, I read in the book that three stars in Thailand is like five star back home, and so far, I have to agree. This is beautiful.
 
   “Right then bestie, come on! Bikini on, Kindle in hand…It’s pool time!” Pip turns to look at me and frowns, placing her hands on her hips dramatically, “Rosie, it’s the first day! Put the laptop down. You need to relax!”
 
   As much as I hate to admit it, she’s right, I do. Since Michael left, I have been so tense. I put too much pressure on myself to try and be perfect, and it just causes me to constantly fuck up. How can I possibly meet my own unrealistic expectations of myself?
 
   “I know, I know. You’re right. I do need food though Pip, and a cocktail...stat!”
 
   “Pool bar Rosie…Pool bar!” There’s that grin again.
 
   Hmm, I could get used to this. I’ve never felt heat like it.
 
   It’s warming me right through to my bones. For a redhead, I have unusually olive skin. Thank god my Irish mother married a Spaniard...I couldn’t bear to be one of those gingers that burns after five seconds, I love the sun too much!
 
   Pippa is already quite dark skinned, and she goes an amazing colour in a frankly unacceptable amount of time. Her mother is Indian and her Dad is Portuguese. At school we bonded over our mixed up heritage and grew up proud to be different.
 
   “Pippa for crying out loud, you only have to look at the sun and you’re tanned!” I exasperate while I apply more oil,
 
   She pokes her tongue between her teeth “I know…Ha!”
 
   After a few hours lazing in the sun and dipping in and out of the pool to cool off, the long day of travelling and hot sun catches up with me. I need some sleep. Pippa is more than happy to continue cooking, so I go back to the room for a nap.  Despite the tiredness, I can’t seem to get to sleep so I reach for the guide book and turn to the pages for Ao Nang.
 
   There are lots of pictures of beautiful scenery, beaches and people, and various tit bits of information about where to stay, eat, drink etc. Hmm where to eat? I glance through the restaurants and Mr James’s words jump off the page to me.
 
   “To experience the fantastic flavours of Thai food, steer clear of the sparkly restaurants and head for the plastic tables and chairs outside, or go to one of the street carts. Try the papaya salad, be adventurous and ask for it spicy, it’s amazing! If you’re unsure though, Thai people will always help you to find something that you will like.”
 
   Annoyingly, he seems to know his stuff. Maybe for the first night though, western food would be best.
 
   I wake to the god awful sound of Pippa singing in the shower, it’s comforting to know that there’s at least one thing that she wasn’t blessed with. I reach for my phone to check the time, its six thirty pm and I am famished. I feel much better after some sleep and decide it’s time to let my hair down and start to experience Thailand.
 
   We decide to eat in a restaurant called Blue Mango. It’s a short walk from the hotel and has a good mix of Thai, English and Scandinavian food. Actually there seems to be a huge Scandinavian influence in Ao Nang. Pippa has a cheeseburger and fries and I go for a club sandwich…Wow Alvez, you’re really letting your hair down now!  
 
   After dinner, Pippa is ready to party. She asks the waitress where to go and we are pointed in the direction of the livelier bars. This is an eye opener.
 
   Ao Nang seems to be a fairly quiet town generally. It’s mostly just tourists walking along the seafront, taking in the shops and restaurants, but behind the main strip is where Ao Nang lets loose. It’s littered with bars, there’s a McDonalds and what seems like hundreds of backpacker hostels. Pippa’s eyes light up at the sight of Thai girls in sexy sailor uniforms dancing on tables, and without a say in the matter, I’m pulled inside.
 
   “What should we drink?” She asks the girl behind the bar, not me.
 
   “You want to party?” The bar girl questions in response,
 
   “YEAH!!” Pippa calls out, and without another word, a large bucket of Sang Som, a really strong Thai rum, and Coke is placed on the bar with two straws.
 
   As Pippa’s eyes widen gleefully at the sight, we sip. I wince slightly at the strength but sip again…I may not be able to focus particularly well, but I see where this night is heading.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Rosie
 
   “Ahhhh...I think I’m dead!”
 
   “You’re so dramatic Philippa!” I groan and then laugh, then groan again. We had a great night last night, I think…but the morning after the night before is not so great. “Come on, there’s nothing that a day on the sand won’t fix.”
 
   Pippa dons her deep purple halter neck bikini and looks fantastic. I opt for a red and white polka dot one, and sunglasses are an absolute must this morning. Maxi dresses and flip flops are on and we’re ready to hit the beach.
 
   Ao Nang beach is just a short walk from the hotel and we stroll, ice cold Fanta in hand, past the long tail boats to a quieter end of the beach. There are massage places lined up behind the trees and in front of us, there’s nothing but calm sea, with the odd rock jutting out, as though it has been freshly painted onto the horizon.
 
   It’s hot, unbelievably so, and I love it, but I can’t just sit baking with a hangover.
 
   “Pip I’m going for a walk, do you want anything?” I ask as I stand and pull on my dress,
 
   “No honey, thanks, stay safe.” Pip is quite content to veg in the sun all day.
 
   I decide to walk along the beach with the waves lapping gently over my feet. Even the sea is warm, this place is fantastic.  I’m surprised as I walk, at the variety of people that I see. I expected, ignorantly I guess, that Thailand would just be full of backpackers with dreadlocks and tattoos, but I was so wrong. There are elderly couples relaxing on the sand, giving Pip a run for her money in the tanning department! 
 
   There are a lot of families with children, playing and eating, and then there are the definite honeymooners dotted in between, clearly identifiable by their public displays of affection, and the fact that they seem oblivious to anyone else being there.  
 
   They are why I write romance. For people like that, the romantics who get completely lost in the arms of their significant others, and those who continue to hope that there is one special person out there for them. In this moment, I feel like I’m letting them down. 
 
   The thought brings me back to earth with a bump.
 
   
 
 
   I’ve been walking, lost in my own thoughts for almost an hour. I decide to sit for a while, so I walk away from the shoreline and sit down on the stone steps at the top of the beach. As I look out ahead across the calm sea, with the heat haze blurring my view, thoughts of Michael creep into my mind. I haven’t heard anything from him since the day before our wedding. There’s been no explanation or apology, just dead air.
 
   We had booked a honeymoon to the Maldives, Pip wanted me to go anyway and just escape for a bit after the wedding, but I couldn’t bear to go alone. After much persuasion on my part and a couple of name changes, Rafe and Matthew went instead.
 
   When I arrived at the hotel on New Year’s Eve, ready to become Mrs Rosetta English, I knew that something was wrong. Pippa was sitting on a bench with my Mam, and Rafe was on the phone in the corner of the lobby.
 
   “What is it?” I asked Pippa, but I didn’t need her to answer. “Daddy, he’s not coming!”
 
   I immediately turned and walked back towards the exit. I was calm but embarrassed, didn’t want any of our guests to see me like this, jilted.
 
   “Rosie, wait!” Pippa chased me, while my Mam caught my Dad up on the situation, “He’s a prick Rosie, I’m so sorry.” She hugged me so hard, as though she thought I’d collapse without her arms for support.
 
   “Did he call anyone? Or has he just not bothered coming?”
 
   Pippa rolls her eyes and I know she wants to murder Michael for this, “No, he sent Matthew.”
 
   “Ginge, I’m so sorry!” From nowhere, Matthew pulled me out of my daze, throwing his arms around me and kissing me on the top of my head. Matthew is Michael’s brother but is the complete anti-Michael. He is kind and thoughtful, and at the time of my non-wedding, he had been dating Rafe for almost a year. A fact that made him feel even worse about the situation. Matthew and Michael haven’t been what you would call, close, for a really long time. In fact they don’t even particularly like each other, but Michael made Matthew his best man due to the fact that he is distinctly short on friends.
 
   “He’s such a dick, I’m so sorry. You look so beautiful Rosie.”
 
   “Where is he?” I asked, unsure whether I actually wanted the answer. My voice was completely monotonous and I couldn’t bear to make eye contact with anyone.
 
   “I don’t know Ginge. He text me to say he that wasn’t coming and now his phone is switched off. Rafe and I have been trying to call him for an hour.  Look, I haven’t told anyone inside yet, but, I guess they need to know. Maybe you should get out of here before I go in?”
 
   “Yeah I’m going right now. Matthew, this isn’t your fault,” I could see the shame in his eyes. “Like you said, he’s a dick. Tell everyone to go and enjoy the reception, it is New Year’s Eve after all.”
 
   I headed out of the lobby and climbed back into the VW camper van that I had arrived in only ten minutes earlier.
 
   “Mam, Dad, I’m going home. Are you coming?”
 
   My parents and Pippa climbed into the van with me, and after saying goodbye to Matthew, Rafe joined us. Without needing to be told, the driver set off, and took us home.
 
   As we pulled away I watched Matthew walk into the hotel with his head hanging, completely ashamed of his twin, and I felt the lump rise in my throat. My Dad wrapped his arm around me, pulling me in towards him as the floodgates opened. The realisation that I had just been dumped, in spectacular fashion, hit me and I sobbed into my Daddy’s chest, the one place that I have always felt safe and protected.
 
 
   A ball bouncing at my feet brings me back to the present and a little girl runs to pick it up. She smiles an apologetic smile up at me and I give her a friendly grin back. She runs back to her family and I watch as they play happily together, reminding me of my own fantastic upbringing. I want that for myself one day.
 
   I haven’t thought about my non-wedding day in so long and when I did in the weeks that followed it, I blamed myself. I told myself and those around me that I didn’t treat him well enough. I was always too busy, too shy, too boring.  But now, with my toes in the sand and the heat from the sun on my face, I realise that I was not to blame.
 
   Michael never treated me well, not in the entire three years that we were together. He told me what to wear, what to do, how to speak. He put me down and kept me from my family and friends. I have no idea why I put up with it for so long but at last, I have finally realised that him not showing up that day, was the best thing that ever happened to me. 
 
   I smile as I stand and start to make my way back to Pippa, Thailand seems to be having the desired effect…maybe I’ll find my inspiration here after all.
 
   

 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Five
 
    
 
   Jackson
 
   Leaving Krabi airport I feel truly calm, but then, I’m a pretty chilled guy anyway these days. I try not to really get stressed out anymore, life is too short, but walking towards my friend Steve, who is standing holding a huge sign with ‘Jacko’ painted on it in pink, I feel really good.
 
   Steve and I have been friends since university. He wasn’t on my course though. We met in a bar when we got into a fight over the same girl on a night out.  After being kicked out and separated by friends we found out that she was a lesbian. So we apologised to the bouncers, went back inside and bought each other a pint, we were each other’s wing man from then on.
 
   Steve travelled with me after we left University and he just hated it when we went back to England. He ended up moving to Thailand two years ago to run a karaoke bar, and it’s going really well for him. He’s marrying a lovely Thai girl soon and he seems really happy.
 
   Settling down isn’t for me though. For me, the bigger picture is that there are a lot of places to see and a lot of women to fuck.
 
   “Where are you staying then Jacko? You sure you don’t want to stay with us?” Steve asks as we get into his car and turn on the air conditioning.
 
   I’m staying in a hotel in Ao Nang. I decided I deserved a touch of luxury. 
 
   “No mate thanks. I’m all booked up so I’m good. I’m looking forward to seeing Annie again though.”  
 
   Annie is Steve’s fiancée. I’m pretty sure that’s not her given name but it’s what everyone calls her.  Steve decides to call in at the bar before he drops me off, any excuse for a beer and a chance to show off his little empire.
 
   “When are you going to settle down then mate? Waking up next to the same woman each day is actually quite refreshing you know!” I can’t imagine that’s true.
 
   “You know me Steve. Life’s too short to spend it all in one bed. Not that I’m knocking your choice, Annie’s a star!” 
 
   As much as settling down is not for me, Annie is definitely the best thing to ever happen to Steve.
 
   “JJ, I think the world of you mate, but you can’t sacrifice your own happiness for fear of getting hurt. She wouldn’t have left you all if she could have helped it. You know that.” Steve sips his beer,
 
   “Mate, it’s not about that. Monogamy is just not for me, but you know, what is the point?  I could choose one woman to spend my life with, just like my Dad did, but then end up alone in the end anyway.”
 
   “JJ, I know you! You’re not the cold hearted man slag you make yourself out to be. One day, the right woman will come along and knock you off your feet. If you’re not careful, you’ll scare her off before you’ve even started.” He shakes his head as though he’s genuinely worried that I’m going to die alone, “Come on, let’s get you to base camp. I’ve got to get back to the missus.”
 
   After a catch up and a lecture, Steve drops me off at the hotel. I’ve booked for nine nights before I head up north. It’s set away from the main hub of Ao Nang, but within walking distance of everything. I’ve hired a moped and it’s waiting for me when I arrive.
 
   “Sawasdee Ka, Welcome.”
 
   The receptionist ‘wais’ me, and I return the gesture. After checking my details, she smiles and she hands me a room key, then directs me to follow the boy that has arrived to carry my bags. I’ve gone all out and treated myself to the penthouse suite. It has its own sun terrace balcony, which gives me an amazing panoramic view out over the bay, and of the ladies sunbathing around the pool. I can’t complain. I might as well make the most of my money while I have it, writing travel guides doesn’t pay exceptionally well, but the BBC series on South America that I made last year certainly did. I’m not really a splurger. I travel on Gold Square expenses and save most of the money I make so I can afford to go crazy every now and again. 
 
   Technically, I’m in Thailand to work, but it would be rude to not spend at least one day doing nothing, so I get my trunks on and it’s time to chill out. For the hell of it, I decide to take Miss Rosie Alvez with me and see what this romance thing is all about. 
 
   I grab a cold beer from the mini fridge and get comfortable on a sun bed. I prop myself up and switch on my iPod. Jack Johnson’s velvet tones fill my ears and I open the paperback.
 
   Introduction
 
   “Cassidy Lovell is a fucking whore”
 
   “Tara, watch your language will you!” Sandford is conscious that there are children at the next table,
 
   “Sandy,” I lower my voice “Seriously, it’s not enough that she fucked you over, now she has to do the same to me? We were supposed to be friends. I’m going to ruin her! The bitch will regret crossing me, I promise you that!”
 
   Well, that’s not the start I expected…Miss Alvez has a potty mouth!
 
   I read on and by the time I realise that I’m hungry, I’m on chapter ten. This isn’t exactly what I expected from a ‘romance’ novel. It’s funny, and the sex is pretty adventurous even by my standards. It’s the story of two girls who were best friends at university, but grew apart when they found themselves rivals for the same job, and the same man.
 
   It’s witty, really witty actually, and I can’t help but think that I underestimated Rosetta Alvez. Of course, I know it’ll all work out in the end. Sandford will get his promotion and Tara will defeat Cassidy and will live happily ever after with Jonathan, but despite the inevitable ending, I am gripped by the writing. It’s refreshing.
 
   Despite wanting to read on, I decide to head out for some lunch. I throw on a t-shirt & grab my iPad on the way out, never one to miss an opportunity for research. Sunset is about an hour away so I head up towards the main beach area and find a seafood restaurant with a beach terrace, perfect to enjoy the view.
 
    
 
   ***
 
 
   Rosie
 
   “Alvez, you rocked my freaking world last night!” Pippa declares from under her pillow and I smile.
 
   “We aim to please Carvalho. I had a great time actually.”
 
   “I know you did girl! I thought the days of Rosetta Alvez dancing on a table and on a stripper pole in one night were long gone. You were wicked!” She props her head up on her bent arm and grins at me “I’ve missed the real you Rosie, I haven’t seen you let loose in years. It was great.”
 
   I’m embarrassed, not because of last night, but I feel so guilty for allowing Michael to rule me the way that he did. I’m lucky that Pippa is so oblivious to everyone around her. She never noticed that he didn’t want her around. Either that or she just didn’t care...I suspect it may actually be the latter.
 
   “Come on Pip. I need food.”
 
   We’re going out today so we’re up earlier than I’d like after the night we had last night, but I’m excited for the trip. We’ve booked to go on a four islands tour. First stop is Pranang beach then on to Tup Island, Chicken Island for some snorkelling and then Poda Island, with lunch provided somewhere in between. Of course, until a few days ago, I’d never heard of any of these places, but as we’re welcomed onto the speedboat by our guide I can’t keep the smile from my face.
 
   In the days since the club sandwich I have tried to be more open to Thai food. I have had spring rolls and chicken fried rice in the hotel, green curry and even tried barbecued squid last night from a street food cart and surprisingly I really liked it. I’ve liked it all.
 
   The lunch provided on Poda Island is fried rice in a polystyrene box, with chicken and prawns mixed in and a small bag of what looks like chilli and garlic in some sort of oil. It’s delicious and I find that the more I let go and give in to the experiences of Thailand, the more senses awaken within me. I feel happy and alive and to be honest, I never want to leave.
 
   Pippa and I climb up on the front of the speed boat on the way back to Ao Nang. It’s exhilarating having the warm air rush past us while we zoom across the calm sea, passing the painted on rocks close up while flying fish shoot across the water on both sides of the boat. Pippa of course has been talking to a guy on the boat, a Canadian. He told her about a ‘great’ karaoke bar in town. Karaoke and great are not two words that I would normally put together, add Pippa to that mix and it’s a recipe for disaster, but once she has made her mind up about something, it’s very hard to change it.
 
   “Ooh Rosie, I love karaoke, can’t beat a good sing song!”
 
   “Carvalho, you know you’re tone deaf right?”
 
   “Yes, we can’t all be perfect, but after a few cocktails who cares?” She shrugs her shoulders and smiles.
 
   I wish I could be that carefree. My mind flashes back to the previous evening and I giggle, I can be that free, I used to be like that.
 
   “You know what you’re right, karaoke it is!”
 
   Back at the hotel Pippa gets into the shower and singing starts, what have I let myself in for? I put my iPod on to drown out the cats dying in the bathroom.
 
   What to wear tonight? I decide on a short fitted dress with a black and white Aztec print all over it. I wouldn’t normally have chosen something so bold but Pippa convinced me to buy it and I actually think it looks pretty good. It’s far too hot for hair dryers and straighteners so I brush my wet hair to smooth it down and then twist it into a bun on the top of my head.
 
   “Wow! Rosie you’re rocking that look honey!” Pippa is standing in a towel, visibly impressed that I put ‘a look’ together “What shall I wear? I need to match your hotness.”
 
   “Not possible Pip, I wouldn’t bother!” I say with a straight face as he smacks my behind and pushes me out of the way of the wardrobe.
 
   A bit of mascara, blusher and Vaseline and I’m ready to go. Pippa is wearing a black strapless fitted dress and heels, her signature poker straight black hair, eyeliner and red lips...she always looks sensational.
 
   “Wait...photo!” She holds the camera at arm’s length and snaps a quick shot of us. Some of the photos she’s taken of the scenery are amazing, and she always manages to catch my good side in the ones of us. It wasn’t a bad shout to come to Thailand with a photographer…
 
   Before heading out for death by karaoke, we decide to try a seafood restaurant above the beach. It looks out over the evening sea and the sun is on its way to setting, it shocks me that an everyday occurrence can be so stunning. The menu is great, there’s so much choice and the restaurant’s own fishing boat sits bobbing away on the lapping waves in front of us, so we know the catch is fresh. 
 
   We order the Thai seafood sharing platter with steamed rice, two margaritas and some stir fried vegetables. The food is delicious. I could stay here all night listening to the relaxing music, the that sort you hear in elevators of plush hotels or beauty salon waiting rooms, but Pippa is as ever ready to party,
 
   “Come on then Mariah, karaoke calls!”  We pay the bill, leave a tip and stand to leave.
 
   “Pippa, Miss Alvez, how lovely to see you both again.”
 
   The hairs on the back of my neck stand to attention, Jackson James is in the same bloody restaurant. Something about that man arouses and infuriates me in an instant. What’s even more annoying is that I now feel the need to apologise for my rudeness on the plane.
 
   “Mr James, it's nice to see you again. Please accept my apologies for being so curt on the flight. Tiredness and I don’t get on too well.”
 
   “No need to apologise, women generally react one of two ways to me. The other is quite different to yours, but still.” 
 
   I can’t even find words to respond to that, he really believes he is god’s gift. I just smile and say goodnight. 
 
   “Wait, you said you’re heading to karaoke right? At Presley’s? Maybe I’ll see you there.”
 
   I grimace at the thought but Pippa is eager for an audience
 
   “Great, come along, I will take requests! Bye Jackson.” She flashes her sultry grin and we leave the smug James behind.
 
   Presley’s is run by an English guy called Steve and his Thai fiancée Annie. They greet us like we’re old friends, introducing themselves and hugging us the moment we walk in.  Steve doesn’t look much older than us, but he’s obviously absorbed that Thai hospitality in his time here. 
 
   Pippa orders two cold Singha beers while we talk to Steve about his move here. When Steve has to go and serve another customer, he smiles an apology at us for ending our conversation, and we return the gesture as we go to get a table near the windows at the front of the bar.
 
   “What shall I sing Rosie?” Pippa looks intently through the folder for the perfect song and I can’t help my sarcasm as I reply,
 
   “Doesn’t really matter hun, nobody will be able to tell what you’re singing anyway.” I smile sweetly.
 
   “HA! HA! HA! Hilarious Alvez! Come on then, are you giving us a tune?”
 
   I shake my head and raise my bottle...I’m not planning on singing, just drinking! I’m here to have fun but I don’t think I’m quite ready for that, maybe after a few more beers.
 
   Pippa waits patiently for her name to be called. She loves being the centre of attention, regardless of whether people are laughing with or at her.
 
   “Pippa, where are you? You’re up next.” Steve has changed roles now from barman to DJ and Pippa excitedly jumps up and saunters towards the stage.
 
   While Pippa is murdering ‘The Greatest Love of All,’ I look around at the bar full of people cheering and singing along. I can’t help but feel proud that she’s my friend.
 
   “Are you up next then Miss Alvez?” Out of nowhere Jackson James joins me at my table. He sits in the chair opposite me and smiles his cocky ‘I can do what I like’ smile.
 
   “Oh Jackson, please, sit!” I snap sarcastically,
 
   “It’s a bar Rosie, socialise! Come on then spill, what’s your song of choice?” He takes a sip of his beer without breaking eye contact and I blush slightly under his intense gaze, the way that he said my name made my tummy leap into my throat and back again. I hadn’t noticed before the unusual hazel colour of his eyes, and the slight Yorkshire tinge to his accent. He looks to be in good shape and it takes me a moment that feels like an eternity to compose myself before answering.
 
   “I’m not singing. Pippa wanted to sing, I’m just here to drink!” I take a sip of my beer and pray that I don’t dribble or miss my mouth completely.
 
   “That’s a shame,” he smiles, “You look fantastic by the way.”
 
   He looks towards the stage where Pippa is starting to sing ‘Beautiful’ by Christina Aguilera and I smile slightly at the compliment.
 
   “Jackson, how lovely to see you here.” Pippa is back from her encore.
 
   “The feeling is mutual Pippa. You have a very erm, unique singing voice.”
 
   “Oh Jackson, I’m completely bloody tone deaf but couldn’t really give a shit.” She sits down next to me, all three of us laughing.
 
   Steve is back on stage, mic in hand, “Ladies and gentlemen, we have a rare treat for your listening, and viewing pleasure, my good friend Jackson James!”
 
   “What?”
 
   Jackson looks shocked to hear his name called, I’m just shocked that he’s friends with Steve. He seemed so, un-Jackson like.
 
   “Come on JJ, you chicken?!” Steve is smiling on stage as he tries to goad Jackson.
 
   Jackson laughs out loud and accepts the challenge by getting up and walking towards the stage. He is wearing beige chino trousers and a fitted rust coloured shirt with the sleeves rolled up. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t seriously attracted to him and the drink isn’t helping to cure me of that, but he is just so arrogant. 
 
   The music starts, ‘Better Together’ by Jack Johnson. I love this song, and to my surprise, Jackson has a fantastic singing voice. To my annoyance, this only makes me fancy him even more.
 
   “Rosie, you may want to stop undressing him with your eyes before he gets back!” 
 
   Oh crap! Pippa always knows when I like someone. I can’t hide it like she can.
 
   “Pippa he’s a good looking guy, but I wouldn’t touch him with a barge pole.” I shuffle uneasy in my seat,
 
   “That’s a shame babe. I bet he’d love to touch you with his!” She looks at me with a false shocked expression and we both laugh.
 
   When Jackson steps off the stage he heads straight towards Steve, where he pretends to punch him and they laugh, it’s obviously some sort of private joke. I go to the bar to get some drinks and when I turn back, Jackson is chatting to a blonde girl at a table in front of the stage.
 
   She laughs and touches his thigh and I see him hand over his business card, I’m shocked that I feel a little jealous, but not at his arrogance. He smiles and walks away from the girl and back to our table.  I can see by the cocky look on his face that he is certain she’ll call. He sits back down next to Pippa who is yet again searching for a song in the blue folder in front of her. I need tequila!
 
   “Can I have a bottle of tequila please, with lime and salt?” I ask Annie who is now serving behind the bar.
 
   Annie looks over to my table briefly and then puts three shot glasses on a tray with a plate of lime wedges and a small salt cellar. I haven’t done shots of tequila since university but Jackson’s presence is both irritating and frustrating me, in more ways than one and I just want to drown him out.
 
   “Woo! Look who’s ready to party!” Pippa’s eyes light up at the bottle of tequila and she’s pouring within seconds of me putting the tray down.
 
   “You don’t strike me as the tequila type Rosie.” Jackson says tilting his head towards me, he’s certain I’m going to make a fool of myself.  I’m angry at him but I don’t really know why. I have a point to prove.
 
   I side eye him, “You don’t know me Mr James.” I hold out my hand and demand his, “Hand!”
 
   He eyes me curiously and then holds his hand out, I don’t know what possesses me but I lean down and lick the back of his hand with the tip of my tongue. When I look up at him through my eyelashes he looks at me wide eyed and shifts in his seat, before a shocked laugh escapes him. I sprinkle salt onto the wet spot and hand him a lime wedge and a shot glass. I turn to Pippa who is staring at me open mouthed, I wink and she laughs.
 
   “Shoot!”  I order.
 
   We all lick the salt on our hands and drink. The lime is refreshing but we all grimace regardless. Jackson picks up the bottle and starts to refill the shot glasses.
 
   “The thing is Jackson James,” I point at him as I say his name slowly. There have been a few shots of tequila consumed and I seem to be loosing self control. I can hear myself, but I’m not quite able to stop the words from leaving my mouth. “Men like you really get my back up, you think you’re god’s gift to women.” I wave my hands around as if to display all of the women in the bar. “I bet you shag around, leaving a trail of broken hearts behind you. You saunter over to women you don’t know and interrupt their conversations, just so you can get into their knickers and then never call them again!”
 
   I remember now why it’s been so long since I drank tequila. It makes me a bit of a bitch. Jackson smiles in response and refills the glasses.  Pippa is back on stage singing ‘Oops I Did It Again’ …apt!
 
   “You don’t know me Rosie,” he smiles, referring me back to my earlier comment, he’s laughing at me. “And the women that I sleep with don’t complain. They know what they’re doing, I don’t force them. As for the interrupting,” he leans forward and looks straight into my eyes, “I see something that I want, and I go after it.  Shoot!” We drink.
 
   I shake my head as the lime tingles across my taste buds before composing myself.
 
   “You Mr James are a chauvinist pig. You’re the reason that women are losing hope of finding their one true love.”
 
   “Miss Alvez, did you ever stop and think, that your tales of ‘hearts and flowers’ give women an unrealistic idea of what love is? You’re contributing to their disappointment by putting men up on a pedestal in your books. You’re creating an image that us real men can’t possibly live up to. I’m honest from day one, no commitment, just fun. Nobody gets hurt. Shoot!” 
 
   We drink.
 
   “Anyway, until you have the balls to get up on that stage, I don’t want to hear another peep from you! If you do it, I’ll take every insult you can throw at me, I’ll even buy you a drink to celebrate.”
 
   Challenge accepted, I stand. I’m wobbly on my feet and have to steady myself with the table. I point at Pippa as she finishes her song,
 
   “Pip...I’m singing!” 
 
   I shout to her so that she can tell Steve before she sits back down, she knows which song. I’m really quite drunk and will probably sound worse than Pippa, but it’ll be worth it to have free reign to insult Jackson.
 
   I’m singing ‘I’m Yours’ by Jason Mraz. It’s my favourite song and I am pretty confident singing it. Despite the alcohol, I am managing to hold a tune. I notice Jackson lean over and say something to Pippa and then return his gaze to me. Pippa just smiles towards me and nods and I guess that it was some sort of compliment. My confidence is boosted and I’m dancing and singing confidently on the stage. 
 
   At the end of the song my confidence is sky high, I have nailed it and I feel elated. I haven’t sung in so long and it feels like the old me. I’ve forgotten all about my anger towards Jackson, as I’m helped down from the stage by a gorgeous Thai guy and complimented on my performance as I walk back to the table.
 
   I reach Pippa and Jackson. I get a standing ovation from Pippa and I curtsy with a smile, before she pulls me in for a hug and squeals down my ear.
 
   “Impressive Rosie, I believe I owe you a drink. What’s your poison?” Jackson looks both shocked and sincere as he smiles at me, “I’ll take a rain check on the insults though if that’s ok, my ego is bruised enough, you sing better than me.” He winks and stands and looks so good that I swear my mouth actually waters. 
 
   “Singha please Jackson.” 
 
   I smile, I don’t even want to insult him now. I won. Round one to Rosie Alvez! I turn around and watch him walk towards the bar. He really is a damn fine sight.
 
   Back at the hotel I’m still on top of the world. We had a great night and I can’t even remember why I was so mad at Jackson. He left Pippa and I to enjoy girls’ night after I had sung, saying that he hoped to see us again soon and kissing us both on the cheek. He smelled so fucking amazing and I had to admit to Pip that I would, if he had asked in that moment, have climbed him like a tree!
 
   “Rosie that was by far the coolest thing you have done since the graveyard!” I grimace as I recall the story of my streaking, completely naked, through a graveyard while at university.
 
   “I feel great Pip, I feel like the old me!” I’m really happy.
 
   “Oh sugar pie you seem like the old you, it’s amazing. Jackson was impressed.” She grins and I blush, smiling. I want her to elaborate but don’t want to ask her to…She knows me too well, “He said you were sensational,” I bite my lip, that’s what I wanted to hear, “and he couldn’t take his eyes off you. Mr Chauvinist was smitten!”
 
   With the words, ‘Mr Chauvinist,’ I hit the ground with a bump! I remember why I can’t like him, he’s made it quite clear that he’s a shag and run kind of guy. I’m not that kind of girl.
 
   “Hey, what’s up?” Pippa notices the drop in my mood,
 
   “I was just having a bit of fun Pip, he might have wanted to sleep with me for the five minutes that I was on stage, but I can bet he went home with someone else. I can’t like him Pip, if I do, I’ll get hurt. Tomorrow is a new day, one without Jackson James. Oh,” I groan, “I need water!”
 
   Pippa grabs me a bottle of water from the fridge and flops down on her bed. I have every intention of getting changed, but I can feel my eyelids becoming heavier. 
 
   Tomorrow is a new day…
 
   

 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Six
 
    
 
   Rosie
 
   Both Pippa and I wake, still wearing the clothes that we wore last night. The remnants of last night’s make-up is trying, but failing to cling to its designated area…We look like a nightmare version of our former selves.
 
   “Ohhh...My head hurts.” Pippa groans as she peels herself up from her mattress.
 
   “I need water.” I reach for the bottle on my bedside table and gulp.
 
   “Do you want to talk about…”
 
   “No!” I interrupt, “I don’t want to think about him and I definitely don’t want to talk about him. New day Philippa, new day!” I look Pip in the eyes and raise my eyebrows, “Beach?”
 
   “Yep, but breakfast first.”
 
   After feeding our hangovers, we walk to the beach in silence, both feeling a little fragile after a breakfast that is refusing to settle. We find our spot on the sand and set up camp. Before long, Pippa is fast asleep with her sun hat over her face. I pop my iPod headphones in my ears and melt into James Morrison, as I attempt to follow suit.
 
   After about ten minutes, I feel rather than see that someone is standing over me. I open my eyes to see a man, maybe about nineteen or twenty. He has a great body and his surf shorts are hanging nice and low on his hips. I look him up and down taking in the view, thank god for sunglasses! I gather myself and take my headphones out.
 
   “Hi,” he smiles a gorgeous white smile and hands me a leaflet. “If you girls are interested, we’re having a little get together on the beach tonight.” He’s Australian...automatic hot points! “Beer, BBQ and music. It’ll be nothing too intense, just a good time!”
 
   “Oh, erm maybe, I’d have to see what my friend thinks,” I turn and glance at Pippa who without removing the hat from her face, bends her arm and points her finger in the air,
 
   “I’m in!” She declares lazily.
 
   “Great, see you there then girls.” Hmm…watching him leave is almost as good as looking at him from the front!
 
   I scrape my hair up into a messy bun. The humidity is not great for my mane, and I resembled something from the lion king less than half an hour ago. I decide to go with below the knee denim shorts, flip flops and a sequinned tunic. Pippa opts for the standard split leg maxi dress, her weapon of choice, but when you have legs like her who can blame her? 
 
   We head down to the beach ready to just have fun and let go.
 
   “Girls, you made it!” Oh here he is, Mr way too young for me but sex on legs!
 
   “Yeah, hi. This is Pippa, I’m Rosie.”
 
   “Pippa, hi, you look different without a hat on your face!” he grins, “Rosie, it’s a pleasure. I’m Sean. The beers are over there,” he points, “The food is over there,” he points again, “have fun!”
 
   We’re having a great time. There’s an acoustic guitarist and people are singing along, dancing and having fun. There’s even a girl twirling fire, which is quite mesmerising after a few drinks. There’s a great mix of nationalities, great food and cold beer, lots of it. I’ve never felt so chilled.
 
   “Getting trashed and meeting the man of your dreams Miss Alvez?” I turn to see Jackson James standing behind me, waiting in line for a beer.
 
   “Something like that Mr James, and you?” I face forward, if I look in those eyes I’ll burn up.
 
   “Something like that!” I fail in my mission to ignore him and turn my face to his. He grins, wow! He is so delicious, and he knows it. “Let me get this.”
 
   “I’m capable of buying myself a drink Jackson.” I snap.
 
   “I don’t doubt it Rosie, but are you capable of accepting one?” 
 
   He grins as he pays and raises one eyebrow as if to say, come back from that one Alvez! I can’t help but smile. Annoyingly he’s actually quite charming, but still hideously arrogant. As I walk away to find Pippa, he walks alongside me. I look at him bemused.
 
   “Can I help you with something?” That came out bitchier than intended,
 
   “Oh come on Rosie, give a guy a break. I only want to talk to you.” He smiles and scratches the back of his head. He looks confused, like he’s trying to figure out the last piece of a puzzle.
 
   “Listen Jackson, it’s been a pleasure to meet you, and I can’t thank you enough for your in-depth insight into this fantastic place...But I just want to have some fun with my friend and let my hair down. Thank you for the drink.” I raise the bottle and turn to walk away.
 
   “You won’t find your inspiration like that Miss Alvez!” 
 
   He calls after me. I stop in my tracks and turn to face him.
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “Look, I’ve been there, writer’s block is a bitch! You need an escape, something to inspire you and then blah blah blah, boom you have a book. You’re a romance novelist Miss Alvez,” I’m infuriated by this presumptuous man, but he’s right. He steps towards me and I inhale the arousing scent of him, he smells really good. “How do you intend to write about romance, when you don’t know how to give in to it?” He steps even closer. This should be uncomfortably close but I’m standing my ground. I look up and he stares into my eyes, with a glint in his own that ignites something inside me,
 
   “Jackson, my love life isn’t your concern.” My voice is distinctly breathy and he must know that he’s had an effect on me, “Neither for that matter, is my career!”
 
   “Let me make it my concern Miss Alvez, walk with me.” He runs his hand softly down the length of my bare arm and takes my hand. I’m hypnotised.
 
   I am on a beach in Thailand with this arrogant, beautiful man and he’s leading me away... and I’m allowing him to. Where we’re going, I don’t know, but at this moment I don’t care. My brain and my body are disconnected. I haven’t felt so attracted to anyone in such a long time and I don’t know if it’s the alcohol or the fact that I haven’t had sex for almost a year...that I haven’t had good sex for a heck of a lot longer, but I’m ready for this.  
 
   Jackson leads me along the beach. We’re walking where the water laps at the shore and over our feet. The long tail boats, now silent and tethered, bob up and down in a hypnotic dance on the waves. He leads me up the sand to a high wall, the light from the restaurant above, where we all ate last night, casting a glow over the still water. ‘Here?’ I question internally, ‘People can see!’
 
   “Sit Miss Alvez!” Jackson gestures towards the sand.
 
   “What exactly do you have in mind Mr James?” I ask, almost disappointedly, as I realise that it’s clearly not what I was hoping for.
 
   “Just sit, and watch.”
 
   We sit quietly. My senses are heightened by the alcohol and I can smell the aromas of the food, floating down from the restaurant above. I can hear the laughter of the diners and the gentle music, but despite the noise, I feel serene. The sea is like glass and the moonlight shining on it makes me feel at peace.
 
   After a few moments, a couple holding hands walk down the sand towards the ocean, they don’t see us and I’m certain this is why Jackson chose this spot, pervert! 
 
   The man turns his girl to face him and he kisses her, deeply, intensely. She throws her arms around his neck and they could be the only two people in the world...if they didn’t have an audience!
 
   I wonder where this is going to go as I’m no voyeur, but in the next moment the man drops to one knee. Her hands come up to her face in shock and I sit forward and gasp,
 
   “He’s proposing!” 
 
   My voice is choked. I don’t know these people, but I’m sharing this intimate moment and it’s beautiful. Jackson leans towards me and nudges my shoulder with his,
 
   “Romance, Rosie….”
 
   I can’t help but smile as we walk back slowly along the sand. Jackson explains how he’d met the guy in the restaurant last night, while his now fiancée was using the bathroom. He had looked pale and nervous, and Jackson went over to ask if he was ok. He explained to Jackson that he was going to propose on the beach the next night, and that looking down at the spot from the terrace was making it all very real. Jackson had bought him a drink and wished him luck, before leaving to join us at Presley’s.
 
   We reach the BBQ and Pippa is dancing with two men by the fire. She sees me and smiles, but there’s no way she’s leaving her new companions. Jackson gets me another beer and sits on the sand next to me
 
   “That wasn’t exactly what I expected.” I blush.
 
   “What were you expecting exactly?” He glances at me and hands me a bottle.
 
   “Erm, honestly, I thought you wanted me...” I giggle and scrunch up my nose in embarrassment.
 
   “Oh!” He laughs “I do Rosie, I really really do!” He takes a deep breath and looks at me with the same hunger that I saw in his eyes last night, “But you made it perfectly clear how you feel about me, so I figured it wasn’t worth trying.” He grins. He knows full well how I feel about him.
 
   I smile at Jackson and then out to sea before sipping my beer. So much for ‘Tomorrow is a new day’.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Morning Sunshine!” Pippa is chirpy today. “So, feeling inspired yet Alvez? Ready to spill?” She dives on the bottom of my bed like she did when we were teenagers, gossiping about boys we had kissed.
 
   “Pip nothing happened. We talked, we drank, and that’s all!” I grimace, she’s certain there’s more. “Pippa he fancies himself more than me!” I try to play it cool but my smile gives away the fact that I like him. 
 
   “Rosie, if I looked like him I’d fancy myself too! Come on, breakfast and then pool!”
 
   Despite my annoyance at her wake up call, Pippa knows me so well...Spending time with Jackson last night has actually left me feeling quite inspired. I decide to take my laptop down to the pool with me. I get a frown from my best friend at the sight of it but just smile. 
 
   “Two birds, one stone Carvalho!”
 
   I am writing...Hallelujah!
 
   Ok so it’s not making a lot of sense yet, and it’s more a bunch of different ideas than a story, but it’s a start! My tummy rumbles and I check my phone.
 
   “Pip it’s almost twelve. Do you fancy a bite?”
 
   “Yeah ok Rosie, will Mr Sony be joining us?” She sarcastically refers to my laptop, “You’ve been tapping away all morning.”
 
   “How would you bloody know? You’ve been snoring your head off.”
 
   She laughs and I put Mr Sony down under my towel and head into the pool. We’re eating at the pool bar…well, we are on holiday!
 
   After lunch I decide to go up to the room to write. I love the sun but it’s the middle of the day and it’s almost unbearably hot, air conditioning and a cold Fanta are required. Pippa has decided to go to the seven eleven near the hotel. She wants hydro cortisone cream because she’s been bitten by a mosquito…one bite, compared to my fifty! Ok I actually only have about eight but they itch like crazy.
 
   When whirlwind Carvalho bursts into the room about an hour later she is like a kid at Christmas.
 
   “Rosetta Alvez, I would be delighted if you would accompany me on a double date this evening!” I look at her like she has completely lost it, “I bumped into Sven and Sebastian, The shexy shvedes from last night.” She’s gone a bit Sean Connery, the girl is mad! “They want to take us out, dinner then party, and then who the hell knows what!” She shimmies and bites her lip, excited at the prospect of ticking Sweden off her world map of conquests.
 
   “Pip babe, I’m kind of on a roll…you go. I’m sure you can handle the both of them, but take your phone!” I give my best friend the ‘be careful’ look that she knows all too well.
 
   “Ahh Rosie,” She tries to sound disappointed at the idea of going it alone, but I know her too well. “Well, if you’re sure!” and with a wink she grabs me and pulls me off my bed. “Pool bar!”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Jackson
 
   “Pippa, it’s wonderful to see you again. Where’s the lovely Rosie?” 
 
   I bump into Pippa walking in the opposite direction to me, with two young blonde guys that look completely lost in her company.
 
   “Hi Jackson,” she kisses me on the cheek, “Rosie is back at the hotel. It would seem she found some inspiration!” She smiles at me in a way that tell me that she thinks I’ve had something to do with it.
 
   “You mean to tell me you’re taking care of those two boys all alone? I don’t know whether to be jealous of them or worried for their safety,” I feel it’s actually a little of both.
 
   “Ha! The latter Mr James!” Pippa laughs and I don’t doubt that she’s right.
 
   “I’ll leave you to your evening Pippa. Oh by the way, where are you staying? Just out of travel writer’s interest!” I can’t help but smile,
 
   “Oh of course Mr James,” that grin again “Pakasai Resort, I’m sure you know it! Night Jackson.”
 
   I do know it. I may just have to stop by, in the interest of gathering information of course.
 
   


 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Seven
 
    
 
   Rosie
 
   “Hello?” I answer the phone in the hotel room.
 
   “Miss...A man in reception for you.” The English is broken but understandable, certainly better than my Thai.
 
   “A man...For me?”
 
   “Yes Miss. You come down.” I think that was a question but it sounds like an order.
 
   “Yes ok.”
 
   Oh god…oh god! It’s him I know it.
 
   He’s just the right amount of arrogant to turn up at my hotel. How on earth did he know I was staying here? Oh god…I look a bloody mess!
 
   I do the best that I can in just less than ten minutes, and head down to the lobby. I have on a short sundress, I’ve pulled my hair into a high pony tail and quickly applied some mascara, Vaseline and blusher, and I’m done…I think!
 
   “Mr James, are you stalking me?” I try to sound calm but then he smiles, making my stomach and everything below it clench delightfully.
 
   “I bumped into Pippa, and she said you were all alone. I thought you could use some company, and maybe some more of that inspiration that I’m so good at delivering?” He twists his mouth to the side in a cocky display of self-confidence. It’s hot!
 
   “Presumptuous as ever Jackson,” I roll my eyes playfully. “What did you have in mind?” I think I’m appearing calm on the outside, but inside I feel like I’m burning up.
 
   “Dinner? Unless you’ve already eaten that is.” His head is tilted and he’s looking up at me, almost as though he’s actually concerned that I might say no.
 
   “I haven’t.” I smile, and for the first time, I relax slightly in his company.
 
   “Good,” he looks up and grins like the Cheshire cat “You look good enough to eat by the way.”
 
   I gasp and blush. I didn’t expect that, and find myself unable to respond. I think I may be panting! Jackson holds out his arm in his best Mr Darcy impression. Somehow I doubt he’s much of a gentleman, the wild child in me hopes that he isn’t!
 
   “This place does the best Thai food in Ao Nang Rosie! Have you had much Thai since you’ve been here?” He is looking at me. It’s a genuine soft look, like he’s really interested in getting to know me.
 
   “Some. I’ve never really eaten Thai at home, so never know what to order, papaya salad maybe?” I tilt my head to the side and smile, he knows that I’m reading his book and he laughs,
 
   “Indeed Rosie, indeed! Let me order for you, anything you don’t like? Allergies?”
 
   “Nope. I’m good to go.” I smile and look up at him through my eyelashes,
 
   “I hope so,” 
 
   Oh my, that grin! He is seriously hot, and he’s flirting with me! 
 
   I tell myself, ‘Do it Alvez, just do it, you really bloody need it.’ 
 
   When the waiter comes over, Jackson orders what sounds like an incredible amount of food, without even looking at the menu…in Thai. There’s no hesitation on the words or it seems, the pleasantries as the waiter laughs, and saunters off to prepare our order. Oh Mr James, you know full well that impressed me. He looks thoroughly pleased with himself.
 
   “So, Rosie, how’s the book coming along?”
 
   “It’s not really. I’ve just been just playing with some ideas. Still, the juices are flowing.” I smile and bite my lip. I notice Jackson’s lips part slightly. He swigs his beer, keeping eye contact with me. Am I actually flirting?
 
   The waiter arrives with a number of dishes. Papaya salad, of course, grilled red snapper, Pad Thai, sticky rice and more. It’s all to die for! The fragrances of Thai food are completely intoxicating.
 
   “Wow, Jackson, this is really impressive!” I’m genuinely excited at the prospect of trying all these new flavours, Jackson James included.
 
   “Wait till you try it Miss Alvez!” His eyes flare briefly at me and we’re both clear that we’re not talking about food.
 
   Who would have thought I’d have such a great evening with Jackson James for company? But the fact is, he’s nice, he really nice! 
 
   We even exchanged phone numbers. He paid for dinner and he made me laugh, he even listened to my sob story about Michael. Why I brought that up I don’t know, but he listened and sympathised.  As obnoxious as Jackson can be, he actually seems like a nice guy.
 
   He stands and holds out his hand for me to take, which I do, happily, and we walk back towards my hotel. As we get closer the conversation dies out, I’m so nervous. Am I really doing this? 
 
   He comes in and leads me to the elevator, not saying a word. I press the button for the third floor and as the doors close he steps towards me, pressing me back against the side of the car. I put my hands on his stomach and through his shirt I can clearly feel the definition of his abs. I’m ready, so ready. I want this.
 
   “I would do very, very bad things to you Rosie Alvez…”   His voice is breathy as he leans into me. His right hand is on the wall above my head as his left skirts down my hip to the bare skin of my thigh. He looks intensely into my eyes, oh wow! I tingle and I’m ready.  “…But not tonight.” 
 
   WHAT!?
 
   The elevator doors open and he takes my hand once more, we walk towards my room. I’m confused, and from somewhere I find my voice,
 
   “Are you sure you don’t want to come in?”
 
   “Miss Alvez, if I come in you will get no sleep, and exhaustion is bad for writer’s block.”  He leans towards me again with a hunger in his eyes. I’m frozen against the door of my room. “Soon Rosie, very soon!”
 
   He kisses me on my forehead and takes a breath in through is nose, I might pass out. Jackson turns and heads back towards the elevator and I’m done for, I’m horny as hell and he left me, standing there, wanting.
 
   I’m frustrated, in more ways than one, as I get into my pyjamas and try to forget the chemistry between us. My phone sounds to alert me to a text message, it’s Jackson,
 
   ‘Soon x’
 
   I climb into bed and reach for my kindle, I try to read but my mind is whirring. All I see in my head is him, sexy, beautiful, dangerous, Jackson James. 
 
   I’m exhausted and need to sleep, so I pull the pillow over my head in an attempt to block out his heart-stopping, mind-meltingly beautiful face, his voice, his lips…
 
   ***
 
   “Why are you alone?” I wake with a start at the screeching from my friend. 
 
   “What?” I reach for my phone, it’s five fifteen am, and Pippa is only just getting back.
 
   “Rosie, spill! Jackson James, where is he? I told him you were here in the hope that he’d come and relieve some of your tension!” She has her hands on her hips and is disappointedly staring at me alone in bed.
 
   “Oh, he did, well he came here and caused actually more tension…then he left!” I blush, “Nothing happened Pip.”
 
   “Oh.” she’s pouting.
 
   “Anyway did you have a good night?” I ask through a yawn,
 
   “Hmm, yes, a very, very good night,” She salutes as though she is doing her bit for world peace. “I conquered Sweden!”
 
   We laugh and she falls dramatically onto her bed, I roll onto my back and thoughts of Jackson creep back into my mind. I need him and I will have him. I’ve made my mind up.
 
    
 
   I wake to the sound of the hotel room phone ringing. The shrill chime vibrates through me, making me jump up to answer it. 
 
    “Hello?” I look at my phone. It’s only seven twenty am.
 
   “Miss, that man here again.” The receptionist from last night is still there,
 
   “Ok.”
 
   I hang up…Oh my god what is he doing here? 
 
   I jump up. Pippa is sleeping off last night’s activities and looking at her, I don’t imagine she’ll be going far today. 
 
   Right Alvez, let’s do this. I shower quickly then pull on a coral bikini, denim shorts and a vest. I pull my hair into a loose side ponytail, brush my teeth and head downstairs.
 
   Standing in the lobby, Jackson looks delicious. He has on low hanging, beige linen shorts, a white shirt and sandals, hot!
 
   “Wake up call Mr James?” I question with a confident smile,
 
   “I’m going out for the day and thought you might like to join me. Where’s Pippa?”
 
   “Asleep.”
 
   “The Swedes?” He asks and laughs, I laugh too and roll my eyes, nodding. “I’ll grab a coffee while you go and wake her, she’ll enjoy this too. Tell her not to forget her camera.”
 
   Oh, there was me thinking it would just be the two of us.
 
   Slightly disappointed, I head back up to the room to wake Pippa. After a bit of persuading, she’s up and dressed and we head back down to the lobby. 
 
   There’s a car waiting, and Jackson opens the door so that Pippa and I can enter. Steve is at the wheel and Jackson climbs into the passenger seat. I am sitting behind Steve, and Pippa behind Jackson.
 
   “Hey Steve, it’s good to see you again.” Pippa smiles genuinely.
 
   “Hey Whitney, Mariah, hope you’re well?” 
 
   Steve smiles and starts the engine. Pippa giggles and I smile, looking out of the window. I’m a little embarrassed by my performance at the karaoke bar.
 
   “So, come on then Jackson, spill. Where are we going that’s so great you made me sacrifice my catch up sleep?”
 
   “Wait and see. You’ll get some great shots though sweetie I promise.” Jackson turns and smiles at me.
 
   We drive for about forty minutes and then pull into a long bumpy driveway. In front of us is a building that looks like it has seen better days, its painted blue and green. There are rubber trees at the front and two dogs lazing in the sun.
 
   “Jackson, we’ve missed you.” A small English lady walks out of the building towards us, arms stretched out, calling Jackson in for a hug as he climbs out of the car.
 
   “Jean, it’s great to be back. These are my friends, Steve you’ve met. This gorgeous creature is Pippa, and this…” He pauses and smiles, “This is Rosie.” 
 
   Jean hugs us all in turn. I’d say she’s in her early fifties, she seems very nice but I still don’t know why we’re here. There’s a sign on the building but it’s in Thai.
 
   “It’s lovely to have you all here. Come on in then, they’re waiting.” 
 
   Jean looks excited to have visitors. Jackson smiles and retrieves a duffle bag from the boot of the car.
 
   “Come on in then, they’re waiting.” He repeats Jean’s words with a smile as he walks backwards towards the building before turning around and heading in, and we follow.
 
   As we get closer to the door I hear the noise from inside, singing and children laughing. Jackson is smiling the most genuinely happy smile that I have seen from him and as we walk through the door, he laughs and sweeps the little girl running towards him up into his arms. Jean comes over to where Pippa and I are standing slightly confused.
 
   “It’s a nursery. We take care of children whose parents are too poor to feed, clothe and educate them. Jackson is a great supporter.”
 
   I’m shocked. I watch as Jackson goes to sit cross legged on the floor with more children, they seem to know him very well and he looks really happy.  Pippa is inspired and heads in to take some photos. Jackson beckons me to join him.
 
   “They’re great aren’t they?” He smiles while a little girl sits in his lap with a book.
 
   “They’re lovely Jackson. I have to say I’m surprised. You don’t strike me as the paternal type.” He looks at me confused, I regret that comment immediately.
 
   “I love kids, and I’m in a position to help.”
 
   “Do they live here?” I look around. There are maybe fifty children here, from babies up to about thirteen.
 
   “Some do, mostly it’s just a place where their parents know they’ll get a good meal and be well cared for while they work.” He lifts the small girl from his lap and stands. “They have a few kids here who don’t have homes, mostly the babies.”
 
   We walk over towards a door at the back of the room and out into a garden. There are more children out here and I am stunned. I’m saddened that so many families are so poor, that they have to send their children here, just so that they can eat. I feel tears prick my eyes and Jackson notices.
 
   “Hey, Rosie, don’t. Look how happy they are.” He smiles.
 
   “Yeah but Jackson, they have nothing. It just doesn’t seem fair.” I manage to hold back the tears but the lump in my throat is going nowhere.
 
   “They have food and water, great families, and the staff here are brilliant. They have clothes and shoes and toys, and smiles on their faces. Where we’re born is the luck of the draw Rosie, but it’s down to people like us to do our bit and try to even it out.”
 
   A boy of about five calls Jackson by name. He’s holding a football and obviously wants to play. Jackson walks over and takes the ball from the boy. He says something and points at me, the boy then runs and takes my hand, pulling me over to the grassed area where Jackson is already showing off his ball skills. 
 
   “You ready to play Alvez?” He throws me the ball like he’s throwing down the gauntlet.
 
   “Ahh! You may regret that James!” 
 
   I happen to love a kick around. I just hope everything Rafe taught me is still in there somewhere.
 
   “Oh, have some skills do we?” He winks and grins that grin.
 
   “Of course…I’m Spanish!”
 
   I shrug my shoulders and laugh, as we’re joined by Steve and even more children wanting to play.
 
   We played, and ate lunch with the children. Read stories, painted pictures and watched, as Jackson handed out toys and treats from the duffle bag. He’s a regular Santa Claus.
 
   I’m sitting on the floor with two young twin girls. Jean tells me that they have just turned three. They’re playing with the Barbie dolls that Jackson has just given to them and it strikes me that, regardless of the differences in our lives, they’re doing exactly the same as I was doing at that age. I watch them lost in their own little world, and feel calmer than I have in a long while.
 
   Jackson surprises me, leaning down from behind me and softly whispering in my ear, so that he doesn’t disturb the twins. His breath on my skin raises goose bumps all over my body.
 
   “I want to show you something, come on.” 
 
   He holds out his hand to help me up, but doesn’t let go as he leads me into a room to the left of the garden. There’s a charge between us that I can’t deny, but he scares me, I know it’s going to end in tears.
 
   We enter the room and I notice that there are six cribs lined up against the back wall. An older Thai lady is sitting in a rocking chair at the opposite end to where we stand, feeding a young baby, she smiles at us as we walk further into the room. Jackson leads me by the hand that he is still holding and takes me over to the cribs.
 
   “They’re so young.” I gasp.
 
   I love babies, I always have. I feel so sad that these young lives are starting here, without family. Then I remember what Jackson said, this place offers a better chance at a good life. I smile as a baby girl wraps her tiny hand around my finger, Jackson has let go of my hand and is now standing at the next crib. He leans in and picks up a young baby boy, who can’t be more than a few days old.
 
   “You look like you’ve done that before.” 
 
   I am surprised, pleasantly. Men are normally terrified of new born babies.
 
   “I told you, I love kids.” He is cradling the boy and rocking him back and forth. My ovaries ache!
 
   “Do you have any?” Oh Rosie! I mentally scold myself…Why the hell did I say that?
 
   “No Rosie, I’m always careful. I love kids, but I’m not Dad material.”
 
   He looks almost disappointed as he looks down at the tiny baby in his arms. I pick up the girl and mirror him. We stand for a while, quiet but for the creak of the rocking chair.
 
   The snap of Pippa’s camera pulls me from my peaceful daze; I hadn’t even heard her come in. She’s in photographer mode, serious and determined. She is as maternal as me and I can see that she is passionate about the images that she is capturing here. Jackson lays the boy down and I follow suit with the girl. He smiles at the lady in the chair and leaves the room. Pippa looks at me and shrugs her shoulders before we both follow Jackson out into the garden.
 
   While Jackson says his goodbyes to Jean and the children, Pippa, Steve and I wait in the car.
 
   “Well, that was weird. First he seems over the moon to be around the kids and then when I took that photo of him with the baby, his mood completely changed!” Pippa is worried that she’s upset Jackson in some way.
 
   Steve looks at Pippa in the rear view mirror, “Don’t worry about it gorgeous. JJ isn’t the hard man he likes to pretend he is and you saw a glimpse of that, he just probably feels a bit vulnerable.”
 
   Jackson gets into the car and turns around to smile at me. It’s an embarrassed smile, rather than his usual grin, but it’s a smile nonetheless. I return the gesture.
 
   On the way back to Ao Nang, Jackson asks Steve to drop us at the beach to watch the sunset. Pippa has made plans so wants to go back to the hotel, but I decide to go with Jackson. I am so intrigued by the difference in him today.
 
   We walk peacefully along the beach and stop in a quiet spot. Jackson sits and pats the sand for me to sit next to him,
 
   “Thank you, today was really lovely.” I say as I look out to sea.
 
   “I love that place, it reminds me how small the world really is.” He looks blankly ahead as he says the words.
 
   “Jackson, you’re a natural with children…Why don’t you want to be a Dad?” He glances towards me,
 
   “I just don’t want children, I don’t want a family. I told you Rosie, I don’t do commitment.”
 
   “At some point though, you might change your mind. You’re young, free and single now but…”
 
   “Stop pushing this Rosie!” He interrupts abruptly. 
 
   “…but, don’t you want someone to grow old with?” I ask quietly, knowing that I’m pushing my luck.
 
   He stands quickly, brushing the sand off his hands and looking at me, his eyes look cold, angry.
 
   “Why are you saying that? What did Steve say to you?”
 
   He’s almost shouting down at me like I’ve accused him of murder, or something equally as terrible. I’m so confused. What does Steve know that could have made me ask that?
 
   “What? Nothing, I don’t know...” I look up at him, desperate for him to calm down, not sure what I’ve said to offend him so much.
 
   “No Rosie!” He snaps, “I don’t want someone to grow old with. If I’m alone I can’t hurt anyone, or get hurt. I don’t believe that there’s someone for everyone, and those that do are idiots!”
 
   “So you’re calling me an idiot?” Offended, I stand and look into his eyes, I can’t figure out the emotion that I see in them.
 
   “Yeah maybe I am. I mean, ‘your one, your only, your everything’ as you called him, left you standing there like a mug in a wedding dress!”
 
   As the words leave his mouth he immediately looks like he regrets it but I am so angry. The sun is setting on a beautiful day and he’s being a complete prick and ruining it all. My mouth is open; shocked that he would use my heartbreak against me.
 
   “How dare you Jackson!” I shake my head at him and walk away, leaving him standing alone on the sand,
 
   “I’m sorry.” He says quietly.
 
   I turn to face him but continue to walk backwards,
 
   “Fuck you James, you’re out of order!” I turn around and pick up my pace, I am so angry.
 
   “Rosie wait, please. I’m sorry, you’re right that was out of order.” He runs to catch me up and grabs my arm to stop me in my tracks.
 
   “I don’t know why I thought you could be different Jackson. You’re fucking dead inside, I’m certain of it.” I’m standing directly in front of him, looking up into his eyes and he looks torn, like even he doesn’t know what he’s feeling.
 
   “I’m just not the settling type Rosie. If you give all of yourself to someone, what’s left when they leave?” He smiles shyly as though he’s sure that he has it all figured out, but is embarrassed by it.
 
   “What if they don’t leave?” I take a step back and he steps towards me, grabbing my wrists gently.
 
   “Rosie, we’re in paradise. Let’s just enjoy this. Come and have a drink with me,” he pleads.
 
   “Are you kidding Jackson? After what you just said, you’ve got no chance!” He places his hand in the small of my back and pulls me in close,
 
   “Rosie, I apologise. Please let me make it up to you.” As he looks down into my eyes, the scent of his aftershave and the feel of his body pressed against mine make me consider it briefly.  Oh that bastard!  He really is bloody charming, but no way, what he said was really hurtful.
 
   “No Jackson, I’m going to go. Enjoy your evening. Don’t follow me!”
 
   I place my hands on his chest and push him away gently before walking away again.  He must realise that I’m serious because this time, he complies.
 
   I’m angry and I’m upset, and I soon realise that I’m hungry. I head into the first restaurant that I see,
 
   “Table for one.”
 
   

 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Eight
 
    
 
   Jackson
 
   “FUCK!” 
 
   I shout, standing alone on the beach.  How do I always manage to screw things up?
 
   I’m standing here feeling like a complete moron. We had a brilliant day and I have to go and act like a complete dick and ruin it all. Rosie was right. I was completely out of order with what I said. It’s not her fault that some twat that she thought she could trust broke her heart, and she didn’t have to tell me about it, but she did, and I used it as some sort of weapon against her.
 
   I need to find her and apologise. I call her, but her phone is switched off, so I leave a voicemail.
 
   “Rosie, I know I’m a prick but I just want to apologise. I was bang out of order and I’m sorry. Call me, please.”
 
   I walk up the sand and sit on the top step overlooking the beach, my mind is whirring. I don’t do commitment, I made that clear to her but she had to push me for a reason. I want to be angry at her, it’s none of her damn business…but I can’t. My outburst was far worse than her inquisitiveness and it’s me that I’m angry at.
 
   I need a drink so I head towards Presley’s. I stop to cross the road and my attention is drawn to the red head, sitting alone at a small table at the front of a Chinese restaurant. I step inside and walk towards her.
 
   “I’m sorry.” She looks up and me and I can’t tell if she’s upset, or angry, or both. “Rosie, I get defensive. People always joke about me being the perpetual bachelor and I laugh it off, but you were pushing and I don’t know, I just felt...” I shrug my shoulders; I don’t know what I felt.
 
   “Like you needed to protect yourself?” She looks up at me with a straight face and her voice is monotone. I sit down opposite her and she shuffles as though she is not comfortable in my company.
 
   “Look there’s something between us, I can’t deny that, but it freaks me out. I made my decision a long time ago that I wouldn’t ever settle down. And I have a great life. I travel the world and have had a lot of fun with a lot of beautiful women.”  She glares at me as if to say get to the point James! “I’m not ready for more Rosie, I just can’t do it.”
 
   “Jackson, I didn’t ask you for more. I didn’t ask you for anything. You came on to me remember…you have made all of the moves. You made it clear where you stood on commitment and that was fine by me, to each their own Jackson. Just now, on the beach, I wasn’t asking you for more, I wasn’t asking for anything!”  Her voice is low and determined and I am embarrassed. She’s actually telling me off, in the middle of a Chinese restaurant.  “I was just making conversation based on what I saw today. For the record, I had already decided that nothing would happen between us, BECAUSE we want different things. You presume that because you’re gorgeous and charming, every woman that you meet will jump into your bed.”  I know that I shouldn’t but I can’t help but smile, she glares at me again.  “Why the fuck are you smiling?” She looks confused.
 
   “You think I’m gorgeous and charming?” I grin,
 
   “Oh my god!” She stands to leave, “You’re unbelievable.” She shakes her head.
 
   “Rosie wait, please it was a joke!”
 
   “You think everything is a joke Jackson, but I’m not. I won’t be made a fool of again, you’re not worth it.” She walks away; she’s really making a habit of this.
 
   “Rosie, please.” I call after her and she stops but doesn’t face me. “Just have a drink with me, just one drink. Let me explain and apologise, and then if you still think I’m a dick, I’ll take you back to your hotel and you won’t hear from me again.” She turns and looks at me and blows out a deep breath. 
 
   “One drink…ONE!” She’s holding up one finger just to be clear.
 
   “Ok.”
 
   I smile as I call a tuk tuk over. If I only have one drink to impress her, I’m going to need the help of my view...
 
    
 
   ***
 
   Rosie
 
   Jackson leads me into the back of a tuk tuk and I sit, I’m so confused. He infuriates me so much but I can’t say no for some reason. This is just like me. I always fall for the wrong ones and end up getting hurt.
 
   “You ok?” He asks on the way back to his hotel. His voice is quieter than usual, I can tell that he doesn’t know how this is going to go, neither do I. 
 
   “Not really, you’re so frustrating.” I look at him and he looks down “One minute you’re charming, then you’re arrogant, then you’re some sort of saint and then you’re a complete pig!” He looks at me and half smiles.
 
   “I’m just not the settling down type Rosie. It doesn’t mean that I have no heart, or that I want to leave a trail of broken ones behind me. I just…” He exhales and leans his head back. “I don’t want to give my world to someone, and then lose them.”  He looks down to his hands, wringed together in his lap. “My parents were so in love Rosie, and so happy. They wanted nothing more than to raise their family and grow old together, but she’s gone now and he’s on his own.”
 
   Wow, I didn’t expect this. “I’m sorry, but not every relationship breaks down Jackson.” I feel sympathy for him, but surely a man like him has seen enough of the world to know that everyone is different.
 
   “It didn’t break down Rosie, she died!” He looks at me and just as quickly looks away again, “My Mum had cancer and it took her away from us before she was even fifty.”
 
   I’m shocked, I feel guilty for the unkind thoughts that crossed my mind when he said she had gone.
 
   “Jackson, I’m sorry.” There’s nothing more to say.
 
   The tuk tuk comes to a stop. Jackson pays and takes my hand to help me out and lead me into the hotel. There’s a definite charge between us and I fear it may me to strong for me to resist.
 
   The night receptionist smiles brightly, and wais as we walk through the lobby. I can’t help but wonder how many girls he has seen heading up to Mr James’ room.
 
   Jackson’s penthouse is amazing. It has a view to die for and it is huge. He has a bar, a flat screen TV, and even a plunge pool…in his room!  
 
   There is a seating area near the balcony doors, cream leather sofas and a frosted glass and chrome coffee table in the middle.
 
   “What can I get you?” Jackson is walking towards the bar.
 
   “I’ll have a beer please, if you have any?” I decide to head for the balcony, “Do you mind if I go out?” I call over to him.
 
   “No, of course not.”
 
   I open the doors and admire the view; it’s quite simply stunning. I stand in the warm air looking out over the panorama and I am anxious, I shouldn’t be here. We want different things.  It will end in tears, my tears.
 
   “Here,” Jackson joins me on the balcony with two bottles of cold Chang beer. “Look, I don’t know why the flood gates opened back there. You’re the first girl that’s ever really questioned the way I live, and it kind of messes with my head.” 
 
   I take the beer and sip.  It’s just what I need right now. 
 
   “I’m sorry that I made you feel uncomfortable.”
 
   “No please, don’t apologise. I need to be put in my place every now and again. Besides, it was sort of nice to admit that I’m kind of fucked up.” 
 
   I smile. Maybe we’ve had a breakthrough.
 
   We stand in silence for a few moments, before Jackson walks back into the suite and sits on of the sofas. 
 
   “So Rosetta Penelope Alvez, there’s something that I wanted to ask you?”
 
   “How the hell do you know my full name?” I smile. The sound of him using my full name makes me giddy, (yeah I said giddy!) Jackson points to the coffee table and I see my book. “You read my book?” I’m a little taken aback and then something clicks. “My one, my only, my everything…” I almost whisper as I nod and look down, realising where he had found those words that he used so venomously against me, only an hour ago. I shake it off. ‘Give him the chance to apologise Rosie!’
 
   “I did. I actually enjoyed it, much to my surprise. As I’m sure you can believe, romance novels aren’t really my thing.” He grins, that grin “What I want to talk about though, is the sex!”
 
   I look up at him, “What?”
 
   “Well, the book is…well it’s kind of kinky Rosie! It’s quite hot to be honest.” He raises his eyebrow and looks at me, surprised. “Where did you get your inspiration for that? I don’t imagine the sex life of an accountant to involve much role play and bondage.”
 
   I smile and sit at the opposite end of the sofa to him.
 
   “Oh, you’d be surprised Mr James!” No way am I admitting that most of it came from Pippa, I’ll let him think what he likes.
 
   “Surprise me then!”
 
   He slides towards me on the sofa and my heart leaps into my throat. He takes the bottle from my hand and puts it down on the table before standing and holding out his hand to me. I take it. I’m totally under his spell.
 
   Jackson leads me towards the bedroom and turns to face me.
 
   “You’re beautiful Rosetta, do you know that?”
 
   Oh gosh, this is really happening! 
 
   I look down and smile, Jackson puts his hand under my chin and lifts it so that we’re gazing into each other’s eyes, he pulls me close and kisses me. There is so much chemistry between us that I feel like my knees will give way beneath me, I put my hands on Jackson’s chest and push him back, I need to get my breath.
 
   “Jackson wait, I need a drink.” He looks surprised and a little confused but he smiles,
 
   “Ok, you stay here, I’ll be back.” He backs away, keeping eye contact until it’s no longer possible. I take some deep breaths, this is really happening…
 
    
 
   I sit on the edge of Jackson’s huge bed and try to get my head straight. If I do this, there is a good chance that I will get hurt, but if I don’t I’m always going to wonder what might have been.
 
   He’s taking forever and the time to think is making me more nervous. Where is he? I wonder if I have scared him off, but just then he walks into the room with a tray, grinning from ear to ear.
 
   “Tequila? Really?” I smile at him.
 
   “What?” He shrugs “I like the effect it has on you.”
 
   He winks and walks towards the bed, placing the tray in the middle and patting the mattress for me to sit.
 
   “Ok Miss Alvez, let’s play a game.” 
 
   I sit cross legged on the bed and he is opposite mirroring me. He leans down to his bag at the side of the bed, and pulls out a pen and some Post It notes.
 
   “We each write the name of a famous person and stick in on the other’s forehead. We take it in turns to ask a question to figure out who is on our head. We can only ask yes or no questions. If you ask anything else, you drink one finger. If you have an incorrect guess, you drink one shot, if you can’t get the person in five guesses, you drink two shots. Ok?” 
 
   I nod, he pours.
 
   ***
 
   “Am I Mother Theresa?” I ask,
 
   “No!” He smiles, “Drink.”
 
   “Marie Curie?”
 
   He laughs, “No, drink.”
 
   “Oh god Jackson, I am too fuzzy to think straight…erm Florence Nightingale?
 
   “Sorry Alvez, drink!”
 
   We’ve been playing for about forty minutes and I’ve had so much fun. Watching each other slowly becoming more and more drunk, as we try and guess who is on the Post It is so funny. Watching Jackson’s frustration at not being able to figure out that he is currently Britney Spears is hilarious.
 
   “Ok, ok I quit. I can’t think of my own name let alone someone else’s!”
 
   He takes the Post It from his forehead and looks at it, he laughs and so do I. I flop down on the bed and Jackson moves the tray to the side table.
 
   He looks at me and I inhale sharply, nervously. I can’t put this off any longer. The room is spinning but I can see Jackson clearly. He climbs back onto the bed beside me and brushes the hair from my face.
 
   He is leaning up on his elbow next to me. He strokes his fingers down my face and across my lips. He is watching me like he’s drinking me in. My breathing is shallow as I try to contain myself.
 
   “You’re gorgeous Rosie, I want you so much.” 
 
   He leans down and kisses me and I close my eyes. The mix of the alcohol and the hormones rushing through my bloodstream cause my head to spin. I push him back and sit up.
 
   “Rosie, don’t keep pushing me away!”
 
   I turn my head to look at him and smile, he comes in again for a kiss, but we clash teeth and I pull away shocked. Jackson is mortified and I burst out laughing. I push him back onto the bed and lean over him,
 
   “I like my smile James, and I’d like to keep my teeth, so I think I’d better take control!”
 
   Jackson smiles and I lean down to kiss him. I hook my right leg over his and he runs his hand up the back of my thigh. Before I know it, he pushes me over onto my back and he’s on top of me, kissing me and running his hand up and down my side.
 
   We’re both drunk and clumsy. He places his hands at the side of my head so that he can push himself up,
 
   “Ahh!” He pulls my hair by accident and I yelp,
 
   “Shit, Rosie, I’m sorry!” He sits back on his heels so that he’s kneeling between my legs and laughs, shaking his head. “I’m normally a lot smoother than this you know.”
 
   I grin and pull at his shirt so that he is on top of me again, we’re frenzied. He pushes against me while his tongue explores mine and I can feel that he’s hard, the thought of him inside me floods my mind and makes me crazy for him. I pull him to me even closer. Jackson pushes my top up and one side of my triangle bikini aside. The feeling is electric as he stops kissing me and takes my nipple into his mouth, I can’t help but moan and arch my back. I want more. The room is still spinning and my breathing is shallow and fast.
 
   “Oh Rosie, I want to fuck you so hard!” Jackson says into my neck and I burst out into laughter, “What?” he kneels up between my legs and looks down at me horrified.
 
   “I don’t know, sorry! It just tickled my neck and it just sounded funny, we’re not in a porno Jackson.” I giggle and Jackson looks at me with his mouth open, shocked as though I am ruining all his best moves.
 
   He smiles and shakes his head, “Oh Rosie, this is not going to plan!”
 
   After a deep steadying breath, Jackson raises his shirt up and over his head and then off. I’m momentarily stunned at the sight of him. His abs are as defined as I had imagined, as I had hoped!  His chest is covered with a thin veil of fair hair, surprising given the darkness of the hair on his head.
 
    He has a tattoo on his left ribs of some flowers, I don’t know what they are but it’s sexy as hell, I can’t help but wriggle with anticipation. He pulls me up so that I am sitting upright with him still kneeling between my legs.
 
   “Arms up.” I glance up innocently and raise my arms as instructed. Jackson pulls my vest up and over my head and pushes me back down on the bed with the naughtiest grin that I have ever seen. I giggle like a lovesick schoolgirl.
 
   He places his hands on my hips and then pushes them slowly up my body, over my breasts and back again, pushing aside the other triangle and pinching my nipples between his thumbs and forefingers. I smile and bite my lip as the sensations shoot through me.
 
   I’m squirming on the bed, nervous and excited for what’s next. 
 
   Jackson moves to undo the button on my shorts. He struggles with one hand, while he leans forward kissing my breasts and my side. He stops, sits up and sighs, frowning as he has to use both hands to undo the button, I laugh again.
 
   “Rosetta, you’re killing me here!” He does his best to look serious.
 
   I stop and purse my lips in a smirk, “I’m sorry. I’m good, I’ll stop.”
 
   He stays upright and pulls at my shorts, they’re quite tight and he struggles to pull them down over my hips. I lift up my bum to help him out and they suddenly give way. Jackson falls backwards and off the end of the bed. I cannot control my hysterics. That was the funniest thing that I have ever seen.
 
   “For fucks sake!” Jackson calls out, half laughing as he stands and runs his hands through his hair. 
 
   I’m sitting forward crying with laughter and struggling to get my breath. He places his hands on the end of the bed and leans over laughing hysterically and shaking his head.
 
   “Are you ok?” I squeak when I have calmed down a little, wiping the tears away and still giggling, Jackson looks up and into my eyes.
 
   “I’m fine,” he smiles at me and cocks his head to the side. In one swift move he grabs my ankles and pulls me so that my back is flat on the mattress with my legs hanging off the end of the bed.
 
   He stands between my legs and leans over me, his hands on the bed either side of my shoulders. I smile up at him and he straightens up, running his hands all the way down my body. I watch as he kneels on the floor between my legs, lifting up onto my elbows for a better view. My mood has quickly changed and I’m eager.
 
   Jackson picks up my left leg and rests my foot on his shoulder. He runs both hands up my leg and kisses up the inside of my thigh, I lean back and I’m on fire as he kisses and nibbles his way further upwards. He reaches both hands up and pulls my bikini bottoms down and off in one move. 
 
   He dips the tip of a finger inside me and I hear his sharp intake of breath, I am obviously wet and he clearly likes it.
 
   He runs his finger upwards, I may not approve of all the practice that he has had but he certainly knows what he is doing.
 
   My body jolts as he finds my clit immediately, hand starts to massage it in circles. My breathing becomes hitched, my throat is dry. I swallow and he stops, I look down to see him kissing my other thigh and I lie back flat against the mattress. He moves forward and I feel his tongue replace his fingers on my clit, I laugh!
 
   “ROSIE! You’re seriously laughing right now?” He is staring at me, shocked.
 
   “I’m sorry, it tickled! I’m fine, carry on!” He squints at me and returns to what he was doing…I laugh again!
 
   “Oh come on!” His hands are on my knees and he looks at me defeated.
 
   “I’m sorry, I just… it just tickles!” I bite my lip. It’s been a very long time since anyone has gone down on me. I’m not used to it. I’m embarrassed, disappointed & frustrated.
 
   “I don’t think we’re destined to do this tonight are we?” Jackson gets back to his feet and looks down at me, smiling slightly. He rests his hands on my thighs and tilts his head to the side,
 
   “I think you’re right.” I lay back on the pillows. I’m a little disappointed but amused as he climbs up and lies on his side next to me, propped up on his elbow. “I have to say James; you’re not the smooth operator I was expecting!”
 
   I grin up at him and his mouth falls open,
 
   “Well, yeah maybe it is time for some new moves,” he laughs again “I have to say though Rosie, I’ve never enjoyed not having sex quite so much.”
 
   “Ditto.”
 
   Jackson gave me one of his t-shirts to wear and we sat on the bed, talking until almost three in the morning, about literature, our favourite writers and books. His impression of Francesca Franklin had me rolling about on the bed in stitches, he has her down perfectly.  
 
   I can feel my eyelids becoming heavy.
 
   “I’m tired, should I leave Jackson?”
 
   “Rosie, it’s three am, of course you shouldn’t. I’ll take you back in the morning.”
 
   “Ok. Thanks for tonight James.”
 
   “Ditto Alvez!”
 
   He leans and kisses me briefly and then rolls over and turns off the lamp. 
 
   I’m exhausted, and Jackson’s deep breath next to me indicates he feels the same way. I roll over with my back to him and he pulls me swiftly back so that my head is on his chest. I’m glad the light is off so that he can’t see my smile, but I hope his expression matches my own.
 
   ‘It will end in tears Alvez!’ 
 
   I ignore my subconscious and drift off to sleep.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   He invites me onto the back of his moped and I look at him unsure.
 
   “Rosie, trust me. I know what I’m doing.” 
 
   I climb on, my legs on the outside of his. He tells me to wrap my arms around him and I willingly oblige.
 
   “Shuffle closer Rosie, I don’t want you falling off.”
 
   “I can’t get much closer Jackson!” I’m already anticipating his response.
 
   “Ah Miss Alvez, there’s always closer…” I can actually hear him grinning.
 
   Pippa and I have booked a trip to go to Tiger Cave Temple today so I’ve had to ask Jackson to get me back to the hotel early.  I wish I could spend the day with him. I saw a side of him last night that I hadn’t imagined could exist and it was amazing.
 
   We pull up in front of my hotel and I climb off the moped.
 
   “Thanks for bringing me back, and for last night.” 
 
   I start to walk into the lobby,
 
   “Hey, are you forgetting something?” 
 
   Jackson props the bike up and walks towards me. He wraps his arm around me and pulls me close, I put my hand over my mouth and he looks at me, amused and perplexed.
 
   “I haven’t brushed my teeth!” I scrunch my eyes up, mortified that I can’t kiss him because I have morning breath. He laughs,
 
   “Oh Rosie, you are all kinds of different.” He laughs again and kisses my forehead then releases me, “Have a great day sweetie.”
 
    
 
   
 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Nine
 
    
 
   Rosie
 
   “Rosetta Alvez you dirty stop out…spill!”  I smile and cover my face as Pippa squeals with excitement, “Come on then! Was he good? Oh I bet he was good! Details Rosie…”
 
   “Pippa we didn’t have sex.” She looks at me completely dumbfounded and I smile, “Long story! I’ll explain in a bit.” 
 
   I need to have a quick shower, change and get back down to the lobby in half an hour for the trip.
 
    
 
   “Oh Rosie, only you! That could only happen to you!” Pippa is in hysterics in the mini bus on the way to the temple.
 
   “Oh Pip, I had a great night. It was so much fun. I had more fun in a few hours that I’ve had with a guy, other than Rafe, in years. Michael and I never laughed like that in three and a half years together. Jackson’s actually really lovely, and sweet too, but he is so hot Pip. I have never been so eager to lick someone from head to toe in my whole life. I mean, I gasped when he took his shirt off, like actually gasped, loudly!  It was amazing but I’m so fucking horny!” Pippa laughs out loud as I roll my eyes in an, 'I must have sex soon’ kind of way.
 
   “Well I’m not surprised it nearly tipped you over the edge after three years with Michael, the man is a cock!” She smiles, proud of her insult of my former fiancé. She tried from day one to get me to leave him, but he convinced me that I’d never meet anyone else. “What now then Ro?” 
 
   “What do you mean?” I ask in an attempt to stall her. I know exactly where she’s going with that question, but I really don’t know what to say. 
 
   “With Jackson, Rosie.  I mean from what you say, he’s pretty adamant that he doesn’t want anything serious. I’m all for you having a bit of fun, I just don’t want to see you get hurt.” She holds my hand.
 
   “I know Pip. The truth is, I don’t know, and I can’t even think about it right now. I had a great night last night and we’re going to have a great day today.” I smile at her and she simply smiles back. 
 
    
 
   The temple is unbelievable. I think we both underestimated the one thousand, two hundred and thirty seven steps that Jackson warned us about in the book. We had to stop about four times on the way up to catch our breath. 
 
   At the top I am struck by the huge gold Buddha, keeping watch over all of Krabi.
 
   There are Buddhist nuns praying in one area and I walk to the edge. I am looking down the mountain, at the tops of the lush green trees. I can hear the monks chanting from below and at that moment, I am truly calm. 
 
   It’s the most serene experience of my life.
 
   I came to Thailand for exactly this.  I am inspired, my mind is buzzing with ideas and for the first time in a long time, my eyes are open. Pippa is taking photos and I decide to sit. I find a quiet spot to myself and sit cross legged on the floor, if I’m going to receive some divine guidance; this surely has to be the place.
 
   I think about my book, I know now what I want to say. It will be different to my others because I am different; the world is bigger to me now. I think about Jackson, I close my eyes for that one. 
 
   What am I going to do about him?  I think my way through a list of pros and cons –
 
   Cons
 
   He doesn’t want to commit. (Wow, that’s a pretty big one Rosie!)
 
   He can be incredibly arrogant.
 
   He is a serial womaniser.
 
   Pros
 
   He is gorgeous.
 
   He is sexy as hell in summer.
 
   He’s funny.
 
   He can be incredibly sweet.
 
   We have so much in common.
 
   There’s a connection between us that is undeniable.
 
   He makes me feel like I’m something special.
 
   He is smart and worldly.
 
    
 
   Oh crap!  
 
   I open my eyes and realise that I have to take the risk.  If there is a chance that I can convince Jackson that I am worth a shot, I have to take it. I’m a big girl and I can take whatever he throws at me, I think.
 
   We make our way down the mountain and I’m determined, I’m calm and I know what I want. Now I just have to go get it.
 
   Back at the hotel I decide that the best thing to do is spend the remaining days before we head to Phi Phi convincing Jackson that not all relationships end in tears and that sometimes, the risk is worth taking. 
 
   I text him.
 
   ‘Are you busy tonight? I’d like to see you x’
 
   In only a minute, my phone buzzes with a reply,
 
   ‘I thought you’d never ask. Where do you want me? and when?’
 
   Oh the possibilities are endless, but I decide to stick to the plan to wow him, not screw him senseless. Not straight away anyway,
 
   ‘I’ll meet you on the beach, under the terrace, at 8 x’
 
   ‘Can’t wait!’
 
   Pippa has made plans with a Portuguese guy tonight. She said she’s sticking to her roots for the evening. I don’t take too long getting ready. My hair is tame for once and has a smooth wave in it. I put on matching navy blue lace bra and French knickers and a blue dipped hem dress and flip flops. 
 
   I’m ready.
 
   “You’re not going to propose to me are you?” Jackson calls from behind me as he makes his way towards me on the beach, grinning as he gets closer.
 
   “You wish!” I call as I turn to face him. He’s wearing navy blue chinos and cream linen shirt and I melt, he’s so gorgeous.
 
   “What do you have in store for me then Alvez?” He asks as he puts his hands on my waist and pulls me close; I put my hands on his chest and walk away,
 
   “You’ll see…”
 
   Jackson catches up with me and takes my hand. We walk along the beach, listening to the sound of the sea on one side of us and the town on the other.
 
   “Do you mind if we go back to Presley’s? Then maybe we could have some food and a few drinks?” I ask, I want to see Steve and Annie and show Jackson that I can fit into his life, that we can have fun together and with friends.
 
   “Yeah, sure we can. What are you singing for me tonight then?” He looks carefree and happy, if only it could stay this way.
 
   “No singing from me tonight sunshine, you can do a little turn though!” I giggle and he pulls me close with his arm around my shoulder,
 
   “I enjoy your company Rosie, thanks for giving me the chance to prove I’m not all bad.”
 
   “I’m not sure you’ve proved that yet James!” I laugh and he kisses me on the head as we continue our walk.
 
   “Hey you two! Good to see you both.” Steve looks genuinely pleased to see us and greets us both with a hug, “What can I get you?”
 
   “Couple of beers please mate, you good? How's Annie?” Jackson asks, suddenly I feel a little uncomfortable. These two are friends, old friends. I forget my reasons behind suggesting that we come here, all I can think of is how many girls Steve must have witnessed Jackson conquer and crush. I snap out of my daze when Jackson puts a hand on my back.
 
   “Hey, you ok?” He seems concerned, and his eyes gazing into mine settle my worries.
 
   “Yeah sorry…I was in a world of my own.” I shake off my concern, I have to try.
 
   Presley’s is a lot quieter tonight that it was a few nights ago, so we sit at the bar to chat with Steve. Annie soon joins us and as the drinks flow, the games come out. Connect Four seems to be everywhere in Ao Nang and I haven’t had so much fun playing it since I was a child, I guess if you added alcohol, even chess would be a good laugh.
 
   As the night wears on, Steve becomes sentimental about his friendship with Jackson. One thing I love about Thailand, the bar staff get as drunk as the customers!
 
   “Jackson! My old buddy, my wing man! We have been through a lot.” 
 
   Steve has really let his hair down and is slurring his words. Jackson is smiling at him the way I do Rafe, they are clearly like brothers.
 
    “You Rosie, are the first girl that has ever, and I mean ever put him in his place!”
 
   “Alright mate, I think you’ve had enough.” Jackson shuffles uncomfortably, he seems like he is trying to hush Steve up before he says too much.
 
   “Nope, I’m good. What was I saying?  Oh yeah, Jackson! Well he’s a total man whore, but don’t let that put you off.” I laugh loudly and Jackson seems to relax when I don’t run away, “in all seriousness Rosie, you two look bloody great together.” Jackson stiffens again. “Hang on to this one mate. I can see it working out. Although Rosie my sweet, I imagine this arse to make pretty ugly kids, so just bear that it mind!”
 
   “Steve. Mate. Enough!” Jackson’s sharp response makes me sit up, and sober up. He’s clearly uncomfortable.
 
   “It’s ok Jackson, I know he’s pissed. It’s fine.” I put a hand on Jackson’s thigh to reassure him, “Come on, let’s go and get some food.”
 
   After saying goodbye to Steve and Annie, we leave Presley’s and Jackson still is distant. I stop and stand in front of him,
 
   “Hey, cheer up will you.” I look into his eyes and see that he looks confused, “Jackson, chill out, Steve was pleased to see you and had too much to drink.  It’s no big deal. If you’re going to be like this then I’m just going to go.”
 
   “No, I’m sorry. Look I’m just hungry, come on. Let’s go back to my hotel and get room service.”
 
   “Jackson, it’s almost eleven pm, they won’t be serving surely?” I look at him puzzled,
 
   “Ok beautiful, let’s get some street food and head back then yeah?” And he’s back!
 
   “Sounds great.”
 
    
 
   Back in Jackson’s suite we nibble on chicken, squid, pork and all sorts of food that he bought from the street cart. We talk and laugh and relax together, it’s exactly what I wanted. After letting my food settle, I decide it’s time to make my move.
 
   “Do you know what I’d really like to do now?” I stand in front of Jackson hoping this goes to plan. He looks up at me, but before he answers, I continue, “Swim!”
 
   I pull my dress over my head and walk over to the plunge pool.
 
    “Coming?” I beckon Jackson to join me.
 
    
 
   Jackson almost appears nervous as he takes off his shirt and trousers to join me in the pool, I’ve never seen him like this...I like it!
 
   He’s standing in just his boxers and I can see that he is already hard. I can feel the burn between my legs. There will be no mishaps or fits of giggles tonight. I want him, inside me, now.
 
   As he descends the steps into the pool his mood shifts. He is back to the confident ladies’ man. This is what he does best, and he knows it. 
 
   He glides over towards me in the water and pushes me back against the side of pool. He slides his hand down my arm and moves my hand to feel his erection, he breathes in through his teeth as I grip.
 
   “See what you do to me Rosie?” 
 
   He looks intensely into my eyes, and then closes his as I stroke firmly up and down the length of his cock. My other hand moves to the back of his head and I pull his face down to meet mine. I am so turned on that I feel like I can’t kiss him hard or deep enough to satisfy me, I need more.
 
   I stop my stroking and use both of my hands to pull him close to me. Jackson’s hands leave the side of the pool as he lifts my legs to wrap around him and presses me back against the tiles. 
 
   From underneath me, Jackson’s fingers move over the blue lace of my knickers, I feel him move the fabric out of the way and push the tips of two fingers inside me, I gasp, tipping my head back slightly and break our kiss.  
 
   He moves to kiss my neck. From this angle the penetration is shallow and I want, I need more. I groan and push back against his fingers, letting him know I need him deeper, and before I can argue Jackson lifts me onto the edge of the pool.
 
   “Oh Rosie, I am going to have so much fun!” 
 
   He looks at me with a hunger that matches my own and pushes two fingers deep into me. I lean back to let him in, and when he pulls his fingers out and rips my knickers off, I think I’m going to explode.
 
   Jackson pushes his fingers back inside me and with the thumb of his other hand, begins to massage my now exposed and swollen clit. The sensations are intense. I haven’t been so turned on in years. I just want to be fucked, any way he wants me.
 
   “You smell so good…I can’t wait to taste you Rosie!” 
 
   Jackson nibbles at my inner thigh and I want to scream, ‘JUST DO IT THEN!’ My orgasm is building, my breath is becoming fast and I feel myself tightening around Jackson’s expert fingers.
 
   “Are you close baby?” He asks in between kissing my inner thighs, all I can manage is a hum in response, “Ah ah…not yet!”
 
   Jackson stops his manipulation of me and I look up in shock, he’s gliding over towards the steps of the pool and I can’t speak. As Jackson walks over to me, I can see his erection and I remember that this is my night, I’m in charge. I lift myself up and onto my knees and stop him in his tracks.
 
   “Wait,” I put my hands on his thighs and he looks down at me expectantly “These are all wet.” I pull at his boxers, looking up with an expression of concern. “You’ll catch your death.”
 
   I grin upward through my eyelashes as I pull them down to expose all of him. For the first time I can see what I’m dealing with, all I can do to stop myself from pushing him to the floor and jumping on him, is take hold of him in my hands.
 
   He is so hard and I want him so bad, I lick my lips and let him push into my mouth, maintaining eye contact until he closes his eyes and throws his head back. Grabbing the back of my hair, Jackson pushes in and out of my mouth while lick and suck his cock with a hunger unlike any I’ve even known. 
 
   I stroke my hands up the backs of his thighs and down his abs, with one hand I squeeze the base of his cock while the other hand moves to caress his balls, I am taking back control.
 
   “Fuck Rosie! I’m going to come, stop!” 
 
   Jackson pushes back on my shoulders and looks down at me, completely at my mercy. I hold out my hands for Jackson to help me up. He is naked and I am but for my bra, so I stand and press my back to his chest, his erection grazing me between my legs, teasing me as instruct him to remove my last item of clothing.
 
   As my bra drops to the floor, Jackson strokes and massages my breasts, pinching my nipples as he kisses along the top of my shoulder.
 
   “God Rosie, you’re so fucking sexy. Come with me.” 
 
   Jackson scoops me into his arms and kissing me the whole way, carries me to his bedroom.
 
   “Let me look at you.” 
 
   He lays me down and walks over to his bedside table to retrieve a condom, which he places on the bed next to me before climbing up, pulling my legs wide apart and kneeling between them.
 
   I look up to see Jackson looking at me and slowly stroking the length of his cock. I follow suit and began to touch myself, for his viewing pleasure. His primal growl indicates that he likes what he is seeing and without hesitation, he pushes two fingers deep inside me and heads straight for my G-spot, he doesn’t need directions.
 
   I lose control and arch my back to push further onto his fingers, Jackson leans down and begin to circle my clit with his tongue, then he sucks hard and flicks with the tip of his tongue, while he continues to massage deep inside me. My body starts shaking uncontrollably and I am heading for the edge…
 
   “No baby, not yet!”
 
   He stops again, this is agony! I am hungry and breathless and more ready that I have ever been.
 
   “Jackson, fuck me…Please!” The words leave my mouth before I know it, and Jackson looks at me with an intensity that I’ve never seen before.
 
   “Are you begging me Rosie?” He smirks.
 
   “Yes, I want you to fuck me Jackson. Please…” I can see that he is turned on by me begging, even if he was a little surprised by it. It arouses me even more and I push myself up onto my knees so that we’re face to face, looking up through my eyelashes I beg again.
 
   “Please…Jackson…fuck…me.” I speak slowly, whimpering as I bite my lip and start to circle my clit with my index finger. I see Jackson look down and I hear the sharp intake of breath that indicates I am doing all the right things, so I turn my back to him.
 
   I get down onto all fours, exposing my aroused entrance to him and looking behind me I see him take hold of his cock once more. I reach underneath and begin to masturbate for him. Within seconds, Jackson rips open the condom packet and is rolling it on. He crawls onto the bed behind me and positions himself ready to fuck me.
 
   I feel him slowly push the tip of his cock inside and its heaven. Slowly he pushes deeper until it’s almost too deep and I hear him groan. He pulls back and pushes into me again, and back out excruciatingly slowly, then without warning he slams into me hard, pulling my hips backward to meet his thrust. 
 
   He finds his rhythm and pumps harder and faster into me. To my surprise, Jackson pulls out of me and climbs off the bed. He grabs me by the ankles and pulls me towards him, then turns me over.
 
   He smiles at me and plunges inside me again. This time face to face, I can see the hungry look in his eyes and it is pushing me. Jackson is standing at the end of the bed and pushing deep into me, I want more.
 
   “Harder.”  I gasp and he obliges, slamming hard into me as I scream, somewhere between pleasure and pain. 
 
   Sensing I need more, Jackson lifts both my legs to rest on his right shoulder, crossing my ankles. He feels so deep now that I don’t know if I can take much more. He pushes his fingers between my closed thighs and rubs hard and fast on my clit, my breathing is erratic as my orgasm courses through me, I’m moaning loudly while Jackson groans his own orgasm into me. 
 
   I am shaking all over, I’ve never felt anything so intense and I can do nothing but lay here enjoying the aftershocks.
 
   “Oh Rosie Alvez…You’re trouble!”
 
   Jackson smirks down at me as pulls out of me and heads for the bathroom. 
 
   Yeah, I guess I am.
 
    
 
   Jackson returns from the bathroom and lies next to me on the bed. We’re both on our sides, face to face as he trails his fingers down my arm, across my breast and starts to circle my belly button.
 
   We lay quiet for a while basking in our post-orgasmic bliss. After a while, we move so that Jackson is lying on his back and I rest my head on his chest.
 
   “What are these flowers?” I stroke my fingers over his tattoo as I ask the question.
 
   “Gladioli, they symbolise strength and they were Mum’s favourite.” 
 
   Jackson takes hold of the hand that’s stroking his meaningful tattoo and delicately kisses the pads of my fingers. I relax against his chest, as the depths of my feelings for him consume me. I close my eyes and breathe him in.
 
    
 
   I’m not going to spend the night at Jackson’s hotel, I want to keep him interested, and I think waking up with me might scare him off, so he reluctantly calls me a taxi.
 
   “You can stay you know Rosie.” Jackson whispers to me while kissing my neck as we wait for my taxi.
 
   “No, I have to see Pippa. Besides, if I stay I’ll get no sleep and exhaustion is no good for writer’s block remember!” I lean my head to the side to give him more access, it feels delicious
 
   “Touché Miss Alvez. Will I see you tomorrow then?” He’s holding me close and I can feel him becoming hard, I pull away from him.
 
   “Maybe in the evening, I’ll let you know.” 
 
   My taxi is pulling up the driveway of his hotel and I can see the frustration in his eyes. He pulls me close again and kisses me before saying goodbye.
 
   “Night trouble.”
 
   “Goodnight Jackson.”
 
   ***
 
 
   Pippa and I decide to have a girl’s day. Shopping, some food and a few cocktails, then back for a couple of hours around the pool. I fill her in on the night before,
 
   “FUCK ME! Rosie, that’s so hot!” Pip is staring at me open mouthed over the top of her Pina Colada “You go girl!” She almost looks more excited than I do.
 
   The truth is I am over the moon. I feel like something that’s been dormant inside me for so long has woken up. I feel so alive, and so in touch with my sexuality. It’s exhilarating.
 
   “Come on then Pip, time to top up the tan. What do you think to a girl’s night out tonight?” I am grinning like the Cheshire cat.
 
   “Sounds great, aren’t you seeing Jackson?”
 
   “Maybe, I think I’ll keep him guessing though.” 
 
   We laugh and head back to the hotel, excited for all that lies ahead.
 
    
 
   A few hours later we head out to drink and dance until the sun comes up. It may well be ‘girl’s night’, but Pippa is on a mission to tick off a few more countries and I am in the middle of a text flirt session with Jackson.
 
   ‘Where are you Rosie? I’m coming to get you x’
 
   ‘No you’re not Jackson, its girl’s night! x’
 
   ‘Rosetta, you cannot tell me you’re going commando, and then leave me hanging!’
 
   Pippa grabs my phone from my hand.
 
   “Rosie, stop phone fucking him and come and dance with me!”
 
   Pippa is surrounded by men on the dance floor, there appears to be a number of different nationalities.
 
   “Look Ro, I have my own dirty Benetton advert!” 
 
   She laughs and continues to dance seductively in the middle.
 
   I discreetly take my phone back out of my handbag and type out a text. 
 
   ‘Luna Bar x’
 
   I am dancing with Pippa. Her admirers have backed off and are watching from the bar. I look at my phone, its half an hour since I text Jackson. I consider texting again but Pippa shouts at me,
 
   “OI! GIRL’S NIGHT!” I don’t have the heart to tell her that Mr Japan and Mr Greece are not girls!
 
   We are still dancing five minutes later when I feel arms around my waist. I turn to push away whoever it is, only to see that it’s Jackson. I smile and he kisses me, right there on the dance floor.
 
   “Hi,” I mouth to him over the music.
 
   “Hi yourself.” He slides his hands down over the tight fitted mint green material covering my backside. He’s checking to see if I was telling the truth about my lack of underwear tonight. I look up at him and smile and his eyes light up at the discovery. “Wow Rosie…Hot!” He bites his lip briefly and then kisses me again.
 
   “Hey hey hey…GIRL’S NIGHT!” Pippa bowls over and smiles at Jackson. He hugs her and kisses her on the cheek before Mr Germany pulls her back to the middle of the dance floor.
 
   Jackson and I are dancing and kissing like a couple of teenagers at a school disco. I am elated, I don’t know what this is yet but he came to me. He’s holding me and kissing me like I’m his, its more than I expected.
 
   “Are you staying with me tonight Miss Alvez?” He shouts in my ear over the loud music,
 
   “What do you think Mr James?!” I shout back, I smile and he takes my hand,
 
   “Let’s go!” 
 
   We head for the doors, he is eager to get me back to his suite. I call him but he can’t hear me over the music so I pull back on his hand.
 
   “PIPPA!” I shout at him. He nods and I head back in to say goodbye, Jackson follows.
 
   I can’t find Pippa anywhere. 
 
   Mr Germany is at the bar with his friends, Jackson sees the concern on my face and heads over to do some investigating and I head for the ladies’. When I come out I see Jackson at the doors to the bar talking to Mr Mexico,
 
   “Any joy?” I ask as I approach, we’re away from the music and can hear each other clearly now, Jackson shakes his head. 
 
   “Germany said she was feeling sick and left.”
 
   “She wouldn’t just leave and not tell me that she was going Jackson, something is wrong!”
 
   I am sick with worry, I have been so wrapped up in my own world that I’ve lost my best friend. Anything could have happened, I have to find her.
 
   Jackson pulls me into him, thinking what to do next, “Have you called her?”
 
   “Yeah but it’s just ringing, there’s no answer.” I feel like I am going to burst into tears, how can I go from being on top of the world one minute to rock bottom the next?
 
   “Hey, we’ll find her.” He cups my face in his hands, “Try her phone again, let’s go back to the hotel, she might be in bed.”
 
   We start walking towards the hotel. I don’t care how long it takes; I’m not taking a taxi and risking missing her. I call her for about the fiftieth time.
 
   “Shh…” Jackson hushes Mr Mexico and his friend who are helping us to look; he looks at me wide eyed.
 
   “That’s her phone.” I can hear it ringing and run in the direction of the sound. I’m so scared of what I might find.
 
   “PIPPA! SHE’S HERE!” I shout as Jackson and the others catch me up, Pippa is lying on the ground in an alley.
 
   “Pip, wake up,” I shake her and she stirs, she’s ok…I think. Jackson kneels down beside her and takes control. He can see that I’m shaken.
 
   “Pippa, can you hear me honey?” She flickers her eyes open and heaves like she’s going to be sick, Jackson pushes her onto her side to prevent her from choking on her own vomit. “Have you ever seen her like this Rosie?” He looks at me and I can see the concern on his face. I shake my head.
 
   “Never, Pippa never drinks more than she can handle.”
 
   I know what he is thinking and it makes me feel sick, she’s been drugged. Pippa tries to push herself up but doesn’t have the strength. Jackson catches her and picks her up, Mexico has hailed us a taxi and Jackson places Pippa inside.
 
   “Do you think you’ll be ok from here Rosie? I’ll join you shortly.” He looks angry and worried at the same time,
 
   “Jackson just come with us, please.” I know that he is going back to the bar, I can’t stop him. He tells the driver the name of the hotel and pays him so that I don’t have to.
 
   “I’ll be with you soon Rosie.” 
 
   Jackson, Mexico and his mate head back to the bar. I feel sick with worry, for Pippa, and for Jackson. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Ten
 
    
 
   Rosie
 
   The night receptionist rushes to help me when we arrive back at the hotel and helps me to get Pippa out of the taxi. She can just about support her own weight, so we guide her into the lobby and put her to rest on the sofa.
 
   “What happened?” The receptionist asks, “You need doctor?”
 
   “No, she’s fine. I think.” I sit and put my head in my hands, I don’t know what to do. Pippa leans forward and the receptionist hands her a waste bin, she is sick again.
 
   I am anxious for Jackson to get here. I can’t get Pippa up to the room alone and I want to know that he is ok. I don’t know what to do and I am pacing when a moped pulls up outside the lobby, Jackson climbs off the back, Mexico waves and drives off.
 
   “Oh my god Jackson, what happened to you?” He has blood on his shirt and his knuckles are grazed,
 
   “I’m fine, how is she?” He’s trying to pretend that nothing has happened,
 
   “Jackson, she is fine.”  I stand in front of him and put my hands up to his chest to stop him “Tell me what happened?”
 
   “Germany, he spiked her drink the lowlife fucker!” Oh god. I feel sick.
 
   “Did he admit it?” I ask as Jackson sits next to Pippa to check that she’s really ok.
 
   “He didn’t have to Rosie,” he pulls a small bottle out of his pocket “I took this from him, and he laughed, so I sent him to sleep!”
 
   I hate violence, but right now, I am so turned on by his heroics. He helped to save my friend; he took care of both of us and knocked out the guy that harmed her. I walk over and stand in front of him, he looks up at me and I kiss him,
 
   “Thank you Jackson. I can’t thank you enough!”
 
   Jackson picks Pippa up and carries her up to the room. I open the door and point to her bed. He lays her down and turns to me.
 
   “Come on.” I hold out my hand and he takes it, I lead him to the bathroom.
 
   “What you did tonight, you were amazing.” 
 
   He is sitting on the toilet with the seat down and I am bathing his grazed knuckles, the blood on his shirt isn’t his.
 
   “People like that make me sick Rosie. Pippa was already dancing with him; he didn’t need to do that!” He seems genuinely upset about the situation, “Come here.”
 
   He pulls his hand away and grabs me by the hips, pulling me towards him. He puts his forehead on my tummy and I stroke the back of his neck.
 
   Jackson inhales and looks up towards me, he needs a release, I can see it in his eyes. He pulls me closer so that I straddle him and he guides me to sit.
 
   With all of the drama, I’d forgotten that I was devoid of underwear, but as my legs are forced apart and my tight fitted dress rises, Jackson and I both remember. He looks up at me, excitement flashes in his eyes and he stands hitching my dress up above my hips before picking me up. 
 
   He places me on the counter near the sink, knocking over the perfume bottles and hairspray cans as I wrap my legs around him. He is holding the back of my head, kissing me frantically and deep. I reach down between my legs to undo his trousers as he reaches behind me. Pippa’s ridiculously large box of condoms is within arm’s reach and he pulls one out.
 
   Within what seems like seconds, he rolls the condom on and slides me forward on the counter. He is kissing my neck as he pushes inside me,
 
   I groan as he fills me, he pauses for a moment his forehead against mine and gazes into my eyes as I relax around him, letting him in. He is kissing me again and he starts to move, its fast and its deep and I want him so much, I can’t get enough.
 
   I lean back resting my head against the mirror and he stands upright, pushing my knees up towards my chest,
 
   “Oh god,” I breathe, he is so deep now that I almost can’t take it. 
 
   He releases my legs and I wrap them around him as he thrusts into me. One hand is on the mirror behind me and one is supporting the back of my neck. He leans down so that his face is just above mine and I hear him groan, it’s so erotic and I can’t hold on.
 
   “Jackson, I’m close.”
 
   “Thank fuck!” He laughs and I take it to mean the feeling is mutual. 
 
   His thrusting becomes more frantic and my legs tighten around him, he pulls me upright and tight into his chest. The welcome friction against my clit is enough to tip me over the edge and I moan into his chest, jolting as my orgasm moves through me. Jackson’s breathing hitches and he thrusts hard, pushing his fingers up through my hair and clenching his fist to pull it slightly as he comes hard. He slowly releases me from his grip and stills, his chin resting on the top of my head.
 
   With his hands on my knees he pulls out of me, kissing me passionately as he does. He looks into my eyes and it scares me.
 
   "Please Jackson, don’t hurt me." I whisper as he kisses my forehead.
 
   
***
 
    
 
   Jackson
 
    
 
   I wake and it takes a moment to register where I am. I’ve woken up next to a lot of women in my time but this feels different.  Rosie is asleep, breathing softly into my chest. She stirs as I gently pull my arm out from underneath her. She really is beautiful.
 
   My head is spinning after last night. It was a rollercoaster of an evening. Rosie rolls over towards me, her hair falls across her face and I’m compelled to stroke it away. I smile as I look down at her and Pippa’s warning from a few nights ago comes into my head.
 
   “If you hurt her James, I will kill you. You may not be the commitment type, but you and I both know that she is. If you don’t want the same, walk away now!” Despite knowing that I should have, I couldn’t walk away.
 
   I’ve gone too far. 
 
   She’s going to wake up with me next her and it’s going to mean so much more than I can offer. I have to get out of here. 
 
   Rosie stirs as I move and stand up,
 
   “Pippa?” She asks sleepily,
 
   “Shh, she’s fine. Go back to sleep.” 
 
   She closes her eyes again and takes a deep breath. I realise in that moment that if I walk away now, I can’t come back. I’ll hurt her and she deserves so much more than that. She’s incredible and it hurts me to turn my back on this, but I have to do the right thing.
 
   I leave the room as quietly as I can and I can’t describe the feeling as I close the door behind me. There is something seriously wrong with me, why can’t I just appreciate when I have a good thing?
 
   Before I even realise it, I’m back at my suite. It’s only six thirty am but I can’t stand this feeling that I have, I don’t know what it is. 
 
   Regret? 
 
   Guilt? 
 
   I jump in the shower and decide that I need to go out for a drive.
 
    
 
   The wind in my face as I ride does nothing to clear my head so I just keep going, at around ten am I stop to get some breakfast. There’s a small restaurant at the side of the road, nothing fancy, just good Thai food and cold drinks.
 
   I sit outside at a plastic table and my phone vibrates in my pocket.
 
   ‘Where did you go? Thank you so much for last night. See you later? X’
 
   I need to think. Can I do it, can I commit to one woman? Rosie is one hundred percent marriage material, but I’m not. 
 
   She’s sexy and funny, she’s smart and not afraid to tell me straight, and the sex is amazing. She’s perfect…but I made it clear that I wasn’t the settling type. It’s not as if I have ever told her anything different. This is just a holiday fling and we’ll both get over it.
 
   Even before I have finished that thought, I know that I’m kidding myself. Rosie is a romantic, she just wants to be loved and to be given the proof that true love does exist. 
 
   I reply, “Meet me on the beach at twelve. I need to see you.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
   Rosie
 
   It’s five past twelve, I’m a little late. I walk down the steps towards the sand, and immediately notice Jackson standing close to the shore. I take my shoes off and head towards him.
 
   “Hey, you wanted to see me?” I place my hand on the back of his arm and he turns to face me. He looks worried.
 
   “Rosie, I don’t know if I can do this. I don’t want you to get hurt. I don’t want to be the one to hurt you.” He looks down at his feet.
 
   “Jackson, where has this come from? We’re getting on ok aren’t we?”
 
   “Yeah, great…but I don’t want this to mean more to you than I can offer. It scares me Rosie.”
 
   “Jackson, stop second guessing everything and just go with it. I’m enjoying myself with you. You make me feel younger and more alive than I have in years. I go to Phi Phi soon and then home. So can we just enjoy this and let it lead where it leads?” He looks into my eyes and smiles briefly.
 
   Jackson holds out his hand for me to take and we walk along the beach. He looks deep in thought and I know he is confused by his own feelings. I want to reassure him, but I stay quiet. These are the moments that I’ve longed for my entire life and I don’t want to risk losing this one.
 
   Dark clouds start to roll in and within minutes heavy rain is pouring down. We’re wet through in a moment and I start to walk back towards the steps but Jackson pulls me back and close into his chest,
 
   “I don’t want to hurt you Rosie.” He looks into my eyes and kisses me, it’s passionate and romantic and my worries completely slip away.
 
   Jackson walks me back to the hotel and explains that he has some work to do tonight and he’s out doing some research tomorrow, but that he’d like to see me tomorrow night. He kisses me again and holds me close. I break the kiss and look into his eyes.
 
   “Relax Jackson, just go with it!” He kisses me on the forehead then turns and walks away. I head into the hotel and up to the room where sleeping beauty awaits.
 
   “Hey Beautiful, how are you feeling?” I gently wake Pippa.
 
   “Hey, I’m ok. Just in a bit of a daze you know. How are you? How’s Jackson?” Pippa tries to sit up but grimaces, she’s still very delicate from the night before.
 
   “He’s ok. I think he’s scared of what he feels for me, which I guess must mean he feels a lot?” I look at Pippa with a worried expression. I know what’s coming.
 
   “Rosie, I like him…a lot. Especially after last night, but I can’t see you hurt again, and I think he will hurt you. I love you Ro, it hurts me to see you hurt.” 
 
   She holds my hand and I suspect that she’s right. I’m just not ready to admit it.
 
    
 
   ***
 
 
   “Rosie, wake up beaut.” I wake up to Pippa slapping my arse and I realise that I've fallen asleep in the sun, “Time to turn the meat over Ginge!” She laughs and I do as I’m told.
 
   “How long have I been asleep Pip?” I have a fuzzy head and reach for my phone to see the time, there’s a text from Jackson and I don’t hear Pippa’s response.
 
   ‘Sod work, can I come over tonight? I could bring some DVDs and we could all have a night in?’
 
   I show Pippa the text, I’m a little surprised that Jackson wants to do something so ‘coupley’ and with Pippa there too.
 
   “Wow, Rosie, that’s a big step for a commitmentphobe! Trust me, I should know.” Pippa hands back my phone, “Well, what are you going to do?”
 
   “I don’t know, it sounds nice. What do you think?” I don’t want Pippa to feel like she’s on her own after what happened last night.
 
   “Rosie, to be completely honest it sounds perfect. I do not want to go out tonight, not even for food. We can get room service?” Pippa smiles at me and leans back on her lounger before she sits back up and turns to face me. “Rosie, thank you. If you hadn’t been there, I don’t know what would have happened. I love you to the moon and back, you know that right?”
 
   She has sunglasses on but I know when Pippa has tears in her eyes by the sound of her voice, I reach out and hold her hands.
 
   “Philippa, you are my best friend, my sister. I will always be there. You never need to thank me. I love you too, you know that.” Pippa wipes a tear from under her aviators and takes my hand again.
 
   “Ro, it’s time for me to change. I can’t go on like this, just sleeping around all over the place. I’ve had my fun but it’s time to stop. I’m going to concentrate on my career and getting my life in order.”
 
   I look at Pippa with a surprised expression, she’s never indicated that she has any issues living the way she does,
 
   “Don’t get me wrong Alvez, I’ll always like to party, but something serious could have happened last night and I’d have had nobody to blame but myself. I can’t keep taking these risks. It’s time to grow up.”
 
   I decide not to say it and instead opt for a hug and an offer of a cocktail, but this is the best news that I’ve heard in a while. I spend a large portion of my life worried sick if I don’t hear back from Pippa after a night out and to be honest, I could do without the stress.
 
   Pippa slaps be away, telling me not to be a soppy tart before getting up and diving into the deep end of the pool. She never was good at expressing her emotions.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Rosie, Jackson’s here!” Pippa calls into the bathroom, I needed to wash the sun oil off me and feel fresh before he arrived.
 
   “Ok, I’ll be five minutes.” I call back.
 
   I leave the bathroom with a towel wrapped around my body and my wet hair dripping onto my shoulders, Jackson’s eyes light up when he sees me and Pippa declares that she needs a shower. I assume that this is just to give us some privacy, and I’m grateful.
 
   The moment she closes the door, Jackson grins and pulls me close. Stroking his hands across my arse as he kissing me and pulls my towel away.
 
   “Jackson, Pippa is only in the bathroom.” I’m completely naked and water is dripping all down my body from my hair.
 
   “Rosie right now I couldn’t give a shit if she was sitting in the bed watching us, look at you!”
 
   He turns me around so that I’m facing the full length mirror, and from behind me starts to kiss my neck,
 
   “Jackson.”
 
   I try to protest but he strokes his right hand up my torso to massage my breasts, kissing my neck the whole time. I watch in the mirror as his left hand follows the trail to my breasts and he moves his right hand slowly down my side and across my hips. I open my legs slightly to welcome it and he starts to massage my now throbbing clit. He slides his hand further down and pushes the tips of two fingers inside me.
 
   “You’re wet Rosie, do you like being able to watch?” 
 
   He makes eye contact in the mirror and I nod as I watch his left hand slide down my body and behind me. I hear Jackson’s zipper and within seconds he pushes my upper body forward and pushes inside me.
 
   My hands are against the wall and Jackson is holding my hips pulling me back to meet his thrusts…and I am watching it all in the mirror. 
 
   I can see the eager grip of his fingers on my skin and the pleasure on both of our faces. I am so turned on.
 
   I can tell that he intends this to be quick by the speed of his thrusting, and that’s fine by me. I move my right hand to between my legs to help speed things along.  The second I start to stimulate my clit I feel myself tightening around him and he responds, thrusting harder and faster into me until I have to put both hands back on the wall to steady myself.
 
   Jackson moans loudly as my clenching orgasm tips him over the edge and he pushes deep inside me with his last thrust. I’m short of breath and shaking when Jackson speaks and brings me back to reality.
 
   “Fuck Rosie, we didn’t use anything. Are you on the pill?” 
 
   I’m still tingling and don’t quite accept how irresponsible of me that was, given that Jackson is the poster boy for promiscuity.
 
   “Yeah, don’t worry. No little Jackson’s here.” I smile at him in the mirror and he exhales his relief before sitting on the bed and watching me get into my shorts pyjamas.
 
   “Is it safe to come out?” Pippa calls from the bathroom ten minutes later.
 
   “Yes Pippa, why wouldn’t it be?” Jackson responds and smiles at me, we are both sitting watching TV on my bed.
 
   “Oh I thought you might be shagging!” Pippa looks almost disappointed as she comes out of the bathroom in her yoga pants, and an ‘Ao Nang’ t-shirt that she bought this morning
 
   “No Pip, just waiting for you.”
 
   I throw Pippa the room service menu and look up to meet Jackson’s eyes, his smile matching my own as he kisses my forehead.
 
   “Jackson your taste in films is appalling!” Pippa looks genuinely shocked as she tries to choose a DVD out of Jackson’s selection,
 
   “Philippa, I’ll have you know that my taste in everything is exquisite. Trust me.  If you’ve never seen Thor, you’re missing out!” Jackson grins and even Pippa is under his spell.
 
   “Fine, Thor it is. At least it’s got Hotty McHotness Hemsworth in it I guess.” Seeing Pippa and Jackson banter over films makes me smile, if he and I were to go somewhere once we’re back home, at least I know they get along and he passes at least two of her strict rules…
 
   He must be hot.
 
   He must be good in bed.
 
   He must love me almost as much as he loves you.
 
    
 
   “Tonight has been great Jackson, thank you.” Pippa seems really relaxed after her burger & chips, ice cream, 2 DVDs and half a bottle of wine. “I haven’t thanked you yet for last night. What you did was amazing. If you two hadn’t been there who knows what could have happened?” She’s getting emotional again.
 
   “Philippa, you have nothing to thank me for. Just be more careful in future, there are some real scum bags out there.” Jackson smiles at Pippa “You’re a beautiful girl Pip, you don’t need to let men that aren’t worthy of you within arm’s reach, just because you can.”
 
   He stands and kisses Pippa on the top of the head before going into the bathroom, she looks at me in shock and then smiles,
 
   “Ok Rosie, I like him!”
 
   An hour later with Pippa snoring beside us, Jackson stops kissing me and sits up on my bed.
 
   “Rosie I better go.” He turns and smiles at me, I’m pouting, “Don’t look at me like that, if I stay much longer I’m going to want to be deep inside you and your best friend is asleep, four feet away.”
 
   I know he’s right but I pull him back down towards me and continue kissing him, he pulls away again,
 
   “I knew you’d be trouble,” he laughs, “I’m going now. Can I take you out for the day tomorrow?”
 
   I stick out my bottom lip at the fact that he’s leaving and joke “I’ll consider it!”
 
   He shakes his head and smiles. “I’ll pick you up at nine, you’ll need swimwear.”
 
   I walk him to the door and he kisses me again. This time it’s not a hungry passionate kiss, its soft and it feels like more, like there are feelings behind it. I feel a pang of hope deep in my belly and try to ignore it.
 
   “See you at nine Jackson.” I say softly onto his lips as I break the kiss, he leaves and for some reason, I feel tears prick my eyes.
 
   As I close the door they fall down my cheeks and I lean my forearms against the door as I softly sob, I’m in too deep. I’m not in control of my feelings anymore. I’m falling in love with this man, who has pretty much assured me that he will break my heart. What is wrong with me?
 
   
 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Eleven
 
    
 
                 Jackson
 
    “Good Morning Mr James. So where are you taking me?” 
 
   Rosie looks gorgeous as she walks down the steps from the hotel lobby to meet me.
 
   “Wait and see. You’ll like it!”
 
   We ride down to the pier and Rosie looks anxiously at the awaiting speedboat.
 
   “What are we doing?”
 
   “Inspiration Ms Alvez!” I smile at her, she should know by now that I do things differently. 
 
   I step onto the boat and hold out my hand to help her aboard.
 
   “You’re driving it?” She sounds shocked when she notices that we’re the only people here.
 
   “I’ve done this before once or twice Rosie, relax.” I start the engine and she smiles at me, that’s all I need, and I head out onto the Andaman Sea.
 
   Rosie climbs up onto the front of the boat and I’m mesmerised by her. She looks so happy and free, the wind is blowing through her long red hair and she’s beautiful. It takes everything that I have, to concentrate on where I’m going instead of on her.
 
   After about an hour, I switch off the engine, plug my iPod into the dock that I brought with us and McFly’s ‘Love is Easy’ fills the air. I do love McFly…I might gloss over that fact for now though. As they start singing about love being easy, I decide it’s definitely not the right song and press skip. Perfect… Morcheeba, ‘By The Sea.’
 
   “Is this where you murder me and throw my body in the sea Mr James?” She smiles mischievously at me and I can’t help my response,
 
   “No Miss Alvez, this is where I fuck you and then feed you breakfast.”
 
   She pretends to be shocked but doesn’t protest and I move closer to lift her down from the front of the boat.
 
   I can feel her heart beating, it’s like it is going to beat out of her chest but she’s trying to look relaxed. I see her eyes widen as I peel my shirt off, I love seeing the effect I have on her.  I hold out my hand to her, she takes it and I pull her close to me.
 
   “Jackson, will anyone see us?” She looks around, partly nervous, partly excited by the exhibitionism of the situation.
 
   “Shh…who’s going to see us out here? Besides, give me some time and you won’t care!”
 
   I put my hand on her arse and pull her tight to me, she kisses me intensely and I’m already so hard. She runs her hands around my sides and down my abs and undoes the button on my shorts. She slides her hand inside and takes a tight hold of me, it feels good and I gasp. She smiles up at me through her lashes and I feel myself pulse in her hand. I smile, I love this part.
 
   Rosie sits and leans back on her elbows, straightening her legs out towards me, inviting me to join her.
 
   “You’re distinctly overdressed Alvez!” 
 
   I kneel down and undo the button and zipper on her short denim skirt, slowly pushing my hand inside to pull it down, she bucks her hips.
 
   “Bend your knees.” She does as she’s told and I pull the skirt down and off, “Your top…” She leans forward and I lift the hem of her top up and pull it off, “You’re so fucking sexy Rosie!”
 
   I run my fingers up the inside of her leg, it kills me to take it so slow when she looks so good, but it’ll be worth it. She pushes her hips towards me. She’s just as eager for more. 
 
   I stop and crawl up her body, holding myself up above her and taking in the view below.  She’s not giving in. She stays propped up on her elbows and tips her head back, I kiss her neck and hear her intake of breath. I lift her back up towards me taking the weight off her arms and then lay her down flat.
 
   I lie down almost on top of her and kiss her deeply, her tongue against mine and the feel of her body underneath me makes me so fucking horny. I want her more than I’ve ever wanted anyone. I’d happily die buried ball deep inside this woman.
 
   I lean up and move so that I’m kneeling between her legs. I run my hands up the inside of her thighs and tease her with my thumbs at the top. I stroke my fingers down the side of her bikini bottoms and push one and then two fingers inside, she’s soaking wet and I fucking love it.
 
   “I could fuck you right now Rosie, but not yet.”
 
   I pull my fingers out and remove her bikini bottoms.  My thumb rubs circles on her clit and she arches her back to push towards me, two fingers slide inside and I find her swollen G-spot, she lets out a high pitched moan and pushes down onto my fingers. She’s tight, but so fucking responsive.
 
   I kiss the top of her leg and then run my tongue up her wet slit to her clit, she tastes and smells so good and I want more.  I circle with my tongue and then gently suck, my left hand is working hard inside and I place my right hand flat on her stomach holding her in place.
 
   My tongue is circling again and I can feel her body starting to rock towards me.  I move my right hand down and then pull up, fully exposing the now hyper sensitive clit to me. I flick my tongue back and forth, then suck and circle with the tip, my fingers becoming more frantic inside her and I feel her legs stiffen and she starts the moan. She tightens around my fingers and her body erupts, shaking as I bring her back down to earth slowly.
 
   While she enjoys the aftershocks of her orgasm I stand and remove my shorts. Massive Attack’s ‘Teardrop’ starts to play. 
 
   I am more than ready for action and reach into my shorts pocket for a condom, before discarding them to one side.  Rosie removes her bikini top while I roll the condom on then move to kneel between her legs. I slide my arms under her knees and lift them towards her chest. She moans loudly as I push deep inside. I take it slow, she’s tight and I am rock hard so it feels amazing. I pick up the pace slightly and Rosie cries out for more.
 
   I can see the hunger in her eyes as she looks up at me and bites her lip, she’s already close and I groan as I speed up, it’s hard and fast and I can’t hold on much longer. Rosie arches her back off the deck and moans as she rocks to the waves of pleasure that are washing over her. She clenches around me and I let go, pounding my own orgasm into her.
 
   My body jolts and I moan softly into her neck before stilling. With the soft beat of the music in the background bringing us both back to earth slowly, I look into Rosie’s eyes and in this moment, I feel more content than I ever have.
 
    
 
   ***
 
 
   Rosie
 
   We lay naked in the late morning sun listening to Jackson’s iPod as the boat gently bobs on the calm sea. I’m floating back to earth. Jackson kisses my neck and I shudder, I’m still coming down. He lifts up onto his side and smiles down at me, gently tracing circles around my belly button with his fucking magic fingers. 
 
   “Breakfast?”
 
   After we eat Jackson hands me a snorkel and a mask. He answers my unasked questions as he sees the uncertainty in my face,
 
   “I’ll look after you sweet cheeks, besides it won’t be that deep. I’m going to take you to Bamboo Island. The tourist boats should have all moved on by the time we get there. We can chill on the beach for a bit and wait for the tide to go out. There’s an amazing coral reef there then, you have to see it.”
 
   For the first time since the nursery, I see the Jackson that I imagine writing a travel guide. Enthusiastic and excited, it’s a lovely sight.
 
    
 
   He was right about the coral, it was beautiful. There were fish of all colours, shapes and sizes and I loved it.  At one point I got a bit too excited and put my head and snorkel completely under the surface. I panicked a little when salt water filled my mouth, but laughed hysterically at myself when Jackson pulled me up and into his arms, telling me to be careful. He looked terrified, as though he’d just had to save me from drowning, instead of just saving me from my own stupidity!
 
   It has been an amazing day and I’m not ready for it to end, but as we pull back towards the pier the signal returns to Jackson’s phone and he gets a text.
 
   “Steve’s invited us round for food tonight, Pippa too. Do you fancy it?” He asks and I’m unsure, last time we were around Steve, Jackson became really defensive and stand-offish, but I can’t really say no.
 
   “Sure, I’ll text Pip.”
 
   A couple of hours later and the three of us arrive in a tuk tuk to Steve and Annie’s house. It’s a lovely bungalow with a neat lawn, nestled in lush green hills and surrounded by rubber trees. Steve greets us at the door and guides us through the house towards the back garden.
 
   “Make yourselves at home guys, there are drinks in the ice box and the food won’t be long.”
 
   Steve’s back garden is fantastic, he has a pool with colour changing lights under the water, and fairy lights hang from tree to tree.
 
   “Thanks Steve, your home is gorgeous!” Pippa looks around in awe at the beautiful property,
 
   “Thanks honey, it’s all down to Annie really. I wouldn’t know where to start.”
 
   Steve heads back into the kitchen where Annie is busy cooking, through the window I see him hug her from behind and kiss her affectionately on the temple. I look to Jackson but he is helping himself to a cold Singha from the cool box.
 
   Annie brings out a whole array of home cooked Thai food. It looks and smells absolutely divine and we all waste no time at all tucking in.
 
   “Annie this is sensational, thank you,” Pippa seems blown away by the tastes on offer.
 
   “You’re welcome.” Annie smiles, she is clearly eager to be the perfect hostess and I think Pippa’s compliment has made her night.
 
   The drinks continue to flow and it’s not long before I’m a little light headed. I get the impression that Steve maybe used to drink more that he does now, as he’s trying to keep up with Jackson but just getting more wasted with each bottle.
 
   “JJ, I’m chuffed to bits mate. Seeing you and Rosie together, it warms my soul!” 
 
   Here we go again, I’ve seen Steve drunk twice now and all he seems to want to discuss is Jackson and I. 
 
   “I mean it! She’s a star and well, I never thought I’d see the day where one woman was enough for you, but I was wrong.” I shift uncomfortably, Jackson is not yet certain that he can commit and I don’t want Steve to scare him off.
 
   “Steve, come on mate, that’s enough.” Jackson pleads with his friend.
 
   “No man, I’m sick of this shit with you JJ. You’re in love with Rosie. I can see it in your eyes mate. Just admit it and be happy.” Jackson stares blankly at Steve and there’s a mix of anger and fear in his eyes, Steve doesn’t appear to see it, “Jackson, she’s the one mate. Look at her.”
 
   “Alright Steve, that’s enough about my love life. When is the wedding?” I interject and Jackson acknowledges my change of subject with a brief glance at me, and Annie takes over the conversation.
 
   Annie fills us in on the plans for their Thai wedding here in Ao Nang in January and their English wedding in Devon in February. Pippa and I are now officially invited. By the time Annie has finished talking, both men have gone inside the house. I decide to go looking for Jackson, and for the bathroom.
 
   “Steve, you need to back off, you know me!” I hear Jackson talking to Steve, his tone is harsh, he means business. I stand, hidden outside of the room that they’re in.
 
   “JJ, I’m sorry mate, my mouth runs away with me…but come on, you’ve spent the last week with the girl, you light up in her company and you haven’t shagged anyone else since you’ve known her, have you?” My heart stops, please Jackson, don’t say that you have.
 
   “No, but that’s not the point Steve. We’re going slowly with this, don’t push it.”
 
   I breathe a sigh of relief at Jackson’s response, if I’d heard him say there had been anyone else, I think I would have passed out there and then. 
 
   “Just because I like the girl does not mean I’m going to get serious with her Steve, don’t give her false hope.”
 
   Oh! I feel sick and rush for the bathroom; Jackson must have heard me in the hallway as he follows me there and knocks at the door,
 
   “Rosie is that you? Are you ok sweetie?” He sounds sheepish, obviously worried about what I may have heard. I decide in that moment not to say anything and just enjoy my night with him. What will be, will be as they say, but as I look in the mirror and call out my response, I fight to hold back the tears that are waiting to fall.
 
   “Yep, I’m good just a bit tipsy. I’ll be out in two minutes.”
 
   “Ok, well if you need me I’m just here.” Oh Jackson if only that were true.
 
   My walk back to the garden gives me time to fix my mask. I paint on the same happy look that I arrived with. I know that Jackson’s feelings for me are deeper than he cares to admit and I’m not going to shy away and let him forget that. We’re going to have a great night tonight and tomorrow and then I’ll head to Phi Phi. As the saying goes, absence makes the heart grow fonder.
 
   As two am rolls around I look up at Pippa, who is fully clothed and about to dive bomb into Steve’s pool and I realise that I haven’t seen Jackson in about half an hour.
 
   “Steve, have you seen Jackson?” I ask as Steve takes a seat with me at the table, Annie is getting ready for her own jump into the water,
 
   “He’s gone honey, did he not say goodnight? He said he had an early start.” Steve has now sobered up and looks at me with pity, my expression must have given my feelings away. “Sorry Rosie”.
 
   “Oh, ok.  Not to worry.” I think I’m in shock. “Could you possibly call us a taxi please Steve?” How could he just leave like that? No goodbye or anything.
 
   “Yeah course babe.” 
 
   He leaves to make the call and the tears find their release. Pippa and Annie notice and leave the pool to check on me, I feel such an idiot.
 
   “He’s just gone, without a goodbye or anything!” I look at Pippa for some pearls of wisdom.
 
   “Rosie, are you sure you just didn’t hear him?” Pip asks as I hear Steve coming back and quickly wipe away the tears.
 
   “All booked up?” I ask cheerfully.
 
   “Yeah, it’ll be about five minutes gorgeous. I’ll get you girls some towels.”
 
   In the taxi back to the hotel I decide to text Jackson,
 
   ‘Why didn’t you say goodbye? Don’t be a dick Jackson, just be straight with me. Night.’
 
   I didn’t expect a text back so was surprised when my phone buzzed in my hand.
 
   ‘I’m sorry. I’ll call you tomorrow. Night x’
 
   My stomach flips over in response to his reply but I know I need to be careful, his behaviour tonight only reiterates what he has been saying all along, he’s just not the settling down type.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
    “Rosie, wake up babe. It’s nearly eleven!” I wake to a bikini clad Pippa shaking me gently and handing me a bottle of water. “You ok, it’s not like you to sleep in?” She’s obviously already spent an hour or two by the pool, by the smell of sun oil radiating from her.
 
   “I’m fine Pip, just tired I guess. I’ll get up now.” I reach for my phone. There’s nothing on there, no calls or texts. If Jackson did have an early start this morning, he obviously didn’t see the need to get in touch.
 
   After a couple of hours by the pool, Pippa and I are starving and decide to head out for some lunch. I check my phone again and there’s still nothing so I decide to text him,
 
   ‘Are you ok? I thought I might have heard from you by now x’
 
   I click send and feel a pang of concern, if he doesn’t respond what exactly does that mean?
 
   We eat at a small Thai café and agree that we should probably go and pack up our things ready for the move to Phi Phi tomorrow. Before we leave the café I check my phone again, but there is no response, Pippa takes my phone from my hand.
 
   “Rosie, give him dead air. He’ll soon come running.” 
 
   She smiles at me. It’s not her usual grin but the shy reassuring hopeful smile of a concerned best friend.
 
   I decide that I will do exactly as she says and turn my phone off. I don’t know why he won’t respond and it’s hard to not hear from him after last night but I know I have to leave him to it. It’s my last day here and I want to go crazy with my best friend before a week of nothing but lying on a beach.
 
   “Come on you, packing first and then we’re going out. I need a drink and a dance!” I paint on a brave face and Pippa smiles enthusiastically; she knows that I’m breaking inside, but she won’t let me see her concern, she throws an arm around my shoulder and we walk back towards the hotel.
 
   Packing doesn’t take long. It’s probably helped along by the two bottles of wine that we bought on our way back to the hotel. Once we have rolled up all but our clothes for tonight and tomorrow and shoved everything into our cases it’s time to get ready to go out.
 
   Pippa decides she wants music on but her iPod battery is flat, so she asks for my phone. I hadn’t thought about my phone in a few hours, the wine and packing being a welcome distraction, but now I feel panicked at the prospect of switching it back on. 
 
   If Jackson has been in touch he may be angry that I’ve ignored him, or he may have text to say he never wants to see me again. The truth is worse. He hasn’t tried to contact me at all.
 
   After a moment I pass my phone to Pippa and I can’t stop the tears that fall, I tried so hard to not get involved and fall for him. I knew that I would get hurt, but I didn’t think that he would just cut me off like this. I don’t know how things changed so quickly.
 
   Pippa sits down on the bed next to me and hugs me close, “I’m sorry Rosie.” there is nothing more to say.
 
   After a few minutes the tears stop. I sit back and look at Pippa, a reassuring glance from her brings me to my senses.
 
   “Enough of this shit Pip, put the music on. I need to shake it off!”
 
   Pippa has a knack for cheering me up and after about an hour of dancing around the room whilst getting ready, we head out for the nearest cocktail bar. It’s the first time that Pippa has been out since Mr Germany, but she’s not fazed and heads straight for the bar.
 
   “The thing is Pip, he is a great shag and I mean, really fucking great.” I’m fully aware that I am slurring but don’t seem to be able to stop it. “That’s a shame, I’ll miss that.”
 
   “Oh baby, let’s be honest, after Michael it wouldn’t take much to make you come.” I am shocked but it’s true and I can’t argue so just raise my glass in agreement.
 
   Pippa and I move on to a bar where we can dance. The music is a little cheesy but just what the doctor ordered. We dance for a while before heading to the bar.
 
   “I’m so angry Philippa! Who does he think he is ignoring me like this? I’m going to text him!”
 
   I take out my phone, unsure in my drunken state what to say or if I would even be able to type it, but before I can I notice one unread message.  It’s from Jackson.
 
   ‘I’m sorry Rosie x’
 
   I am livid and show it to Pippa with a shocked expression.
 
   “WHAT THE FUCK?” I call above the music. “He’s fucking sorry, no explanation? What does that even mean?”  Pippa takes my phone and threatens to call him, “No Pip, let him stew.”
 
   I put my phone back into my bag and head back to the dance floor. I’m hurting. I don’t know why he is pushing me away all of a sudden, but I’m not giving in to him just yet.
 
   It’s not very late but we’re already quite drunk and agree to go and get some food to try and sober up a little. We shamefully head for McDonalds and after ordering, Pippa makes her dash for the bathroom. I take out my phone and type out a text.
 
   ‘Sorry for what Jackson? Leaving me alone in your friend’s house or ignoring me all day today? I thought there was a connection between us but I guess I was wrong!’
 
   I hit send and immediately regret it, there’s no reply and I feel stupid once again. When Pippa returns to the table she can tell that my mood has shifted.
 
   “What’s happened?” she asks in a concerned tone.
 
   “I text him.” Pippa tilts her head and looks at me, disappointed. “He didn’t reply.” I shrug my shoulders and she reaches across the table to hold my hand.
 
   “Rosetta, fuck him!”
 
   We head into a bar that is playing a mixture of eighties and nineties pop, and as Pippa goes to get us some drinks I feel a familiar vibration coming from my handbag,
 
   ‘You weren’t wrong Rosie. I’m sorry for a lot of things x’
 
   I’ve had enough of this, it needs sorting.
 
   “Pippa, are you ok to get back to the hotel? I have to see him.” 
 
   My tone is very matter of fact; I need to get this out of the way tonight,
 
   “Rosie, are you sure that’s a good idea?” She is worried I can see that, but I can’t go on like this.
 
   “Yeah, I have to. Even if it’s just to say goodbye.”
 
   I smile at her to let her know I’m ok and she smiles back before heading out of the bar with me. We share a tuk tuk and drop her back to our hotel before I head off towards Jackson’s, unsure what I am going to say and anxious about what he might.
 
   In the elevator ride up to the top floor I decide to just be myself. I won’t be defensive or confrontational, I’ll just go and have a drink and hopefully he’ll open up when he sees me. I walk towards his door and feel nervous to see him after the last twenty four hours. It takes me a moment to compose myself but I soon reach my hand up and knock the door. I wait for a minute or so and am just about to knock again when the door opens,
 
   “Hi.”
 
   I am silenced when the door is opened by a woman. The blonde woman from that first night in Presley’s I think. She is here in Jackson’s room, wearing just his shirt and I can’t speak, I just step backward in shock.
 
   
 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Twelve
 
    
 
   Jackson
 
   “Jackson, it’s for you!”
 
   Ella calls into the suite and I walk to the door. I’m wearing nothing but some loose fitting trousers but figure room service have probably seen worse. I stop dead in my tracks when I see her, and feel the colour drain from my face
 
   “Rosie, oh god, I’m sorry. I didn’t… I mean. Oh god!” 
 
   I scratch the back of my head and step out into the hallway.
 
   “Ella, give us a minute please.” She obliges and closes the door of the suite, “Rosie, I…”
 
   “No…don’t! You warned me.” She interrupts; her voice is high and fast. “I’m so stupid.” She says under her breath as she turns to leave.
 
   “Rosie, I’m sorry. I don’t know what to say.” I feel sick when I see the tears in her eyes as she turns back to me to respond. “What can I say?” I’m desperate.
 
   “Jackson, enjoy your evening.”
 
   She walks back down the corridor towards the elevator and I wonder if I should follow. How do I manage to screw everything up? I’m going after her.
 
   “Rosie, wait!” I call after her as she presses the button to call the elevator.
 
   “Jackson, please don’t. You don’t do commitment, you told me that. I just thought that what we had was more than it actually was. That’s my mistake not yours. Just go back to whoever that is. I should have listened to you.”
 
   She can’t even look at me in the eyes. I feel so lost.  I want to turn back time to yesterday and do it all so differently.
 
   “You don’t understand Rosie, I just…”
 
   She interrupts again, more forcefully this time. “Don’t Jackson. I have to go.”
 
   The elevator arrives and she steps in. I don’t know what I’m supposed to do. I just step backwards against the wall and watch the tears fall from her eyes as the doors close. I have just lost possibly the best thing that will ever happen to me.
 
    
 
   I feel lost, I need to get rid of Ella, and I need to explain to Rosie.
 
   “Ella sweetheart, I’m sorry but you have to leave.” I’m embarrassed but there’s no point in beating around the bush,
 
   “Was that your girlfriend Jackson?” She’s already put her clothes back on and is getting ready to go,
 
   “No. Look I’m really sorry. I never should have invited you around.” She smiles and picks up her bag and walks towards the door.
 
   “Jackson, if you used me just to mess with that girl, you’re a fucking prick. I saw the hurt in her eyes; nobody deserves to feel like that!”
 
   She leaves and I sink into the sofa, what have I done?
 
   I try calling Rosie but not surprisingly her phone is off. I have to see her, I have to explain and apologise.  I’ve never been close to a woman in the way I have been to her and it’s scary, but the thought of hurting her kills me. 
 
   I’m going to see her.
 
   I dress quickly and head down to the lobby, my moped is parked up out front and I start it up, I don’t know what I’m going to say when I see her but I set off towards her hotel.
 
   The night receptionist welcomes me as he has every other time that I’ve been here. He doesn’t bat an eyelid as I head into the hotel and towards the elevators. My stomach is in knots and there is a pain in my throat that I’ve never felt before. 
 
   I step out of the elevator and walk down the corridor towards Rosie’s room and am shocked when the door opens before I’ve even knocked, Pippa steps out into the corridor.
 
   “No Jackson, you need to go!” She was expecting me, and she has no intention of letting me see Rosie. “Leave!”
 
   “Pippa please, I just want to explain.” I plead with her to let me in.
 
   “Explain what Jackson? How you blanked her all day and then fucked someone else? Good fucking luck. I warned you James, I fucking warned you!” Pippa is pacing in front of me like she is trying to control her anger towards me. “Rosie isn’t like you and me Jackson. She is good, really fucking good. She believes in romance and love, and despite having her heart ripped out and stomped on more than once, she still hopes. You knew that and you fucked her over anyway.”
 
   The reality of what she is saying takes my breath away and I have to lean against the wall for support.
 
   “Pippa. I don’t know what I can even say, but I can’t just let her go. Please.” I’m leaning forward with my hands on my knees and looking up towards Pippa, who is now leaning against the opposite wall. 
 
   “That’s exactly what you will do Jackson. My best friend has just cried her heart out until she passed out from exhaustion and it’s not the first time I’ve seen her do that, I won’t see it again. So you need to leave, and you need to leave her alone. You blew it.”
 
   She heads back into the room and closes the door and I know knocking again is pointless, she’s right. Reluctantly, I leave.
 
   Unable to face the night ahead, I find myself at Presley’s. Steve spots me and heads over towards me as soon as I walk into the bar. He shakes his head, he knows by the look on my face what’s happened,
 
   “Oh bloody hell mate, I warned you Jacko.” He knew I’d fuck it up. “Come on mate. Let me get you a beer.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Rosie
 
   As the speedboat to Phi Phi pulls away from the pier, there’s a sadness in me that I can’t hide. I thought I had found a connection with Jackson that I never expected to find with anyone, but now, as I leave him behind, I realise that I’m probably never going to have the kind of love that I so long for. Pippa wraps her arms around me, offering the comfort that only a best friend can, and we watch as Ao Nang fades into the distance.
 
   “It’s alright baby girl, you’ll be ok.” Pippa is her usual caring self and it soothes me more than she knows.
 
   As we travel towards Phi Phi the warm sea air in my face brightens my mood. I feel relieved to be an island away from Jackson after last night, and to be able to devote nine days to Pippa, with no distractions. 
 
   As we approach Phi Phi Don the speed boat driver points out long beach to us. That’s where we’re staying but we have to go to the main pier and take a long tail boat back from there.
 
   It looks perfect. White sand, turquoise sea and a spattering of beach huts. The beach isn’t crowded and my stomach flutters at the beauty of the place and the excitement of spending time there, doing absolutely nothing.
 
   The main pier is crowded with boats and tourists all over, the majority of people that I see look like typical gap year students, bustling around looking for the nearest bar. Our speedboat driver directs us to a long tail boat and asks the driver to take us to long beach. We thank him and climb into the boat. It’s certainly an experience as it bounces and bangs along on top of the waves.
 
   As we approach the bay, a man standing on the shoreline takes my eye. I squint and laugh, “Jeez, I thought that was Rafe then.”
 
   Pippa doesn’t react with much more than a smile and as we speed closer and I squint harder. “Pip seriously look, that really looks like Rafe!”
 
   She smiles a knowing smile at me and I look once again at the man, my stomach flips over as I realise that my brother is standing on the sand waiting for me. Just when I really need him, he’s here.
 
   “You took your bloody time!” He calls out as the boat pulls up to the beach and I can’t contain myself, I leap from the boat into my big brother’s waiting arms and sob as he spins me around on the beach, “Hey you’ll wash my sun oil off, what’s wrong?”
 
   “Nothing, I’ve just never been so happy to see you.” I smile and smack him on the chest. “What are you doing here?”
 
   “Oh charming!” Rafe laughs and lightly pushes my shoulder. I turn to see Matthew lifting our bags and Pippa off the boat and onto the sand.
 
   “Matthew!” Here are the tears again! I hug him tightly. I’m so pleased to see them both.
 
   “We thought we’d surprise you Ginge, didn’t want you girls having all the fun” I notice that they already look quite tanned,
 
   “How long have you been here?”
 
   “Three days babe.” Rafe has come to carry my bag and starts to walk up the sand. I can’t help but wish that I had been here with them for the last three days instead of chasing around after a man who warned me that he’d hurt me, and then did just that.
 
   We check into our accommodation and head straight back out onto the sand. Rafe and Matthew have already claimed the prime sunbathing spot for us, and I can’t wait to lie in the sun and do nothing, Rafe has other ideas.
 
   “Come for a swim sis. The sea is so warm and clear it’s like a massive salty bath…with fish!” 
 
   He smiles and drags me by the hand towards the water, I am just so happy to be near him that I’ll go wherever he wants.
 
   After about half an hour in the sea, Rafe and I head back to the beach. While the three of them get settled for tanning I decide to work on my book. It flows out of me and before I know it, a good couple of hours have passed, and I have seven chapters.
 
   “Alright sis?” A sleepy sounding Rafe sits up next to me.
 
   “Yeah I’m great. The book is coming along, finally.” I smile, click save and close the laptop.
 
   “That’s great. But you seem like you’re holding something back from me Ro, what’s going on?”
 
   Without even looking behind him, he smacks Matthew on the backside and tells him to turn over and I know I can’t hide anything from my eagle eyed brother. 
 
   I proceed to tell him everything about Jackson, the whole story from start to finish. By the end of it, I am ready for a drink but it feels good to talk to Rafe. He’s always been the voice of reason in my life, although he doesn’t look particularly reasonable right now.
 
   “I’ll kill him!” Rafe is looking at me with a look that I’ve seen many times before, I saw it on my wedding day, and the day I told him my college boyfriend had cheated on me, and the day he found out I had lost my virginity, and more.
 
   “Rafe, it’s not all his fault. He warned me that he wouldn’t commit.” I try to take some of the blame,
 
   “Then he should have stayed away Rosie. You’re not a fun and run kind of girl and from the sound of it you were more than clear with him about that. I’ll kill him.”
 
   Rafe shakes his head and I can hear the anger in his voice. Rafe is not someone that I would describe as having a temper, not these days at least! He is fiercely protective of the people close to him though, and he can be dangerous when he loses it. 
 
   Rafe was a brawler when he was younger. I guess it was a way of dealing with his confusion over being gay. He learnt to channel it by studying Muay Thai or Thai boxing as some people call it, and it taught him a lot of discipline. But it also made him a more powerful, more skilful fighter and someone not to be crossed.
 
   “Rafael, that is enough!” I give him my serious sister look. “Jackson fucked up yes, but it doesn’t matter now. It will not put a dampener on my time here with you three, so drop it!” I feel good. I’ve gotten it all off my chest and told my brother off. “Right, I need a drink…Cocktails?” Rafe smiles and Matthew and Pippa sit up and match him.
 
   “Hell yes!” Pippa, as usual, leads the charge towards the nearest bar. This could end up being the best nine days of my life.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Since we arrived on Phi Phi I feel like the tension has completely disappeared. Ao Nang was great, but I spent twelve days there and pretty much all of it was focused on Jackson James. 
 
   Here, all I have to focus on is reapplying sun cream and which cocktail to choose. Having Rafe, Matthew and Pippa here is amazing, I have laughed until its hurt more times than I can remember over the past six days and my book actually resembles a novel.
 
   “Ginge, the time is now. Come on!” Matthew is standing over me on the beach and pulls on a t-shirt.
 
   “Matthew, you cannot be serious, it’s sweltering!” 
 
   Matthew and I had agreed two nights ago, to climb up to the viewpoint from where you can look out over the whole island…but I was extremely drunk at the time and it’s so hot that I really don’t fancy climbing a bloody mountain right now.
 
   “Shut it wench! Come on, on your feet!” He holds his hand out and pulls me up to standing, I pull my fisherman trousers and a vest on and we set off down the beach.
 
   The climb is unbelievable, it’s incredibly steep and the heat is beyond belief. To top it off I have just been bitten by the biggest mosquito that I have ever seen! 
 
   We reach the top after about half an hour and Matthew was right, it is so worth it. It’s like looking at a postcard from up here and the view temporarily stuns me.
 
   “Rosie, thank you for this, I wanted to share this with you.”
 
   I’m taken aback. Matthew is like another brother to me but he’s not normally so sentimental. I look into his piercing, ice blue eyes and smile but, he must be able to see the confusion on my face and continues.
 
   “It’s just that, in the time that I’ve known, you we’ve grown close. I think of you as the little sister that I never had, but after what Michael did to you, and how you’ve hurt in the time since, I feel like I let you down.” 
 
   I am stunned by his admission and tears prick my eyes. How can he possibly think that way? I adore him.
 
   “Matthew, I love you so much I can’t even say. You have nothing to regret or apologise for. Michael fucked up big time, but you have been amazing, and the smile you put on my brother’s face makes my day every single time that I see it!” 
 
   Matthew smiles and looks down at his feet.
 
   “Sit with me a minute will you Rosie, I need to talk to you about something.” It sounds serious and I’m worried, but sit as he has asked. 
 
   “You and Rafe are so close. I love seeing the two of you together. I love him; you know that already, I guess it’s pretty obvious.” He smiles and I nod, laughing at just how obvious it actually is.  “I never thought that I would find a love like this, and I never want to lose him. I’ve spoken to your parents.” 
 
   I look at him and my heart skips a beat, I realise what’s coming and my emotions begin to well. 
 
   “Your parents gave me their blessing and now, I have to ask for yours. I want to grow old with Rafe, Rosie. I want to ask him to marry me, but I need to know that you’re ok with it first?”
 
   I cannot hold back the tears and my happiness. 
 
   “YES Matthew, yes of course!” 
 
   I yell and hug him tightly. There’s applause and cheers of congratulations from the surrounding tourists, they think that it’s me who’s just been proposed to. Matthew and I giggle quietly, while both wiping away a stray tear or two.
 
   “Are you sure? I never want to jeopardise your relationship with Rafe.” He is holding my hands and is completely serious, I smile at him and shake my head.
 
   “Matthew, you enhance it. I couldn’t be happier.”
 
   I mean it, I couldn’t. I’ve seen Rafe heartbroken when boyfriends have cheated, and when men have promised to leave their wives for him, when really he is just a bit of fun, and I’ve also see him be the one to do the using. Since he met Matthew at mine and Michael’s engagement party though, I have seen a massive change in my brother.
 
   I had known Matthew for eighteen months by then so I knew that he was gay and that he was single, and of course I thought he’d be perfect for Rafe. Matthew is six foot two, with the most amazing blue eyes I have ever seen. He is blonde and has a fantastic body, but given that he is a personal trainer that comes as no surprise. 
 
   To say that he just a personal trainer though sells him short. He owns a company that specialises in personal one to one training up and down the country, they also run residential boot camps, martial arts classes and specially designed workout programmes for their celebrity and wealthy clientele.
 
   When I introduced Matthew to Rafe at the party, I knew that their mutual love of sport and martial arts would give them something to talk about, and that maybe they would go out of a few dates here or there, but I had no idea that they would fall so deeply in love that I would be asked for my blessing on a marriage. 
 
   Memories of the way that Rafe’s chocolate brown eyes sparkle when he talks about Matthew, and the way he smiles when he hears his voice come into my mind on the walk back down towards the beach. I cannot rid my face of its stupid childlike grin. An elbow to the ribs from Matthew as we approach the tanning twins sorts that out for me though, and I resume my poker face, on the outside at least. Inside, I’m so incredibly happy.
 
   
 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Thirteen
 
    
 
   Jackson
 
   I’m a complete wreck. Pippa wouldn’t let me anywhere near Rosie to apologise, and not seeing or speaking to her has made me realise what I have lost. Stupidly I believed that falling in love was a choice and I had made mine long ago that I never would…but now I know that it’s not. It’s irrational and all consuming, and despite my best efforts to ignore it, it has grabbed me by the balls and will not let go.
 
   When I was young I had all the makings of a hopeless romantic. I used to let my imagination run wild as I wrote fairy tales of princes and princesses, and happily ever afters. My parents were so in love and I used to think all adults were like that, but I grew to realise just how special their love was.
 
   Dad used to come in after a long day at work and he’d walk straight into the kitchen where Mum would be preparing dinner. I would usually be doing homework or writing at the dining table and he would wink at me, before spinning her around and pulling her in close to him. She would look up at him as though she had missed him so much that it hurt, and he would dip her back and kiss her like they movie stars were in some classic Hollywood love story. 
 
   I used to watch my parents and hope that I would have a love like theirs when I was older. I had that chance with Rosie, but I blew it, all because of fear.
 
   When Mum got sick I saw my Dad cry for the first time. By the time they diagnosed her breast cancer there was nothing that they could do for her, apart from make her as comfortable as possible. 
 
   We kept her at home and cared for her ourselves, with the help of the nurses and doctors that came in daily, I was just seventeen. My Dad hardly left her side for the whole time, neglecting his own needs to just sit and hold her hand, reassuring her that he and I were going to be ok.
 
   From the day of her diagnosis we only had six weeks to say goodbye, I felt robbed. My Dad was a shadow of his former self in the months that passed and I became extremely angry at the world. I started to drink a lot and sleep around, believing that the momentary highs would drown out the lows, but they didn’t. 
 
   As my eighteenth birthday approached and my university place beckoned, my Dad became concerned that I was going to throw it all away. The two of us went away together to a cabin in mid-Wales. We fished and drank beer, talked about films we liked and tried to re-establish our relationship. Dad tried to talk about Mum but I blocked him out, it was too painful. After a while my Dad became angry and it was directed at me.
 
   “Jackson, she was and still is your Mother and she adored you. Don’t you dare block her out like she never existed!” I was shocked. That wasn’t what I was trying to do, it just hurt to talk about her, and I never wanted to see my Dad cry again. “It’s painful son. We love her so very much, but we’ll get through it.”
 
   I could feel the burn in my throat as the tears welled in my eyes and I couldn’t understand how he remained so composed. He placed a strong hand on my shoulder and the tears fell. Unashamedly, I sobbed.
 
   “You have to let it out Jackson. I have never felt pain like I am feeling now, but let me tell you something son, I thank God every day for the twenty years that I had with your mother. I don’t feel anger for the years that lay ahead without her, I was lucky.”
 
   His words struck a chord with me. I wish I could have felt the same way and was so proud to call him my Dad at that moment and every one since, but I didn’t share his positivity. I painted on a brave face and vowed never to let him see my anger at her death again, but that was the day that I made the decision to stay single. I didn’t want to fall in love and lose that person, and I never wanted children, just to leave them in the end. I knew it was irrational, but it was my decision and it was the only thing that I would ever commit to.
 
   I make a conscious effort not to think too much about my Mum’s death. I know that if I over analyse, I will realise how stupid I have been and how disappointed she would be. So instead, I try focus on doing at least some things that she could be proud of. 
 
   My writing is one of those things, but I’m not able to concentrate on my book at all at the moment. I’ve lost my train of thought and my vision for it, I can’t go anywhere here without seeing Rosie in my mind and it breaks me every time. I have to try and clear my mind, so I open up my online blog.
 
   I have been blogging my trips for years and it’s a great way to end a day. Rosie has been mentioned in other blogs since I got to Krabi, but only passing comments about karaoke bars and snorkel trips.  I haven’t written anything for days, but I need to get things off my chest.
 
    
 
   Jackson’s James – Ticket to Thailand
 
   Day Fifteen, 15th November 2012
 
   Well I’m leaving Krabi for Chiang Mai today. I’ve been trying to contact Rosie for four days now but her phone is constantly switched off. I’m such a moron!
 
   I had a good thing and blew it because of my own stupid principles. Part of me is hoping that she will somehow see this and realise how sorry I am. 
 
   Rosie, if you do, please call me back. Let me explain.
 
   I miss her company terribly. I can’t focus on writing my book and even considered getting a boat to Phi Phi and trying to find her, but I figure she needs space, regardless of how much it’s killing me. 
 
   I had no idea that I could feel this way about someone. She wowed me completely and I just feel sick at the thought that I’ve pushed her away for good. She’s been hurt before, and not just by me. So why would she let me back in and trust me not to hurt her again.
 
   I’m not going to blog again until I get to Chiang Mai, and I’ll try to make it about Chiang Mai instead of the girl I’m in love with…
 
    
 
   Seeing the words on screen make me realise that I am hopelessly in love with Rosie. I’m admitting it for the first time and it feels so bittersweet, if only I had realised that a few days ago. 
 
   I click upload and close the site, then I open Facebook. I haven’t tried to find Rosie on there until now. I don’t know if she even has an account, but I have to try to look for her, if she is on there, maybe she’ll check it while she’s on Phi Phi. If I send her a message, she might just read it and understand. I know it’s a long shot, but it’s the only shot that I have. 
 
   I type her name into the search box and then there she is, Rosie P Alvez, her red hair and green eyes pull me in and make my heart ache.
 
   I feel crushed at the sight of her, standing at the Phi Phi view point with her arms wrapped tightly around the waist of some bloke, him kissing her on the top of her head. She looks happy…that’s the worst part. 
 
   I can’t blame her for moving on, but I wish it was me making her smile like that and not the Aryan that she’s holding on to. I decide against sending her a message, it’ll just be a holiday fling. I will make contact with her once she’s back in London, she can’t keep her phone switched off forever. 
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Rosie
 
   On the flight home, Pip and I decide to use my laptop to look through all of the photos that she has taken while we were in Thailand. Being the great friend that she is, she’s already taken any of Jackson out and saved them in a separate folder…just in case.
 
   We laugh as we look through our drunken nights out and reminisce at the pictures of the kids at the nursery, Annie & Steve, and the trips that we took. We get to the photos from Phi Phi, the ones that Matthew and I took at the viewpoint and then the ones that Pip took when she visited after seeing ours. Hers are incredible, but mine take me back to one of the happiest moments of my life.
 
   Pippa clicks next and we both smile. 
 
   We look at each other, both with tears in our eyes as we flick through photos of Matthew’s proposal. He got down on one knee on the beach during an already amazing evening, he cooked us a barbeque on the sand and brought out a bottle of champagne, he held Rafe’s hand and spoke such heartfelt words that we were all in tears, Rafe included.  Seeing my big brother cry is something that I’ve never seen or ever thought I would. 
 
   Pip clicks next again and it’s a video. While she had taken the photographs I had filmed the moment for my parents. Pip clicks play.
 
   “I’d like to say a few words.” Matthew is pouring us all a glass of champagne and I can see now how nervous he was, although I didn’t notice at the time.
 
   “Oh here we go, my public speaker!” Rafe teases him, obviously not knowing what’s coming. Matthew clears his throat and hands Rafe his glass before lowering to one knee on the sand. My brother is lost for words and even in the dim light of the setting sun the tears in his eyes are clear to see, Matthew clears his throat and starts to speak.
 
   “Rafael, there couldn’t be a more perfect place or moment to say these words to you. We’re in paradise with people that love us and I am honoured to be here with you. I want to grow old with you Rafe, I want to face whatever the future holds with you by my side and you would make me the happiest man in the world if you were to say yes. I love you, will you marry me?”
 
   Rafe doesn’t say a word before the tears start to fall and he drops to his knees to join Matthew, he cups his man’s face in his hands and looks into his eyes.
 
   “Yes, yes! Oh I love you.” 
 
   His voice is weak as he answers, strained with emotion. They kiss and the sound of Pippa and I cheering and sobbing at the same time plays loud and clear through the laptop speakers as the video ends.
 
    
 
   “That’s true love Pip!” I smile at my best friend, who takes my hand and smiles back,
 
   “So is this!” she winks at me and clicks next.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The next few days are a blur of jetlag and phone calls to family.  Rafe, Matthew and I head to Buxton to see my parents and celebrate the news. I use the time up there to pull my book together. It’s turned out very different to any of my previous releases. It’s about a girl who goes travelling in the hope of finding love but instead finds friendships that she never imagined could exist. There’s no romance in it at all. It’s just a lovely story about a group of people brought together by a love for travel, despite the differences in their backgrounds.
 
   I’m really proud of my work and think it feels more mature than anything I’ve produced previously, I can’t wait to present the manuscript to Francesca, I’ve even managed to finish it before the new deadline she gave me.
 
   My parents, being the eternal hosts that they are, have taken it upon themselves to plan an engagement party for the boys. It will be in Rafe’s café but Dad will be catering it, and Mam will plan every detail. I of course am just expected to turn up and look pretty, which I’m grateful for.
 
   Jackson hasn’t tried to make contact since I’ve been home, but it’s taking everything that I have not to think about him. I’m just glad that I have so many positive things to focus on at the moment.
 
   The evening before the three of us head back to the capital is spent drinking wine in my childhood bedroom, listening to eighties Madonna and pulling together a guest list. We have great fun joking about what certain people might wear and who will go home with whom, but before long, Matthew’s mood changes and he goes quiet.
 
   “Babe, what’s up? Having second thoughts?” Rafe asks. He is joking but there’s concern in his voice,
 
   “No, of course not, it’s just…” He looks at me, “Michael!”
 
   Stupidly, we hadn’t even thought about him before now. It will be the first time that any of my family will have seen him since the non-wedding. Rafe has refused to be in the same room as Michael for fear of killing him, but he’s Matthew’s twin, how can they not invite him?
 
   “Don’t worry. I’m a big girl I can handle it…and so can Rafael.” I shoot my brother a look that says, ‘you will behave yourself and not ruin this for your fiancé!’ He smiles a shy smile in response and Matthew writes his brother’s name on the list.
 
   It’s the day of the party and I’m excited. My parents are staying with Rafe for a few days, which means that all of my family is within close reach. Pip, Mam & I have decided to have a pamper day to get ready for this evening. Well, Pip, Dad and I decided, Mam protested saying that she had too much to do, but the Alvez men just wanted her out of their hair, and their very capable hands.
 
   After a hot stone massage, a facial, manicure and a pedicure, I am ready for my hair to be tamed by a professional. I will do my own make up, but I’m the first to admit that I am crap with hair. Enrique is a friend of Rafe’s and is coming to the party later, so takes pleasure in making me as presentable as possible.
 
   My Mam and I are next to each other in the salon while Pip is getting her hair washed. I can’t help but notice our similarities in the mirror. My skin is darker than hers and my hair less wiry, but we have the same flame red colour and bright green eyes. She is strikingly beautiful still and I can only imagine what my Dad must have thought the first time he laid eyes on her.
 
   Mam had gone to Spain at eighteen, under the pretence of wanting to study the architecture of Catholic churches in Europe. The irony is that it was Catholicism she was running away from. 
 
   Mam had grown up in a strict Irish Catholic family just outside of Cork in Ireland. Her father was an alcoholic who ruled with an iron fist and her mother was a timid woman who relied on Hail Mary’s to get her through her loveless marriage.
 
   Mam refused to live like that and vowed to make her escape. She got a job in a sandwich shop in town and saved her money in a jar under her bed. Her mother protected her savings from her father by telling him it was for, ‘Bernadette’s quest to follow God’s path and spread his word.’  
 
   Mam has always suspected that her mother knew she was running away from getting stuck in a life like her own, and wished for nothing less for her only daughter.
 
   Mam met dad in a tapas bar where he worked and he says he was in love the second that he saw her. They began a relationship and once Mam became pregnant with Rafe, she knew she could never go home. She was unmarried, pregnant and in love with a Spaniard. Her father would never let her back in the house, and she would be treated like the town leper.  She agreed to stay with Dad in Spain and she never looked back.
 
   Enrique styles my hair to suit my dress and I feel like a fifties film star. Pip and I head home to finish getting ready, dropping Mam at Rafe’s flat on the way, he lives above the café and getting Mam upstairs without her going to check on things was a nightmare!
 
   “Wow Rosie, you look bloody sensational!” Pip approves of my tight black evening gown. It has a thigh high split on the left side and the one shoulder design accentuates my Latina curves perfectly, I feel great. I head into my room to pick up my clutch bag and my phone flashes to alert me to a message.
 
   ‘Rosie, I’m home. Please will you see me, I need to explain, J x’
 
   I don’t have the time or will to deal with Jackson right now, so I turn my phone off and head out to the party without it.
 
   On arrival at the party my Mam grabs me by the arm and directs me to stand near the entrance. She tells me that I look beautiful and that I have to greet the guests to make them feel welcome, I can tell that she is anxious about doing Rafe proud, so I do as I’m told without protest. 
 
   Matthew’s parents arrive and greet me with apologetic eyes and warm hugs. I welcome them to the party with a friendly smile and reassure them that what happened was not their fault. Now that they’re here, I become nervous about coming face to face with Michael, but I have my war paint on and refuse to let anyone see anything other than a proud and happy little sister.
 
   My Uncle Frank has made the trip from Dublin and is holding up the line while he tells me over and over how much I look like my mother, finally Frank hugs me and I am thankful for his strong hold as I see Michael over his shoulders and momentarily think I may collapse. Frank releases me and I gather my composure, I can do this.
 
   “Rosetta, you look stunning this evening.” Michael leans forward to kiss me on the cheek and I step back slightly, holding out a hand for him to shake instead. I can’t believe the way Jackson saying my name made me feel horny as hell and Michael saying it makes me want to vomit. He smiles and lifts my hand to his mouth kissing it and I feel bile rising to my throat.
 
   “Enjoy your evening Michael.” He smiles at me and heads into the café and I decide that my time as the welcome party is over. I need a drink, fast.
 
   Michael looks nothing like Matthew thank goodness. He is two minutes younger, a foot shorter and nowhere near as handsome. While Matthew is tall, blonde and toned with hypnotic blue eyes, Michael is shorter with mousey brown hair and grey eyes. Michael is not in bad shape considering that he is lazy when it comes to anything except finance, but his skin is pale and compared to his brother, he bores me senseless. Looking at him tonight I don’t know why he had such a hold on me, but I immediately feel the same worthlessness that I did the whole time that we were together.
 
   I can’t bare the insecure feelings and do I drink to drown them out. Thoughts of Jackson hurt my heart and thoughts of Michael embarrass me, so much that all I can do is pick up another vodka with Red Bull, and drink it as quickly as I can so that I can move on to my next one.
 
   Despite Jackson’s text and Michael’s presence, I am having a lovely evening. It’s great to see Rafe and Matthew so happy, my parents are in their element and I am over the moon for them all, but I am drunk, and becoming more so by the minute. I need air, so I escape outside whilst nobody is looking.
 
   “Rosie, you’re very drunk. Do you think it’s wise to drink so much? You know how forgetful you are when you drink.” Michael has followed me out of the party and I stare dumbfounded at the audacity of his lecture.
 
   “It’s none of your damn business Michael, leave me alone.” I stumble as I try to step away from him, my head spins and he takes hold of me to stop me from falling.
 
   “I’m sorry Rosetta; I never meant to hurt you.” Michael kisses me and I want to push him away, but then I think of Jackson, and then I see that girl wearing his shirt. I want to hurt him. I break away from Michael and he looks at me, unsure what my next move will be.
 
   “Get us a taxi Michael, to my place.”
 
   I know I’ll regret it in the morning but right now, I don’t care.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   I wake the next morning to mix of tinnitus and BBC News 24, memories of the night before come flooding back. I throw the back of my left hand over my eyes in an attempt to block out my mistake and something scratches my forehead, I look at my hand and am horrified, it’s my engagement ring.
 
   “Oh no! No no no!” I repeat to myself in a panic and I feel that I may throw up. What…The fuck…Happened last night?
 
   “Good Morning my angel, you’ve made me a very happy man.” Michael walks into my bedroom in his boxers and a t-shirt, carrying two cups of tea, even after this long he still doesn’t realise, or care, that I hate tea.
 
   “Michael, I’m sorry,” I’m very aware that I’m naked and am trying cover myself as much as I can with the duvet “I was very drunk last night.”
 
   “I know you were my princess, but don’t apologise. All is right with the world now.” He touches the end of my nose with his index finger and it makes my skin crawl.
 
   “Michael, I don’t really remember much of last night and…” He cuts me off.
 
   “Well Rosie, you forgave me. We’ll be married soon enough.” 
 
   He smiles at me and my heart sinks. Something about Michael makes me feel so unworthy. I can’t say no to him.
 
   “Oh, well, no rush hey.” I take a sip of tea and my stomach churns, what have I done?
 
   
 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Fourteen
 
    
 
   Rosie
 
   I spend the rest of the day in a daze. I cannot bring myself to switch on my phone. It’s bad enough knowing that Jackson will probably have text me again, but I know that after last night, my family and Pippa will have a lot to say to me, and I’m just not ready for that yet.
 
   Michael left just after eleven am, but promised that he’d be back this evening. The second that he was out of the door, I practically ran to the bathroom and switched on the shower. I took off my ring and placed it on the window ledge and sit in the bath with the hot water raining down on me.
 
   My mind plays tricks on me, telling me that I will never get anything better than Michael and that he is my only option if I don’t want to be alone. Jackson appears in my mind’s eye and I tell myself that despite my feelings, he’ll never commit to me the way Michael will. I push the thoughts of them both out of my head and I start to cry, uncontrollably I sob, the shower washing away the tears as they fall, but failing to rid me of the feelings of hurt and regret.
 
   After maybe an hour of crying I have run out of tears. My head and throat hurt and I realise that I have to pull myself together. I wash myself and turn off the shower. After drying my body and my hair I pull on some clean pyjamas and climb back into bed, I need to sleep off the night before, and want to block out the unwelcome thoughts in my head.
 
   I am meeting with Francesca tomorrow to see what she thought of my book and I need a clear head. I curl up in a ball to protect myself from my own stupidity, and feel my eyelids become heavy. My last waking thought is that I hope I am asleep when Michael comes back. I can’t face him, I don’t want to.
 
   When my alarm goes off at eight am I have a brief moment of panic, before I realise that Michael isn’t next to me. I hope that I dreamt our reunion, but when I see the ring back on my finger, I know I didn’t. 
 
   I feel so angry that he put it back on me whilst I was asleep, again!
 
   Is he that much of a control freak that he can’t wait until I’m awake? I already know the answer to that. I dress quickly and pull my hair into a pony tail. I see my phone on the dressing table whilst I’m apply a little make up. It makes me think of Jackson, and I panic at the prospect of bumping into him again at Gold Square.
 
   ‘Man up Alvez!’ I tell myself as I push the thoughts aside and head downstairs to meet my taxi.
 
   My trip to Gold Square publishing is uneventful. There is no Jackson, I’m on time and I manage to stay relatively calm despite my nerves for the meeting. I’m greeted by a smiling Sarah, who comments on my tan and whispers that she saw a sneak peek of my manuscript on Francesca’s desk and loved it. She winks at me when Francesca steps out of her office to welcome me inside.
 
   “Rosetta, this is a new direction for you. I love it.” Francesca smiles at me in a way that I haven’t seen in almost two years. “I’m proud of you Rosie; this is your best work.”
 
   “Thank you Francesca, I’m really proud of it too.” I smile a nervous smile but I feel giddy inside that I did it.
 
   “Rosie I want this out there ASAP, it’s perfect. It’s gone to print already and I have already started to plan a launch. Ill email you some details, review it all and let me know any problems.”
 
   I am stunned; I’ve never known Francesca to send anything to print so quickly, especially not before meeting with me to discuss it. I’m excited and can’t help the grin that spreads across my face.
 
   “Francesca, thank you, for giving me the extension. You gave me time to produce something that I’m really proud of. I’m really grateful.” I am sincere in my gratitude and Francesca knows that.
 
   “I believe in you Rosie. I’m hard on you at times, but it’s because you’re so capable. This is brilliant work and the figures are going to reflect that.” I can almost see the pound signs in her eyes as she smiles a big yellow toothed grin, “I have another meeting Rosie but I’ll email you.” I stand to leave, “Oh Rosie, don’t forget the Christmas party next week. I’ll pop it on the email.”
 
   I had forgotten. I don’t want to go as I know Jackson will be there, but how can I say no now. If I don’t show up it will be a kick in the teeth for Francesca, I know she will want me to network and talk about my book all evening. 
 
   I shake my head and block out the thoughts of the party, I need a coffee and I need to face the music…so I head to Rafael’s.
 
   I walk sheepishly into Rafael’s and see Rafe behind the counter. He glances towards me and shakes his head before continuing to serve a customer, I can see his jaw clenching and I bite my lip nervously, I hate letting him down. I head for my favourite table near the window and Rafe leaves Sophie manning the counter to come and join me.
 
   “Decided to show your face then?” He is angry. I can hear it in his tone and don’t know how to respond, so I don’t. “You better start talking Rosie. Not only did you leave my engagement party early, you left with him. How are you planning on explaining that?”
 
   I’m embarrassed, customers in the café must be able to hear him and I look around the café anxiously.
 
   “Come with me.”  Rafe realises that he is causing a scene and takes me through to the kitchen and out of sight and earshot of his patrons. “What the fuck Rosetta? Mam has been in tears, Dad is beside himself, what did you do?”
 
   “Rafe I, I don’t know. I’m sorry.” I swallow hard trying to stop myself from crying. “I’m going to be alone Rafael, don’t you get it? They all leave me in the end, so why not get back with Michael. We don’t all get the happily ever after you know!” Rafe glares at me, confused by my outburst and visibly angry at my behaviour. He notices the ring on my finger and laughs.
 
   “You’re so fucking stupid Rosetta if you think he won’t do it again, I’m not going to back you up this time little sis. You’re on your own!”
 
   His tone is slow and deliberate and his words cut me like a knife. Rafe and I have always backed each other up. The thought of not having him in my corner terrifies and hurts me. Tears fall from my eyes as I become angry at him, all the time knowing that he is right.
 
   “Fuck you Rafe, I didn’t ask you for anything, least not your opinion. You’re just jealous that you’re not the only one in the limelight now, how dare I steal you fucking thunder hey?” 
 
   I regret the words before they have left my mouth but was unable to stop them from escaping.
 
   “Rosie get out! Sort your head out before you talk to me again.”
 
   Rafe has never dismissed me before and I feel sick, I start to cry and leave the café. My heart is breaking. My personal life seems to be falling apart whilst my career is on the up. I am so lost and realise, depressingly, that Michael is all I have now. I head home, defeated, deflated and miserable.
 
    
 
   It’s five forty am. I haven’t spoken to Pippa or my family in over a week and my life feels completely empty without them. I have spent the last six days feeling suffocated by Michael. He has practically moved back in with me and I have had to take a long bath each night, just so that I can lock myself away from him for a bit. I’m unhappy and don’t want him, but have resigned myself to giving it another go, everyone else has abandoned me so why not.
 
   The worst part of the whole thing is that I feel violated every time he touches me. I let him ‘make love’ to me as he calls it, but I basically lay there and wait for it to be over, he is satisfied with that. Sex between us has always been for his pleasure and not mine. I guess that’s why Jackson made me feel so alive. He was all about pleasing me. My mind drifts back to my time with him, but I am brought back to the real world by the sound of Michael’s alarm.
 
   The Christmas party is tonight and I have been restless knowing that I am likely to see Jackson there. Michael is oblivious to it as he gets ready for work, and I head into the living room and sit at my desk. As well as my novels, I do some work as a freelance journalist, and am currently writing a story about the nursery that we visited in Ao Nang.
 
   While we were there Jean told me that she wants to open three more just like it, but they rely on funding from sponsors. I said that I would do what I could to help, Pippa promised that I could use her photos but she isn’t speaking to me at the moment. I have them saved on my laptop but feel awkward just using them with the way things are between us. I decide to just work on the article and come back to thinking about the pictures once it is done.
 
   I spend as long as I can, lost in the article. The memories of the day spent at the nursery make me smile and the escapism is exactly what I need, but as four pm rolls around I know that I need to shut the laptop for the day.  I have a Christmas party to get ready for and I want to look perfect if I am going to bump into Jackson. I head for the bathroom and begin operation beautify. I look thinner than usual and tired, but a bit of makeup and some big curls help me to feel a bit more like the old me.
 
   Michael and I arrive at the party and I am almost immediately ambushed by Francesca. 
 
   “Rosie, you’re here! There’s somebody that you have to meet, come on.” She drags me away and Michael heads to the bar.
 
   I have been at the party for over an hour and have not yet had a drink or said two words to Michael, I am grateful for the latter as quite frankly he bores me to death. In the taxi on the way here, all he talked about was an article that he had read in the financial times, I had zoned out by the time we came to a stop. I am talking to a book reviewer that I have apparently met before but don’t remember, and I spot Michael over her shoulder, my heart stops when I realise who he is talking to and I have to separate them.
 
   I make my excuses and head back towards my fiancé.
 
   “Jackson, it’s nice to see you again.”
 
   I hold out a hand politely, not wanting to alert Michael to our connection, he takes it and leans in to kiss me softly on the cheek. I am momentarily lost in the closeness and the scent of him. I miss him.
 
   “The pleasure is all mine, Rosetta. I believe I owe you my congratulations.” Jackson looks at me, in fact he looks into me and I can feel his confusion and disappointment at my re-engagement to Michael. “It’s great when two people can work out their issues in order to be together.” 
 
   I know that he is talking about him and me, and not my reunion with Michael, who is blissfully oblivious as he looks around the room for networking opportunities.
 
   “Thank you Jackson.”  There’s not much more to say to him and I’m struggling to say anything at all. My heart aches for him, my body even more so, and he knows it. “It’s just a shame that some people are beyond help.” 
 
   I look into his eyes. Jackson nods his agreement and sips his champagne. He extends a hand to Michael and says goodnight, and then turns to me and looks me in the eyes, the same way that he has done so many times before.
 
   “Goodbye Rosie.” 
 
   There’s sadness in his eyes and I get the impression that he is admitting defeat. He heads towards the exit and I feel my stomach lurch as I watch him walking out of my life.
 
   “Michael I have to use the bathroom, I’ll be back shortly.” He doesn’t respond as he has already started a conversation with an older woman nearby. I go after Jackson, I’m ready to confront him…I think.
 
   “Jackson!” I call out and he stops in the foyer of the hotel where the party is being held. “Don’t do that Jackson; don’t mess with my life like that!”
 
   I am angry with him. He must have seen me enter with Michael, and made a beeline for him the moment that he was alone.
 
   “Me mess with your life Rosie? You’re doing that pretty well yourself.” He smirks sarcastically at me but there’s more to it than a lover scorned. “Rosetta, why are you degrading yourself with him? He humiliated you!”
 
   “So did you Jackson.” I am angry and he looks wounded by my comment. “You have no right to comment on my life, personal or otherwise.” I look in his eyes and he shakes his head.
 
   “Does he know about your flings in Thailand? Me, the blonde on Phi Phi?” I look at him confused. “I saw your Facebook profile Rosie!” I am wide eyed and let out a shocked laugh.
 
   “So you’re a stalker now too? Not that it is any of your fucking business Jackson, but the blonde, is my gay brother in law!” Jackson looks horrified at his mistake and moves closer to me.
 
   “I’m sorry. I was beside myself Rosie, you wouldn’t answer my calls or texts, I didn’t know what to do,” He steps closer again and I’m powerless, “You know how I feel about you Rosie. Commitment is just hard for me.” His words give me the strength that I need to push him away.
 
   “You knew that I was falling for you, and you made me think that it was mutual. I asked you not to hurt me Jackson but you did, knowingly! And now you want me to trust that you won’t do it again? I’m sorry, but I can’t, I won’t do that.” 
 
   I take another step back and Jackson lunges forward, quickly grabbing my arms and pulling me close to him, he kisses me. My stomach somersaults at the connection that is still there between us and I kiss back briefly, before I come to my senses and I push him away.
 
   “Why can you forgive him and not me?” I look in his eyes and see sorrow and remorse but I can’t trust it.
 
   “Because, I don’t love him Jackson!” 
 
   It’s the first time that I’ve admitted that I love him, and I feel like I’m going to collapse. He opens his mouth to speak but I beat him to it, my voice is choked as I spit out the only words that I can manage.
 
   “No more Jackson, no more!”  
 
   I shake my head and fight back the tears that are waiting to fall. I turn and walk back towards the ballroom, refusing to look back.
 
   
***
 
    
 
   A few days have passed since the Christmas party. It’s nine thirty on a Friday night and I am in bed, with Michael. I am re-reading The Hobbit on my Kindle and he is engrossed in the financial times. 
 
   I am twenty six, and I am in bed before ten on a Friday, reading, in full length flannel pyjamas! I am bored and head to kitchen to get a drink.
 
   I pour a large glass of red wine and look around my kitchen as I sip. I can’t believe that my life has once again become this boring, monotonous loop of crap. I take a large gulp of wine and throw my head back, hoping that someone will hear my prayer for an escape route. I open my eyes and spot the bottle of tequila on top of the fridge and I smile.
 
   My mind is taken back to Jackson’s hotel room. I remember his frustration at not being able to guess which celebrity he was and I giggle to myself. I decide to take the bottle into Michael and get him to play the game, I have no lime, but all I really want to do is drink and have some fun. I pick up two glasses and grab some Post It notes from my desk on the way past, and head into the bedroom
 
   “Michael, let’s play a game!” 
 
   I feel mischievous as I hold up the bottle and glasses with a smile, Michael glances over the top of his newspaper and frowns.
 
   “We’re a bit old for games Rosie!” He continues to read.
 
   “Not ones that involve tequila!” I grin and jump onto the bottom of the bed laughing.
 
   “Oh for Christ’s sake Rosie, grow up. I do not want to play stupid games like we’re a couple of teenagers and I don’t expect my future wife to behave so immaturely. Get back into bed!”
 
    I sit for a moment, staring open mouthed at Michael, amused and shocked at his outburst, and then I smile, a huge, happy smile.
 
   “Thank you Michael, thank you so much.” I stand and start to pack Michael’s things into his overnight bag.
 
   “Rosie, stop it. What are you doing?” 
 
   I laugh and continue with my mission to rid my home of this idiot.
 
   “That is exactly what I was just asking myself, what the hell am I doing? I don’t love you. In fact I don’t even like you. Get out of my house Michael!”
 
   “Rosie, it’s the middle of the night!” He looks mortified.
 
   “It’s not even ten you moron! Get out. I don’t want you near me, ever. GET OUT!”
 
   I am like a woman possessed as I chase him out of my flat in his pyjamas, throwing his things out with him. I finish by throwing my engagement ring at him and slamming the door. I lean against the closed door for a moment and breathe deeply, laughing to myself, then I run to my bedroom and find my phone, I find the name in my contacts and hit call.
 
   “Rafe, I need you. I’ve kicked him out!”
 
   Despite his promise that he wouldn’t back me up anymore, the news that I had kicked Michael into touch was music to Rafe’s ears, and he left immediately to get to me. I have been sitting in my living room, listening to Michael cry and call for me to let him back in for almost half an hour when I hear him try and plead with my brother.
 
   “Rafe, thank god. She’s crazy. Maybe you can talk some sense into her!” I open the door to let Rafe in and Michael stands, hopeful.
 
   “Michael, leave! You were the worst mistake of my life the first time around. I’m not going to make it again. You are boring and arrogant, and my god you are bloody awful in bed, so will you just leave!”  Michael looks dumbfounded and hurt but I can’t feel guilty. “Oh, Michael,” he looks up at me, “Don’t forget your financial times. I’m sure the two of you will be very happy together!”
 
   I throw the paper at him and step back into my flat. Rafe closes my door as I stand with my hand over my mouth in shock at my bravery. I laugh, and my brother wraps his arms around me and kisses the top of my head.
 
   I’ve missed Rafe and enjoy the embrace, but feel guilty, I feel like I don’t deserve it.
 
   “Rafe, I am so sorry. I fucked up!” I wrap my arms tightly around his waist and relish in his apparent forgiveness.
 
   “Water under the bridge Rosie, I’m really proud of you tonight.” 
 
   I look up at my brother and smile at his admission. He releases me and heads into the bedroom. 
 
   “It’s like a bombsite Rosie,” Rafe laughs. “Typical bloody red head.” He picks up the bottle of tequila and smiles at me. “Time to celebrate little sis.”
 
   Rafael calls Pippa and Matthew and fills them in on the evening’s events while I make myself slightly more presentable. They arrive together within twenty minutes of his call, and greet me with applause and loving hugs. Rafael pours each of us the first of many shots and raises his glass,
 
   “To freedom!”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Fifteen
 
    
 
   Rosie
 
   It’s finally the day of my book launch, almost two weeks have passed since I finally grew some balls and kicked Michael out of my life for good, and I feel happy and strong. I haven’t heard from Jackson since the Christmas party, in a way that hurts, but I told him to leave me alone, so I can’t be upset that he has.
 
   It is pouring with rain so I am certain that nobody will turn up for the launch, but I’m really proud of my work regardless. Emails have been sent to all on the online ‘Rosie Alvez’ mailing list, and the launch has been well advertised in Parker’s, all we have to do now is wait, and see.
 
   I arrive at Parker’s early and am greeted by the manager. I have shopped here for years and got to know her quite well, she thanks me for choosing her store over Waterstone’s, as Francesca would have preferred. After a coffee and a chat I head out of the staff room and onto the shop floor, I am hit by a room full of people all there for me. They applaud as I step towards the podium and I have to take a moment to compose myself.
 
   “Wow, thank you so much for coming out on a day like today for me,” I smile as I look down at the sea of expectant faces. “I am truly touched and I just hope you like the book.”
 
   I read a chapter from the book. A taster that I believe sells the essence of the story and as I approach the end I become anxious about what the response will be. I needn’t have worried when my work is met with applause. I cannot help but smile as I thank my audience for their time.
 
   I remain at the podium for a short while longer to answer some questions from my fans, before I move to a nearby table to conduct a book signing session. Sitting at a desk, I meet a line of the first people to buy ‘Footprints to Happiness’. I am truly over the moon at their unwavering support of my work, and am more than happy to chat and sign their copies of the book.
 
   I am looking down at the table for a brief moment, when a copy of, ‘Thailand: How to get by on a Smile’ is placed in front of me. I catch my breath and look up to see Jackson standing in front of me, half smiling.  Not knowing what to do in front of an audience I open the front cover of the book and write, ‘not here!’ before moving onto the next person in the queue.
 
   The rest of the signing passes in a blur 
     
     ,  
     
     
       
    and when I finish I stand and immediately notice Jackson, standing at the back of the shop. I know that I need to speak to him, so after saying good bye to the last of my readers, I make my way over to the man making my heart flutter. 
 
   “Hi Rosie, look, I’m sorry to ambush you like this, but, can we grab a drink, please?” 
 
   Jackson speaks quietly, and seems like a shadow of his former cocky self. I am intrigued to hear what he has to say, but today has been a great day for me and I don’t want to ruin it now.
 
   “Jackson, no...I’m sorry, but I thought we’d moved on.” 
 
   I haven’t and from the look of him neither has he, but I cannot go there, not today.
 
   “You may have done Rosie, but I can’t, at least not until you hear me out. Let me explain why I did what I did.” He practically begs me to let him explain.
 
   “I don’t want you to explain, Jackson. I’ve done a lot of soul searching and I need to just move forward, and be with someone who treats me how I deserve to be treated.”
 
   Jackson laughs sarcastically and responds, “Like your darling fiancé?”
 
   “I’m not with Michael anymore Jackson.” 
 
   I walk out of the shop but he follows calling after me to stop, I don’t stop walking but call out my response, knowing that he’s following still, just a couple of steps behind.
 
   “I can’t do it Jackson. I can’t let you charm me into thinking that you’re sorry. You can’t commit, you were clear about that all along and I ignored it, but I’ve accepted it now. Please just stop.”
 
   “Wait please,” Jackson calls after me, “Rosie let me try!”  I stop but don’t turn to face him. “Rosie, Jesus Christ please let me try, don’t you get it? I’m in love with you!”
 
   I feel as though I’ve been punched in the stomach, tears fall from my eyes in an instant and I shake my head in disbelief. I can’t do it, I can’t deal with this. Without turning to look into those beautiful eyes, I keep walking, leaving Jackson standing in the rain after his confession.
 
    
 
   I walk into Rafael’s and feel as though I’m going to collapse.
 
   “Jesus Rosie,” Rafe runs over to catch me, “What’s happened?”
 
   I cry as my brother pulls me into an embrace and then leads me over to the window seat. I tell Rafe about the launch and the signing, and then all about Jackson and what has just happened between us. I feel weak and confused. Rafe reaches across the table and holds my hand.
 
   “Maybe he meant it?” 
 
   Rafe has been that guy, the one in the relationship that fucks up. I think he is starting to feel for Jackson.
 
   “Even if he did, he’ll hurt me again. He can’t help it Rafe. It’s inbuilt in him to treat women like shit.”
 
   Rafe goes away and comes back with a hot chocolate for me. He has customers to serve and I need time to think, so he leaves me to sit watching the rain through the window. He continues his work in the café, throwing a look of concern my way every now and again.
 
   I watch as the rain hits the window and runs downward, collecting droplets on its way and I’m hypnotised. I reminisce about getting caught in the rain in Thailand with Jackson. He kissed me as it poured down on us, and it was the most romantic moment of my life. I knew right then that he was falling for me and that was when I really let my guard down.
 
   I’m brought back by somebody dropping a coffee cup and reach for my phone. I text Jackson. 
 
   ‘We can talk. Meet me tomorrow morning at Rafael’s, 8am. No promises Jackson.’
 
   He responds almost immediately. 
 
   ‘Thank you Rosie, I’ll be there x’ 
 
   I just pray that I don’t regret it.
 
   
***
 
   Jackson
 
   I wake the next morning at four am, I can’t sleep. Rosie has finally agreed to meet with me and I’m so nervous. I have to convince her that I am right for her, how I’m going to do that though, I haven’t yet figured out.
 
   I live five minutes’ walk away from Rafael’s so was surprised when Rosie picked there to meet, but pleased that she picked anywhere at all. Its ten to eight and I head out towards Rafael’s. 
 
   As I push the button for the pedestrian crossing I notice Rosie’s red hair in the window of the café and my stomach does back flips. ‘Man up James’ I tell myself as I cross the road.
 
   I don’t know how she has done it, but Rosie Alvez has got me on my knees, just waiting for her next move. I’m completely at her mercy.
 
   I walk into the café and try not to show how nervous I am. I walk over to Rosie’s table and she looks up at me, her eyes melt me instantly, even with the anxiety that’s clear in them.
 
   “Thank you for agreeing to see me.”
 
   She doesn’t say anything but inhales deeply and gestures for me to sit in the chair opposite.
 
   A waiter comes over to take my order, he looks at Rosie before he walks away and I can’t help but feel annoyed at the rudeness, he didn’t even make eye contact with me. 
 
   I feel jealous when I notice Rosie smile at him and then realise that he is probably her type. He’s tall and dark haired like me, and I suppose he’s a good looking guy. I realise that time is of the essence if I’m going to convince her that it’s me she wants, as she’s obviously getting interest from elsewhere. No surprise there, she takes my breath away. 
 
   I shoot the waiter a look that I hope tells him to back off and return my gaze to Rosie, who looks out of the window with a shy smile.
 
   “It’s been raining for days. We’ll need to develop gills if it carries on!” 
 
   I get the reaction I was after when Rosie laughs and looks me in the eyes.  When she looks down towards the table and bites her lip nervously though, I worry about what is coming next.
 
   “You really hurt me Jackson.” She looks into her coffee cup and stirs repeatedly. “I thought something special was growing between us, and I trusted it.” She is looking down at the cup like she’s embarrassed by her feelings, this is my chance.
 
   “There was something special, there still is Rosetta.” Rosie blushes when I use her full name, she always did. We’re interrupted by the waiter bringing my coffee, which he places down abruptly on the table, still smiling at Rosie.
 
   “Obvious much?”
 
   Rosie laughs at my comment which infuriates me enough, but then she smiles at the waiter, who smiles back and blows her a kiss. I see red and push my chair back to go and have a word, Rosie stops me.
 
   “Jackson, that’s my brother. That’s Rafael.” She looks at me apologetically and I scratch the back of my head, I’m embarrassed and quiet for a moment. I laugh and look out of the window, shaking my head. “He just doesn’t want so see me get hurt again. He’s seen it more times than he should have.”
 
   I look into her eyes and reaching across the table, put my hands on hers, she doesn’t pull away.
 
   “What can I do to prove to you how sorry I am?” I am desperate for the chance.
 
   “You could start by explaining why you screwed someone else.” Rosie glances up to look into my eyes. I lean back in my chair and take a deep breath, and then look down at Rosie’s empty cup.
 
   “Ok, but we’ll need more coffee.”
 
   I walk over to the counter to order a pot of coffee. Rafael is courteous but cautious and I understand why.
 
   “I never meant to hurt her you know, I need to make it up to her.” I hope that he understands where I’m coming from, when he looks me directly in the eyes, I think he does.
 
   “We’ve all fucked up Jackson, and I’m willing to give you the benefit of the doubt this once. The ball is in her court totally and her word on the matter is final. She’s my little sister and I’d do time for her, you need to know that!” I’m grateful for the benefit of the doubt and try to ignore the warning.
 
   “I will never do anything to hurt her again. I just hope I can convince her of that.”
 
   I hold out my hand to Rosie’s brother, he seems to be sort of on my side and god knows I could use an ally. I’m relieved when he takes my hand and curls his lips into a sort of half smile. I pay, and head back to the table.
 
   Rosie eyes me curiously as I approach and the confused look on her face makes me smile, she is really cute when she frowns.
 
   “I haven’t forgiven you yet Jackson; I don’t know why you’re smiling.” She doesn’t look at me when she speaks, but there is an element of humour in her voice.
 
   “Yet?” I push my luck, testing the waters. Thankfully she smiles and starts to refill her cup.
 
   We sit for a moment, drinking the fresh hot coffee and enjoying just looking at each other for the first time in weeks.
 
   “God I’ve missed you Rosie, you knock me off my feet.” I can’t stop the words coming out anymore, I don’t want to.  She needs to know how I feel. “I just…I’m a fuck up. I made a decision a long time ago that I would never fall for anyone and you turned all that on its head. I got scared and I hit the self-destruct button.”
 
   Rosie looks at me like she wants to run for the hills, but she just bites her lip instead.
 
   “Go on…” She insists and this is my chance, the only one I’ll get. So I go for it, balls out.
 
   “Since the second that I saw you that day in Gold Square, you blew me away. Everything about you was just stunning. Your figure in that blue skirt and top, the way your red curls fell over your shoulders, the intense green of your eyes. I wanted to be with you.”
 
   “You wanted to fuck me Jackson!” She is smiling.
 
   I laugh. “Well yeah, I didn’t know who you were then. When I met you on the plane you were really rude and I knew you would be a challenge, but I found you so intriguing. The whole time I was in Bangkok you kept popping into my mind. I wondered what you were doing in Krabi and if you were having fun, and then when I saw you in the restaurant you were so beautiful and I just felt drawn to you. Every second that I spent with you after that pulled me in even more, you’re funny and caring and just holding your hand made me feel things that I’ve never felt towards anyone Rosie.”
 
   She shifts in her seat and glances up from her coffee to briefly make eye contact, I smile and continue.
 
   “We were floating along nicely and I knew that I was falling for you, which was fine, until people started to notice. Pippa warned me not to hurt you, Steve kept on and on about it, and eventually I just got scared and I had to push you before you jumped. I knew if I slept with someone else I’d fuck it up with you. I didn’t want to lose you, but I was freaking out and not thinking straight. Part of me hoped that you wouldn’t find out and that we could carry on as we were, but now I’m glad that you did.”
 
   Rosie looks up in shock, I hadn’t planned what I was going to say and I have to just stick with it.
 
   “Not because I wanted to hurt you, if I could change that I would, in a heartbeat. I’m glad because you left me, and if you hadn’t I may never have realised what I was losing.”
 
   I take her hands in mine again and she looks deep into my eyes,
 
   “Since the second that you walked away from me that night Rosie, I have felt sick. I can’t think of anything but you, I can’t sleep for thinking about you. I can’t concentrate. I couldn’t even finish my book and came back from Thailand early to see you, I missed my deadline.” Rosie looks at me concerned. “It’s ok, Francesca has extended it, but if I think of Thailand now Rosie, I think of you. I see the look in your eyes when you saw me that night, and it kills me. I’m in love with you Rosetta. Please trust me that I won’t ever hurt you again. Please just give me a chance.”
 
   I plead and Rosie blows out a deep breath in preparation for her response. There are tears in her eyes but she looks determined that they will not fall.
 
   “Jackson, I fell for you in Thailand. I fell hard despite your warnings, that was my mistake not yours, but I can’t trust you not to hurt me. I won’t, I’m sorry. I do believe what you say, and I feel deeply for you, but you’re anti-monogamy, it’s just who you are. I may be ‘the one’ right now, but where will I be left when you get bored? Heartbroken, again. I have to protect myself now, regardless of the hurt it will cause us both. I have to walk away.” Rosie pulls her hands away from me and stands. “I’m sorry Jackson, but this has to be goodbye.”
 
   She leaves the café and I have to follow her. We step out into the rain and I reach out and grab Rosie’s arm, pulling her back towards me. I hold her close and look into her eyes.
 
   “Something about kissing in the rain…” I have to kiss her, it may be the last time that I do. It’s both gentle and deep as the tears escape Rosie’s eyes and I wrap my arms around her waist, holding her close to me as my heart pounds in my chest. “I will prove it to you Rosie, I will!”
 
   I let go and back away, Rosie looks at me and I see it, the hunger that I saw so many times in Thailand, so I take my chance. I hold out my hand to her, if she takes it, all is not lost.
 
   What feels like an eternity passes. Rosie eyes me anxiously in the pouring rain and my hand is still outstretched towards her. Eventually, just as I’m about to admit defeat, she takes it. 
 
   I smile and begin to walk, leading her away from the café. I need her to myself, now.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
    
 
   Rosie
 
   We reach Jackson’s flat without having said a word to each other since we kissed. As he opens the door and shows me inside I turn to face him. I’m shivering, partly from being wet through and freezing, partly from nerves.
 
   “Come here!” 
 
   Jackson pulls me into his arms and I lift my head to look up at him. Despite my reservations, being alone with him again feels amazing. He kisses me and that familiar flame inside me ignites.
 
   “Let’s get you out of these wet clothes.” Jackson grins mischievously and winks, I laugh and he leads me to his bedroom.
 
   Jackson lets go of my hand and walks into an en suite bathroom, he comes back with two towels. He presses play on his iPod dock and Sia ‘Breathe Me’ starts to play, he smiles and walks to me. He starts to dry my hair with one of the towels.
 
   “I don’t want you getting sick.” The gesture breaks my heart and I grab his wet hoody to pull him towards me. We kiss again and the same electricity that has always been present charges between us.
 
   Not breaking our kiss, Jackson starts to unbutton my coat. When he is done he moves behind me and removes it carefully, hanging it up over the radiator to dry. I’m touched by his consideration. He removes his hoody and I briefly spy the trail that leads down from his belly button. My tummy flips and my throat is dry as he walks back towards me and resumes our kiss.
 
   He continues to undress me and I return the favour by relieving him of his wet clothes until we are standing in just our underwear, both eager and slightly nervous to move forward.
 
   Jackson sits on the edge of his bed and pulls me gently by the hand until I’m standing in front of him. He traces a line down my stomach with his fingers and then kisses me just below my belly button, I close my eyes as everything clenches and I step forward needing more.
 
   Jackson moves his kisses around to each side as he runs his hands up the backs of my thighs and my breath catches in my throat. He looks up at me and smiles softly, before pulling me gently forward to guide me to lie down on the bed.
 
   Jackson moves to lie next to me, tracing the outline of my face as he looks down at me. He bends his left leg over mine and I can feel that he is hard against my hip, I inhale shakily in anticipation and he smiles once more, he knows he’s good at this. It’s what he does best!
 
   “Let me make love to you Rosie.” 
 
   As he says the words he runs a hand down over my bare neck, down in-between my breasts and across my ribs to my side. My hips rock in response as his hand moves lower, stroking the side of my hip and across my stomach.
 
   “Jackson.”
 
   I am breathless and ready and can only manage to say his name to let him know how much I want him. In this moment all else has disappeared, it’s just Jackson and I and I am lost in him. He slides his hands inside my lace French knickers and gasps in my ear at my arousal.
 
   “I want you Rosie.” He kisses my neck as he begins an excruciatingly slow assault with his fingers. I rock against him, eager to feel the release that he knows he can give to me.
 
   “Jackson, you have me.” 
 
   I am breathless as my body starts to climb and he slowly pushes two fingers inside me, I gasp at the sensation and push down, desperate for more.
 
   “Rosie, I love you so much.” Jackson stops what he is doing to remove my knickers. He pulls me towards him and reaches behind me to undo my bra and then discards my underwear to the floor. When he stands to remove his own, I can do nothing but lick my lips in anticipation, as I take in the sight of the man that I love, naked and hard for me.
 
   Jackson climbs onto the bed between my legs and positions himself ready for entry. He pushes the tip of his erection inside me and circles his thumb over my clit. 
 
   I shake as an orgasm starts to build in me and as my legs begin to stiffen, Jackson pushes deep into me and stops, still circling his thumb as my orgasm clenches around him. The pressure of him inside me as I come is mind-blowing. I pull him close and moan into his neck as I shudder back to earth.
 
   Jackson looks me in the eyes and smiles. As he kisses me he starts to move, long slow thrusts deep inside me and my body is on fire. James Morrison ‘You Give Me Something’ starts to play and we both smile.
 
   He hooks his left arm under my right knee and pulls my leg up to allow him deeper access. I can’t contain my moans as a second orgasm builds in me and I claw at his back wanting more. Jackson speeds up as he grinds his hips into me, he’s aiming for my G-spot and he knows exactly where he is going. 
 
   Jackson groans loudly as his own body starts to build and I can’t stop myself from screaming as he pushes harder and faster deep inside me.
 
   He releases my leg and I wrap them both around his waist. He pushes himself up above me as he pounds into me and the sight of his abs contracting as he works is too much, it tips me over the edge and I groan loudly as an intense orgasm rushes over me. As I pulse around him, Jackson thrusts his own climax into me, breathing heavily before stilling and taking a deep breath.
 
   He opens his eyes to look at me and smiles, we’re both glistening with sweat and sated from our afternoon make up session.
 
   “I missed you Rosie, I missed this.” He leans down and kisses me on the forehead, still breathing heavily as he slowly pulls out of me before collapsing onto his back next me.
 
   After a few moments Jackson heads into the en suite and throws me a t-shirt and some of his boxers, I look at him confused and he smiles.
 
   “Put them on.” He insists and I comply. 
 
   He comes out of the bathroom wearing just some boxers and smiles at my attire.
 
   “Is it wrong that I find you sexy in men’s underwear?” He bites his lip his eyes are fixed on me, like he wants to devour me.
 
   “Probably, I’ll ask my brother?” I wink and he laughs as he jumps back onto the bed.
 
   We spend the rest of the afternoon listening to Jackson’s iPod and talking about our families. Jackson opens up about his Mum and admits that he can’t wait for his Dad to meet me. I tell him all about my crazy parents and that they know nothing about him but will more than likely love him.
 
   We order pizza and I continue to talk, I tell him about Rafe and Matthew and about the proposal on the beach.
 
   “Really, he did it with you and Pip there?” He seems surprised,
 
   “Rafe and I are very close, it wouldn’t be right if we weren’t there for each other’s big moments. Michael put a ring on my finger while I was asleep, three times…and I just let him get away with it, but Rafe never forgave him for that.” Jackson looks horrified.
 
   “What a freak, Rosie!” He looks at me horrified. “I can’t think of you with someone like him. It kills me, and makes me want to kill him!”
 
   I quickly move to straddle Jackson and holding his face in my hands I kiss his brow bone and his nose and then his mouth.
 
   “You don’t have to think of me with anyone, except you Jackson.” I smile and he rolls me onto my back settling above me.
 
   “Ditto!” He kisses me and before I can protest, it’s time for round two.
 
   
 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Sixteen
 
    
 
   Rosie
 
   It’s been almost three weeks since I agreed to give Jackson a second chance and I haven’t looked back. I have brief moments of panic where I think he’ll hurt me again, but then I remember that if he does, Rafe will kill him and I feel sort of ok again.
 
   It’s Christmas Eve today and I’m heading home to Buxton to spend time with my parents. Rafe and Matthew are staying at home and Pip has gone to her parents’ house in Portugal.  Jackson is at his Dad’s house in Burnsall, North Yorkshire. I miss him already but am also glad for the distance. I need to gather my thoughts, and tell my parents about him.
 
   The train to Stockport is delayed due to the weather and we get stuck somewhere near Milton Keynes because of snow. I text Mam to let her know and take out my laptop, I’ve decided to try and write my next book, but all I can think about is Jackson. So I start to write down the story of our relationship, I have to clear my mind somehow.
 
   By the time I reach Stockport to change trains, I have been writing none stop for nearly four hours, and have the makings of a pretty good romance novel. I laugh to myself that this is actually my life.
 
   It is dark and the train has taken much longer than it should have because of the weather. My parents are picking me up from the train station so I call them to let them know that I’m not far now. My Mam answers and doesn’t seem particularly bothered by my lateness, she just tells me to stay safe and that she’ll see me soon. The train pulls into Buxton station and I collect my bags and head out onto the platform to look for Dad. As I step off the train the cold hits me and I tighten my coat around me. Six weeks ago I was in baking hot sun and now this!
 
   I can’t see Dad anywhere and presume it’s too cold for his old Spanish bones, so head for the inside of the station. As I approach the doors a man speaks from behind me.
 
   “Can I take your bags Miss Alvez?” I momentarily freeze and then turn, its Jackson. I look into his eyes and he smiles. “Rosie, I’m freezing my balls off here, give me the bags!” I am stunned and pass my bags to him before following him to the car.
 
   I’m in shock, more so when I see that Jackson is driving Dad’s Nissan Qashqai. I shake my head in confusion but climb into the passenger seat while he puts my bags in the boot.
 
   “Jackson, what are you doing here?” I ask through chattering teeth as the heaters start to warm the air in the car, “Why are you in my Dad’s car?”
 
   “I told you that I would prove it to you Rosie, so here I am. You thought I couldn’t commit, but I already have, more than you know.” Jackson smiles and reverses out of the space, I’m so confused but I’m too cold and tired to question any more.
 
   When we arrive at my parents’ house we are greeted at the door by Mam.
 
   “Rosetta, my sweet girl, I’ve missed you. Come in, come in.” She hugs us both to my surprise and practically drags us inside.
 
   The house smells exactly as it should at Christmas, of mulled wine and cinnamon candles. It is warm and the smell of Dad’s cooking hits my senses as I approach the kitchen.
 
   “Hola Papa!” I say from the doorway and smile as Dad turns away from the stove to embrace his little girl. It’s a brief hello though before he directs me towards the living room. I walk into the room and am stunned as I am greeted by Rafe, Matthew and Pippa, none of whom are supposed to be here. I start to cry as I hug my closest friend.
 
   “What are you doing here? You’re supposed to be in Portugal!”
 
   “Tell me about I’m bloody freezing, but Jackson said its one Christmas I wouldn’t want to miss, so here I am baby girl.” She smiles and I turn to Jackson.
 
   “Ok, what the hell is going on Jackson? I’m beyond confused.”
 
   Dad comes into the living room. He has taken off his apron so I know that this is something serious. Jackson smiles and takes a deep breath.
 
   “Rosetta, I haven’t known you all that long, but I am so crazy about you that I can’t live another day without you being mine.” I shudder with a realisation of what I think is happening.
 
   “I came here yesterday to tell your parents how much I love you and how I hurt you, and after your Dad calmed down and stopped trying to kill me,”
 
   I smile as Jackson looks anxiously towards my Dad.
 
   “I explained that it is the worst mistake that I have ever made and that I will spend an eternity trying to make it up to you. I finished my book Rosie.” 
 
   Jackson smiles knowingly and takes my hands. I notice my Mam lean close into Dad. 
 
   “It’s a novel, about an idiot who risks losing the love of his life. He begs her to forgive him, which of course she does!” He winks and I flush when everyone laughs around me, Jackson flashes his show stopping grin.
 
   “…And then, as you do, he ambushes her at her parents’ house on Christmas Eve. He tells her how he feels and that he’d be lost without her, and then he gets down on one knee.” 
 
   As he says the words, Jackson does the same. I exhale sharply and feel heat rising in my cheeks as Pippa squeaks from behind me
 
   “Rosie, you’re everything that I thought I never wanted or needed. When I am around you, or without you, I am so bloody useless. You infuriate me and excite me at the same time and you make me want what I never wanted before. What your parents have, what mine had.  I know that I don’t deserve you, far from it in fact, but if you give me the chance, I will spend the rest of my life making you feel loved and beautiful every single day. I know that it’s sudden Rosetta, but I can’t risk letting you escape…so I have rope in my bag just in case you say no!”
 
   There’s laughter again and I smile and bite lip nervously towards Jackson, anticipating his next words.
 
   “After a stiff warning, a threat or two and a few beers, your Dad came to understand that I will do anything for you. So, I am honoured and relieved to say that he has given me his blessing to ask you this.”
 
   Jackson reaches into the pocket on his zip up hoody and produces a box. He opens it to reveal a vintage diamond and emerald engagement ring. I gasp and swallow hard as I glance to my brother for his approval he smiles and nods and tears pool in my eyes.
 
   “Rosetta, will you please be my wife?” Jackson asks the question with such desperation and love that I am powerless.
 
   “Yes! Yes Jackson, I will!” I smile as Jackson stands and kisses me. I can feel the relief in him as he wraps his arms around me and whispers in my ear.
 
   “I will never let you down Rosie, I promise you.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   As the celebrations begin and the drinks flow, Mam starts to discuss the prospect of planning two weddings while the men in the room laugh and joke as more alcohol is consumed. 
 
   Everyone is drunk when Pippa stands to make a toast; Jackson comes to sit next to me on the sofa and holds my hand, linking our fingers together in a heart-warmingly intimate gesture.
 
   “JJ, you know that I love you, if you hurt her you’re dead, but I love you all the same!” She smiles in a way that says, 'I’m jovial but deadly serious.' “Thank you for promising to make her feel loved, because that’s the least that she deserves, and Rosie, it’s a good job he’s asked you, now you can tell him about the baby!”
 
   The room falls silent and Jackson tightens his grip on my hand. I stare open mouthed at my best friend before she bursts into laughter and the rest of the room follows. Relieved, Jackson loosens his grip and leans over to me, he kisses me tenderly on the cheek and whispers softly in my ear,
 
   “One step at a time hey?”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Rosie & Jackson’s story continues in ‘Me & Mr Write’ & concludes in ‘Marrying Mr Write’ … available for Kindle now
 
    
 
    
 
   For news and updates follow the author on Twitter and Facebook
 
   www.twitter.com/CPLauthor
 
   www.facebook.com/meetingmrwrite
 
   www.facebook.com/cplauthor
 
   
 
   If you enjoyed Meeting Mr Write, let people know by leaving an amazon review and tweeting about it … 
 
    
 
   Don’t forget to use #MrWriteTrilogy 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 



Thank you
 
    
 
   Thank you to Aaron for truly blowing me away with your love and support for this book.
 
    
 
   To my family and friends, who despite your initial surprise that I had done this, have been so proud of me,
 
    
 
   See you all in book two!
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   I recommend this book to everyone! I loved every minute of it! Not only did I just buy it today, it kept me so hooked I also finished it! This is a hands down must read!
 
    
 
   Wow. I never wanted to visit Thailand until reading this book. It just sounds so beautiful, yet peaceful. The sex scenes almost left me panting.....wow. There were times where I felt my heart cry because of how Jackson acted or how he screwed it up in Thailand. The author has a real talent here. I am looking forward to the next book, that's for sure! 
Good book and definitely a book for anyone who likes a romance story with a bit of spice. 
 
    
 
   This is a highly addictive read! You laugh and cry with the characters and are sad when it ends. Excellent story with twists and turns to keep you entertained.
 
    
 
   I couldn't put this book down, it took me to chapter 9 to get hooked into 50 shades but this book was by 9%. I loved the depth of the relationships and the descriptions of Thailand; it’s now on my list of places to go. Can't wait to read the next book
 
   Great story and wonderful characters, I loved reading about the characters and enjoyed the book immensely. The setting was fun, and the secondary characters were interesting too. The entire book I was hoping the main characters would get together, and of course, it's a happily ever after. A great way to spend a dreary afternoon!
 
    
 
   I found this book both captivating and intriguing...couldn't put it down!! Brilliantly written and creative. It has certainly left me wanting more and I eagerly anticipate the follow-up.
 
 
   I have never been to Thailand but the author describes it so beautifully that she actually takes you there! The beautifully described characters really come to life and their relationships describe love in its truest form! The author cleverly moves from the two main characters perspectives, which gives more insight to the feelings of the characters. This romance part of the book is in my opinion only a small part and Rosie's relationship with her witty best friend Pippa and her brother makes the reader envious of the love between them and makes the story so much more than the usual love story! I'd recommend this to my friends just for the visualisation of the beautiful Jackson James! 
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   “Good morning” I speak through a yawn as I wake to find Jackson sitting up in bed next to me, smiling, “How long have you been awake?”
 
   “I don’t know really, a little while” he strokes my hair from my face and glances around my childhood bedroom, amused, “It’s very erm…pink”
 
   “I’m a girl!” I sit up in mock defensiveness and pout; Jackson laughs and playfully nips at my protruding bottom lip with his teeth before kissing me, “Merry Christmas Mr James” I smile, “I wonder if Santa has been.”  
 
   I jump out of bed excitedly and head for the door, Jackson laughing behind me as he follows me downstairs…
 
    
 
   Christmas in the Alvez house is a big deal. Dad always cooks a big breakfast, a fusion of Spanish treats and a ‘Full English’, while Mam fusses around sorting the turkey and preparing the vegetables for dinner.  Every year she moans that she should have started earlier while Dad sings loudly and almost floats around the kitchen, much to Mam’s frustration, and her amusement.
 
   This year is so far turning out to be my favourite Christmas of all; I have the man that I’m madly in love with next to me on one side and my brother on the other. Matthew is here and despite the fact that Pippa’s parents live only three doors away, they always spend Christmas in Portugal, so she’s here too. All of the people that I love most in the world are all in one room, I couldn’t be any happier.
 
   I was due to head up to Jackson’s Dad’s house in Yorkshire for New Year so thankfully I have his present here with me. I didn’t know what to get him, we haven’t been together long, and obviously I had no idea that he was going to propose, so I tried to keep it very simple. As I sit at the breakfast table admiring the stunning vintage emerald and diamond ring on my left hand I am aware that I’m smiling, it’s beautiful, and I know that he chose it to match my eyes. Jackson told me that it’s my eyes that pulled him in; he says that they held him captive like a fly in a spider web. When he nearly crushed me that day in Gold Square, when I had no idea who he was and he thought I was an assistant, he knew that day that he needed to see me again. He says he thinks I hypnotised him with my eyes, which made me feel a little like Kaa the snake from The Jungle Book, but it was sweet all the same. 
 
   A ring after such a short time together was the last thing that I was expecting; it hadn’t even entered my thoughts. I’m certainly not expecting to receive anything else from him as it must have cost a fortune, so when he passes me a wrapped box at the breakfast table I can’t help but look surprised,
 
   “Why are you so shocked?” He laughs and leans in so close to me that his breath on my ears raises goose bumps all over my body “It’s Christmas, and you’ve been a very good girl!” His voice is almost a whisper but has a gravelly tone that makes me hungry for him in an instant. He looks at me with a mischievous grin that says ‘you’ve been anything but good Alvez’ and I blush. I’m thankful that Rafe, Matthew and Pippa have gone into the kitchen to beg my dad for churros con chocolate,
 
   “You already gave me this!” I hold up my left hand, “This is too much” I am embarrassed to accept another present from him, Michael generally only bought me fluffy socks and a toiletry set,
 
   “Rosetta, its Christmas. Open it” he nudges me with his elbow and smiles lovingly as I start to open the gift. As the paper comes away to reveal a black box I feel the heat rise in my cheeks. I know that it is more jewellery and given the ring that he chose, I know it isn’t going to be a cheap trinket, I tentatively open the box.
 
   I gasp at the sight of the necklace. It is a perfect partner to my engagement ring, a simple chain with an exquisite vintage emerald and diamond pendant that really does take my breath away. I look Jackson in the eyes with a shy smile “It’s stunning” I pause for a breath as I take in the beauty of the gift, and the thought behind it. 
 
   “Thank you…for everything” Jackson squeezes my hand affectionately and leans in to kiss me gently.  My senses are on high alert at his closeness and the feel of his lips on mine, the sight of the ring on my left hand as my fingers drift over the gorgeous matching necklace and the smell of melted chocolate and cinnamon drifting in from the kitchen. The sound of Rafe and Pippa fighting over food fills the house and I realise that for the first time in years, I am truly happy.
 
    
 
   After breakfast, Jackson and I head back upstairs, I want to give him his present but feel a little embarrassed. It’s nowhere near as dazzling as his to me. I reach into my duffle bag and pull out the neatly wrapped package, 
 
   “Don’t laugh, I feel a little silly giving this to you now” I pass the gift to Jackson, who is now sitting on the bed,
 
   “I don’t need anything but you Rosie but I’m sure it’s perfect” he winks and pats the bed for me to come and sit next to him. 
 
   As I watch Jackson unwrap the large book and open the front cover, I see him smile, “Rosie, this is amazing.”  
 
   He is genuinely pleased as he looks down at the scrapbook of photos of our visit to the nursery and letters and drawings from the children, “I love this, thank you.” 
 
   In the back of the book I have glued a copy of my finished article about the cause and its desperate need for funding, along with a letter from Jean confirming that two new sponsors have already been in touch. Jackson seems touched as the smiling faces of the children look up at him from the pages, 
 
   “That’s the day that I fell in love with you Jackson, so it seemed like the perfect thing to give to you” I blush a little at my admission but when he leans over to kiss me I know that I did the right thing.
 
   “Come on, we should get downstairs” I stand ready to leave the room but Jackson keeps hold of my hand “Come on everyone will be wondering where we are” I lean back a little, pulling on his hand but he stays put, and looks at me with that hunger that I’ve seen so many times before, “No Jackson, not here. I can’t”
 
   “Why? We’re engaged Rosie I’m sure people expect it” he takes my other hand and tries to pull me toward the bed, 
 
   “Jackson, I’ve never had a boy in this room before” I smile and shuffle backwards releasing his grip on my hands, he laughs, 
 
   “A boy?” he laughs again, “I haven’t been called a boy in a long time” he stands and pulls me close, sliding a hand down my spine and across my backside, pulling me even closer and I hear him take in a slow breath, “I cannot stand to go the whole three days that we’re here without touching you Rosie” he kisses my neck and I want to give in but gather my strength, 
 
   “Jackson James, you are a fiend and I will tell my Daddy on you if you’re not careful” I lean my head back allowing him the access to kiss my throat and I smile before coming back to  kiss him deeply, “It’s just that it’s my parents’ house, it’s a bit weird for me. Let’s go downstairs, there’s drinking and eating to be done after all” I walk toward my bedroom door and notice he isn’t following. 
 
   I turn to him and ask, “Are you coming?” 
 
   “Yep…I’m right behind you” he tilts his head to the side and glances downwards, drawing my eye to the massive erection clearly visible in his grey tracksuit bottoms and I can’t help the laughter that escapes me,
 
   “Best…Christmas…EVER!” I laugh as I walk out of the room and downstairs, leaving Jackson to calm down.
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    “My goodness Mrs Alvez, that’s one of the best meals that I have ever had” Jackson leans back in his chair and rubs his stomach,
 
   “Ah Jackson, call me Bernie Please. And thank you, Joaquin does most of the cooking around here but Christmas and Sunday dinners are mine” Mam winks at Jackson and laughs, he smiles and I notice a slight sadness in his eyes,
 
   “Hey, are you ok?” I whisper while everyone around the table is deep in conversation, 
 
   “Yeah sweetie I’m good, it’s just the first Christmas in twelve years that there’s been a Mum at the table. It’s nice but you know!” he holds my hand and smiles as though he’s trying to reassure me that he’s fine. I suddenly feel guilty, I hadn’t even thought about the fact that he’s probably missing his Mum, or that he’s not with his Dad.
 
   “Is your Dad at home, he won’t be on his own will he?” I am worried when I think of my future father in law all alone on Christmas day,
 
   “No, he’s gone to his brother’s, he’s fine” Jackson sips from his glass of red wine and paints on the confident smile that I have grown to adore, “This is fantastic Rosie, honestly I’m happy, I’m really happy” he squeezes my hand and I relax. He’s happy, and so am I.
 
    
 
   “Right then, come on men…PUB!” it’s nine pm and an already intoxicated Rafe has decided he’s ready for a visit to the local,
 
   “Erm watch your mouth you! If you think we’re not coming with you then you’re seriously mistaken” My Mam becomes extremely Irish once she’s had a drink, in accent and attitude. There is no way she is missing out on her annual Christmas sing song at the Miltons Head “Come on then, we’ll be off shall we?” 
 
   Pip jumps up excitedly, she loves seeing my Mam drunk and has her coat on in a blink.
 
   “Yeah Bernie let’s go! It’s me and you against the world!” She links my mother’s arm and they lead the way, I’m comforted by the familiarity of this Alvez Christmas tradition and can’t help but smile as we all follow the family matriarch on her stumble to the pub.
 
   We have visited the Miltons Head every Christmas since we moved to Buxton; Mam turns it into an impromptu karaoke night every year. Dad watches her with an incredible amount of love and pride in his eyes and Rafe and I drink ourselves into a coma. 
 
   “BEN” I call as I walk into the pub and see an old friend behind the bar, “Wow, you look great” 
 
   “Hey Rosie! Thank you sweetheart. I feel pretty good” 
 
   Ben is a year younger than Pip and I. He’s been a waiter at my parents bar since he was sixteen so we’ve grown up together really. Ben, like most of the guys we grew up with has always been in love with Pippa, but he was the chubby funny kid that we saw as just a good friend and nothing more.
 
   “How long have you been working here?” I question as Pip comes to stand next to me at the bar and I notice Ben’s face light up. 
 
   “I just help out when they’re short really… Hey Pip” Ben smiles a wide gleaming grin and both Pippa and I melt a little, he has certainly blossomed since we last saw him. 
 
   We can both see clearly thanks to the tight fitting t-shirt that he’s wearing that he is now slim and toned. His right arm is tattooed from top to bottom and his face has become chiselled and manly, with neatly groomed stubble matching the length of the hair on his head, he’s never looked so good.
 
   “Hey Ben, you look well” Pip responds, her voice breathier than usual and he smiles as he starts to serve Rafe. Pip looks at me wide eyed and no words are needed, I know what she is thinking,
 
   “I know” I say as we head towards the table that Jackson, Matthew and my parents have chosen to sit at and we both giggle like schoolgirls, raising eyebrows but no questions as we take our seats.
 
    
 
   Pippa can’t resist spending a large portion of the evening sitting at the bar talking to Ben, she’s a sucker for a pretty face. I can’t help but laugh when I remember her vow to change her ways, but at least I trust Ben, he’s one of the good guys.
 
   Jackson, Matthew and Dad are playing ‘Who Wants to Be a Millionaire’ on the games machine as Mam starts to sing, Pippa of course joins in. In some ways it’s all so familiar but this year feels so different from before, I’m happier than I have ever been and so is my brother. 
 
   As we sit listening to ‘Danny Boy’ being belted from the corner of the room Rafe leans over and kisses me on the cheek,
 
   “What was that for?” I ask, slightly confused and surprised,
 
   “I just love you sis, it’s more than I could have hoped for that we would be here together like this, both happy and in love with our men by our sides. I’m just happier than I’ve ever been” I smile and squeeze his hand, 
 
   “Me too big bro, love you.”
 
    
 
   Pip is positively giddy as she joins me at the table, Jackson and Dad are at the bar while Rafe and Matthew are dancing to Mam’s duet of ‘Don’t go Breaking my Heart’ with Phil from next door,
 
   “Ben wants to take me out, on a date!” She grins at me and I smile. I can’t quite believe that we’re talking about Ben but the truth is he has blossomed.
 
   “Wow, that’s great! Are you going to go?” 
 
   “Yeah, how weird is that? I’m going on a date with Ben Long! Long by name…” Pippa winks and we both giggle and then flash a smile towards the bar, Ben smiles at Pip and Jackson grins back at me, he looks happy and it feels great.
 
    
 
   After an evening of drinking, singing and laughing it’s time to head back home. Jackson has a glow in his cheeks that I’ve not seen before and seems to be finding everything hilarious. As we head into the house Dad tries to encourage everyone to continue drinking, but as Jackson can hardly stand I decide it’s best to get him to bed, 
 
   “Come on fella, its sleepy time!” I try to encourage Jackson to follow me upstairs but I can’t help finding it hilarious that he doesn’t seem capable of walking, “Jackson, it’s time for bed. Come on!” I hold out my hands and pull him up from the sofa that he has just flopped down onto, 
 
   “Trying to get me into bed Alvez?” he laughs and I blush when my family join in, 
 
   “Yes, because its half one in the morning and you’re drunk. Shift it James, upstairs!” 
 
   I manage to get him up to my room but not before he offers up a few more innuendos and winks enthusiastically at my brother and Pippa.
 
   In my room Jackson seems to sober up a little. I start to get undressed as he lies down on my bed but he quickly sits back up again, 
 
   “Ah jeez the room is spinning Rosie” I worry that he might throw up and pass him the waste bin, “I’m not going to be sick sweetie, I’m just a bit dizzy. Your family can really drink!” he exclaims, as though he is shocked that he has ended up in such a state,
 
   “Get used to it babe, just you wait until our wedding!” I remove my bra underneath my vest top and throw it at him as I say the words. Jackson’s face lights up with a huge grin and he pulls me down onto the bed, rolling me on to my back and coming to rest on top of me,
 
   “Our wedding! Mmm that sounds so good…Mrs James!” he kisses me and I can’t help but giggle at his enthusiasm for our future nuptials. My mood becomes slightly more serious when Jackson starts to kiss my neck, it’s only been a few days but I’ve missed his touch so much.
 
   “Jackson…” I try to protest but my voice lacks conviction,
 
   “Shush baby, we’ll be quiet” Jackson kisses along my collar bone and slides a hand up underneath my top.  I’m done for, the feel of his hand against my bare breast is too much and I’m giving in.
 
   Jackson sits up to remove his shirt and we become aware of the noise that my bed makes as he moves, 
 
   “Floor” I whisper, laughing and push Jackson down from the bed “Get your kit off then James!” 
 
   Jackson stands to remove his shirt and I’m thankful that he’s drunk. He momentarily gets it stuck above his head and I can admire his toned abs, a sight that makes me lick my lips every time. Jackson works out at least four times a week and he’s in great shape, my mouth goes dry each time I look at him and I thank the universe that he’s all mine. 
 
   As he finally finds his way out of his shirt I laugh and stand to help him with his trousers,
 
   “Let me get these for you baby” I look up flirtatiously while I undo his trousers and kneel as I pull them and his boxers down and he steps out of them. 
 
   “Hmm much better” I kiss and stroke his thighs and take joy in watching him get hard in front of my eyes.  I lick my lips, allowing him to watch me and knowing it drives him wild. I pull my vest up over my head, discarding it to the floor and Jackson takes a sharp intake of breath at the sight of my now naked breasts. I waste no time at all taking him in my mouth.
 
   “Oh Rosie, that’s good” Jackson says, a little too loud for my liking, 
 
   “Shush baby, we don’t want to wake the neighbours” I wink up at him and then continue to lick and suck the length of his rock hard penis, encouraged by his moans and loud exhalations. I’m becoming more aroused by the second, replacing my mouth with my hand and looking up at my naked man.
 
   I encourage him to join me on his knees, “Kiss me Jackson” I continue stroking him while he kisses my mouth and then my neck. He strokes up and over my breasts squeezing gently before leaning down to kiss and suck my left nipple and then my right, I squeal a little at the ripple of pleasure that runs through me.
 
   Jackson strokes a hand between my legs, moving my underwear aside and dipping the tip of a finger inside me, then spreading the moisture upwards. I throw my head back and moan as he starts to massage my clit,
 
   “Shush Rosie. Do I need to put something in your mouth to keep you quiet?” we both giggle like teenagers trying to avoid getting caught and Jackson sits down and crosses his legs, using his hands on my hips to guide me forward. I straddle his lap and ease just the swollen tip of him inside me as I kiss him deeply, passionately; I’m lost in him again.
 
   Using my hands on his thighs I push myself up as I wrap my legs around him and slowly lower down until he is inside me, completely. We still for a moment, kissing and adjusting, Jackson runs a hand up my spine and with the other under my backside he supports me as I start to lift up and down, sliding him in and out of me. As the pleasure starts to course through me I bury my face into Jackson’s neck, kissing him to stop myself from calling out.
 
   “That’s it baby, that’s it” Jackson whispers as he encourages my movements and then lifts me and lays me down on my back. He starts to thrust hard and fast into me and a groan escapes me. Jackson laughs and puts a hand over my mouth, I giggle briefly before becoming overwhelmed by pleasure as he continues to push deep into me, my legs still tight around his back and the familiar waves of an orgasm start to course through me. 
 
   My body shakes as I breathe heavily into Jackson’s hand and he ups his pace as I clench around him. “Oh Rosie, so fucking good” Jackson groans seductively into my ear as he climaxes inside me and then slows to a stop.
 
   He pushes himself up to look me in the eye, he smiles as he pulls out of me and kneels up between my legs, “Think I can make it to the bathroom like this without being seen?” he winks as asks and I smile as I throw him his boxers,
 
   “No fiend, you’ll give my mother a heart attack with that thing!” I bite my lip and playfully squeeze his still semi hard penis.
 
   Jackson pulls on his boxers and tucks himself in as best he can before heading to the door and opening it,
 
   “Oh, erm hey Rafe!” He freezes at the door,
 
   “Oh...Hi Jackson!” I hear my brother speak from the landing before they both start to laugh “Great minds!”
 
    
 
    
 
   “Come on Rosie, we need to get going or we’re going to miss the train” I’ve been waiting for Rosie to get ready to leave for nearly an hour. She is driving me crazy pottering around checking and double checking that she has everything.
 
   “Ok ok I’m ready! Sorry, I’m just really nervous Jackson” Rosie zips up her bag and looks at me, biting her lip as she always does when she is unsure about something,
 
   “Rosetta, he is going to absolutely love you, you have nothing to be nervous about. Unless you don’t like dogs?” I smile trying to put her mind at ease before realising that I have no idea whether she does like dogs or not,
 
   “I love them, and I love you. Let’s go”
 
    
 
   We’re heading up to my Dad’s in Yorkshire for New Year and I’m really excited to see him, it’s been a while and I can’t wait to introduce him to Rosie. Once we get settled on the train, Rosie takes out her laptop and continues working on her new book; I’ve never really seen her work before and it makes me smile. She frowns when she concentrates and slightly pokes her tongue out of the side of her mouth. I smile and she looks up at me, 
 
   “Do some work James; you’re the one with a deadline! And stop watching me you weirdo!” she smiles and returns her gaze to her screen. She’s right; I do have a deadline and it’s fast approaching, so I take out my own laptop and get to work.
 
    
 
   “How’s the book coming along slacker?” after a while, Rosie pulls me out of ‘work mode’,
 
   “Good, I feel like I’m getting somewhere finally” I smile at the look of surprise in her eyes, “I do work quickly Rosie, once I get started! How’s yours?” I ask as I close my laptop,
 
   “Good, I’m happy with it. It’s about a sexy chauvinist pig that corrupts an innocent romance novelist, it’s got bestseller written all over it I think!” she winks at me and closes her laptop as we pull into the station.
 
   We change trains at Manchester and as we head towards Leeds I feel excited. I’ve never introduced my dad to anyone that I’ve had anything to do with before. I don’t think ‘Dad this is the girl I’m fucking’ would have gone down particularly well so the thought of actually being able to say ‘This is the woman I’m going to spend the rest of my life with’ is an amazing feeling, Dad will have something to be proud of me for, finally. Of course he tells me all the time that he is proud of me and everything that I’ve achieved, but Dad is a family man and he worries constantly about me ending up a lonely old man and regretting my choices.
 
   Looking at Rosie now, tapping away at her keys and frowning at her screen, I know that he was right all along. If she hadn’t come along when she did would I have ever realised that I do want someone by my side? I really don’t think so.
 
   We head into Leeds train station and I feel content. Dad is picking us up from here and I notice Rosie take a deep breath to compose herself as the train comes to a stop.
 
    
 
   “Hey Pops!”  Dad is waiting inside the station for us; he couldn’t wait for us to get up here. I put my bag down and give him a massive hug before turning to introduce him to my fiancée, 
 
   “Dad, this is Rosie, Rosie this is Pete, my Dad” Rosie holds a hand out for Dad and he just uses it to pull her into a hug too, 
 
   “It’s an absolute pleasure to meet you love. Come on,  let’s get you both home” Dad takes Rosie’s bag and we head out towards the car park, Rosie smiles to let me know that she’s ok and I breathe a sigh of relief.  My two favourite people have met. That’s the hard part out of the way.
 
    
 
   “Brucey” Dad’s Staffordshire Bull Terrier is waiting in the garden to greet us when we arrive at the house, “Hey boy, come here!” I call him to follow us into the house, unsure how Rosie will feel about being licked to death by such a brute of a dog, but when her face lights up at the sight of him and she calls him to her by patting her knees, I realise I’ve no need to worry, “You ok with him babe? He’s not exactly a delicate little thing”
 
   “Yeah I’m fine Jackson, I love Staffies” she smiles as Bruce tries his best to lick her ears clean off of the side of her head and the sound of her giggling and playing with him warms my heart. It just makes me love her even more.
 
   Dad’s house is gorgeous, even to me who grew up here. It’s a stone built cottage in the Dales, the postcard picture of Yorkshire. People often knock on his door and offer to buy it but he’ll never sell, there are too many happy memories here. 
 
   “How are things then Dad? You look well” I catch up with my Dad while he puts the kettle on and Rosie comes to join us in the kitchen,
 
   “Oh you know me son, plodding along. It’s good to see you though Jackson, both of you” he smiles towards Rosie who returns the gesture, “So Rosie, what exactly do you see in this lout?” 
 
   Rosie laughs and shrugs her shoulders as if to say that she has no idea, but then smiles at me and answers “He makes a pretty good cup of coffee!” 
 
   Dad laughs and raises his eyebrows to me, “I like her!”
 
    
 
   After a cup of coffee I show Rosie up to my old room, she looks around and then at me, wide eyed,
 
   “Jackson, I feel like I just walked into a wet dream!” she’s referring to the posters of naked and semi naked women all over teenage Jackson’s bedroom,
 
   “Rosie I was eighteen when I left home, Dad just shut the door and left it as it was, and I guess it was nice spank bank material when I came to stay!” her mouth drops open in shock and I laugh as I dump our bags onto the bed and sit down, “I’ll take them down, I have you in the bank now!” I wink and she shakes her head as she moves to stand in front of me. I laugh again, “I don’t need these now, well, except maybe that one!” I point at one above the bed and Rosie smacks me on the arm and laughs before leaning forward and kissing me, “Ok, just you Alvez!”
 
   By the time I’ve shown Rosie around the village and made sure that she feels comfortable in Dad’s house, the day is getting away from us. None of us can be bothered to cook so Dad, Rosie and I decide to get a take away Chinese and watch a dodgy Christmas film that’s on TV.
 
   The fire is lit and I’m comforted by the sight of Rosie in her flannel pyjamas and fluffy socks, snuggling up to Bruce on the sofa while dad and I sit in the arm chairs and moan about the bad acting in the cheap film. I can’t help but wonder what Mum would have made of all this, no doubt she would firstly have told Bruce to get down off the furniture, but she would have loved Rosie, I know that for certain.
 
   Mum was a hopeless romantic just as Rosie is, and they share the same family values but the most important thing to Mum would have been the fact that Rosie makes me smile every day, that’s surely all that any mother wants for her child.
 
   “Right young’uns, I’m off to bed!”  Dad stands and Bruce eagerly looks up, waiting to be called to join him. 
 
   Dad got Bruce a couple of years ago to try and fill the house with a bit of life and quench the loneliness a little, but I don’t think he realised how attached to him he would become. We picked him up from a rescue in Leeds when he was only seven weeks old. Dad was adamant that he wanted a border collie but when we arrived there we were shown straight to the five small Staffy pups.
 
   The rescue centre assistant explained that the mother had been abandoned while she was pregnant and the pups had been born in the rescue centre. Sadly the mother didn’t survive; she’d been badly mistreated and used for over breeding so her heart gave out. The pups had been hand reared by the staff  at the rescue and were now ready for loving homes, there was no way that dad could resist and chose the runt of the litter there and then. 
 
   We took Bruce home a week later, the same time that my Uncle Mike took home two of Bruce’s litter mates and they never looked back, 
 
   “Come on then you!”  Dad calls him up to bed and Bruce eagerly follows his best friend, tail wagging as he goes.
 
   “Bedtime Alvez?” I question as Rosie smiles at me sleepily, 
 
   “Yeah come on then James” I stand and hold out my hands to pull her up from the sofa and as she wraps her arms around my waist I know I’m done for, this is what being really happy feels like, I love it.
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   “Jackson I love it here, it’s so picturesque but it’s bloody cold!” I blow on my hands as Jackson stands throwing a ball for Bruce.
 
   “I did tell you to put gloves on Alvez! Come on we’ll head back” 
 
   We’ve been out walking Bruce for about an hour and I feel completely content, that may be because I’m numb from the cold but either way I’m happy. Pete, Jackson’s Dad is fantastic; he’s so welcoming and makes me feel completely comfortable in his home. 
 
   We get back to the house and Pete’s car is not on the drive, inside there’s a note on the dining table, ‘gone for supplies, back in a bit.’ 
 
   Jackson sees an opportunity and smiles as he pulls me toward the stairs and up to his room, I laugh and enjoy his need for me,
 
   “Alone at last beautiful” Jackson kisses me and slides his hands up the back of my top to undo my bra, 
 
   “Hey eager beaver slow down!” I push him down onto the bed and smile as I pull my jumper up over my head and off,
 
   “We may not have long Alvez, get your kit off!” he removes his own jumper and throws it to the floor, 
 
   “Who said romance was dead?” I laugh as Jackson undoes the button on my jeans and I push them down.
 
    
 
   Jackson kisses me on my forehead as he lifts up and out of me, just as we hear his dad’s car pull onto the driveway, 
 
   “Timing Alvez!” he smiles and raises his eyebrows as he passes me my underwear before heading to the bathroom. That was certainly one way to warm up.
 
    
 
   “Hey Pops, Get everything you were after? Need owt doin’'?” I can’t help but laugh at Jackson’s accent, he’s suddenly more ‘Yorkshire’ than I’ve ever heard him, “What are you laughing Alvez?” he and his Dad look at me, confused and amused at the same time,
 
   “Oh sorry, I’ve just not heard you sound so, well, northern!” I bite my lip and scrunch up my nose hoping that I haven’t offended either of them when Pete cracks up with laughter,
 
   “He weren’t born wi’that plum in his mouth Rosie; his student loans bought him that!” Pete and I laugh while Jackson shakes his head,
 
   “Right you two, I’m goin' down t’pub, who’s comin'?” Jackson smiles as he exaggerates his Yorkshire accent and pulls me into a hug, Pete winks at me from behind his son’s back and I giggle into the neck of my man.
 
    
 
   After a couple of pints in the local pub, Pete, Jackson and I head back to the house. It’s New Year’s Eve and Pete has invited some friends from the village around to celebrate. 
 
   Jackson and I set about preparing a table with bottles of spirits, beers, wine and soft drinks, plastic cups and a bowl of party poppers ready for midnight. There’s a beautiful oak dresser in the dining room and I’m drawn to the smiling face of Jackson and a woman that I can only presume is his mother. I walk over to the dresser and pick up the frame. Jackson looks young but as handsome as ever, I can see the resemblance to his Mum,
 
   “Is this your Mum? She’s lovely” He smiles as he sees the picture in my hands and walks over to me,
 
   “Yeah, that’s Mum. She was always smiling” He smiles at the memory, “She’d have loved you Rosie” he takes the photo from my hands and I see only love in his eyes, no sadness. 
 
   Beth James was a very attractive woman. She had a smile that I imagine would light up a room when she walked into it. Her shoulder length blonde hair was shaped to frame her face and she had the same piercing eyes as her son. Jackson has already told me that she was a dancer and then a ballet teacher in Leeds and that after he was born she set up a small dance school in the village so that she could be closer to home. 
 
   I had told him then that we should go to the ballet together some time, he said that he’d never expect me to sit through something just so that he can feel closer to his Mum but I confessed that I had wanted to go and see Swan Lake since I was a little girl, dancing around the room pretending I was a prima ballerina. 
 
   As I look at the various pictures of her around the house and remember all that Jackson has told me about her, I’m sad to not have had the chance to meet her. I also think she would have got on like a house on fire with my Mam. 
 
   I find myself in front of the fireplace in the living room, Jackson is still in the dining room and I’m compelled to speak to the woman that will be my mother in law even if she can’t physically be here, I speak quietly, 
 
   “I will take care of him. I love your son. Thank you for making him the wonderful man that he his.” 
 
   As I turn to walk back to the kitchen I see Jackson leaning against the doorframe smiling at me, his arms folded across his chest, 
 
   “Having a nice chat?” he asks with a smile and I blush, embarrassed that he caught me talking to his dead mother, “Its ok Rosie, I didn’t mean to embarrass you. It’s nice that you did that. I talk to her all the time”
 
   “I just wanted her to know how much you mean to me. I know if I had a son and some red haired vixen came into his life I’d probably hate it!” I grin and Jackson laughs and heads into the kitchen, I give Beth a quick glance over my shoulder and follow after my man.
 
    
 
   As the evening arrives and the house fills with people I become nervous. These people know Jackson; they were the ones that saw him getting into fights and brought him home when he was drunk. I look around at the women in the room, there are at least 10 here around our age and I wonder if he has slept with any of them, do they know him as intimately as I do? 
 
   As my mind wanders I feel Jackson’s hand on mine and his fingers interlink with my own, I forget my concerns, 
 
   “Rosie, come and meet John. He’s hilarious but for all the wrong reasons!” Jackson introduces me to John who runs the farm next door. He’s at least seventy with grey hair above his ears and a black toupee on top of his head. Jackson informs me privately that he only wears it to social events and replaces it with a flat cap when he’s working. 
 
   Jackson and I spend about ten minutes chatting to John and his party hair about the price of cattle and other farming issues before Jackson is pounced upon by an attractive brunette, 
 
   “Jackson you’re back. I didn’t think we’d see you back here for New Year anytime soon” the brunette smiles and leans up to plant a kiss on Jackson’s cheek. When she lowers back down she leaves her hands on his arms and my thoughts from earlier return.
 
   “Hi Molly, It’s great to see you” Jackson smiles at her before introducing her to me, “This is Rosie, my fiancée” Molly looks at me and then Jackson as though she can’t believe her ears, she snaps out her response, 
 
   “You…Engaged? You’ve got to be joking?!” She looks at Jackson, confusion clear to see in her eyes,
 
   “No Mol, it’s true. It’s been a bit of a whirlwind but we’re happy” Jackson slides an arm around my waist and pull me close to him as Molly raises her glass, 
 
   “Well then, to the happy couple” she downs her drink and turns on her heels, She can’t get away quick enough and I look to a laughing Jackson for an explanation,
 
   “We had a bit of a thing years back, but I told her I’d never settle down. I guess it’s a shock to see me with you, for everyone” Jackson leans down to kiss me on the temple, “Let’s get you a drink”
 
    
 
   “Come on you lot, get in the front room it’s nearly time” Pete calls all his guests to gather around the TV, he’s turned off the music and increased the volume on the BBC coverage. 
 
   Big Ben fills the screen, ticking down the last minutes of the year, and I look around at the room full of happy faces waiting to ring in the New Year. Jackson pulls me into a hug and looks into my eyes as the people around us start counting down from ten, 
 
   “This is going to be our year Rosie” I can only focus on Jackson as the crowd continues to count,
 
   “THREE, TWO, ONE…” 
 
   “Happy New Year Alvez” Jackson kisses me and I can feel the conviction behind his words in his passionate embrace, this is our year.
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   I wake with a start realising for the first time in weeks that I’m alone in bed. Jackson has an early start this morning at the magazine that he writes for, so he went home late last night. It’s surprising how quickly you get used to someone sleeping beside you. 
 
   It’s still dark outside so I reach for my phone to see what time it is. “Ah Rosie sleep!” I say out loud to myself when I see that it’s only four fifteen am, but it’s no good. I’m awake now and once I’m awake there’s no getting back to sleep so reluctantly, I get up.
 
    
 
   After taking about ten minutes to make a coffee I sit at my desk and reluctantly turn my laptop on. One good thing about Jackson not being here last night is that I slept in flannel pyjamas and fluffy socks instead of being naked as the day I was born, I’m thankful for the warmth this early on a cold January Monday morning. 
 
   I open my email account and start to trawl through the emails that have been sent in over the weekend. I have a rule that I don’t check emails between six pm on a Friday and eight am on a Monday, but I guess four forty five today will do.
 
   The first email that I come to is from a contact of mine that is helping me with a piece that I’m writing. It’s a follow up to the article about the nursery, this time it’s about similar charities in the UK.
 
   From: Geoff@Home4kidz.co.uk
 
   To: Rosetta.Alvez@author.com
 
   Subject: Your wish is my command…
 
   ‘Hi Rosetta, 
 
   I’ve attached all of the background info that you needed for the article. I look forward to reading it.
 
   Regards,
 
   Geoff’
 
    
 
   I click on the attached document and start to read through the information that Geoff has sent over, it’s exactly what I’m after and I feel inspired enough to get straight to work.
 
   I’m stopped in my flow by the overwhelming need for another coffee, it’s getting light and when I check the time on my laptop I realise that I have been up and writing for three hours already. Jackson will surely be up by now so I pick up my phone to text him, 
 
   ‘Good Morning my sexy man, this is your 7:45 wakeup call x’ I click send and smile as I head back into the kitchen to put the kettle on, my phone beeps its reply, 
 
   ‘Go away…5 more minutes x’ I laugh as an image of teenage Jackson trying to get out of going to school pops into my head and decide not to text back, yet.
 
    
 
   At five past eight my phone rings, I’m expecting it to be Jackson so I am surprised when I see ‘Gold Square’ on the caller ID,
 
   “Rosetta Alvez” I answer, a curious tone in my voice,
 
   “Good Morning Rosetta. It’s Sarah from Gold Square. Can I put you through to Francesca?” Sarah is extremely perky for this time in the morning, 
 
   “Yeah sure” I ready myself, Frankie always makes me nervous, especially when I have no idea what she is calling me about,
 
   “Rosie, hi it’s Frankie. Good Christmas?” she doesn’t give me chance to answer “I have news. We’ve booked you on a tour. Signings, interviews...the works. The book has been received really well Rosie and now we need to get you out there to push it, sound good?” 
 
   Wow, I’m excited! I’ve been very successful as a writer but I’ve never done a book tour before.
 
   “Yeah Frankie, that sounds great, thank you” I’m over the moon and want to get her off the phone so that I can call Jackson and let him know,
 
   “Great, I’ll email you now with all of the details and we’ll catch up next week. I’ll check the diary and send you an appointment” Frankie isn’t one for pleasantries and hangs up immediately. I select Jackson from my contacts list and press call, 
 
   “Guess who’s been booked on a book tour?” I question playfully,
 
   “Really Rosie?  That’s great, when is it?” his question makes me realise that I didn’t ask Frankie for any details, 
 
   “Oh, I don’t know. I was excited and didn’t think to ask” I am embarrassed and Jackson laughs, 
 
   “Oh Rosie, you’re so cute sometimes. Shall I come over after work? I missed you last night” his words send my stomach into knots, 
 
   “Yes definitely! I missed you too, I’ll cook. Now get to work slacker, I’ll see you tonight”
 
   “See you later beautiful” He hangs up and I suddenly feel energised and excited so head for a shower. I need to get dressed and go out, I’ve got a tour to shop for…I need Pippa!
 
    
 
   “Oh my gosh Rosie, I’m so proud of you!” Pippa is over the moon when we meet outside Selfridges at just after eleven. She’s been spending the morning editing shots from a fashion shoot she did over the weekend and was happy for the break when I called. 
 
   “I know, I’m really excited about it Pip, and a bit nervous. I think Jackson will be able to come to some dates but he has a lot of work on lately and his book deadline. I need to get all the details,”
 
   “Well when you have the itinerary we can look at my schedule and I’ll try and meet you somewhere on the tour” Pip smiles and I realise that this is a huge thing for me; the look of pride in my best friend’s eyes tells me so, “So Rosetta Alvez, what look are we going for on this tour?”
 
   We head further into the store and Pip the personal shopper is in her element, dressing me in chic suits and sleek dresses that are the perfect mix of professional and sexy. After a couple of hours, Pippa needs to get back to work so laden with bags containing an entire new wardrobe I head home, with a smile on my face as wide as the Thames.
 
    
 
   I open the door to Jackson at ten past five and am practically attacked as he hands me a bunch of flowers and throws his arms around me, kissing me passionately, 
 
   “Honey, I’m home” he smiles as he speaks softly and kisses my forehead before releasing me, “I’m proud you you!” 
 
   He follows me into the kitchen as I return to the paella that I’m cooking for tea, 
 
   “That smells great babe” Jackson speaks as he pushes himself up to sit on the work surface behind me, “Listen, I got some info today for the flights. We’ll need to get them booked soon if we’re going to fly on the twenty fifth” his words stop me in my tracks and wide eyed, I bite my lip and turn to face him, “Rosie what’s wrong?”
 
   He looks at me confused. When I read Frankie’s email earlier on, Steve and Annie’s wedding hadn’t even crossed my mind. I scrunch my eyes up and then tentatively open one and then the other, 
 
   “I forgot about the wedding Jackson. My book tour starts on the thirtieth” I bite my thumb nail anxiously as I wait for his reply,
 
   “Oh, shit Rosie” he takes a breath and continues, “Well, you have to do the tour I get that. I’m gutted though, I was looking forward to it” he pushes himself off the counter top and comes closer to hold me in his arms, “I don’t know how I’m going to manage two weeks without you.”
 
   He kisses me softly and I feel filled with worry and regret. Two weeks in paradise, alone! I just hope that he can manage it without me, the thought of him remembering that he prefers being single terrifies me.
 
    
 
   I wait with Jackson until he has to go through to departures,
 
   “Hey don’t look so sad, it’s only two weeks and then I’ll see you north of the border” Jackson is home before my tour is finished so he’s booked a return to Glasgow to meet me on the Scottish leg of my tour,
 
   “I know. I’m just going to miss you and…” I stop before I reveal my concerns but Jackson is way ahead of me, using a gentle hand under my chin he tips my head up so that he can look into my eyes,
 
   “Rosie, there’s only you. There will only ever be you. You have nothing to worry about” he kisses me and feel the truth behind his words. He loves me; I have to trust in that.
 
    
 
   As I watch Jackson head through the departure gate I realise that I’m going to have to get used to saying goodbye to him, he is a travel writer and this is his life. I push aside my concerns and just enjoy the last view that I’ll have of my fiancé for two whole weeks. Tears fall from my eyes as I realise that I don’t know how to cope with missing someone, I’ve never had to before.
 
    
 
   I get in a taxi with the intention of heading for home, but Rafael’s Café, Shoreditch High Street comes out of my mouth in place of my address.
 
   “Hey little Sis!”  Rafe greets me warmly when I enter the quiet café, “Has he gone then?” he asks and I nod pitifully in response, “Ah get used to it babe, he’ll be back soon enough. Sit down; let me get you a coffee!”
 
   I head over to my usual window seat and take out my phone, there’s a text from Jackson. I didn’t hear my phone and I panic that he won’t get my reply for about twelve hours, 
 
   ‘Hey beautiful, saying goodbye is hard, but saying hello in two weeks will be amazing. Be good, I love you x’
 
   My heart leaps into my throat, he’s right, it’s only two weeks and then he’ll be home, and he’ll be all mine! 
 
    
 
   I leave Rafael’s feeling more upbeat than when I arrived. Rafe and Matthew are going to come over this evening and I’m looking forward to spending some time with them. I haven’t seen much of them since Christmas because of work, we haven’t been able to find any time to get together.
 
   By the time I reach my flat, I’m thinking more about what to cook for tea than the fact that I miss Jackson, so when I open my door to an envelope with ‘Rosie’ handwritten on the front in Jackson’s handwriting, I’m shocked and immediately miss him like mad again. He must have left it there when he locked up this morning, he sent me down to tell the taxi that we were on the way.
 
   I open the envelope and a key falls out onto the floor, I’ll pick that up in a moment but first I pull out the notecard and turn it over to read it, 
 
   ‘Beautiful Rosetta, I’ll be home to you soon but if while I’m gone you want to feel close to me, this is a key to my flat. Let yourself in anytime (this invitation will still stand once I’m home) I love you. Good luck with your tour, I will see you very soon! X’
 
   I bend down and pick up the key, this is big. There’s a lump in my throat as I remember giving Michael a key to my flat, he never left! 
 
   I decide to take things slowly with Jackson, I know we’re engaged but one day at a time is the best way forward if we’re going to last. I drop the key into my handbag and head straight for the kitchen.
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   “Jacko! Great to see you mate” Steve meets me at Krabi airport, without the pink name sign this time,
 
   “You too man, how you feeling?” I ask when Steve releases me from the man hug that he had pulled me into,
 
   “Great dude, I’m so excited. It’s a shame Rosie couldn’t come though, are you two ok?” I can tell he’s concerned that I’ve fucked it up already,
 
   “Better than ok Stevo she just has to work. I’m not too proud to say you were right about us!” I punch him on the shoulder as he savours the taste of glory,
 
   “Better get you a beer then mate, because you’ll be useless after a couple of days without her, trust me! Come on” 
 
    
 
   After the freezing cold winter of England it’s great to be back in the sun. I’ve always said that I was built for warmer climates, it’s just a shame I was born in the Yorkshire Dales.
 
   I’m staying with Steve and Annie and to be honest I’m grateful for it. I have no desire to be with anybody other than Rosie, but the lack of temptation when staying with friends makes her feel a lot more comfortable about me being here without her. She hasn’t said as much but I saw the relief on her face when I told her this is where I would be.
 
   I’m exhausted from the early start yesterday and the long flight, I need to get some sleep so head in for a nap. I send Rosie a quick email to let her know that I got here safe and close my eyes, I’m shattered.
 
    
 
   “Morning gorgeous” Stevo wakes me up with a cold beer, my second favourite way to wake up,
 
   “Nice one bud, what time is it?” I ask a little sleepily,
 
   “Four pm mate, I thought you better get up now so you can sleep tonight. Fancy some grub?” 
 
   “Yeah, sounds good” I get up and tell Steve I just need to dig out some shorts and I’ll be with him, he heads out of the room and I check my phone, 
 
   ‘Glad you’re there safe baby. Be good, see you soon. I love you xxx’ 
 
   Rosie’s text puts a smile on my face and a spring in my step as I head out for some food with my soon to be married best mate.
 
    
 
   “So Stevo, who’s here then?” I ask over a Pad Thai and a cold Singha,
 
   “Mum and Dad got here yesterday, they’re staying in that hotel that Rosie stayed at. Sasha gets in on Thursday” 
 
   Sasha is the third wheel in mine and Steve’s tricycle of friendship. We’ve all been friends since university and get on like a house on fire. Sasha is the girl that men want to fuck and girls want to be, she’s funny and cool, likes sports and is drop dead gorgeous. She’s also been my go to shag for the past ten years. Steve notices the uncomfortable look on my face at the mention of her name. He never approved of us being fuck buddies and has always been adamant that friendships and sex shouldn’t mix, “Don’t pull that face Jacko, you know my opinion when it comes to you two. Just remember that you’re with Rosie now”
 
   “Like I could forget! I’m not going to be doing anything I shouldn’t. I’m just worried you know, one day Rosie will meet Sash and Sasha is just the right amount of bitch to tell Rosie all the sordid details of our past, of which there are many…it’s not like either of us are shy in the bedroom!” 
 
   I scratch the back of my head, Sasha and I have had some sexual contact every single time we’ve been in each other’s company for the past three years. It got harder to keep a lid on things whenever we were together, even leaving Steve sitting on his own at the table in a restaurant when he came home last year so that Sasha could give me a blow job in the toilets in between the starter and main courses. I know I need to keep my wits about me this time. 
 
   “Yeah well, just keep it in your pants, what you’ve done pre-Rosie is irrelevant.” Somehow I don’t think Rosie will see my being close friends with someone I know so intimately as irrelevant. But I just sip my beer and hope for the best.
 
    
 
   On Thursday morning I reluctantly agree to do Steve a favour so that he can get some wedding stuff done. I take Annie’s car and try to keep my head straight as I set out on my way. Steve has asked me to pick Sasha up because he and Annie are taking his parents shopping for traditional Thai outfits for the wedding.
 
   “Hey stranger” Sasha walks through Krabi airport arrivals. She has so much confidence in the fact that men and a lot of women find her completely irresistible that she seems to float. She looks gorgeous, ‘Keep it in your pants Jackson,’ Steve’s warning rings in my ears, 
 
   “Hey Sash, you look well” I kiss her on the cheek and give her a hug, “Just one bag? Not like you to pack light!” 
 
   “Jackson all I need is bikinis and a couple of dresses, where’s Steve?” Sasha looks past me trying to find our friend,
 
   “Shopping with the parents” I smile and she passes her bag to me, “let’s get you back to the house then.” 
 
    
 
   Sasha is also staying with Steve and Annie. As much as it’s great to catch up with her as a friend I just hope it doesn’t come back to bite me on the arse when Rosie meets her. 
 
   “Wow, this place is great” Sasha heads out to the pool as I put her bag down and follow her out, “Fancy a dip?” she turns and looks at me with a look that I’ve seen in her eyes a thousand times,
 
   “Sash…” I protest, 
 
   “I know I know, you’re engaged! You can’t blame a girl for trying Jackson” she smiles and I relax a little, I can resist “Go on then Jamo, get us a beer!” 
 
   As I head into the kitchen I can’t help but see through the window as Sasha strips down to the bikini that she has been wearing under her clothes. I notice that she’s curvier than I’ve ever seen her before, but all I can really think of is Rosie, ‘It’s ok Jackson, she’s just a friend’ I tell myself and head back out to the garden.
 
    
 
   By the time Steve and Annie return home with his parents Sasha and I have had a good couple of hours to catch up. She’s told me about a guy she was seeing but that she doesn’t see it going anywhere, and all about her new job as an event organiser. I’ve told her all about Rosie and she seemed sincere when she said how happy she was that I’ve met someone that can finally make me give up my bachelor ways. 
 
   “Sasha! Hello gorgeous!” Steve gives Sasha a bear hug and picks her up to spin her around. Laughing he pulls her away to introduce her to Annie while his parents sit at the table with me. His dad looks thankful for some shade and the cold beer I’ve just placed in front of him,
 
   “So Jackson, we hear you’ve been tamed?” Steve’s Mum worries about me more than he does, so the news of my engagement was a huge relief to her, “It’s a shame she couldn’t come with you, I’m dying to meet the woman that’s got you on your knees” she winks and smiles at me and I laugh,
 
   “She’ll be in Devon Kath, you’ll love her” I smile back just as Steve, Annie and Sasha head back out of the house. We’re having a BBQ and a few drinks and I feel relaxed, I’m in great company, with good friends, the only thing missing is the woman I love. I send Rosie a text, ‘BBQ at Steve’s tonight, I’ll try calling you tomorrow, about 7pm your time. Love you xxx’
 
    
 
   I’ve had a great evening and feel that I’ve turned a corner with Sasha. I’m not even tempted when she hints about being all alone in the next room and instead head to bed alone. 
 
   My phone is flashing on the bedside table; it’s a text from Rosie, ‘I have a dinner thing gorgeous. Saturday? same time? x” 
 
   I’m a little disappointed, I’ve been here four days and we keep missing each other, all we’ve managed so far is a few texts here and there. It’s only going to get worse come Monday when she starts her tour.
 
   I look at the clock and consider calling her now, but realise it’ll be about ten am in England and she’ll more than likely be right in the middle of working, so I text back instead,
 
   ‘Ok baby, I miss you x’
 
    
 
    
 
   I am exhausted, I’ve only been on my book tour for four days but it’s been none stop. To make it worse, I’ve hardly managed to speak to Jackson at all and I miss him so much. We have been able to text and he’s emailed me a couple of times to see how things are going, but we’ve both been so busy. Him with the wedding and me being Francesca’s puppet, we’ve only actually managed one ten minute phone call. It’s bad enough not being able to see or touch him, but to not even hear his voice is torture.
 
   The tour is going really well though and I got into Liverpool this morning. Pippa is en route to join me and we’re going to out for some dinner and a catch up this evening, I can’t wait.
 
    
 
   “Hey you sexy bitch, missed ya!” Pip calls out as she runs from the train to hug me,
 
   “Oh my god I’m so happy to see you!” I hug my best friend and she looks me in the eyes,
 
   “Missing him?” I just nod and stick out my bottom lip pitifully, “Come on you, I need a burger and a glass of vino” she hooks her arm in mine and pulling her travel case along behind her as we leave Lime Street Station in search of a bar.
 
    
 
   Over dinner Pip and I catch up on how the tour has gone, a new contract she’s just landed and about how much I miss Jackson and can’t wait to see him, and how much I love him, and how happy he makes me…I’m even boring myself but I don’t seem to be able to stop the words rolling off my tongue, over and over again.
 
   “So, Rosetta, when you’ve finished whimpering about your perfect man” Pippa rolls her eyes playfully and I laugh, “I have news!” she places her palms down on the table like she is bracing to tell me something serious, “I have a boyfriend”
 
   “What?” In over two decades of friendship, I have actually never heard those words from her before, “Like a serious, monogamous, relationship?” I cannot hide my smile, 
 
   “Yes, well not serious. Not yet anyway, it’s very new…but I like him a lot, and he came to visit me last week and said he wants to give it a real go. The distance sucks a bit though” She looks up at me and blushes, I’m confused,
 
   “Distance? Where does he live then?” I question, 
 
   “Buxton” She smiles and I realise,
 
   “BEN? Oh my god Pip, that’s awesome, I love Ben!” I’m over the moon, Pippa has never had a real relationship and I always worried that when she did, it would be with completely the wrong guy, but Ben is an absolute sweetheart and he’s gorgeous.
 
   “Well hands off, you’ve got you own. I’m happy RoRo, I think we’ll be good together” she smiles, the girliest shyest smile that I’ve ever seen from her and I’m overjoyed, 
 
   “Me too babe, I’m really pleased for you! 
 
    
 
   We’re staying at the Hotel Indigo, it’s a trendy new hotel in central Liverpool and I absolutely love it. It’s more contemporary than I usually go for, being a hopeless romantic I’m usually a country house kind of girl but this place is great and the staff are fantastic. Pip of course loves the clean lines and bright colours used all over the hotel and is like an excited small child by the time we make it to our room,
 
   “Oh Rosie, I love this place, well done you!” she is impressed,
 
   “Well done Gold Square Pip, I didn’t book it!” I flop down onto my bed and Pip jumps on next to me, 
 
   “Come on, let’s get dolled up and go out!” she smiles excitedly and I can’t help but laugh at her childish enthusiasm, 
 
   “As you wish Carvalho! Shotgun having a shower first though” I jump up and quickly run into the bathroom closing the door behind me as Pippa protests that she has longer hair than me so needs more time, I giggle, it feels great to have my best friend by my side again.
 
    
 
   Pip and I head out into Liverpool, dressed to the nines and ready to party. The people here just seem to want to have a good time and the mood is infectious. We bump into a male model that Pippa knows and he invites us to join him and his friends at a club called Playground, and playground it is! 
 
   Pippa fits in perfectly with the models, footballers and soap stars but I feel awkward and strange amongst all of these perfect people. I have always felt awkward around really beautiful people, even Rafe and Pip. I know I’m not ugly but I was a tomboy when I was younger and as I got older my hair got wilder and I think I stopped growing years before I should have. Despite being petite I feel lanky and gawky and just learned to sink into the shadows. Since I met Jackson, my confidence has started to rise slowly but surely. He tells me every day that I’m beautiful and sexy, he loves that I’m small enough to pick up and carry to the bedroom and I know that I turn him on, he’s a walking erection most of the time that we’re together, but years of Michael putting me down have had an effect, and now being surrounded by these people that look like they have been photo shopped it’s intimidating. I decide to try and let go and Pip and I head to the dance floor.
 
    After a couple of hours of trying to appear like im enjoying myself, Pip being Pip takes me by the arm and leads me out of the club,
 
   “Sorry RoRo, I could see you felt uncomfortable in there!” She apologises and starts to walk, pulling me with her by our linked arms, 
 
   “Everyone in there is just so…perfect Pip, I just felt a bit weird” I feel guilty for making her feel that she had to leave when she was having such a great time, she stops and laughs, 
 
   “Rosetta, that place and those people…that was far from perfect! Perfect is you, me and the hotel bar. Come on Honey, let’s go!” 
 
   I’m surprised as we head back toward the hotel; Pip wasn’t enjoying herself as much as I thought she was...she really has changed.
 
    
 
   We get back to the hotel and head for the bar, Pip orders a bottle of wine and we grab a table by the window. She spends a couple of hours catching me up on details about Ben Long that I really shouldn’t know but am glad that I do, and I can’t help but feel excited for the future. Pip, Rafe and I were the three musketeers for so long, but now we’re all growing up and settling down and I wonder what’s around the corner for us all. What I do know is that we’ll all be facing it together.
 
   After a great evening Pip and I are ready for bed, more than slightly intoxicated, happy and both completely loved up. 
 
   “Ring him” Pip tries to encourage me to call Jackson,
 
   “Pip, it’s about six in the morning in Thailand, he’ll kill me” I giggle in my drunken state,
 
   “Nah, he’s the other side of the world, he can’t reach! Ring him!” She throws my phone onto the bed and I notice that it’s already calling him,
 
   “PIP!” 
 
   “Hello” I hear Jackson’s voice muffled through the phone and pick it up, 
 
   “Hey baby. Sorry it’s late, I mean early! Sorry” I feel terrible for waking him but giddy knowing that he’s on the other end of the phone, 
 
   “Rosie, is everything ok? You’re up late for a school night” the sound of his voice is heaven, 
 
   “Pip’s here, we had a few drinks and I just missed you so… sorry for waking you” I’m embarrassed, 
 
   “You didn’t Alvez. You know me, I’m an early bird. It’s so good to hear your voice. I miss you like crazy” I bite my lip, he misses me
 
   “Me too, it’s been hell not speaking to you” there’s a pause as we both take a moment to appreciate that we’re actually talking, “Hey guess what, Pippa’s got a boyfriend!” Pippa throws a pillow at me to try and shut me up but Jackson has already heard me loud and clear, I’m giggling as he responds, 
 
   “Really, who’s the lucky bloke? Anyone I know?” he questions,
 
   “Yes actually, but we’ll catch up on that when you’re home. How are the wedding plans coming along? All ready for tomorrow?” I feel myself sobering by the minute as I talk to him, 
 
   “Yeah it’s all go, Steve is like a kid at Christmas; Annie has gone to her parents’ house now. I’m looking forward to it, partly because the sooner it’s over the sooner I can get back to you” he says quietly, I guess it’s just in case Steve hears him, 
 
   “Jackson, do you want coffee?” I hear the voice of an English woman call to him and my heart sinks, why is there a woman asking him about coffee at six in the morning?
 
   “Rosie that’s Sasha, she’s a friend!” he explains without being asked, “You have nothing to worry about,”
 
   His words do put me at ease but being so far away from him is hard. I am so tired and as much as I don’t want to, I have to say goodnight and get some sleep,
 
   “Ok babe I trust you. Listen, I'm exhausted so I'm going to go. Let me know how tomorrow goes” 
 
   “Ok sweetie, I will. Get some sleep, I love you”
 
   “I love you too Jackson, I miss you”
 
   “Me too beautiful, speak soon” 
 
    
 
   We hang up and I look over to a version of Pippa that I have never seen before, one that is smiling at her phone like a teenage girl. 
 
   I am struggling to keep my eyes open now so quickly change into some pyjamas and climb into bed, Pippa is in the middle of a text conversation with her new man and the thought makes me smile as my head hits the pillow and I give in to the tiredness.
 
   


[bookmark: _Toc350577008]Chapter Five 
 
   The wedding day is finally here. It’s an early start as we had to be at Annie’s parents’ house for seven am for the arrival of the monks that are coming to bless the happy couple, Rosie’s wakeup call helped!
 
   The Thai wedding is full of traditions to uphold and Steve wants to make sure that it’s perfect for Annie, she’s dreamt of this day since she was a little girl.
 
   The monks chant and say prayers before placing a lit candle in a bowl of water. Steve, Annie and their guests all then offer food to the monks and we leave the room to allow them to eat. After their meal, the monks begin their chants again and a senior monk blesses us all with holy water. After the blessing, Steve, Sasha, his parents and I leave Annie’s parents’ house to go back to Steve’s and prepare for the khan maak procession. 
 
    
 
   “How you doing bud?” I ask Steve while we change into traditional Thai suits ready for the procession,
 
   “I’m good, we’ve been waiting for this day for a long time so it’s exciting that it’s finally here” Steve seems nervous behind the happiness that he is projecting and I suspect it’s because of the pressure of making sure he gets everything right,
 
   “You’re doing great mate, I’m happy for you” I pat him on the shoulder to reassure him just as Sasha leans around the door to Steve’s room and wolf whistles, 
 
   “Wow, check you two out! Come on then, let’s get this show on the road”
 
    
 
   The procession is a fun, happy tradition with musicians playing long instruments like trombones and dancing all of the way to Annie’s parent’s house. Once we arrive at the house, women from Annie’s family block the way with gold and silver ribbons, meant to symbolise gates. Steve has to negotiate his way through the gates by offering money in envelopes as a key.
 
   Annie’s relatives certainly make it difficult for him, joking that he’s not offering enough money to convince them to open the gates. Everyone is laughing and teasing Steve and there is so much happiness in the air you can almost touch it. 
 
   Once the gates are successfully negotiated, Steve’s family present gifts to Annie’s family, including banana and sugar plants as these traditionally represent fertility, and food is offered and laid out for dead ancestors.
 
   The next part of the wedding ceremony is conducted by a senior elder of Annie’s family; Steve and Annie wear traditional Thai clothing and kneel down. They ‘wai’ as white cord is used to link their heads together, this is meant to link together their destinies. Water is poured by the elder and then the guests from a conch shell over the hands of Steve and Annie with bowls of flowers underneath the hands to catch the water. 
 
    
 
   After all of the tradition of the day, I am looking forward to the informal evening that Annie has planned. Instead of a formal dinner, the newlyweds have closed Presley’s to the public and we have a buffet of Thai food, an open bar and karaoke!
 
   “Fancy a dance then James” Sasha sits next to me at the bar. I’ve been watching Steve and Annie dancing while various members of their families sing songs dedicated to the newlyweds, I realise as she speaks that I have a stupid grin on my face,
 
   “Yeah ok Sash, why not” 
 
   I walk to the dance floor with Sasha and Steve eyes me warily. I shake my head to let him know that I’m not going to do anything stupid as Sasha takes my hands and we start to dance to Kath’s rendition of ‘Club Tropicana.’
 
    
 
   I’m having a fantastic time! everyone is laughing and singing, the drinks are flowing and my best friend is the happiest that I have ever seen him. I can’t help but think about what my wedding to Rosie will be like and the thought excites me, I decide to go outside to try and call her.
 
   As I step outside of Presley’s I’m met by the sight of an extremely drunk Sasha throwing up into a plant pot,
 
   “Sash, Jesus. Come on, you need water” I take Sasha’s arm and start to lead her back to Presley’s when she stops me, 
 
   “No Jackson, I just want to go to bed. Will you help me get home?” 
 
   I look at her for a moment. I can’t let her go alone in this state but I’m not ready to leave the wedding and don’t think that Sasha and I should be alone together when we’ve both been drinking. I tell her to sit and head back inside to find Steve, 
 
   “Mate, Sasha’s wasted. I’m gonna take her back and put her to bed. Is that ok?” I ask Steve as he watches his new wife dancing with his Dad,
 
   “Jackson, do you think that’s wise?” he looks me in the eyes, still concerned that I’m going to mess things up with Rosie,
 
   “Steve, she can hardly stand up. I can’t let her go alone. It’s fine, I’m not stupid” he shrugs his shoulders and hands me the keys to his house. I head back outside to Sasha and call a tuk tuk over.
 
    
 
   Back at the house I tell Sasha to go and get into bed and that I’ll bring her some water but when I walk into her room she has sobered up loads and is standing waiting for me, completely naked, 
 
   “Sash, put some clothes on” I look away to allow her to cover up, 
 
   “Jackson come off it, there’s no way you would come back with me if this isn’t what you wanted” She steps toward me and I step back, 
 
   “No Sasha, I don’t want this. I’m getting married you know that!” I turn and leave the room, part of me worries that if I stay too long I won’t be able to stop myself,
 
   “Jackson, you’re not the marrying type! Think about that and when you’re ready to admit it, you know where I am” Sasha calls after me as I head back downstairs and I hear her door slam, she never was good with rejection.
 
   I decide to leave Sasha and head back to the wedding. I see the look of relief in Steve’s eyes when I walk back into the bar and when he hugs me, I feel that same relief myself, I did it.
 
   Annie takes a photo of Steve and I on my phone and I send it to Rosie with a text,
 
   ‘I’ll be with you soon beautiful x’
 
    
 
   By the time we get back to the house I am seeing double of pretty much everything. I have no idea what the time is and just need to collapse and get some sleep. 
 
   In my room I strip my clothes off and flop onto the bed, I know that I should cover up in case Steve’s mum or anyone comes into my room by mistake, but I’m not in control of my limbs. I’m dog tired and pissed as a fart…
 
    
 
   I feel Rosie’s hands slide up my thighs and the soft kiss of her lips on my stomach; I am hard in an instant, begging for her touch, her kiss. She obliges and takes me in her mouth, all of me. I moan as she licks and sucks but then she stops and moves to straddle me. Her hands pin my forearms to the bed as she positions herself above me and plunges down, taking me deep inside her. It feels amazing as she rides up and down and I need to feel her, see her. I open my eyes…
 
    
 
   “SASHA!” Fuck! What am I doing? I push Sasha off me and turn on the bedside lamp, “What are you doing in here Sasha?” I am mortified as I reach for my boxers,
 
   “Well I thought that was obvious Jackson!” she laughs and rage fills me, 
 
   “I was practically comatose Sash, what the fuck?” I scratch the back of my head and throw her a t-shirt, “Cover yourself up!” 
 
   Sasha puts on the t-shirt and stands in front of me, 
 
   “I was just having some fun Jackson, you and I both know you can’t resist me!” she smiles and I’m so incredibly angry, I can’t stand violence towards women but I feel like I could hit her so easily right now. I was out cold and she took advantage, 
 
   “I thought you were Rosie Sasha!” I spit the words out and she looks hurt as she realises that I had no idea what I was doing, “You can’t fucking do shit like that Sash, it’s practically rape! Are you insane? Get the fuck out Sasha, don’t talk to me!” 
 
   Sasha’s mouth drops open and tears fill her eyes as she realises the mistake that she’s made and for some reason, I feel guilty,
 
   “Oh my god! Jackson I’m so sorry. I thought it’s what you wanted” she shakes her head and I can see tears in her eyes as she turns to leave, 
 
   “Sash, you need to realise that I’m with Rosie now, if she forgives me for this that is! Me and you, we can’t do…this” I gesture towards the bed, “Ever again!” 
 
   “I’m sorry” Sasha leaves and I sit on the bed horrified. Without even knowing I was doing it I’ve cheated on Rosie. The one thing that I promised I would never do. Now I need to decide, do I be honest and lose her or keep quiet? I think for a while before I realise that I know the answer, losing her isn’t an option.
 
                 
 
    
 
   


[bookmark: _Toc350577009]Chapter Six 
 
   I am bursting with anticipation. I haven’t seen Jackson for two weeks and I just cannot wait to see him, and feel his arms around me. His connecting flight from Dubai was delayed slightly and I’m eagerly watching the arrivals board to see the status change to ‘Landed.’ 
 
   I’m watching out of the window as planes of different colours and sizes come and go, my coffee is cold as I have been concentrating on looking for Jackson’s flight rather than drinking it. I look out at the runway to see a huge emirates jet touch down on the tarmac and my heart skips a beat, I walk back over to the arrivals board to see the status change. It’s him, he’s home. 
 
   As I wait anxiously for Jackson to walk through the gate I can’t help but smile as I look around and watch families reunite, loved ones holding one another as though their lives depend on it, it warms my heart. I watch as a small girl runs under the barrier calling ‘Daddy’ and is swept up into the arms of her tearful father, she throws her arms around his neck and holds on for dear life, I suspect not wanting to let him go away again. 
 
   As he leans down to put his little girl back on the ground I catch a glimpse behind him of the man that turns my stomach into an Olympic gymnast. 
 
   I am not in control of my own actions as I run forward and into the arms of Jackson. I have missed him so much and can’t wait another second to touch him, it appears the feeling is mutual and he drops his bag and picks me up, spinning me around as he kisses me intensely,
 
   “I missed you!” Jackson squeezes me as though he’s checking that I’m real and I can feel the love in his embrace, “Come on let’s get out of here”
 
   We leave the airport and head outside to get a taxi back to the hotel. I can’t wipe the smile from face as I link my fingers with Jackson’s, I didn’t know that it could feel like this, like you could need a person as much as you need oxygen. It’s scary and comforting at the same time.
 
    
 
   It’s a freezing cold February evening in Glasgow and I’m desperate to get back to the hotel. When the taxi finally arrives outside the Hotel Du Vin, I practically run to the warm lobby leaving Jackson to pay and retrieve his bag from the boot.
 
   “So I get home after twenty hours of travelling and you leave me to pay the taxi and carry my own bag?” Jackson is smiling and I laugh and blow him a kiss, 
 
   “It wasn’t twenty you drama queen, it was seventeen, and it was business class so suck it up! Come on” I head through the lobby and Jackson follows happily.
 
    
 
   Once in the room Jackson dumps his bag and flops down onto the bed. It’s almost nine pm and he looks exhausted, 
 
   “Do you want me to run you a bath Jackson? You look shattered” I ask as I climb to kneel by his side on the bed, 
 
   “Mmm that’d be lovely baby, are you joining me?” he smiles and lifts his hand to pull me close, 
 
   “Silly question James!” I lean down and briefly kiss him on the lips before I head into the bathroom and turn on the taps. 
 
   I went shopping this morning, planning a reunion that would knock Jackson’s socks off. I bought candles and champagne, massage and bath oils, as well as black lingerie that makes me feel like I'm the sexiest woman on the planet. I light candles, more than are probably necessary and fill the bath with hot water. 
 
   I hear music start to play, it’s Jack Johnson so I realise that it’s from Jackson’s iPhone on the dock. I add Ylang Ylang and Patchouli bath oil and the scent fills the air as a sleepy looking but shirtless Jackson walks into the bathroom,
 
   “Smells amazing beautiful, I’m ready for this” Jackson removes the rest of his clothes and stands naked while I turn off the taps and check the temperature of the bath,
 
   “Perfect” I am referring to the sight of my delicious fiancé rather that the bath water but he takes that as a cue to get in,
 
   “Ah jeez Rosie! Are you made of asbestos? That’s boiling!” Jackson pulls a slightly red left foot back out of the water and I giggle, 
 
   “Sorry babe, hang on” I quickly add some cold water, undress and sink into the deep bath smiling at Jackson as he tentatively climbs into the opposite end of the bath, wincing slightly as he lowers into the water.
 
   We sit for a moment, adjusting to the warmth and scent of the bath. We are facing each other when Jackson holds out his hands to me and pulls me closer, and I turn and rest my back against his chest, this is bliss. 
 
   “How was the wedding then? All go ok?” I ask lazily as I lean against Jackson and inhale the arousing scent,
 
   “Shush, plenty of time to catch up on that, let’s just relax and enjoy this” 
 
    
 
   We sit in bliss as the ‘Chill’ playlist loops from the iPod dock; we must have been in the bath for at least twenty minutes, just being together. Jackson’s hands lazily stroking mine, my arms, my legs, I can sense that he is exhausted and despite my need for him to make love to me, I know he needs sleep. Disappointedly I lean forward and turn my head to face him, 
 
   “Come on, you need sleep” I lean in and kiss Jackson softly before pushing myself up to standing,
 
   “My god Rosie, you are beautiful” Jackson looks at my naked body with an intensity in his eyes that melts me. I step out of the bath and watch his eyes following me as I dry myself and leave the bathroom.
 
   Jackson walks back into the bedroom with a towel wrapped around his waist, his skin still glistening from the droplets of water left there. I am already under the covers waiting for him and he smiles as he looks at my mischievous grin,
 
   “Don’t look at me like that Alvez, you know what that look does to me!” he removes the towel from his waist and my eyes are drawn to the erection that he has proudly revealed. I sit up, the covers falling forward and my naked breasts now exposed to Jackson, 
 
   “Come here James!” I command and he complies, climbing onto the bed and above me, pushing me back down onto the mattress as he kicks the quilt off us and the bed and settling himself between my thighs.
 
   Jackson kisses me and the feel of his tongue against mine as his hard penis nudges my clit is enough to drive me insane. I can’t help but dig my fingertips into his shoulder blades and try to encourage him to enter me. I’ve missed this so much.
 
   I rake my fingers down Jackson’s spine as he moves to kiss my neck and I gasp as he runs his tongue along my collar bone. I reach down and take hold of him, guiding him to my waiting entrance as my other hand squeezes hard on his backside, desperate to push him deep inside me.
 
   “Rosie, slow down” Jackson whispers into my ear and then nibbles at my ear lobe,
 
   “I need you inside me, now. I’ve missed you so much” I beg, and he groans into my neck as he pushes inside me. I gasp and he pushes up, looking down into my eyes,
 
   “How can I resist that” Jackson smiles as he finds a rhythm and I bend my knees to allow him greater access.
 
   My orgasm builds quickly and I grip onto Jackson’s shoulder blades as I shudder in absolute ecstasy and close my eyes. I’m losing my mind as the sensations course through my body. When I open my eyes and look at Jackson he is frowning and looks strained,
 
   “Jackson, what’s wrong?” I ask breathlessly as I notice his thrusts slow down and then he is no longer inside me, I lean up on my elbows and look downward, surprised. Jackson’s erection has disappeared as he sits back on his heels and shakes his head, “What happened?” I question confused, 
 
   “I don’t know baby, I guess I’m just tired” 
 
   I am shocked, Jackson is the guy who can have sex and be hard and ready to go again within half an hour, I’ve never known him to lose a hard on before, especially not inside me. He gets up and heads to the bathroom. I have had my release but feel bereft, like I’ve been denied my prize, the delicious sensation of him groaning into my neck as he comes into me.
 
   For some reason I feel like I need to cover myself up and reach in Jackson’s case for a t-shirt, when he comes back from the bathroom he seems to feel the same as he puts on his boxers and climbs into bed. I feel strangely vulnerable and imagine that he must feel the same, but despite his earlier compliments I can’t help but feel unattractive, as though the sight of me coming underneath him turned him off so quickly. The feeling hurts me and I sink down into the pillows, pulling the quilt up to my chest like a security blanket. 
 
   Jackson is quiet and doesn’t look at me for what feels like hours, only adding to my insecurities. Eventually he turns his head to face me, 
 
   “I’m sorry. It’s not you babe I’m just exhausted” he smiles weakly and I’m certain that I see something in his eyes, the same thing that I saw that night in Thailand, shame and regret, like he has something to hide. 
 
   I try to push my paranoia aside, ‘I trust him’ I tell myself, but the seed has been planted. I have convinced myself that Jackson has met someone. In my head I can see him with a mysterious blonde, laughing in bed about his naïve fiancée, back in England with no idea that her world will soon fall apart,
 
   “Did you fuck someone else?” The words leave my mouth before I have any hope of stopping them; Jackson looks at me, horrified,
 
   “What? Why would you ask me that?” he is sitting up now and looking directly at me, I wither slightly under his gaze and sit up, throwing my legs off the side of the bed and turning my back to him.
 
   “You love sex Jackson, more than anyone I’ve ever known. The only way that you wouldn’t be able to finish the job is if you had something to hide, or you’re just not attracted to me anymore, or both!” My brain and mouth are not connected. I know that I’m being irrational, maybe even unfair, but I can’t help the words that are spilling out of me,
 
   “Are you insane Rosie, I’ve been travelling for a fucking day to get to you” He leaves the bed now and walks around to stand in front of me, “How can you even think those things let alone say them?” he is crouching in front of me now, looking up into my eyes with so much sincerity, “I worship you Rosetta, I’m just tired that’s all!” 
 
   Jackson puts his hand to my face and looks into my eyes, I open my mouth to tell him that I’m sorry but something quite different comes out, 
 
   “But you fucked someone else once Jackson, how can I trust that you haven’t had your fun in Thailand this time?” He removes his hand from my cheek and his mouth falls open slightly in shock. I can’t believe that I said that but I did, the words are out there now and can’t be taken back, 
 
   “We’re not doing this again. You can’t forgive me for something and then bring it up again Rosie, it’s done!” he stands and starts to get dressed in jeans and a grey Superdry t-shirt from his suitcase, “I need a drink!” Jackson starts to walk toward the door, picking up his wallet on his way and I am in shock, what is wrong with me?
 
   “Jackson wait, I’m sorry!” he turns and glances at me with a clear mix of hurt and anger in his eyes. He walks back into the room and I’m hopeful, but once he has retrieved his phone from the dressing table he heads for the door and out. I can’t help the tears that have collected in my lower lids from running down my cheeks, I’m such an idiot.
 
   


[bookmark: _Toc350577010]Chapter Seven 
 
   What the hell just happened? I’m shell shocked as I head down to the hotel bar. Rosie just accused me of cheating on her. After all I’ve done to prove to her what she means she still doesn’t trust me, I am angry with her and then I remember that I have no right to be, she’s right not to trust me after what happened with Sasha. 
 
   She’s right, I tell myself over and over again, even in my sleep I cheated on her. She’ll never forgive me especially now, I just lied to her face. 
 
   “What can I get you sir?” the bar man brings me back to reality as I climb onto a stool at the bar, 
 
   “Vodka please, with ice” 
 
    
 
   After four straight vodkas I know that I need to slow down so I order a beer and take out my phone, there’s a text from Rosie,
 
   ‘I’m sorry, come back please x’
 
   She’s infuriating, I don’t know if I can do this! Be with someone that is going to be second guessing my every move, waiting for me to do wrong. I don’t know what I’m supposed to do, I was asleep when Sasha came to me, I wasn’t in control so surely that’s not my fault, it’s not like I carried on once I realised but I still feel the weight of it when I look at Rosie. 
 
   When I saw her underneath me, getting so much pleasure from me, all I could think of was that I had been inside someone else only days ago. I can’t lose her but not being honest with her is killing me. She already doesn’t trust me and if I tell her what happened there’s no way she’ll forgive me. I don’t know why, but I decide to call Rafe,
 
   “Hey Jackson, you’re back! Is everything ok?”
 
   “Ahh Rafe, I don’t know what’s going on, I need help. Have you got five minutes?”
 
   “Yeah, why what’s up? Is Rosie ok? Are you drunk?” 
 
   “We’ve had a row; she’s accusing me of cheating on her”
 
   “Well, have you?” his tone of voice becomes serious, and I pause and take a breath, why on earth did I call him?
 
   “Would I really call you if I had? Of course I haven’t” I am torn, half of me believing I did nothing wrong, and half of me feeling like I’m drowning in lies,
 
   “Listen Jackson, Rosie has been through a lot. She’s been betrayed more than anyone so young should have been and it’s hard for her to trust people. Knowing my sister she’ll be beating herself up as we speak because she knows she’s been stupid! Go to her Jackson, stick with her”
 
   “Rafe, I know her ex fucked her over but I’m doing everything that I can to show her that I love her. I flew to Glasgow to see her but if she’s never going to trust me…” I take a breath “I don’t know if I can live like that!” 
 
   “Listen, she’ll open up to you at some point I’m sure but it’s not all about Michael. Rosie has been through when it comes to blokes. Every single one she has been involved with has betrayed her trust. She keeps trying to get it right but in her head she’s just waiting for the next heart break. She does trust you Jackson, she just doesn’t trust her own feelings” I can’t find any words to respond, “Go to her Jackson. Be with her. I’ll see you soon mate” 
 
   “Ok, thanks Rafe. See you soon” Rafe hangs up and I put my phone down on the bar, the photo of Rosie set as the wallpaper flashes up before the screen goes dim and I know I have to do whatever it takes. I head back up to the room.
 
   “Jackson, I’m sorry” Rosie is sitting on the bed with her knees pulled up to her chest as though she’s using them as a protective shield, “I do trust you, I’m just … stupid, please don’t leave me” I can clearly see her eyes glistening with tears and my heart breaks,
 
   “Rosie, I’m going nowhere” I walk toward the bed and she releases her knees, “Come here Alvez” I hold out my arms to her and she pushes herself up onto her knees and throws her arms around my neck, she’s clinging on for dear life, 
 
   “I…I have been hurt Jackson, more than once and it’s just hard for me to accept that you won’t do it as well” I feel sick as she speaks, she is trusting me and I know I don’t deserve it, 
 
   “Shush! It’s done now. Let’s get some sleep, im bushed”
 
   We climb into bed and within moments of me holding her, Rosie is asleep and breathing deeply on my chest. Despite my exhaustion I’m struggling to fall asleep, I can’t stop thinking about my conversation with Rafe. How many times has Rosie had her heart broken? I know that I’m going to add to the tally. 
 
   That’s not an option; I can’t let her find out.
 
    
 
   I wake as Rosie stretches out beside me and turns onto her side. I am shattered, I look at my phone and notice that the time is only six forty am, it’s still dark outside and I must have only had about four hours sleep. I slide up to Rosie’s back and wrap my arm around her waist; it’s strange to feel her sleeping in a t-shirt as she’s normally always naked in bed. 
 
   I slide my hand up under the material and stroke my hand across her tummy, she responds by taking a deep breath and pushing her backside against me, another strange feeling as I’m wearing boxers.
 
   I push my fingers up Rosie’s soft skin and gently stroke her breasts, ‘she is perfect’ I think as I drag a finger back over her nipple and she pushes back once again, an invitation that I’m glad to accept after last night. I’m hard as hell and when Rosie sleepily takes hold of my hand and guides it down between her legs I’m encouraged and bury my face into her neck, nibbling softly in that way that drives her insane. 
 
   She leans back toward me, parting her legs slightly to give me better access. She is wet and so warm as I dip a finger inside briefly and run the moisture upwards, Rosie rocks her hips back into me in response, My dick is so hard and pressing against her as she pushes backward is driving me crazy, and encouraging me to circle her clit harder and faster with my fingers. 
 
   Rosie reaches her hand behind her back taking hold of me. It feels great as she squeezes and pulls upwards and back down, I can’t help but groan into her ear and push my hips forward in response. In what seems like seconds Rosie readjusts and pushes herself onto me, I push slowly into her and she leans her head back indicating that I’m pressing the right buttons.
 
   It’s bliss to be inside her, she rolls forward so that she is face down on the mattress and I roll with her, kissing the back of her neck and shoulders as I continue a slow pace inside her. Rosie pushes her backside up off the bed allowing me deeper and I kneel upright between her legs, gripping her hips as I start to thrust hard and fast deep inside her. She muffles a scream into the mattress and grips me tightly as she comes hard and fast, I can’t hold off as she clenches gloriously and I gasp as I empty into her…
 
    
 
   “Welcome home Mr James” Rosie smiles up at me from the pillow, sated and flushed in the cheeks as I return from the bathroom, 
 
   “It’s good to be back baby. Right then, breakfast and then we’re taking Glasgow by storm!” 
 
   I can do this; I can push what happened in Thailand to the back of my mind and spend a happy monogamous lifetime with this amazing woman.
 
    
 
   We order room service and eat breakfast in bed, then dress and head out into the city. As we walk, Rosie clings to my arm for warmth and fills me in on how the book tour has gone.
 
   We’re walking and talking as though we’re the only people in the world. Listening to Rosie so excited about the feedback she’s received on the tour makes me smile and when I talk about the wedding over a coffee I have to stop half way through telling her about it and just kiss her, I looked up to see her resting her chin in her hands and watching me, listening intently and smiling, she’s adorable. 
 
   While we eat lunch I start to panic about Rosie meeting Sasha in a couple of days, I can’t risk Sash letting on about what happened, I can’t let Rosie get hurt like that. I’m sure that Sasha won’t say a word; we talked before I came home to try and smooth things out. She begged me not to go to the police saying that she had raped me, I told her not to be ridiculous and that she made the most stupid mistake she’ll ever make, but it was just a mistake. 
 
   For some reason I told her we could still be friends, I don’t know why, I think it was partly because she was crying and partly to keep her on side. Sasha values our friendship and won’t jeopardise it I’m certain, but she can be a nasty piece of work when she wants, and they say there’s nothing like a woman scorned. 
 
   When Rosie asks me what’s wrong I realise that I haven’t said a word or looked at her for a while, I just assure her that I’m really enjoying my food, she seemed to believe me. 
 
   Rosie and I spend the whole day shopping and dipping in and out of bars to warm up. We’re both a bit drunk when we get back to the hotel, rosy cheeked from the cold and the alcohol and decide to get room service and curl up and watch a film in bed. 
 
   We are heading back to London tomorrow and then on to Devon for Steve and Annie’s wedding part two so I want to make the most of this, while I have her to myself.
 
    
 
    
 
   


[bookmark: _Toc350577011]Chapter Eight 
 
   “Are we nearly there yet?” 
 
   “No Pippa, we’re five minutes further along the road than the last time you asked!” Jackson smiles at Pip in the rear-view mirror and she laughs from the back seat of the car. 
 
   Jackson has hired a car to take us to Devon as it was going to be a nightmare journey on public transport. Watching him drive is quite a turn on; he is confident behind the wheel and handles the car perfectly, weaving in and out of the traffic to get us to Tavistock in record time.
 
    
 
   We pull into the driveway of The Horn of Plenty and I’m immediately struck by the beauty of the place. The loveliness of the hotel and grounds is accentuated by the dusting of February snow highlighting every surface that it sits on. The centrepiece of the driveway is a slate lined fountain with neatly trimmed bushes, everything is white with frost as the icicles catch the light of the afternoon sun and shine like jewels as we cast our eyes toward the impressive entrance porch. 
 
   The wedding is tomorrow, Steve and Annie are not yet legally married as their ceremony in Thailand was just a religious one, so I feel privileged to be one of less than one hundred guests here to witness them actually becoming husband and wife. We head into the hotel and after checking in and putting our things in the rooms, we all head down to the bar for some lunch. 
 
   Looking out of the windows at the stunning views over the Tamar Valley I can see why Steve chose this venue. Annie has never been to England before and this place encapsulates all that is beautiful about our small island and lays it out in all its glory, like gifts for Annie to admire and treasure. The Georgian building represents our vast and colourful history, all around it a lush green landscape and various examples wildlife show the British countryside at its best and the icing on the cake is the beauty of English winter demonstrating our changing seasons. 
 
   Our room is beautiful and the view from up here is even more breath taking than from the terrace. We have exclusive use of the hotel which is great and it all feels really intimate and cosy, Steve and Annie are already here but have taken their parents out for the day. We are all getting together for dinner this evening but not before an afternoon walk in the cold countryside with Jackson.
 
    
 
   By the time we have got back to the hotel and changed for dinner I am more than ready for it, I’m famished and in need of a glass of wine, pronto. We head down to the bar and are practically pounced upon by someone throwing their arms around Jackson’s neck, separating us and aggravating me,
 
   “Rosie, this is Sasha, a friend of mine from uni” Jackson awkwardly pushes her to arm’s length and smiles at me. As he says her name I notice the way she looks up at him, the same way that I do when he says mine. 
 
   I immediately feel that Sasha is a threat, she is petite and extremely attractive. Her black hair is perfectly tamed and cut into a sharp asymmetric bob, her dark eyes look almost black against the smoky make up that she is wearing so well. I have to gather my thoughts to remember how to speak but I can’t help feeling concerned by how pretty Sasha is and how comfortable she seems with Jackson.
 
   “Nice to meet you” I smile but try my hardest to transmit a message telepathically so that she knows he is off limits, she doesn’t seem to receive it by the way that she places her hand on his arm and laughs.
 
   “Jackson, have you seen the photos from the wedding, there are some brilliant ones of us in Presley’s!”  She hasn’t even acknowledged me and now I realise that this is the woman that was offering him coffee so early in the morning when I had called. She is stunning and oozes sexuality, she is also obviously attracted to Jackson and she was in Thailand with him. 
 
   My blood is boiling and I can feel my cheeks becoming redder, I scan the room for Pippa and when I spot her at the bar I head towards her without excusing myself from Jackson’s side. I need talking down from the ledge that I find myself on. I know that I should trust Jackson, but Sasha has known Jackson for a long time, I only found out a few days ago that it’s his thirtieth birthday next week. 
 
   “What’s happened?” Pippa asks as she sees me charging toward her, I keep walking, gesturing for her to follow and we head outside into the cold, “Rosie, I love you, but it is freezing, why are we outside?” 
 
   I explain everything to Pip and she does her best to convince me that I’m being an idiot, “So what if Jackson has female friends, and of course she was in Thailand if she’s a friend of Steve’s too, that’s nothing to be angry about Rosie. You need to let go of these trust issues or you are going to lose him” I know she’s right, I just needed to vent.
 
    
 
   We sit for dinner at one large table; there are maybe twenty five of us here. Steve’s parents have been lovely all evening, telling me how happy they are to see Jackson finally settling down, so I’m pleased when they sit opposite Pip and I at the dinner table making conversation easy. Jackson is seated to my right, opposite Steve and Sasha has sat herself on the other side of him. I feel ok whilst Jackson is holding my hand, but when he releases it and turns his back slightly toward me to talk to Sasha, I feel a little rejected. 
 
    I try to ignore the feelings and tell myself that he is just trying not to be rude, but when I glance up to see the look that Steve is giving the two of them, I know there is something that I haven’t been told. After the main course I reach for Jackson’s hand and he looks me in the eye with a smile, 
 
   “Can I have a word please? In private…” Jackson eyes me curiously but stands and takes my hand again as we walk away from the table, I can feel eyes burning a hole into my back and I presume that it’s Sasha’s, maybe Steve’s too.
 
   “What’s up baby?” Jackson asks so affectionately that I immediately feel ridiculous for feeling so insecure,
 
   “It’s Sasha, I feel like there’s something you’re not telling me about her, am I wrong?” I ask softly, not wanting Jackson to feel like I’m attacking or accusing him. He looks away for a moment scratching the back of his head, and then looks back to me, 
 
   “Ok, listen, Sasha and I are just friends. There are no feelings between us other than that of mates, you need to understand that” he looks at me as though he is waiting for me to acknowledge that I do, “But, yes we have slept together, in the past Rosie” 
 
   I knew it so I don’t know why I feel annoyed, maybe it’s just that I can tell that she has more than feelings of friendship toward Jackson, but he has been honest with me as I asked him to. I close my eyes for a second and take a breath, when I open them Jackson is looking cautiously at me, I can see the worry in his eyes, he is unsure what my reaction will be, 
 
   “Thank you, for telling me” I smile and hold out my hand for him to take as we head back to the dinner table. He is mine, and Sasha can’t do anything to change that.
 
    
 
   The wedding is beautiful, Annie’s smile lights up the whole room and Steve looks so happy and in love that I can’t help but feel inspired. After the ceremony the bride and groom and their families head out for some photos in the frosty gardens of the hotel, most of the guests stay out of the cold and drink champagne whilst watching the action out of the windows of the bar.
 
   Jackson is Steve’s best man and I smile as I watch them posing for photographs together, both pausing to blow on their hands and rub them frantically together in an attempt to warm them up. 
 
   Annie has on a white wedding coat which contrasts with her dark skin and exotic beauty making her look quite striking as she smiles for the camera. Before long Steve calls for everyone that was at the Thai wedding to come for a photo, I watch as Sasha makes a beeline for Jackson’s side and stands inappropriately close to him, smiling and hunching her shoulders to show how cold she is. Jackson smiles and wraps an arm around her shoulders, rubbing her arm to warm her up.  There is something in the way that she looks at him, there is more to their relationship than Jackson has told me, I just know there is, and from the look that Pip throws my way she knows it now too.
 
    
 
   I refuse to cause a scene at the wedding and so resign myself to having a great night and asking Jackson about it tomorrow, but after sitting through Jackson’s speech with Sasha looking at him like a lovesick teenager and playfully heckling him, my blood is boiling. Who the hell does she think she is?  
 
   I am struggling to hold it together but after the meal when I see Sasha and Jackson posing together for photographs as though it’s her that he came here with, I can’t take any more and I have to get out. I stand to leave and walk out of the room toward the toilets. 
 
   For a moment I stand in front of the mirror, assessing my appearance and realising that I will never look like her. I’ll never be as well put together or have the history that she and Jackson share. I start to tell myself I’m being stupid when the door opens and someone walks in, 
 
   “Oh, Rosie! Hello” her voice is monotone as she greets me and heads in to one of the cubicles. I know that I should leave and let her do what she came in here to do, but I can’t move, my legs have turned to stone. I am going to confront her.
 
   When Sasha opens the cubicle door she looks at me and smiles. It’s a knowing smile and I guess that she is used to being confronted by jealous girlfriends. 
 
   “Can I help you with something?” she asks coldly as she washes her hands,
 
   “You can stay away from Jackson... that would be a great help!” I’m proud of myself, my voice is strong. Sasha turns to face me head on, 
 
   “What if he doesn’t want to stay away from me though Rosie, did you consider that? You might be flavour of the month, but it’s me he always comes back to” she answers smoothly, like she had rehearsed what she would say and tilts her head to the side with a smile as though she pities me, 
 
   “Sasha, I know that you and Jackson have slept together in the past, he’s told me that. But the past is the past, I’m his future. So, either start acting like you’re just friends and keep your hands off him, or I’ll make sure that you never see him again.” As I say the words I’m not sure that I have the power to make that happen, they are friends after all, but I stick to my guns. Sasha laughs and turns to leave, before stopping and turning back to me, 
 
   “The fact that you seem to think the word ‘past’ means a long time ago is very sweet Rosie, yesterday is in the past, have you thought about that? Jackson and I have a connection you could never dream of. He and I have been sleeping together for a decade Rosie, you can’t compete with that!” 
 
   Her words stop me in my tracks for a moment. When Jackson had said that they had slept together I thought he meant once, maybe twice but not regularly for ten years. I pull myself together and answer, hoping I haven’t paused for too long, 
 
   “That’s good for you Sasha, but I don’t see a ring on your finger. You were a bit of fun for him, an easy lay… but I’m the woman that he wakes up next to every morning, and will be for the rest of his life. Hands off Sasha, or trust me you will regret it!” 
 
   Sasha purses her lips and flares her nostrils as though my words have cut her deep. Triumphant I make my exit, pushing past her and heading for the door. I bump into Jackson as I leave the toilets, 
 
   “Hey, I was looking for you” he smiles as he wraps his arms around me and kisses the top of my head, 
 
   “I’m here” I smile back as I take his hand and pull him back toward the dance floor…
 
    
 
   


[bookmark: _Toc350577012]Chapter Nine 
 
   “Oh, my head!” I smile as I hear Rosie grown from underneath her pillow. We drank a lot last night and she spent a large part of the early hours of this morning throwing up into the toilet. 
 
   “Come on, you need a greasy breakfast and coffee!” I declare probably a little louder that necessary, 
 
   “Oh Jackson!” she groans “Why do you hate me?” I can hear the humour in her voice, “Water please baby!”
 
   “No problem!”
 
   I head into the bathroom and turn on the shower, returning to the bed to pick Rosie up and deposit her, naked and hung over under the cold water. Her screams and giggles as she pulls me into the bathtub with her warm my heart and I turn up the temperature of the water as I passionately kiss the woman that I can’t wait to marry.
 
    
 
   When we reach the restaurant, Pippa is already sitting at a table near the window, looking more than slightly worse for wear. We join her and she groans as she looks up at a now perkier looking Rosie, 
 
   “Ahh how do you look so alive? I feel dead!” She moans as I look at the breakfast menu, I guess that Rosie just smiles because Pip places her forehead on the table and mumbles “I’d feel ok if I had someone to give me a hangover shag, no fair!” Rosie and I laugh as the waitress heads over to our table with a pot of fresh coffee.
 
   We’re heading back to London in a little while and hoping to miss the traffic, I have a meeting with Frankie in the morning and Rosie has a day of meetings to do with an article she’s writing. Tomorrow is Valentine’s Day so I also want to spend some time planning a special evening for me and Rosie. 
 
   I’ve never had a real relationship before, so this whole romance thing is so alien to me, but I’m enjoying trying. 
 
    
 
   “Ahh what a day!” Rosie lets herself into my flat with the key that I gave her a couple of weeks ago and flops down on to the sofa. I am in the kitchen but as my flat is open plan, I don’t have to stop what I’m doing to engage in conversation,
 
   “Hi Jackson, I missed you” I call sarcastically as I pour Rosie a glass of wine and then head over to where she is sitting, 
 
   “Sorry babe today has just been the longest day ever!” she takes the wine and smiles up at me, “What are you cooking? It smells amazing!” 
 
   “Never you mind! There’s a bath run for you, go and have a soak and I’ll let you know when dinner’s ready” She stands and starts to walk toward the bedroom, “Oh, Happy Valentine’s Day” Rosie smiles and continues into the en suite.
 
    
 
   When Rosie comes out of the bedroom about forty minutes later, my heart leaps into my throat. She is wearing a short silk nightdress with lace teasing her thighs at the bottom and her chest at the top. She looks sensational and for second I can’t help but think ‘Sod dinner!’ but as she heads into the kitchen and pours us both a glass of wine the feeling of contentment is overwhelming, this is my life now, my beautiful woman here by my side.  
 
   I have cooked us Thai Green Curry and Rice and I can’t help but smile at Rosie’s surprise when she tastes it, 
 
   “I can cook Rosie, I’ve told you this!” 
 
   “I know, but this is amazing Jackson!” she loves good food, it’s nice to think that before she bought my book she had never tried Thai food and now here she is, shovelling it in as though she’s scared someone will take away her plate. I laugh and tuck in to my own dinner, it is amazing, if I do say so myself. 
 
   After dinner, Rosie and I cuddle up on the sofa with a DVD and a tub of Haagen-Dazs Baileys. She is making me watch some chick flick on DVD which is absolutely terrible but I know how much of a romantic Rosie is, so I just suck it up and pretend to enjoy it.
 
    
 
   “Thank you Jackson, tonight was exactly what I needed” Rosie sounds relaxed and happy as I place another glass of wine in her hand and rejoin her on the sofa. I am shocked at how happy this makes me, just being here with her. No grand gestures or expensive evening out, just us. I wrap my arms around Rosie and the words leave my mouth before I can stop them, 
 
   “Move in with me!” 
 
    
 
   After a moment, Rosie pulls out of our embrace and looks me in the eye, 
 
   “What?” she looks confused and I feel stupid suddenly, 
 
   “Well, we’re getting married Rosie, it makes sense doesn’t it?” I ask, feeling a little vulnerable as I push backwards creating some space between us, 
 
   “I can’t Jackson, I’m sorry” Rosie stands and walks into the kitchen. I’m confused and join her as she pours herself a glass of water and takes a sip. “We’re not getting married next week Jackson, we’ve only been together a couple of months. It’s too soon!”
 
   “You said yes Rosie; it wasn’t too soon for that. You really don’t want to live with me? Do you still not trust me?”  She turns to face me and I take the glass from her hands so that I can hold them, 
 
   “I do, Jackson I do, but I need to know that I have my own space too. I don’t want to rush this. I can’t live with you, not yet” she pulls me close to her and I feel unsure, I didn’t expect that she would say no. She can sense that I’m trying to pull away, “Look, we have Rafe’s wedding coming up and we’re both busy with work, it’s just not the right time” she sounds just like I have so many times before, when I have given girls the brush off in the past and I’m blown away, 
 
   “Do you still want this Rosie, me and you? Because it sounds like you’re backing away here!” I ask as I let go of her hands, 
 
   “Of course I do Jackson, but we’ve been together for five minutes, what’s the rush?” She steps toward me and smiles sheepishly and I feel annoyed. She wanted more, she wanted me to be monogamous and I am and now she is the one wanting space and to slow down? I shake my head,
 
   “There’s no rush Rosie, none whatsoever. I’m going to bed, are you coming or do you need space?” I can’t help my sarcasm as I back away and walk toward the bedroom,
 
   “Jackson, don’t do this.  Nothing has changed, I love you I just don’t want to move in together yet” Rosie is pleading and I hear her voice crack as though she might cry, but she’s really pissed me off, 
 
   “Goodnight Rosie” I cut her off and head to bed. I shouldn’t, but I slam the door behind me. I know it was petulant of me but I just feel so rejected and angry and the last thing I want to do is get into a full blown row.
 
    
 
   I wake the next day and Rosie isn’t in bed next me, I get up and head into the kitchen. The washing up has been done and the dishes all put away but there’s no sign of Rosie at all. Last night comes into my mind and I feel myself getting angry at her all over again as I head back towards the en suite, I need a shower. I start the water and decide to check my phone, as annoyed as I am I’m slightly concerned that I don’t know where she is, there’s a text, 
 
   ‘You fell asleep really quickly last night and I didn’t want to disturb you so I came home. It’s Rafe’s fag do tonight so I’ll call you later. I’m sorry x’ 
 
   I feel guilty for going to bed in such a strop. Rosie felt so uncomfortable that she went home in the middle of the night, after cleaning up my flat. As I undress and step into the shower I can’t help but think I have a lot to learn about relationships, and as much as I thought I knew about women, I really don’t seem to have a clue. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I wake up alone in my bed and feel sad that I so spectacularly rejected Jackson last night. He didn’t even want a relationship a couple of months ago and now he wants to live with me and I said no! It was such a big step for him but I just reacted and said the first things that came to my head. It is too soon, I can’t feel guilty for being honest about that.
 
   I check my phone. There’s nothing, no messages or missed calls. I must have really pissed him off.  I decide to text him, I have a day planned with Pip and Rafe and we’re going out tonight so I won’t be able to properly talk to Jackson until tomorrow, I want him to know that I’m not ignoring him. 
 
   I drag myself out of bed and into the shower. Rafe, Pip and I are going to a spa today to get ready for his fag do tonight. Pip has planned the evening and I can’t wait, she always plans a great night out. 
 
    
 
    
 
   I hear the honk of a car horn and look out of the window to see Pip getting out of the car; I open it and shout down that I’m on my way. 
 
   In the car neither of them question why I asked them to pick me up from home instead of Jackson’s as planned, but the awkward silence is deafening so I answer them regardless,
 
   “We had a fight. He asked me to move in and I said no!” as I say the words I glance at my phone, still nothing,
 
   “Why did you say no?” Pip seems shocked that I, Miss Commitment showed some restraint, 
 
   “It’s too soon Pip” I answer defensively, 
 
   “Little sis, you’re marrying him!” Rafe decides to chip in, “You either want to spend your life with him or you don’t, if it’s too soon, you shouldn’t have said yes!” 
 
   I’m annoyed, these two are supposed to be my best friends in the world and they agree with Jackson! I know I did the right thing and I’m sticking to it. 
 
   We arrive at the spa and I can’t wait to unwind, the rest of the journey was fairly quiet as I contemplated the fact that Jackson and I are always together anyway, either at mine or his, so what would be the difference in actually living together? As it was I only came up with the positive difference of only having one lot of rent to pay between us, but I just do not want to live with him yet. I have no doubts that he is who I want to be with but we’re still getting to know each other.
 
    
 
   There are absolutely no phones allowed at the spa so I resign myself to the fact that I won’t be hearing from Jackson until later on and turn my phone off. We spend the morning relaxing in the Jacuzzi and steam room, swimming and lounging under heat lamps by the pool, to say that by lunchtime I am extremely chilled is an understatement, I feel like I could sleep for a week. 
 
   We head into the restaurant for lunch. There is something liberating about eating in a packed restaurant but being surrounded by people wearing dressing gowns, and wearing one yourself. The three course dinner is surprisingly light and the complimentary glass of champagne goes down a treat. 
 
   After lunch we all have treatments booked.  Pip and I have surprised Rafe with a full body exfoliation and hot stone massage, while I head for a facial and Pip for a manicure and pedicure. 
 
    
 
   “Mmm this is bliss!” Pip exclaims sleepily from the chair next to me in the salon as we both have our scalps massaged before our hair and makeup gets done, 
 
   “It really is, but I feel like I want to go to bed not go out!” I am exhausted; I didn’t sleep well last night and am ready for bed.
 
   “Nah, you know what my nights out are like RoRo, you’ll soon wake up!” 
 
   Rafe joins us to get his hair styled, and he looks thoroughly refreshed and relaxed as he sits next me, 
 
   “Was it good for you?” I ask sarcastically, he looks completely spent,
 
   “Amazing little sis! This was a great idea” 
 
   As Rafe slumps into the stylists chair next to me in post massage bliss and Pip begins to discuss her shoe choices for the evening ahead I begin to feel excited. This is my brother’s big night, Jackson and I will have to wait.
 
    
 
   We head back to Rafe’s flat in time to see Matthew getting ready to head out, 
 
   “Where do you think you’re going looking so hot?” Rafe asks, Matthew does look good in a fitted shirt and chinos, 
 
   “Actually, I’ve got a date with Mr Jackson James, if that’s ok with you?” he smiles as he kisses Rafe and heads for the door, 
 
   “Matthew” I stop him and walk over so that I can speak quietly, “I haven’t heard from him all day. Please, will you tell him I’m sorry” he kisses me on the forehead and winks as he heads out of the flat, he turns to Rafe before he leaves, “Be good Alvez!”
 
   Before long the flat is full of people. Every variety of gay man you could hope for on a night out, Sophie from the café and a few friends of Rafe’s as well as Matthew’s cousin Jennifer, who is as boring as Michael and I can’t imagine her enjoying one of Pip’s nights, but this is Rafe’s fag do and I am not going to worry about anyone but him tonight. My camera is charged and my purse is loaded, my bank card actually groaned as it made its way out of the cash machine earlier on, but it’ll be worth it. 
 
   As we gather our things and get ready to leave we hear loud horns from the street below. Rafe laughs loudly as he looks out of the window and sees the two fire engines that Pip and I have hired to take us to the club, complete with model friends of Pip’s in fireman uniforms, well the bottom half at least. There’s a stampede as the horny party goers scramble to get on board but the three of us lag behind for just a few moments. For the first time, the three of us smile as we acknowledge our mutual contentment; we’re all in relationships and couldn’t be happier. 
 
    
 
   We arrive at Sway Nightclub and are given the VIP treatment. The doorman is a close personal friend of Pippa’s and has done us a few favours.
 
   We’re shown to our seats and the mood amongst our group is fantastic, it gets even better as we watch the gorgeous male strippers remove every single item of clothing that they’re wearing, it’s certainly an eye opener. I never thought that I would enjoy this sort of thing and I don’t know if it’s just because we’re all having so much fun or if it’s because these men are incredibly sexy, but I love it. Before long I catch myself cheering and calling for them to ‘TAKE IT OFF’ just as much as everyone else in the room.
 
    
 
   After the show we are shown to our private booth in the club, we have our own topless waiter serving us all night so all we have to do is drink and enjoy ourselves. Thanks to our VIP status, a couple of the dancers come and join us at our booth posing for photos and even giving Rafe a lap dance, at which I see my brother blush for the first time ever and he forces me to switch places with him. I try to go along with the experience, screaming as a naked penis is thrust into my face and then trying to compose myself for the photograph that Pip is trying to take, but before long the embarrassment becomes too much and I just cover my face while I erupt in fits of giggles. 
 
   We dance and drink the evening away and I haven’t had so much fun in such a long time. The shock of Jennifer dancing on the table and eagerly kissing one of Rafe’s friends, who was gay at the start of the night but left with Jennifer twenty minutes ago is too much for me. I know that I need to stop, I am completely hammered. I fish around in my handbag for my phone to text Jackson and instead lay my hand on the key to his flat. I haven’t spoken to him since last night and I need to see him. 
 
   I make my excuses to leave. Rafe and Pippa are having a deep and meaningful at the back of the booth and I guess it’s about how their lives have changed.  I kiss my big brother and my best friend, say goodnight to the other fag do revellers and head out to find a taxi, I give Jackson’s address and am letting myself into his flat within half an hour.
 
    
 
   I try to close the door quietly. As I turn around I’m confronted with a shirtless Jackson standing in his front room, I close one eye to focus and notice that he is holding a baseball bat loosely at his side. 
 
   “Rosie?” he puts the bat on the sofa, “It’s three in the morning, what are you doing here?” I hold up the key, 
 
   “You said I could let myself in.” 
 
   I can hear myself slurring my words as I speak and he laughs as he walks towards me and pulls me into a close embrace,
 
   “Of course you can” he kisses me on the forehead and pulls me toward the kitchen, “You need water!” 
 
    
 
   


[bookmark: _Toc350577013]Chapter Ten 
 
   There’s nothing worse than waking up with a hangover. I’m looking down at Rosie drooling onto her pillow in a drunken stupor and already laughing internally at how rough she is going to feel when she finally surfaces. I decide to leave her to it, I need coffee.
 
   I head into the kitchen to put the kettle on and see Rosie’s handbag on the sofa, she must have just thrown it there when she got in. The contents are strewn across the cushions and I hope she hasn’t lost anything. I notice the baseball bat and shake my head when I remember the noise she made trying to get into the flat at three this morning, and then I spot her camera. 
 
   I have got to see what a mess they all were last night. I have a quick peek in the bedroom, sleeping beauty is still snoring soundly so I switch on the camera and hit the view button. 
 
   The first few photos are of Rosie, Rafe and Pip getting ready. I quickly skip past the photo of Pippa in her underwear; it feels wrong, like I’m looking at my sister or something.  There’s one of Rosie after she’d finished getting ready, posing with a glass of champagne. She looks incredibly sexy and I can’t help but feel jealous of any men that saw her like that last night, I was too busy being angry and ignoring her and missed out completely, by the time she got to me she was hammered, carrying her shoes in one hand and a kebab in the other.
 
   As I flick through the photos, I feel like I’m watching a slideshow of their evening. I find myself smiling at their happy faces as more and more people appear in the pictures, before long there are photos of Rafe with men half dressed as firemen and Rosie and Pippa being carried over shoulders laughing, onto a fire engine. A feeling stirs in me that I’m not used to, I start to tap my foot, the sight of her being touched by a half dressed bloke, especially when she looks like that, makes my blood boil. But I know she was just having a bit of fun, it was Rafe’s big night after all. 
 
   I didn’t know what their plans were for last night, all I knew is that Pippa was arranging everything and keeping her cards close to her chest. so when I see the photos of big buff blokes taking their clothes off for my girl’s entertainment I’m a little surprised to say the least, but it’s all good fun. There are photos of all the party goers enjoying themselves, Rafe, Rosie and Pippa posing together waving cash toward the stage, and I can’t help but laugh knowing that they were enjoying themselves. 
 
   The next photo is obviously in a club, Rafe is standing on a table posing while a topless waiter hands him a huge drink with straws, umbrellas and sparklers poking out of it in all directions. It’s one of the campest photos I’ve ever seen and I’m not used to seeing Rafe like that, I can’t help but laugh. 
 
   I click next and Rafe is getting some sort of lap dance from an oiled up bloke in just a thong, and even on the small screen of Rosie’s camera I can see how uncomfortable he is. I click next and I’m shocked to see Rosie taking Rafe’s place, she’s laughing as this guy rubs her hand down his chest. I click next and he’s now completely naked with his hands behind his head, displaying himself to my fiancée.  Rosie has her hands over her face on one photo but is smiling on the next, while this prick stands with his dick in his hand next to MY girl’s face! 
 
   I am fuming but click next. Rosie is now posing for a photo with her private dancer, obviously he’s finished as he has put some loose trousers on, but she’s smiling with her hand on his chest and I’ve seen enough. 
 
   I put the camera down on the side and my blood is racing through my veins. My first taste of jealousy and it’s not just because she’s talking to a bloke in a pub, I’m actually seeing her with a fucking dick in her face. I place both hands on the kitchen counter and take a deep breath. 
 
   “Morning!”  Rosie groans from the doorway to the bedroom, squinting at the brightness of the living room,
 
   “Hi” I respond bluntly but she doesn’t seem to notice my frustration,
 
   “I need coffee” she walks toward the kitchen and stands behind me, wrapping her arms around my waist, “Are we friends again now!” 
 
   I actually completely forgot that we had already been arguing and now I’m even angrier. This is what she needed space for, groping other men?
 
   “You know where the kettle is, I’m going for a shower” I head out of the kitchen and Rosie calls me back, 
 
   “Jackson wait, I thought we were ok. I love you, I’m just trying to take us slowly!” she is pleading, thinking that I’m still angry about her not wanting to move in,
 
   “Rosie, cut the crap. I’ve seen your photos from last night, looks like you were having a grand old time with Magic Mike!” I’m annoyed at myself for being so jealous but I can’t help it,
 
   “What? Are you serious Jackson? Firstly, how dare you go through my handbag, and secondly, I was having a laugh for my brother’s last big night of freedom, what’s your problem?” we’re now standing about a metre apart staring each other in the eyes, both too stubborn to give in,
 
   “I didn’t go through your handbag for fucks sake Rosie, what do you think I am? Your camera was on the sofa!” I shake my head before continuing to respond, “And my problem is that you are with me, and I’ve just seen you laughing and joking around with some bloke’s junk in your face! How would you feel if it was me? If it was photos of me with a naked woman on my lap, ramming her tits in my face?” I hold my hand up as she opens her mouth to speak, “Don’t even respond Rosie because I know how you’d react, you’d be out of the fucking door!” I turn to walk into the bedroom and she follows, 
 
   “I cannot believe you’re being like this Jackson. It was just a bit of fun, with a gay stripper who wouldn’t be a threat to you even if he was straight. You’re being ridiculous!” 
 
   “And you’re a hypocrite Rosie; you’d end this if that was me! And you know I’m right!”
 
   “Yeah but I’m not the one who can’t be trusted Jackson!” she spits out the words so venomously that I can’t speak, and when I turn to face her she has her hand over her mouth, already regretting her outburst but unable to take it back, 
 
   “Fuck this Rosie, it’s not worth it!” I pick up my keys and wallet from the counter and head out of the flat, grabbing some trainers from the shoe rack on my way. I’ll put them on outside, I just need to get out. Rosie doesn’t follow and I quickly realise that I don’t have my phone, I don’t know if I’ve just ended our relationship but right now, it’s me that needs space. 
 
    
 
   I zip my wallet and keys in my hoody pockets and start running. I haven’t stretched, I don’t have my iPod or water but I just keep running.  Before long I’m having a full on conversation with myself in my head. Internally vocalizing all of the confusion and the frustrations that this relationship is bringing me. 
 
   I don’t think I can do this, it’s just too hard. We’re constantly battling lately; I can’t help but wonder if all this is down to me and what happened in Thailand. Am I subconsciously pushing Rosie away because of Sasha or does she know? And that’s why she doesn’t want to move in. I love Rosie so much and can’t imagine not being with her, but is it really worth all this stress? 
 
   I start to think about the women in my past. I’ve never had anything serious before, Sasha is the most serious thing I’ve had and that’s only because we’ve been at it so long. Maybe that’s the answer, a good old fashioned lifelong fuck buddy! I mean Sash and I are mates, we have a laugh, well we used to. And the sex is good, really good! Yeah ok it’s nothing like it is with Rosie but she’s wild at least and willing to let me do pretty much anything, and she is sexy as hell.
 
   Maybe that’s where I went wrong, I’m just not relationship material. I thought I could do it and gave it a good go but I’m destined to fuck it up one way or another so its best that I just cut my losses now and get back to the old me.  Rosie will hurt for a bit but she’s strong, she’ll bounce back. I’ll miss her of course but I’ll move on. 
 
    
 
   She’s changed me. I don’t look at other women now; I make more effort to ring and visit Dad and do all the ‘responsible’ things that I’ve always neglected. I’ve never got jealous in the past when Sasha fucked other people because it didn’t matter, and yet here I am in a state because Rosie goes to a strip club, even though I know full well she wouldn’t dream of cheating on me. I don’t recognise myself now.
 
   Lost in my internal dialogue I just keep running. I have no idea how long I’ve been going or where I’m heading but I turn left and come to a stop in front of a Georgian property. I head up the stairs; I am breathing hard and sweating as I press the buzzer for flat four.
 
    
 
   “Hello” the voice is muffled through the intercom,
 
   “It’s me, let me in” I grip the door handle ready to pull it open the second it’s released, I need to do this now before I talk myself out of it,
 
   “Jackson, is that you?”  I’m getting annoyed that it’s taking so long for her to let me in; “I have company!”
 
   “Sasha that has never stopped you before! Open the door” I hear the buzz and click and I pull the door, letting myself in and heading for the stairs. When I get to Sasha’s door I cross paths with the guy she’s just kicked out at my command, he throws me a look that tells me he’s had his fun now anyway as he heads down the stairs.
 
   Sasha is wrapped in a silk kimono. Her hair is not as perfect as usual and the flush in her cheeks tells me she’s freshly fucked, hence the satisfied look on her former guest’s face.
 
   “Where’s the lovely Rosie then Jackson, she won’t be happy that you’re here!” I can hear the sarcasm in Sasha’s voice as I head into her kitchen and help myself to some water. If I do this then that’s it, I can’t go back. I steady myself and head back into the living room, Sasha is now sitting on her sofa, her bare legs exposed as the split of her kimono gives way to gravity. 
 
   It strikes me that while she looks hot, I’ve never really been what I’d call ‘attracted’ to Sasha. She’s just a great looking girl that’s willing to get naked for me. As I look at Sasha sitting there, looking at me with the same wanton look that I’ve seen a thousand times, I panic. 
 
   Blood rushes to my head and I feel dizzy, what the hell am I doing? 
 
   I sip at my water again and put the glass down on the table, I tell myself that I’m doing the right thing and without thinking too long on it, I quickly move toward the sofa. I kneel over Sasha, pinning her back against the arm of the sofa and I kiss her, without hesitation. For a moment I’m lost, my eyes are closed and my brain isn’t functioning as it should. The blood in my body has rushed south and Sasha immediately reacts by reaching for the waistband of my trousers, I am snapped back into the real world,
 
   “No!” I gasp and push back, “What the hell am I doing?” I stand up and scratch the back of my head. I realise that I’m in self-destruct mode again just like I was when I slept with the blonde in Thailand. Rosie forgave me once, she won’t forgive this.
 
   “Jackson please don’t stop!” Sasha pleads as she pulls open her kimono to expose her breasts in the hope that I'll resume my previous position, but all I see is that she has put weight on. That’s the thought that crosses my mind when a beautiful woman exposes herself to me, ‘my god, she’s had a few too many pies’ I can’t stifle the laugh that escapes me, 
 
   “I’m a dickhead!” I shake my head and look up to see Sasha wrapping the robe around herself, embarrassed, “Sash, I’m sorry. I was using you to try and ruin my relationship and it was out of order, I’ve gotta go!” 
 
   “Jackson wait! If you’re not happy with Rosie don’t go back to her. I’m here and you know as well as I do that she’ll never really give you what you need or you’d be with her now, not me” Sasha stands and comes over to where I’m standing, looking me in the eyes she goes on, “Please, you and I could have something good!” 
 
   This is the first time that Sasha has ever admitted that she wants more and I’m stunned. She’s had years of practice at pretending we’re just a bit of fun for each other, even though I’ve always known she had feelings for me.  That was part of the game for me, seeing how long she’d pretend it didn’t hurt seeing me with other women. I shouldn’t have led her on all these years, but I didn’t really care how she felt as long as I was getting my end away, I knew that every time she told me about some bloke she’d shagged or let me hear her having sex while I was in the next room, that she was trying to provoke jealousy in me, but it never worked. I thought I was incapable of becoming jealous, until today.
 
   “Sasha, I’m sorry. I love Rosie. I’ve got to go” I walk to the door before turning to say one more thing, “We can’t be friends any more Sash” I see Sash hang her head as she accepts the end of our friendship, and I leave.
 
   I can’t believe I nearly shagged Sasha! Why was that my first thought after our row to run to someone else?  If Rosie does take me back after this am I going to rush straight to the bed of another woman every time we fall out?  It doesn’t matter now anyway, I’m going to tell her about what happened with Sasha in Thailand and about today, and she won’t forgive that. 
 
   I can’t bear the thought of going back to flat and seeing all traces of Rosie gone. I consider going to Rafael’s but Rosie might be there, and even if she isn’t she will have spoken to Rafe by now and I don’t think I’m ready for that confrontation. I just need to clear my head. I walk away from Sasha’s flat devastated that just two days ago the future was all laid out in front of me, happy future full of love. Now I’m alone again. I head into the nearest pub knowing that if it wasn’t already, my relationship is now over.
 
    
 
   


[bookmark: _Toc350577014]Chapter Eleven 
 
   I’ve been alone in Jackson’s flat all day. He doesn’t have his phone and hasn’t been home since he stormed out this morning. It’s getting dark and I don’t know what I’m supposed to do. It’s his birthday tomorrow and I can’t bear the thought of not waking up with him when he turns thirty.
 
   He sounded as though we were finished when he left so he probably won’t want me here when he gets back, but if he’s calmed down and I’m not here, he might think that I’ve given up on us. So I decide to do a little of both, I pack up anything of mine from his flat into two bags and put them by the door, a clear indication that I’m ready to go if he wants me to. Then I wait, and I’ve been waiting for hours…
 
   At just after six fifteen I hear the key in the lock and my heart leaps into my throat, I don’t know what to expect. Jackson opens the door and pauses for a moment when he sees the bags; he looks at me before turning to close the door.
 
   “You’re still here.” It’s a statement not a question and I stand to leave, hearing disappointment in his voice at the sight of me; my heart starts to break, “Wait Rosie, I didn’t mean it to sound like that. I’m glad you’re here, but we need to talk.” 
 
   Tears fall from my eyes before I can muster the power to stop them, and as I have been for a large part of the day, I’m sobbing. Jackson rushes to hold me and when I look up at him I notice that his eyes are almost as wet as mine, 
 
   “Rosie, I love you, but let’s talk!”
 
    
 
   My heart is in pieces as I sit and Jackson sits next to me on the sofa, our short but sweet relationship is coming to an end because of my insecurities. I am furious with myself and with Jackson for not fighting harder. He holds my hand and takes a deep breath before lowering the axe,
 
   “We’re good together me and you, we just fit” he squeezes my hand and I am confused by his words, “But we’re also terrible together, we fight and pick at each other, and you’re never going to trust me” 
 
   “I do tr…” I interrupt but he cuts me off, 
 
   “You’re right not to trust me Rosie” Jackson looks down at our joined hands and takes a deep breath, I am nervous to hear what will follow that last statement. 
 
   “When I got scared in Thailand, my first instinct was to push you away the best way that I know how, by fucking someone else. Today, when I felt rejected and jealous, I got scared again of how different my life is now, and will continue to be. I went to see Sasha” 
 
   I pull my hand away and look intensely into Jackson’s eyes; I can’t believe what I’m hearing. “I’ve been sitting alone in your flat, waiting for you, and you were fucking her?” I am in shock, and it’s audible,
 
   “No Rosie, you’re getting it wrong, please let me finish. I didn’t sleep with Sasha, but I was going to. I thought it would just be easier to stick with what I had with her than keep trying to make this work, but I couldn’t do it. I love you, and even if we’re not together I can’t be with anyone else”
 
    Jackson takes my hands again and I am frozen, trying to process his confession, “But I kissed her Rosie, you need to know that, then I realised what I was doing and I stopped. I ended my friendship with her. I know you won’t forgive me but you needed to know. I needed to be honest”
 
   “And…” I ask, staring blankly ahead.
 
   It’s now or never, those glances between them at the wedding and her comments regarding the past when I confronted her, I need to know what they were about, 
 
   “I know that there’s more” I take my hands away and can’t bear to look at him, I can feel him watching me, trying to work out what he needs to say, “Just tell me the truth Jackson” 
 
   After a long pause and a few deep breaths, Jackson tells me a story that I wasn’t prepared for, and it makes my blood boil. He tells me about how Sasha pounced on him in his sleep and that he was dreaming that he was having sex with me when he woke to realise it was her. How he’s sorry for lying to me when I asked him outright if he’d slept with someone in Thailand, how he knows that he should have told me all of this before now but he was scared, he couldn’t bear to lose me. 
 
   He sounds frantic, desperate to make me understand… but I am furious. 
 
   “What she did is sick Jackson! And you continued a friendship with her!! You made me apologise for accusing you of being unfaithful in Thailand, but I was right” 
 
   Before I know it I am pacing the floor in Jackson’s flat, shushing him every time he tries to speak, “You were so friendly with her at the wedding, after what happened do you really think that was appropriate? Stroking her arm, turning your back on me at dinner to talk to her?”
 
   “I was just trying to keep her sweet Rosie. She’s a vindictive bitch when she wants to be and I didn’t want to rub her up the wrong way and have her tell you. She’d have twisted it all to make it sound more than it was”
 
   “You’re an idiot Jackson! She gave the game away with the looks and the comments, and you made it worse by letting all that happen in front of me. I need to think.” He opens his mouth to respond but I hold up my hand to tell him again to shut up, “Don’t Jackson!”  and then I come to a stop. I take a deep breath before looking Jackson in the eye for the first time in what feels like hours, 
 
    “Where does she live?” I ask, sounding much calmer than I feel,
 
   “Rosie, I’m not going to tell you where she lives so that you can go over there.” He stands and walks towards me and my whole body tenses with the proximity, he continues “She’s not a problem anymore Rosie, forget her!” 
 
   “FORGET HER! Are you serious? She practically raped you Jackson! I’m either going over there to fucking kill her or I’m calling the police!” I am so angry that I’m physically shaking when Jackson takes a firm hold of my arms, 
 
   “Calm Down Rosetta! You’re not going over there and you’re not calling the police. It’s done” He is holding my arms so tightly that it’s starting to hurt, and he is raising his voice in a way that sounds angrier than I thought him capable of, “She’s not a fucking issue so drop it! We need to talk about us Rosie!” 
 
   He looks me in the eyes and must see a slight look of fear in my eyes as he releases his grip on my arms and steps back, “I’m sorry, but we need to sort this out” 
 
   I know he’s right. I don’t know how I feel or where we stand. I move to the sofa and sit calmly and quietly, Jackson sits back down next to me. Neither of us speak for a few moments, I think he is waiting for me to take the lead but I need to process and make sure that whatever comes out of my mouth next is correct,  I’m certain that our future as a couple hangs on it. I speak, calmly and with firm intent, 
 
   “That. Bitch. Will. Not. Tear. My. Life.  Apart. Jackson!” I take a breath, “Listen to me very carefully… She is gone! I never want to hear a whisper of her name, ever again or I’m gone, for good. Do you understand me?” I glare at Jackson and he looks at me, confused, 
 
   “You’re not leaving me?” he asks hopefully,
 
   “Do you understand me?” I repeat through gritted teeth,
 
   “Yes, I promise. Thank y…”
 
   “I’m not done. If you ever lie to me again, I’m gone. And the next time you get scared and feel like shagging someone else, you come to me and I’ll remind you what you’re throwing away” I take a deep breath and Jackson stays quiet, unsure whether it’s his turn to respond or not, “And I’m sorry too” 
 
   As the last word leaves my mouth Jackson pulls me onto his lap and into his arms lifting my face to his with his hand. Our foreheads touching, his eyes closed he opens his mouth to speak, but there are no words, instead he just kisses me, a gentle kiss filled with love and relief.
 
    
 
   I wake the next morning in the same position that I fell to sleep in, my head and left hand on Jacksons fully clothed chest. Last night, after a few bites of toast and separate showers, Jackson and I both put on t-shirts and boxer shorts before climbing into bed, exhausted. 
 
   Neither of us wanting to put any strain on the tentative threads by which our relationship was hanging, we were both content to have the security blanket of clothes and a silent embrace, allowing the day’s events to sink in and get filed in each of our minds. When I felt my eyelids becoming heavier, Jackson was twisting my engagement ring around on my finger. I remember wondering if he was trying to screw it on to make sure it never comes off, or if he was just surprised it was still there after the last couple of days.
 
   Jackson’s hand strokes my hair and I wrap my arm tightly around him, I want to move forward, I just hope we can. I’m meeting Pip this morning for a work out so I reluctantly push myself up out of bed and Jackson stops me by taking hold of my wrist, 
 
   “I love you Rosie, don’t ever forget that” I turn to face him and he looks at me with fear in his eyes, he still thinks I’m going to leave. I lean back down and kiss him, I’m going nowhere.
 
   “Happy Birthday Jackson.
 
   


[bookmark: _Toc350577015]Chapter Twelve 
 
   “You’re not serious?”  Pippa is in shock as I fill her in on yesterday’s events while we warm up on the treadmill, “Oh my god Rosie, why didn’t you call me?” She looks at me with concern in her eyes,
 
   “Because you were seeing Ben and he was only down for one day. Besides, there’s nothing you could have done” I shrug and try to convince Pip that I’m fine, 
 
   “I could have beat Jackson up for being a dick, and then beat Sasha up for being a psycho!” I know that she is joking because she smiles, but I also know that she would have taken great pleasure in doing both of those things. “Have you told Rafe?” she asks, and the concerned voice is back,
 
   “No, and neither can you. Jackson and I have a lot to work out and that will just complicate it” I glare sideways so that she knows I’m serious. I’m ready to end the conversation so increase the speed. I’m ready to run and Pip understands that I’m done talking…for now!
 
   After the work out we hit the steam room and I know I can’t escape any longer, the questions are going to come my way and Pip knows me too well for me to brush her off with generic answers. She wants the truth, and she’ll get it.
 
   “What now then Rosie?” she asks as soon as we sit down,
 
   “What do you mean what now?” I know what she’s asking but I need to stall her while I think,
 
   “Rosetta, I know you! Do you really think you can just move on from this? I mean you can’t really blame Jackson for Thailand, even though he should have told you straight away! But yesterday Rosie… he went to Sasha of his own accord, that’s not cool Ro” 
 
   “He fucked up Pip, but he stopped himself before he did anything really stupid and I have to take that into account. This is all new to him and we all know how he behaves when he gets scared!” I feel angry at Pip and protective of Jackson, even though I know she is right. He did go to Sasha, “I know what he did was wrong Pip, but I can’t throw us away. So we’re going to put it and her behind us and move forward, he won’t get any more chances”
 
   “Ok Rosie, if you really think you can do that…but you know where I am” Pip is resigning herself to supporting me even though she doesn’t agree, I can hear it in her voice,
 
   “Pip, I love him, and it means the world to me that you two get on so well, so please don’t let that change now. We all make mistakes” I am pleading; I don’t want the people I love to turn against Jackson. It was bad enough having them hate Michael, but my feelings for him were nothing like they are for Jackson, he’s like oxygen to me.
 
   “Give me a couple of days Rosie. I am angry at him, really angry. Just give me a couple of days” I smile, I know Pip better than anyone and know that what she’s just said means that she wants to keep her friendship with Jackson too, we’ll all be ok.
 
    
 
   After the gym I head back to my flat. Despite it being Jackson’s thirtieth today, he has work to do and I have some ideas for a new book that I want to get down while they’re fresh. I had planned to cook a nice meal and have a romantic evening in, but the thought of that now makes me really uncomfortable. I just don’t feel in the mood for romance but we have to celebrate in some way, so I call Rafe,
 
   “Brother of mine, what are your plans this evening?” I ask, trying to sound as upbeat as possible, 
 
   “Nothing really Sis, we were just going to chill. Aren’t you and Jackson having a candlelit dinner or something? How is the birthday boy feeling anyway? Old git!” 
 
   “OI, Watch it Alvez!” I hear Matthew chastise Rafe in the background. He turns thirty in  a couple of months and is a bit sensitive about it, Rafe laughs as I respond,
 
   “He’s fine, he’s working. Look I was thinking we could all get together instead. Food, a few drinks, you could bring the Wii over?” I’m almost begging and I worry that Rafe can sense that I’m hiding something,
 
   “Yeah, sounds good baby sis, what time?” 
 
   I feel relieved, “Seven Thirty-ish? I’ll ask Pip too”
 
   “Great, see you later then” Rafe hangs up and I release the breath that I feel I’ve been holding for an hour. I’ve avoided a romantic evening in; I just hope Jackson doesn’t mind.
 
    
 
   I decide to cook a big pot of chilli and rice, it’s always a winner and everyone can just help themselves. When I called Jackson to tell him about tonight’s change of plan he sounded as relieved as me that it wouldn’t just be the two of us.  He asked if I’d told Rafe what had happened, obviously worried about a confrontation, I hadn’t of course but I told him that Pippa knew, he said he was aware of that already as she’d called him to tell him what a prick he’d been and wish him happy birthday. We both laughed and it definitely relieved some of the tension we’d both been feeling.
 
   When Jackson walked into my flat at just after four, I didn’t even hear the door. I only realised that he was here when I turned around during my big Prince number, hairbrush microphone in hand to see him leaning on the doorframe of my bedroom watching me, 
 
   “Oh my god” I jumped out of my skin at the site of him “How long have you been there?” 
 
   “Since the chorus, I had no idea you could, erm, gyrate so well!” he laughs and I feel a little embarrassed, 
 
   “You know exactly how well I gyrate Mr James!” I throw my brush at him and he catches it laughing, I turn the music down and turn to look him in the eyes, “Happy Birthday”
 
   “Thank you Rosie, can I have a kiss?” he seems sheepish, like he isn’t sure if I’ll say no, but I don’t. Instead I can’t wait to wrap my arms around his neck and start this process of moving on. 
 
   Jackson relaxes as I kiss him deeply and before long the hands resting firmly on my sides are pushed down over my backside, lifting the t-shirt that I’m wearing to reveal the black lace French knickers underneath. The feel of lace against my skin never fails to get Jackson going and his eagerness for me is evident as he holds me hard against him.
 
   “I was so scared I’d lose you Rosie” he breathes into my neck between kisses,
 
   “Shush Jackson, I’m here to stay” I don’t want to think about the past weekend ever again, I just want Jackson to do what he does so well.
 
   In an instant he picks me up and I wrap my legs tight around his waist. I can feel his arousal as he presses against me increasing my own. He carries me to the bed, kissing me the entire time, not stopping even as he lays me down and comes to rest on top of me. 
 
   Jackson stops kissing me and stands to remove his jumper, I sit up eagerly and undo his chinos as he reaches to pull my underwear quickly down and off. I am hungry for him, I need him to erase the bad memories with great ones, and it can’t come soon enough for either of us.
 
   There’s no time or need for foreplay, we need each other more than we ever have. Jackson climbs back onto the bed kneeling between my welcoming thighs and without hesitation he leans down to kiss me and pushes into me. He hasn't removed his trousers and I can feel the zip rubbing against my inner thighs, the sensation is strangely arousing as I open my legs wider to accommodate Jackson’s entry.  It’s tight without any foreplay but delicious as he slowly makes his way inside inch by inch, sliding his hand down my left side and underneath to support my backside as he withdraws and pushes back again, a little easier this time and with each thrust the pace quickens and sensations increase.
 
   “I love you Rosie” Jackson breaths into my ear as he buries his head into my neck while he plunges deep inside me and out again, I’m lost in the sensations pulsating through my body and the love that I feel for the man giving them to me, 
 
   “I love you, please Jackson quicker, harder” I am breathless, I need to feel his release inside me, I need to feel my own. 
 
   Jackson obliges and pushes himself up onto his arms, thrusting hard as I dig my fingers into the cheeks of his backside. I need him deeper and I try to pull him in as far as I can. The way he says my name through gritted teeth lets me know that he’s close and I nod my instruction for him to come when he needs to. I’m close and as he starts to pound harder into me I can’t stop the waves of pleasure rushing over me.
 
   My legs stiffen and Jackson groans as I tighten around him and then he thrusts, hard and fast before stilling deep inside me and collapsing down on top of me. We both breathe deeply for a moment, enjoying the aftershocks of our orgasms before Jackson looks me in the eyes with a shy smile and kisses me deeply.
 
   “You drive me crazy baby, in all the right and wrong ways!” 
 
   I giggle girlishly as he pushes up and out of me before heading to the bathroom, I call after him, 
 
   “I’m surprised you can still get it up at your age!” a shocked Jackson puts his head around the door and his face changes to a look that means business. He flushes the toilet and when he heads back into the bedroom I can see that he is becoming hard again, “Ah I can see you like a challenge Mr James?”
 
   “You have no idea Miss Alvez”
 
    
 
   When I wake to the sound of the doorbell I jump up in a panic, after Jackson decided he wanted to prove just how well he could still get it up I must have dozed off.  I hear Rafe singing happy birthday as I put the light on and quickly run into the bathroom. I realise that Jackson is already up and had left me to sleep, part of me is annoyed but the other part knows that he is aware how tired I have been and will have it all under control.
 
   I pull my hair into a bun on top of my head and have the quickest shower in the history of the world before throwing on some jeans and a vest and heading out to greet my guests.
 
    
 
   The evening is a blast. Pip greets Jackson with a tight hug when she arrives and I thank her for making the effort, she insists she only came so that she can yet again beat Rafe at bowling and immediately picks up the Wii control from the table. 
 
   As Jackson and I put out the food and watch our family having such a great time, we know we’ll be ok. We have something great, something that’s worth fighting for and we’re both too stubborn to lose it.
 
   “Come on then James, Let’s see what you’re made of” I crick my neck and roll my shoulders as though I’m getting ready for a fight and take the controller from Rafe, “Boxing or Table Tennis?” 
 
    
 
   


[bookmark: _Toc350577016]Chapter Thirteen 
 
   It’s been five weeks since Jackson’s birthday and things are great between us. We really have moved forward and I’ve surprised myself at how relaxed I’ve been. For the first time ever I can genuinely say that I do trust Jackson, I know he’s not going anywhere, we’ve been through too much. 
 
   Apart from when we’ve been working or at the gym we’ve been together and it’s been great. We were in love before but we didn’t know each other that well, I know now that Jackson has a guilty pleasure for McFly and he knows that I love to have my feet tickled. He’s learned that my toast has to be buttered and served hot and I know that he played rugby at school and could have played professionally, but chose writing instead.
 
   We’ve spent hours talking about books, films and music; we’ve cooked together, shopped together and even been out clubbing together. Jackson took Rafe out for a beer and filled him in on everything with Sasha, he knew that I needed Rafe to know and be ok with it all so he took it upon himself to make that happen. Rafe wanted to kill him at first, but Jackson was wise enough to have Matthew on standby to calm him down. 
 
   After a few days, Rafe like Pippa before him, calmed down and realised that what Jackson and I had was worth holding on to and he and Jackson have been getting closer by the day, helped along by Matthew.
 
   Jackson has some work to do in London for the next couple of days so he can’t join Rafe, Pip and I as we head up to Buxton. Rafe’s wedding is just a week away now and we’re travelling home to put the final touches together. Matthew also has work, so is going to travel up with Jackson. The two of them have become great friends recently so I feel more comfortable leaving Jackson knowing that Matthew is around. 
 
   He has lots of friends in London of course, but they’re all more familiar with the old single Jackson, so he hasn’t really seen much of any of them of late. I did feel a little guilty for that but Jackson insists that he doesn’t really have much in common with his old set anymore, all they want to do is go out, get wasted and take a different girl home each night. 
 
   We did bump into one of his friends in the supermarket a few weeks back, Andy I think his name was. He was probably the tallest man that I’ve ever met and given how tall Rafe, Matthew and Jackson are, that was quite a shock. 
 
   Andy, based on appearances seemed like the kind of guy I’d get along with. Before he spotted Jackson and came over to say hello I had noticed him, his impeccable dress sense and his perfectly coiffed hair as red as my own drew my attention to him.  I love the geek chic look that he was completely owning, and his model good looks were certainly eye catching. 
 
   When he turned and spotted ‘Jacko’ and came over to shake his hand however, I changed my mind. Andy decided that I was best ignored until he felt that the time was right to ask if I was Jackson’s ‘bit of stuff’ and then proceeded to piss himself laughing when Jackson introduced me as his fiancée. Apparently Andy found it utterly hilarious that ‘Shagger’ James is settling down, and he had no qualms about expressing all of this with me standing right there. After meeting Andy, I have to say that I couldn’t be more pleased that Jackson is staying away from his old group of friends. 
 
   Matthew is exactly the kind of bloke that Jackson should be friends with, for a start they can both have a bitch about the crazy Alvez’s whenever they need to, but mostly they just have a lot in common. They both love sport and fitness, they like old pubs, good food and travelling, and they’re both really great blokes.  I like that they spend time together, and that it’s not a third wheel situation when Rafe joins them, they’re just three guys having a laugh together. 
 
   Since we got back from Yorkshire after New Year, Jackson has been training with Matthew and quite often Rafe too, and I’ve really noticed the difference in his physique.  Jackson has always had a great body but the training he’s been doing of late has really trimmed him down and defined him, it’s really sexy. Rafe joked that he’d have to stop sparring with Jackson if he continued getting hotter, but Jackson just laughed it off with a ‘what happens in the gym, stays in the gym’ comment. 
 
   I love that he accepts that Rafe is gay and is not threatened by practicing a martial art with him and having to be so close. Michael was scared that his own brother would fancy him; little did he know that not even his fiancée did.
 
    
 
   Jackson and Matthew have come along to the station to say goodbye to us, I’m a little anxious to leave him after so long being so close, and I can tell that he feels the same when he hugs me tighter than he ever has and tells me that he can’t wait to get to Buxton. It’s bittersweet because he’ll be there in just three days, but it’s my birthday in two.
 
    
 
   “I’ll see you in a few days then Mr Alvez-English” Rafe in grinning like a small child at Christmas as he addresses Matthew by his new double barrelled name. He’s changed it in advance of their wedding and Rafe’s will change to match after the ceremony,
 
   “You will indeed, I can’t wait Rafe” Matthew takes Rafe’s face in his hands as he kisses his fiancé “I cannot wait!”
 
   We say bye to Jackson and Matthew and the three of us take our seats on the train. Pip is giddy to be heading up to see Ben. They’ve been going strong for a couple of months now and she is the happiest that I’ve ever seen her. We wave our goodbyes as the train leaves the station and Rafe wastes no time pulling out a bottle of wine and three plastic cups from his bag,
 
   “Classy Alvez, real classy!” I can’t help but laugh at my brother, always prepared.
 
    
 
   Forty five minutes into the journey Pippa’s phone rings, it’s Ben. Rafe and I heckle her while she talks but both of us are really pleased to see her so settled. She tells Ben where we are and how long we have to go, and I can tell that if she could get out and push to make the train go faster, she would. 
 
   “So, how’s the lovely Ben?” Rafe asks as a smiling Pippa places her phone back down onto the table,
 
   “Lovely” she grins her response and we all laugh,
 
   “And how is he in the sack?” My brother never was one to mince his words,
 
   “Rafael!” Pip answers, pretending to be shocked, “A lady never tells!” 
 
   “Good job you’re no lady then…spill!” I laugh at the banter between Pip and Rafe. It never fails to amuse me and I know Pip really can’t wait to disclose intimate details of her relationship,
 
   “AMAZING! Seriously the best ever!” Pip has placed both hands on the table as though trying to stop herself from floating away and Rafe presses on,
 
   “That’s not detail Philippa, come on…is he big? I bet he’s big!” Rafe has a glint in his eye, eager for a full description of Ben’s manhood,
 
   “Perfect Rafe, beyond perfect. It’s like he was made to fill me completely!” she’s now leaning forward and looking my brother in the eyes, driving her point home,
 
   “Jeez, he must be big then!” Rafe raises his eyebrows as Pippa and I burst into uproarious laughter.
 
   The rest of the journey is filled with stories about our men and the things they do to us in the sack.  Rafe shares more information than a sister should know, but I return the favour when I tell him about Jackson going down on me at the back of the cinema and about the amazing sex that we had in the back stairwell up to Rafe’s flat this morning, to which my brother laughed that he didn’t know whether he should beat Jackson up or shake his hand! 
 
   These two are the only people in the world that I would share that information with and the feeling is mutual, I am just grateful for the empty train carriage.
 
    
 
   Dad is waiting in the car park when we arrive at Buxton station; he steps out of the car to welcome us when he spots us leaving the station, 
 
   “My babies, you took so long” Dad hugs Rafe and I in turn before pulling Pip into a huge hug and joking about her being his favourite. When we get into the car the usual moaning starts and Rafe and I laugh at the familiarity of it.
 
   “Your mother! She wants me to go to the shop and get all these things, she knows I’m not well” Dad is convinced that because he is sixty now, he’s on his way out. The truth is that he’s probably fitter than I am,
 
   “You’re fine Papá, there’s nothing wrong with you” Rafe tries to convince Dad who just waves his hand to shut his son up, Rafe turns to Pip and I in the back seat and rolls his eyes,
 
   “Rafael, what do you know? I’m an old man mijo! You should look after me now!”
 
   I can’t help but giggle as I wrap my arms around the back of the driver’s seat to hold my Dad, “I’ll take care of you Daddy, te quiero Papá” 
 
   “I love you too mija; you should have sat in the front!” Dad slaps Rafael on the thigh and we all laugh. After a few moments of waiting for it, Pip doesn’t let us down, 
 
   “You know mijo means piss in Portuguese right?”  And a resounding “Yes Pip!” echoes around the car before more laughter, it’s so great to be home.
 
    
 
   “HAPPY BIRTHDAY TO YOU, HAPPY BIRTHDAY TO YOU, HAPPY BIRTHDAY ROSETTA, HAPPY BIRTHDAY TO YOU…Wakey Wakey Little Sis!” 
 
   I’m woken by Rafe’s terrible singing and the welcome smell of fresh coffee,
 
   “Is Dad making breakfast?” I ask sleepily as I attempt to pull my head together. Rafe and I drank quite a lot of wine last night and my head is more than a little fuzzy.
 
   “Of course he is! The full works for his little girl!” Rafe rolls his eyes sarcastically and I can’t help but laugh as he pulls me up to sitting and I reach for my phone, 
 
   ‘Happy 27th Birthday my beautiful girl, I love you and I’ll see you soon x” 
 
   I’m a little sad that I won’t see Jackson today but we have work to do writing name cards and putting wedding favours together, so my birthday will pass in a flash.  I quickly text Jackson back before heading down for breakfast,
 
   “Thank you, I feel old! Still, I’ll never be as old as you…love you x”
 
    
 
   “Feliz cumpleaños mi hermosa hija” Dad greets me with a huge hug as I walk into the kitchen, and the smell of the food that he is cooking immediately makes me feel famished. 
 
   Dad is a great cook. He learned to cook by watching his grandmother and mother in the kitchen and was determined that he’d cook for a living one day. Experimenting with flavours and different ideas gives him so much joy, and it was food that brought him to my Mam. He was working in a tapas bar when they met and he fell instantly in love with her. 
 
   Since I was a little girl Dad has told me that one day  I’m going to walk into somebody’s life with my flame red hair and eyes as green as the hills and they will feel like their heart has stopped, that’s how he felt when he met my Mam. I loved to listen to the stories of their love for one another, he made her sound like a princess and he a prince, and of course to me, they were. 
 
   Mam is still striking today and Dad has always been a handsome man. Mam told me how she had to mark her territory when they moved to Buxton. Apparently the women here had never seen a man like Dad and they were all after him. I still find that hilarious because it conjures an image in my mind of my Mam, like Boudicca standing guard and ready to attack as the Romans approach. The Romans of course being the deprived, horny women of early nineties Buxton, identifiable by their uniform of permed hair and stonewash denim. 
 
   To this day my Mam is ready to pounce whenever she greets any of the women that used to flirt with Dad, their false smiles and her poisonous venom hidden beneath a mask of coffee mornings and the WI! 
 
   “This is great Dad, thank you” I’m starving and eager as a full English breakfast and a steaming hot coffee are placed down in front of me. I haven’t been home on my birthday for a couple of years so my parents are enjoying making a fuss. “Where’s Mam?” I realise that I haven’t yet been attacked by my mother with birthday hugs and kisses,
 
   “She’s gone to get the papers I think sis, she’ll not be long” 
 
   Rafe seems solemn as he picks at his food and I can’t help but wonder if the nerves are setting in. He adores Matthew, but he lived a pretty wild life up until they got serious, I am curious as to whether he is anxious about giving all of that up. Maybe I’m really wondering more about Jackson than Rafe, 
 
   “Are you ok Rafe? You seem quiet. You’re not getting cold feet are you?” I ask before shovelling more bacon and mushroom into mouth,
 
   “No sis, no way. I honestly cannot wait to be married to Matthew; I guess I just miss him. I’m used to him going away and me having work to distract myself, and having our things around me to feel like he’s close. It’s not normally me that goes away without him, it’s strange” Rafe takes a bite out of a piece of toast and I realise that I’m grinning at him like a crazy person, “What?”
 
   “You just, really love him don’t you? I mean I know you do, but for a while Rafe I thought you were on a downward spiral with no way of getting back up, I was worried” I put my knife and fork down and reach across the table for my brother’s hands, “But now, when I see you two together, and even more now that I see you apart, I don’t think I’ve ever seen a love like yours, and it makes me so happy Rafe” I can feel tears starting to gather in my lower lids and I roll my eyes and giggle as I dismiss them, 
 
   “Oh don’t start Ro, I can’t take it!” Rafe laughs as he squeezes my hands and then leans forward and looks at me with intent, “I couldn’t have done it without you Rosie. You are my saviour” 
 
   When Mam walks into the room to see her children holding hands across the breakfast table with tears visible in our eyes, it’s enough to set off her own tears, 
 
   “Ah my babies, my god I love how you love each other!” Mam comes over to the table and puts the newspapers down, “Happy Birthday my sweet girl” she holds out her arms to me and I stand to hug her. I feel so lucky to have the amazing family that I do.
 
    
 
   As the day passes I can’t help but find it strange that I’ve not heard from Jackson, he hasn’t answered when I’ve tried calling him and he hasn’t text me since this morning. I feel annoyed, it’s my birthday and if he couldn’t be here he should have at least called me. 
 
   Mam and Dad are busy in the kitchen making Rafe and Matthew’s wedding cake, and by the sound of the laughter and bangs drifting into the living room having some sort of food fight. I can’t help keep checking my phone every two minutes and each time I put down my pen I feel Rafe’s eyes bore into me, 
 
   “Rosetta, for crying out loud will you cheer up? He’s working, which is why he couldn’t come. He’ll be here tomorrow!” Rafe is annoyed by my moaning and lack of enthusiasm for putting together his wedding favours and writing out two hundred name place cards, and I know he’s right, I’m being stupid. I try to get my head back on the task in hand and continue writing out the names of Rafe’s wedding guests in silver pen.
 
   At just after one pm I realise that I’m famished and decide to get some lunch. I am disturbed in my train of thought by a loud car horn out the front of the house, 
 
   “Bloody hell! That scared the crap out of me. Who is it Rafe?” I call back to my brother, who is busy tying luggage tags onto little jars of biscotti,
 
   “Go and look Ro, you’re already up!” he hardly looks up from his work as I head for the front door. 
 
   I open the door and am met by the sight of Jackson leaning casually against a gorgeous Baltic Blue Range Rover Sport, which despite the long journey is sparkling like a giant sapphire in the sun, 
 
   “Oh my gosh! Jackson what are you doing here?!” I run into his arms and feel the tension drain out of me as he kisses me tenderly.
 
   When Jackson releases me I realise that Rafe has joined us outside and is greeting Matthew as though he hasn’t seen him for a year. My parents are standing in the doorway of the house, both wearing aprons and covered in flour and food colouring. 
 
   “You’re not supposed to be here until tomorrow! You didn’t need to hire a car Jackson I would have picked you up from the station” 
 
   “I didn’t Rosie, I bought one. This is mine!” Jackson stands aside to display his new motor and I am stunned, this must have cost him a fortune and he’s never mentioned wanting to buy a car,
 
   “You bought a car? Why?” I question at the same time as admiring the stunning machine behind him, 
 
   “I’ve been putting money aside for ages babe, but now I have a reason to” he smiles at me as I walk around the front of the car toward the driver’s side stroking my fingertips across the still warm metal of the bonnet, “Well we can’t keep getting trains every time we want to visit our parents can we?” he stands directly opposite me and looks me in the eyes across the front of the car. I can’t help but feel aroused by the intensity of his stare and the fact that he drove all the way here to surprise me, I smile before I start to speak,
 
   “Pass me the keys then!” 
 
   


[bookmark: _Toc350577017]Chapter Fourteen 
 
   Jackson looks at me confused for a moment, even tilting his head to the side as he tries to process what I’ve said, 
 
   “I didn’t know you could drive?” he questions as my family start to laugh behind him and I smile as he turns to them, 
 
   “Oh Jackson, Rosie can not only drive, she has a trophy cabinet in the garage so show just how good she is!” Rafe laughs as Jackson turns back to me for an explanation,
 
   “I’ve been racing and rallying since I was sixteen babe.  I’m a bit of a petrol head!” I wink and hold out my hand, “Come on then… keys!” 
 
   Jackson throws me the keys and I slide in behind the wheel. The ebony leather seat hugs me as my hands slide up and around the steering wheel. Everything about this car is sexual to me; it is the absolute epitome of Jackson, strong and good looking, well presented and commanding, hard and defined.  The smooth leather of the seat against my skin raises images in my mind of Jackson’s hands on my body and the feel of the cool hard black interior under my fingertips paints a picture in my mind of my hands running across his toned chest and abs.
 
   At the push of a button the diesel engine roars into life and Jackson climbs into the passenger seat beside me. I smile across at him and I know he can see the fire in my eyes,
 
   “This car is amazing!” my voice is almost a whisper but is dripping with excitement as I reach around to pull my seat belt across my chest and plug it in, Jackson does the same and that’s my cue. 
 
   I pull away from the house and head straight for the country lanes. They’re usually quiet during the week and I know I’ll be able to really see when this machine can do. I push my foot down on the accelerator and delight in the pull as the speed increases.  I race my way along the winding lanes, taking the corners and revelling in the way the car handles my manipulations. Before long Jackson is telling me calmly to watch my speed but I just smile and flex my fingers around the wheel, 
 
   “Relax Mr James; I know what I’m doing”.              
 
    
 
   After about twenty five minutes I pull into a wooded area and Jackson looks at me concerned, I know that he’s thinking about the paintwork.
 
   “If I scratch it I’ll fix it, but trust me this will be worth it!” I smile and giggle slightly as I pull into a secluded spot in the woods and bring the car to a stop.
 
   “Why have you brought me out into the middle of nowhere Alvez?” Jackson asks whilst taking his seatbelt off and smiling mischievously,
 
   “My birthday present” I remove my seatbelt and climb easily across to straddle Jackson’s lap as he leans his seat back further with a look in his eyes that ignites the fire in my belly. He drives me wild without even trying.
 
   As Jackson grips my bare thighs I am thankful for the warm spring day and my decision to wear a skirt this morning. He strokes his hands firmly upward and around to squeeze my backside. He lets out a low hum of approval as he pulls me closer to him and I can feel his arousal through the thin material of his cotton chinos and he reaches his fingers up into my hair to guide me into a deep kiss. 
 
   “You are insatiable Alvez, do you know that?” Jackson starts to stroke his thumb lightly over my clitoris making me rock against him to try and encourage him to up the pressure and pace.
 
   I reach down and undo the zip on his trousers to release him from his confinement; my eyes are wild at the sight and feel of him in my hands. His skin stretched to breaking point and the gasp that escapes Jackson as I start to stroke my hands up and down the length of him,
 
   “I need you now Jackson, inside me right now!” I order and Jackson kisses me again, it’s rough, almost aggressive and I love it, it makes me rock back and forth on his lap, silently begging for every inch of him to be buried deep within me.
 
   Jackson stops his stroking and pulls my underwear aside, encouraging me to lift up as he takes himself in hand and steers me down onto the swollen head of his penis. The sensation of stretching to accommodate him is glorious; I am tight but more than ready as he slides in to the root.
 
   We still for a moment, kissing and revelling in the pleasure radiating from where we join before I start to move, lifting up and back down, leaning back so that he can rub against my g spot. The pleasure comes in waves and I have to grip hard on Jackson’s biceps to try and contain the orgasm that is fast approaching. Jackson starts to thrust upwards to meet my rise and fall and the familiar grip on my hips lets me know that he’s close. I am more than ready so increase my pace in response. I reach my hands up to grip the head rest and give myself some leverage as I pump hard and fast to bring our mutual release.
 
   “Fuck Rosie, that’s good” Jackson blows a long drawn out breath through pursed lips as I begin to tighten around him and move my hands to his shoulders. As I dig my fingers into his skin I watch as Jackson’s jaw tightens and the hungry look in his eyes tips me over the edge. 
 
   I throw my head back as the surge of pleasure washes over me and I rock back and forth, allowing Jackson to pour into me before he grips tightly on my hips holding them still as he pulsates with the last moments of his orgasm. 
 
    
 
   We kiss tenderly as we catch our breath and come back down to earth.  I push myself back over into the driver’s seat,
 
   “Told you I could drive!” I wink and push the button to wake the sleeping beast that we just christened, Jackson laughs as he zips up his trousers and buckles up for the journey home.
 
    
 
   When we arrive back at the house I am on top of the world and can’t wait to show Jackson the garage.
 
   “Come on, wait till you see her!” I practically drag him by the hand to the garage door and wait to see his reaction as I open it,
 
   “Oh my god Rosie that’s yours? Why on earth do you leave that beauty locked up in a garage, miles from where you live?” Jackson steps into the garage and runs his hands over Audrey, my Dakota Grey Audi TT Roadster and I smile, 
 
   “Her James…not that! This is Audrey, and I don’t see the point of having her in London for her to be sentenced to a life of traffic and road rage. At least here Dad takes her out every now and again and I drive her whenever I’m home…” I walk to the opposite side of the car and smile across the top to Jackson, “She’s beautiful though hey?” I giggle as Jackson nods his approval and then turns his attention towards the trophy cabinet on the back wall of the garage,
 
   “Baby, are these really all yours?” he looks at me with a mixture of surprise and pride in his eyes as he asks the question, 
 
   “Yep, racing was my first love” I walk to Jackson’s side and he wraps an arm around my shoulder and kisses the top of my head,
 
   “This is amazing Rosie, but I’d be worried sick if you still did this!” I can hear the concern in his voice and get a sinking feeling as I realise that my racing days really are behind me.
 
    
 
    
 
   “Eduardo, Lalita it’s so wonderful to see you, it’s been forever” I greet Pippa’s parents at door.  I’m so pleased that they were able to make it to my birthday get together, but by the look on Ben’s face he doesn’t feel the same. In fact, he looks as though he might throw up and I realise that he must be nervous to be at his first social event in his official capacity as Pip’s boyfriend, I make my way over to where he is standing at the back of the room, 
 
   “Hey Benny, how you doing?” I bump his shoulder with mine and he smiles, realising that I can see his anxiety.
 
   “Her Dad terrifies me Rosie!” he laughs but I suspect that he’s serious, “He keeps looking at me like I’m the monster that deflowered his little girl” now it’s my turn to laugh, Ben is right, as far as Pip’s Dad in concerned she will be wearing the whitest white on her wedding day,
 
   “He won’t think Pip has even considered sex with you Ben, he thinks she’s saving herself I’m sure of it” I am genuine in my response and hope that it will ease his worries, 
 
   “He walked in on us”
 
   “What?” my eyes are wide as I stifle a laugh, 
 
   “Yep!” he takes a deep breath, “We were on the final lap on their living room floor and he was meant to be out till about seven, but he came home early and walked straight in!”
 
   I know I shouldn’t but I can’t stop myself from laughing. I throw my hand over my mouth to try and contain it but when Ben starts to giggle along with me I can’t hold it in and we both erupt,
 
   “The worse thing is, we finished!” he squeaks out the sentence between his laughter and I hold my stomach which is actually hurting from laughing so hard. I try to compose myself, 
 
   “Oh Ben! That is mortifying and brilliant at the same time! What did he do?” I ask, unsure if I want to know,
 
   “He just walked out of the room and he hasn’t said a word to either of us since. I’m surprised they’re here to be honest,”
 
   “Oh, they love me! You however…Good luck with that one” I wink at Ben as Pip comes over to join us, 
 
   “What are you to laughing about? Oh my god, you told her didn’t you?” Pip glares at Ben and then at me as we both start to smile,
 
   “Yes he did, and you bloody well should have, it’s fucking hilarious Pip!” I push her gently on the shoulder and head out into the conservatory to find Jackson.
 
    
 
   I make eye contact with Jackson as soon as I step into the conservatory and the look that he gives me screams ‘rescue me!’ I tilt my head to see who he is talking to and then I see Jenna, oh god, now I understand the look, 
 
   As I get closer I can hear the familiar ramblings and I cringe, wondering how long she has had Jackson trapped here, and what she may have been saying.
 
   “And you should have seen it, I don’t think I’ve ever laughed so much but then, that’s Rosie, always the class clown!”
 
   “Jenna, release him from your claws you minx” I join the duo in the corner and Jenna lights up when she sees me standing next to her,
 
   “Rosie! He is a keeper, well done darling! Had to kiss a few frogs though hey?” Jenna bumps her hip into mine and I reach for Jackson’s hand, 
 
   “Hmm, listen I have to introduce Jackson to a few people hun so we’ll see you in a bit? Pip’s inside” Jackson takes my hand and we escape inside the house.
 
   “Sorry Babe, I didn’t realise she’d found you” I laugh as I lead Jackson through the guests and toward the hallway, 
 
   “My god that girl can talk, are you really friends?” Jackson sounds genuinely confused that Pip and I would be friends with a girl like Jenna, I laugh again,
 
   “Yeah, she’s lovely really, she’s just like a dog on heat when it comes to a pretty face” I pull him close and run my fingers up into his hair “And you’re one heck of a pretty face” I pull his head down until his lips meet mine.  Jackson’s left hand runs down my back and squeezes my backside, I could easily drag him upstairs now but we’re pulled back into the real world by my brother,
 
   “Put her down, you’ll put me off my food” he playfully punches Jackson on the shoulder as he walks past us toward the kitchen and I call after him, 
 
   “Nothing could put you off your food Rafael!” I smile up at Jackson through my eyelashes and we smile as we head back into the party.
 
    
 
   “Goodnight, thanks for coming” 
 
   I say goodbye to the last of the guests and head back into the living room, Dad has already got the champagne out and is filling flutes on the dining table,
 
   “Come on, come one. Get a glass, all of you” Dad instructs us all to take a glass before he raises his, 
 
   “Right, I just want to say a few words” there’s a playful groan from Rafe, Mam and I and Dad rolls his eyes at us before continuing, “ Now listen, Rosetta my beautiful girl, you’re getting so old” 
 
   “Oh… thanks Dad!” I laugh
 
   “No, No, listen! I just mean that I am so proud of you, of both of my children. Here we are on your birthday with you so happy and in love, and we’re just a few days from your brother’s wedding and…” 
 
   Dad starts to well up as he speaks and he shakes his head to dismiss the tears, Mam starts to cry at the sight of her husband so emotional and joins him at his side. Dad continues, 
 
   “You see, when a man becomes a dad his whole life changes. I was blessed with two beautiful and brilliant children and now I look at you both, these men that you have chosen to share your lives with, and I couldn’t be happier. I feel like I did it right” he puts an arm around Mam’s shoulder and kisses her on the cheek, “We did it right” Mam becomes inconsolable and I feel a lump rise in my throat. Dad raises his glass and we all follow suit, 
 
   “To you both becoming somebody else’s problem!” Dad sips his glass as we erupt in laughter.
 
    
 
   I am tired from the long day and head up to bed, Jackson tells me that he is going to finish his drink and then follow me up but he joins me within ten minutes.
 
   “You’re up sooner than I expected!” I am surprised and put my kindle back down on the bedside table,
 
   “I didn’t have much left babe, plus I wanted to give you your presents” Jackson grins like the Cheshire Cat, I hadn’t even thought about presents,
 
   “Ooh go on then... spoil me!” I lay back and proclaim playfully. Jackson sits on the end of the bed and fumbles around in his bag before turning toward me and placing a box between us. It’s wrapped simply in brown paper with a piece of hessian cord wrapped around and tied in a bow on top, the simplicity of it warms my heart as I start to pull at the string.
 
   As I open the box and move the purple tissue paper aside, I lay my hands on two envelopes. I ask Jackson if I have to open them in any order and he takes one of them from me. I open the other and take out a black and white card, on the front is a picture of a ballerina up on pointe.  I open the card and inside there are two tickets, ‘Swan Lake in the Round at the Royal Albert Hall in June’ 
 
   “Oh My God Jackson” I leap toward him and wrap my arms around his neck, “Thank you baby, thank you so so much!” I am over the moon and feel seven year old Rosie pirouetting with glee inside me.
 
   Jackson laughs and pushes me back, telling me to look again inside the box. I lay my hands first of all on what feels like a key ring. When I pull it out I realise I was right, it’s a small print of the Mona Lisa. I am slightly confused but Jackson encourages me to dip back into the box. I dig deep into the tissue paper and find what feels like a toy of some sort, I pull out a model of the Hunchback of Notre Dame and look at Jackson baffled, he laughs and tells me there’s one more thing in the box. 
 
   I feel around inside the box again and when I pull my hand out I open it to reveal a miniature model of the Eiffel Tower and something clicks in my mind. I look at Jackson for confirmation of my suspicion and he hands me back the other envelope. I open it and pull out a printed confirmation,  
 
   “Paris! We’re going to Paris?” my voice is choked. I have wanted to go to Paris all my life,
 
   “Yes babe, just me and you and three long days in the romantic capital of the world, on the most romantic weekend of the year” 
 
   I hadn’t even looked at the dates on the paper in my hand, I stopped when I saw Charles De Gaulle but when I look again I realise, “Valentine’s Day? Oh my God Jackson, Valentine’s Day in Paris!!!” Again I throw my arms around Jackson’s neck and kiss him excitedly all over his face, “Thank you, thank you, thank you” he laughs and responds,
 
   “You like then?” 
 
   “Oh my gosh, I love! Thank you Jackson” I feel so lucky, he put so much thought into giving me an amazing birthday.
 
   “This year is going to be amazing for us Rosie, just you wait and see” 
 
   I just smile and lay back on the bed pulling him down on top of me, I need to thank him properly.
 
    
 
   When we wake the next morning there is a buzz about the house, Rafe and Matthew are getting married in just four days and they are like lovesick teenagers, giggling and play fighting, holding hands more than I have ever seen them do and they are completely inseparable since Matthew got here yesterday.
 
   The four of us are going into Manchester today, the plan is to go shopping and have some lunch but really we’ll probably just float from bar to bar, cocktail to cocktail. In truth, Mam just wanted us out of the house.  Matthew’s Mum and Dad were here at the crack of dawn and Mam and Jane have some serious wedding business to attend to, I think that’s a ‘Bernie-ism’ for looking over baby photos of their boys and drinking wine while their husbands hit the golf course.
 
   The train to Manchester takes less than an hour and as we walk through Piccadilly Station arm in arm, Jackson can’t help but point out that it would be a great city to live and work in. I love Manchester, so I just nod and smile in agreement.
 
   The day is great and to my surprise, and disappointment, there was and lot more shopping than there was margaritas! All three of the men that I came here with enjoy shopping more than me and by the time we sit down on the train to come home my feet are on fire. Jackson has sat down opposite me so I kick off my shoes and put my feet on his lap; he dragged me around on them all day so he can rub them better. I don’t remember much else until Jackson shakes me gently to wake me up and tell me that we’re home. 
 
   We were supposed to all be going to the pub this evening but I’m exhausted.  Rafe can see that I’m not up for it so I’m pleased when he tells Matthew that we’re going to have brother/sister DVD and wine night and our other halves can go to the pub without us.
 
    
 
   “What are we watching bro?” I’m so excited to have Rafe to myself. We’ve both put on our pyjamas and ordered a pizza. Rafe took Audrey to the shop earlier on to pick up some wine and nibbles and he picked up a DVD while he was there,
 
   “We have Warrior, and we have Lawless!”
 
   “So…Tom Hardy marathon then?” I say with a smile knowing the weakness that my brother has for the actor,
 
   “RoRo, I’m getting married... I need to get my fill” Rafe grins and goes to put the first of the two DVDs in the player while I get comfy and settle in for the night.
 
    
 
   


[bookmark: _Toc350577018]Chapter Fifteen 
 
   “Hey Ben, thought you were having dinner with the in laws tonight?” I’m surprised to see Ben behind the bar when Matthew and I walk into the pub.  Pip had told Rosie that they were spending some time with her parents to try and show that they’re serious about each other after their floor show a few days ago.
 
   “I was supposed to be mate but Eduardo got called in to work so Pip’s spending the evening with her mum” Ben blows out a breath that that screams relief and I laugh before ordering two pints and heading to a table with Matthew.
 
   “So, how you feeling then Matty boy?” I sip my pint and wait for Matthew’s response,
 
   “Good, really good. I’m nervous about the speech and stuff but not about getting married. I’ve been around a bit and so has Rafe but I’ve never known anything like what we have, it’s just so easy with him” Matthew can’t keep the smile from his face as he talks about his fiancé.
 
   The conversation moves on as we talk about rugby and music and all things Alvez; I’ve grown to really enjoy Matthew’s company. He reminds me a lot of Steve; he’s funny and swears more than anyone that I’ve ever met, even Rafe! He’s really caring and always concerned about the people close to him, but mostly I just like that what you see is what you get with him. 
 
   Before long the conversation inevitably turns back to the wedding, the drinks are flowing and our voices have definitely gone up a few decibels, mostly to shout over the morons a couple of tables down that have clearly been drinking all day, and are doing their very best to insult everyone in the pub. A year ago I’d have probably started something with them by now, but I have to keep a lid on my temper, I’ve got Rosie to think about. 
 
   Matthew and I continue our conversation, talking through the wedding details and plans for the future, we get into quite a deep conversation about his and Rafe’s desire to have children. I hadn’t realised that they wanted to be parents quite so much and Matthew becomes quite enthusiastic as he talks through the various options for gay couples.
 
   “Fucking Fags!”
 
    Matthew and I are stopped in our tracks by the outburst from the corner of the room and both turn to look at the source, “Yeah you two fuck off! We don’t want queers round here!”
 
   One of the morons has stood to try and make himself look bigger as he shouts over to us and I am livid,
 
   “Say it again?” I look him in the eyes as he holds onto the table to steady himself in his inebriated state, 
 
   “I said, get the fuck out benders. You’re not welcome!” before I can react, Matthew has leapt up and is pinning the guy to the wall by his throat and smiling up at him. He looks menacing even to me and then I remember that he’s a trained fighter, he knows full well the damage he can do if he loses control.
 
   “That’s enough! Matthew sit down, you lot get out!” Ben has joined us to take charge of the situation. Matthew slowly releases the weasel that he’s holding and I can’t help but be impressed by his self-control, I want to kill him and the insults don’t even apply to me. “Matthew, Jackson…Sit down!” Ben turns to us, his eyes wide and his voice determined; he means business. We return to our table and watch the group of low lives leave the pub, both fighting the urge to follow as Ben puts down a fresh pint in front of each of us.
 
   “Trust me, that twat is not worth it. Sup up” 
 
   Ben returns to the bar and I look at Matthew. He is a picture of tranquillity and I feel like I have steam coming from my ears,
 
   “How are you so calm?” I ask in a low voice,
 
   “I’m used to it Jackson, people aren’t as accepting as they like to pretend they are. I think maybe Rafe and I are threatening to blokes. We aren’t camp or easily identifiable as gay, so men feel comfortable and then when they find out, they are convinced we’re going to want to jump them and it freaks them out!” Matthew shrugs his shoulders and takes a sip of his beer,
 
   The mood eventually lifts and we move to the bar to chat with Ben while he works. He tells us that the group of dickheads that had been mouthing off have always been the same. They will never grow up and are best just ignored. I find it hard to just ignore people when they’re insulting those that I care about but I know he’s right, some people are ignorant, some are uneducated, some are both but their words are just words. That mouthy prick doesn’t know me, and I don’t know him, he’s not worth it. 
 
   Ben calls last orders and Matthew and I savour the last of our pints before we head home. As we walk away from the pub the mood is light, we are slightly tipsy and still laughing at the mental images of Ben pumping away at Pip in front of her Dad.
 
    
 
   I know nothing about what just happened but everything sounds distant, like when you listen to a shell to hear the sea. I push myself up from the ground as my world starts to return to normal and look around to see Matthew fighting with someone, there’s a guy sitting a few feet from me holding his nose, there’s blood pouring through his fingers. I jump up as I realise what’s happening and I’m hit hard with something across my upper back. 
 
   I turn to see the mouthy little shit from the pub throwing down a cricket bat and lunging toward me. All of the anger I felt toward him earlier rushes up inside me as I surge forward and the adrenaline kicks in. My fist connects hard with his cheek bone and he steps back, he is off balance and I step forward to push him backward, I manage a kick to the ribs before I’m pulled backward by the arm and punched hard on the jaw. Bloody nose has stepped up to defend his friend and it only fuels the fire in me more, I laugh as I push forward…
 
   After Mum died, drinking, fighting and sex were my release. I was angry, and the power that I felt when I fought or fucked someone was addictive. I loved the feeling of being in charge, either in a dark car park or whatever bed I found myself in. A rush of adrenaline would surge through my veins and I’d lose myself in the moment…
 
    
 
   “OI…Fucking stop! Right now or I’m calling the police!” Ben has picked up the cricket bat and is charging toward us. The group backs off immediately which surprises and amuses me. I can’t help but laugh at the fact that the two of us came out on top of the three of them. They’re pretty badly beaten up, but we haven’t come off unscathed.
 
   “What the fuck lads?” Ben seems angry as he approaches Matthew and I and starts to check that we’re alright,
 
   “They jumped us mate, what are we meant to do?” Matthew responds as I run my tongue across my cut lip, “I’m gonna look a right twat on my wedding photos!”
 
   “They’re scum! Sorry guys I should have expected they’d do something like this, shall I call the police?
 
   “No Ben, it’s done, don’t worry about it! Come on, let’s get home and face the music!”
 
    
 
   When I Matthew and I enter the Alvez house we take a breath before walking into the living room. Bernie is the first to look up and gasp as she leaps out of her chair, causing Rosie and Rafe to follow suit, 
 
   “What the hell happened to you?” I can’t hear Rafe and Matthew’s conversation over Rosie’s questioning, my hears are ringing and I shush her before I realise I’m doing it, “Jackson don’t you dare shush me! Start talking now!” she is annoyed and wide eyed,
 
   “We got jumped Rosie, its fine. You should see the other guys!” When it hurts me to wink I realise that I took a few more hits than I knew about. 
 
   I feel a sharp pain at the back of my head and remember the initial blow, I realise that the fight started with me being hit on the back of the head, with the cricket bat I guess. I put my hand to back of my head and can feel blood dried in my hair, I’m not still bleeding so I don’t worry too much.
 
   “Who was it? Tell me Jackson!” as she asks the question Rosie looks at Rafe, who returns her gaze, 
 
   “Just some mouthy homophobes from the pub” Matthew answers and I watch a fire ignite in Rosie’s eyes, she knows him. 
 
   Rosie jumps up and heads for the door, Rafe follows her and I stand to do the same. My head is a little fuzzy and I need to sit back down. I can’t hear what they’re saying and presume for some reason that they are whispering until Rosie bursts back into the room with the phone in her hand,
 
   “I’m not having this Rafe, look at them!” Rosie points the phone at me and Rafe holds her arms,
 
   “I’m not arguing with you Rosie, but let’s make sure they’re ok first. The police can wait ten minutes” She is pacing; the only other time that I have seen her like this was when I told her about Sasha. 
 
   “Right then you, come on let’s get you cleaned up” Rafe holds out a hand to Matthew and they head up to the bathroom.
 
   “Rosie, you’re not calling the police. Matthew and I came out of top I promise. I just want to go to bed” I hold out my hands for hers and as she takes them she relaxes slightly,
 
   “I just can’t bear looking at you like this Jackson; I want to kill the person responsible!” She starts to tense up again as I pull her down to sit on my lap and stroke her hair from her face. She starts to cry and it breaks my heart.  “I just don’t want anything to happen to you, we’ve been through too much already. I can’t lose you”
 
   “I’m going nowhere Rosie, and it’s my job to protect you, not the other way around” I guide Rosie’s face downward and wince slightly as I kiss her, “Come on, let’s go to bed.” 
 
   


[bookmark: _Toc350577019]Chapter Sixteen 
 
   I can’t sleep, Jackson is breathing softly next to me but I can’t relax. Party concerned that if I drift off I won’t hear if he stops breathing but mostly because I am too angry to sleep. I promised Jackson that I wouldn’t get the police involved and I won’t, but I know who did this and I won’t drop it. I know it was him.
 
    
 
   “Are you sure you’re ok to drive? I don’t mind dropping you to the station” Jackson is popping up to see his Dad today but he’s in pain from last night and I’m worried that he’s going to pass out at the wheel,
 
   “Rosie, I’m fine baby.  I’ll let you know when I’m there and when I leave to get back”
 
   I wave him off at about midday and take a deep breath, I hope he’s ok, and I hope he doesn’t get back early. I promised him I wouldn’t pursue his attack last night but I lied. 
 
   Mam and Rafe have taken Audrey to Manchester with Matthew for suit fittings and a matinee performance of some musical that Mam wanted to see, and Dad is at the bar sorting out the canapés for the champagne reception on Saturday. Jackson is due back about eight and Pip, who has had to go to Liverpool for a shoot has already told me that Ben isn’t starting work until six today, so I just need to bide my time until then, he’ll be able to confirm my suspicions.
 
    
 
   As I walk into the pub just after six pm Ben looks up at me and shakes his head, 
 
   “No Rosie, you need to leave” by the tone of his voice he has already answered my questions, 
 
   “Where is he Ben?” my voice is monotone but louder than usual.  I am glad that it sounds strong and no nonsense. Ben doesn’t answer and I repeat myself through gritted teeth, “Where is he?” 
 
   “Rosie, this isn’t a good idea…” as he speaks I hear the sickeningly familiar laugh from the back of the pub and all of the hairs on my body stand to attention, Ben resigns himself to letting me past and stands aside,
 
   “Well well well, Rosie Alvez, it’s been a while!” Jonah licks his lower lip as he looks me up and down and my skin crawls, “Sit down, let’s catch up”
 
   “Cut the shit Jonah, I just wanted to warn you that you’ll be back inside soon. I’ve informed the police that it was you that attacked my fiancé and my brother in law, and let’s face it, with your history you’ll be someone’s bitch within a week!” despite my better judgement, I sit. Jonah is going to give some answers. There is silence for what seems an eternity as I gather my strength and Jonah stares at me in a way that churns my stomach.
 
   “Well, go on then” Jonah waits for me to question him, sitting back smugly in his chair and never taking his eyes off me. I turn to look at Ben, the pub is busy and he’s serving a line of customers at the bar, ‘You can do this Rosie!’
 
   “What is wrong with you Jonah, why are you happy to be such a waste of space?”  I ask but continue before he can answer, 
 
   “You need to grow up and learn to live in the real world. You’re not the big I AM that you think you are; you’re just a frightened little boy, still looking for people weaker than him to make himself feel powerful. But you picked on the wrong ones last night didn’t you?” I am finding my flow and lean back to mirror his posture, “Although I have to say, the freshly beaten to a pulp look suits you, you really should wear it more often, really!” I lean forward and stare straight into his eyes. Even through the swelling that’s closing one of them, I can see the dilation of his pupils, “Which can be arranged!” 
 
   I stand to leave and he watches me silently, I can see the anger in his face and it frightens me but I don’t allow him to see that weakness, not this time, this time I’m in charge.
 
    
 
    
 
   “Honey I’m Home” I call out playfully as I enter the Alvez house using the key from the plant pot on the doorstep, “Rosie?” the house is quiet and I realise that nobody is home. 
 
   Rosie didn’t text me back when I text to tell her I was on my way back from Dad’s early and when I call her and hear her phone ringing in the kitchen, I know why. I hear the door and head back out to the hallway.
 
   “Jackson, you’re back early” It’s Joaquin, “Where’s my little girl?” 
 
   “I was just about to ask you?” I am confused; I thought Rosie was helping her Dad today,
 
   “I don’t know, she’s been with you all day” Joaquin walks into the kitchen and I follow,
 
   “No she didn’t come with me, she was helping you at the bar wasn’t she?” Joaquin looks up at me, his face full of concern as we hear the door again. Rafe, Bernie and Matthew are in high spirits as they enter the house, but as they sense the mood in the kitchen they fall silent. Bernie notices that Rosie is not there,
 
   “Where is Rosetta?” 
 
   “I don’t know, her phone is here”
 
   “But she went with you to your Dad’s didn’t she? She said she was” Rafe has become very tense and eager to know where his sister is,
 
   “No, she told me she was helping Joaquin at the bar today. Pip is in Liverpool so she’s not with her” I put my hand up to scratch the back of my head and feel the cut from the night before, the sight of Rosie pacing comes back to me and panic washes across my face,
 
   “What Jackson?” Rafe steps in front of my and is pressing me as though I’ve done something to her, 
 
   “She was angry last night, she promised to drop it and not pursue it but I don’t know….” 
 
   Rafe rushes for the door before I can stop him and I follow, Matthew joins us before I ask him to stay,
 
   “Please, in case she comes back, in case they need you!” I point back to the house dreading the thought of something so terrible happening to Rosie that her parents would need Matthew for support. He steps back into the house and I run to catch up with Rafe. 
 
    
 
   When we reach the pub Ben immediately stands on guard, 
 
   “No more trouble tonight lads please!” He knows why we’re here,
 
   “Where’s Rosie?” Rafe is eyeballing the whole pub as he asks the question,
 
   “She left about ten minutes ago, I think she said what she came here to say!” Ben stops serving the customer whose pint he has half poured, “Please Rafe, just leave it!” 
 
   “She’s not at home Ben” as Rafe looks at Ben the colour drains from his face and he heads out from behind the bar and to the back of the pub, 
 
   “Rafe, he was here, I’m sorry he was right here. I didn’t see him leave”
 
   Rafe turns on his heels and heads back toward the door and I follow,
 
   “What is this about Rafe? Who is this bloke?” there is something that I’m not being told and it’s beginning to really piss me off,
 
   “Not now Jackson” he pushes open the pub door and steps out into the street; Ben has abandoned the bar to join us.
 
   As head away from the pub Rafe starts to call out Rosie’s name and I am worried. If Rafe thinks that she out here somewhere, and needs to be rescued then he has reason to. I am furious that he won’t tell me what’s going on but I forget my anger when I hear the scream.
 
    
 
   I set off at a run in the direction that the screams for help are coming from; I can hear my blood pumping in my ears and the footsteps of Rafe and Ben hot on my heels but can’t process anything. Rosie needs me and I am ready to murder who or whatever is making her call out in fear and desperation. 
 
   As we turn down a side street I freeze momentarily, Rosie is laying on floor with a man lying on top of her. Her arms are pinned to the ground above her head with one of his hands while the other is fighting underneath her skirt as she kicks and flails to get him off her. 
 
   On autopilot I run and pull him off, throwing him against the wall of an empty building to my left. I stand over him and realise at that moment how deep my anger can run... he is going to die. 
 
   As he looks up at me I notice that I recognise him and all of the sideways glances and wide eyes of the past twenty four hours make sense, Rosie knows this guy somehow. The homophobic drunk that attacked me last night, the reason she was so angry and why she lied to us all today, there’s history here, and I know right now that it isn’t good. 
 
   I lose myself as pull him up to standing and start to rain punches on him. I hit him hard on the spot on his ribs where I know I hurt him last night and as he buckles in pain I don’t stop. I won’t stop until he is finished.
 
   “Jackson, JACKSON STOP!” Rafe pulls me back and pushes me against the wall, holding me there until my mind catches up with my body and I look him in the eyes, 
 
   “You need to take care of Rosie now!” he speaks straight to me and I realise that I haven’t even checked on her. I push Rafe out of the way and rush to kneel in front of Rosie where she sits hugging her knees to her chest and staring at the man groaning and bleeding on the floor. Ben is on the phone to the police and I suddenly feel sick, I lost it.
 
   “Rosie, I’m so sorry…” I don’t know what else I’m supposed to say as she raises her head to look me in the eyes, 
 
   “Take me home please” I stand and hold out my hands to help her get up, “Rafe, let’s go” she speaks to her brother but he doesn’t respond, “RAFAEL, now!” 
 
   Rafe has been standing over Rosie’s attacker, kicking him back down each time he tried to get up and he doesn’t look willing to leave, but he knows that his sister needs him more. He looks to Ben who nods to let him know that he’s going nowhere and the three of us head back to the house.
 
    
 
   As the light of the hallway hits Rosie’s face, I see the bruise developing on her jaw and the red marks left by a hand closing around her throat and I think I might collapse. As Rafe says only the name Jonah to Bernie, the colour drains from her cheeks and she starts to cry as she rushes to her daughter’s side. 
 
   They head into the living room and I sit down on the stairs. I can hardly breathe as a panic floods me, if I hadn’t left Dad’s early or if we’d gone in a different direction when we left the pub, we might not have found her. He would have raped her for certain and what else? As the idea that he could have taken her away from me sinks in I can’t stop the tears from escaping me. I don’t realise that Matthew has joined me on the stairs until he puts a reassuring hand on my shoulder/ He doesn’t speak, and I can’t.
 
   When the police arrive at the house it’s all very informal. It’s obvious that they know the family and Rosie asks to speak to them in private. Of course they want to speak to all of us, about last night and tonight, but it seems they’re not interested in the damage that I may have done and are open about their desire to see Jonah Maynard back behind bars. When they leave Rosie says good night and heads upstairs, glancing at me as an invitation for me to follow.
 
    
 
   “Jackson, I’m sorry!” she has already changed into her pyjamas and given the clothes that she had been wearing to the police.
 
   “Why did you do that Rosie? Why would you put yourself in danger like that?” I am begging her for an answer, one that will explain what’s been going on, but instead she just starts to cry. 
 
   Rosie pulls her knees up to her chest and sobs, my heart breaks at the sight of her. She looks so vulnerable and I don’t know how to make her feel better, I just sit next to her and pull her into my chest.
 
   “Please don’t ever do that again Rosetta, I cannot lose you.” 
 
   I stroke her hair as I listen to the crying slowing down and the soft rhythm of her breathing lets me know that she is asleep. I carefully stand, laying her head down on the pillows and pull the covers up over her. I kiss her softly on the head and make my way downstairs.
 
    
 
   


[bookmark: _Toc350577020]Chapter Seventeen 
 
    
 
   The house is silent as I head into the kitchen and I’m glad that everyone has gone to bed. I need to process the past two days, but how do I do that without the facts?
 
    
 
   I step into the living room and stop when I see Joaquin at the dining table with a glass and a bottle of whiskey,
 
   “Oh, sorry I thought everyone was in bed!” I turn to leave him in peace when he calls me back, 
 
   “Jackson sit, have a drink with me” I sit opposite Rosie’s Dad and he turns to retrieve another class from the cabinet behind him, as he pours he starts to talk, 
 
   “Nearly five months you have been with Rosie now, is that right?” He slides the glass toward me and I nod before taking a sip, I don’t know what’s coming but feel like I’m about to get fired, “When I see you with her, when you look at each other, I see so much love. It makes me very happy Jackson. Both of my babies are happy and in love.” Joaquin glances up from his glass and I see the strain on his face, 
 
   “When Rosetta was five years old she asked me for a bicycle, she said ‘Daddy I want a purple bike with silver stripes and I will love it forever’ she was so cute with her big green eyes I couldn’t resist her. When she saw her new bicycle her face lit up like the sun in the sky” 
 
   He starts to laugh as he remembers and I try to imagine a tiny red haired girl racing down the street on her new pride and joy, “She fell in love with that bike, she cleaned it every day for a week but do you know she wouldn’t ride it! One day I looked out of the window and Pippa was whizzing around on her bicycle. I watched from that window as Rosie climbed onto hers, she had insisted of course on no stabilisers and as expected, as soon as she tried to ride, she fell. But she got up, brushed the dirt from the bike and tried again. Do you know I watched her fall off that bike six times before she managed to ride it to the end of the street” Joaquin smiles and I am overwhelmed with a feeling of pride in five year old Rosie, 
 
   “I cheered you know, inside the house where she couldn’t see or hear me, I cheered for my clever, stubborn girl!” 
 
   We each take a sip and a moment to reflect, 
 
   “She is an Alvez Jackson, She is pig-headed and she has a wild spirit, you must know this” It’s not a question but an instruction, “Men have tried to tame her before and have hurt her in the process”
 
   “Joaquin I don’t want to tame Rosie, I love everything about her” I lean forward to add conviction to my words,
 
   “Even when she puts herself in danger?” Joaquin looks at me as though he can’t take his daughter being hurt anymore “It’s not the first time Jackson, and not the first time with that scumbag” 
 
   He takes the last sip of his whiskey and refills his glass and mine. He stares down into his drink and continues to speak quietly, 
 
   “When Rosetta was sixteen she came home late one Friday. There was a bang on the door and when I opened it, my little girl was crumpled on the floor covered in bruises and blood. He had beaten her and strangled her because she wouldn’t give him what he wanted. He took it from her anyway and then dragged her by her hair and dumped her on our doorstep.  Tonight, he tried to take it from her again. You saved my little girl, and I know you will always protect her. But you need to know something about Rosie, she will do anything for the people that she loves, and she loves nobody more than you. She is stubborn like her mother and if you tell her not to do something, it will make her want to do it even more.”
 
   I shake my head as the realisation that Rosie, my Rosie was raped, sinks in to every corner of my mind, 
 
   “I couldn’t have forgiven myself if anything had happened to her” 
 
   Joaquin looks me in the eyes “And that’s why I gave you my blessing. When you came here to ask me if you could marry her I wanted to say no after how much you had hurt her. I wanted to kill you for it, but I saw the love in your eyes when you spoke about her and I couldn’t deny you the happiness that I have enjoyed. She needs to know that you’ll never desert her Jackson. She says she knows but she is still frightened of ending up alone and that fear drives her to be irrational and to take risks like the one she took tonight”
 
    
 
   I take the final gulp of my drink and after a few moments of silence, I say goodnight to Joaquin. I understand now why Rosie put herself in the position that she did. She needed to confront Jonah; it wasn’t just about what he did to me, but also what he did to her. 
 
   I need to be next to her and as I climb into bed next the woman that I’m going to marry I am overcome, I love her more than I knew was possible. I never want to see her hurt again and I’ll do everything in my power to ensure I never do.
 
    
 
    
 
   The house feels strange as I head downstairs, I wish that I could just forget that last night happened but I am bruised where Jonah hit me and my head hurts from hitting the floor when he threw me down. 
 
   In that moment I was sixteen again, I was weak and terrified and couldn’t bear the thought of him forcing his way inside me again. Jackson wasn’t next to me when I woke up but his side of the bed was warm, so he can’t have been gone long. I make my way downstairs and the room falls silent as I enter, and I speak,
 
   “I’m not made of glass, I won’t break” Mam kisses me on the cheek and tells everyone to eat up.
 
   The wedding is tomorrow and as I try to make conversation with Rafe and Matthew about their big they just look at each other and then at me, 
 
   “We think its best if we postpone Ro, after everything that’s happened in the past few days we just think it’s not really appropriate”
 
   I slam my knife and fork back down on the table and look my brother in the eyes, 
 
   “Don’t you dare Rafael! I am a big girl with an even bigger make up case, so we will cover these bruises and have an amazing day!” Rafe looks at Jackson who just shrugs his shoulders, “OK?” I force an answer, 
 
   “Yes, ok Rosie, ok” he smiles and I mirror his expression,
 
   “Right then, the last two days are done. I don’t want to hear a peep of ‘are you ok?’ because I am fine, I’m great in fact. So today, we are going to have fun. Matthew what time are Steph and Fran due?” Matthew’s cousins are coming up today for the wedding, 
 
   “Erm, they’re at the hotel already actually; they got here about half an hour ago” Matthew smiles at me, 
 
   “Great, then who’s up for Go Ape?” Rafe’s eyes widen and a grin stretches across his face, “I’ll take that to mean you all are, I’ll go and call them then” 
 
   I leave the room to make the phone call and Jackson follows, 
 
   “Rosie hang on” Jackson stands in front of me and wraps his arms around my waist, holding me so close that I have to tip my head back to look at him, “Just be honest with me for a minute, are you absolutely sure that you’re ok? You were in a bad way last night!” 
 
   “I know but really, I am. I was ashamed last night, I put myself and you in the positions we were in and it broke my heart. He isn’t clever or fit enough to beat you in a fair fight, but he is tapped enough to carry weapons. I was terrified for your safety, not my own. But really, I am great! My brother is getting married and you know my darkest secret, we can move forward now” 
 
   I pick up the phone and dial the number as Jackson heads upstairs for a shower, I call after him,
 
   “Jackson” he stops on the stairs and turns to look at me, “Once he is locked up for good, I never want to think or talk about Jonah again, ok?” he just smiles and nods and continues his way upstairs.
 
    
 
   When we return from Go Ape we are all in good spirits. Mam and Dad have been busy with Jane and David, Matthew’s parents, getting a barbecue together and there are balloons and bunting everywhere.
 
   “Wow, this is great Mammy thank you” Rafe kisses Mam on the cheek and leads the way toward the back garden. Pip is back from Liverpool and runs to squeeze me as tightly as she can the second she sees me,
 
   “You should have called!” She speaks directly into my ear, 
 
   “Why, what could you have done? Where’s Ben?” she steps backward and shrugs her shoulders, 
 
   “He thinks it’s his fault Ro, I tried to tell him but he wouldn’t come” 
 
   “What? Why? That’s ridiculous! Come on, we’re going to get him!” 
 
    
 
   We arrive at Ben’s flat and he just looks down at the floor when he sees me, and the bruises on my face,
 
   “Rosie I’m so sorry” he swallows hard and Pip steps in toward him, 
 
   “Ben, it is not your fault. I was stupid, and I put you in a shitty position. I’m sorry! Please will you come to the barbecue?” I hold out my hands to take his,
 
   “Rosie, I knew that you were at risk, but I was so busy. I didn’t see him follow you out, I can’t forgive myself for that” he looks at me so sincerely and Pippa looks at me, desperate for a way to convince him that he’s done no wrong,
 
   “Benjamin, I am fine, you are not my keeper so stop this now. You are not to blame! Now come on because I want a burger!” I smile and Pip pulls at Ben’s hand to guide him out of the door.
 
   As the three of us walk in to the garden Ben is sheepish and I feel for him, he has known us all for so long but these past few days have really pushed our friendships to the limit and he seems lost. Rafe makes a beeline for Ben and I stand up straight, Rafe is always looking for someone to blame and I am ready for him, but when he hands Ben a beer and holds out a hand to shake I feel proud of my brother, he’s come a long way.
 
    
 
   The barbecue is great, it’s a lovely warm evening, the drinks flow nicely and the music drifting out from the house seems to enhance the conversation. I am having a great time but am starting to feel a bit sick so I head upstairs to lie down for a while. I have drunk a fair bit and the wedding is tomorrow so I decide to call it a night. 
 
   I decide to head back downstairs to say goodnight to everyone but as I sit up my head spins and my tummy flips over, I lunge for the waste bin. Luckily I make it before I throw up everywhere, but I feel awful, I just hope it eases off for tomorrow.
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   It’s the morning of the wedding and I am so excited. I think someone was smiling down on us as mine and Jackson’s bruises have lightened considerably, I can only hope that Matthew’s have too. He went to stay at the same hotel as his parents last night and we won’t be seeing him until the wedding. 
 
   I am pleased that I don’t feel sick at all this morning and put last night down to the adrenaline of the past two days wearing off. The fact that I’m feeling better means that I am perfectly capable of diving on my brother.  I run to his room and burst through the door, he looks up at me in shock and I leap onto his bed causing him to groan and laugh at the same time. 
 
   Rafe pushes me over onto the other side of the bed and I lay down on my right side, with Rafe on his left, 
 
   “You’re getting married!” I whisper the words and I smile the biggest smile ever, Rafe throws his hands over his face, 
 
   “I know…I can’t believe it!” he looks at me through his fingers and we both start to laugh, “I’m getting married, fuck me!” 
 
    
 
   Rafe just picks at his breakfast but Mam knows better than to pester, he is nervous. We start to get ready for the wedding and when Jackson comes into the bedroom dressed in his suit I almost feel like locking the door and staying in there all day,
 
   “Oh my god! You look so sexy” I am practically panting as I look at him, 
 
   “Fuck me Rosie I was about to say the same thing” Jackson’s eyes are wide as I realise that I’m sitting at my dressing table wearing just my underwear, suspenders and stockings, “Have we got time?” he asks with a devilish grin and everything inside me clenches, I put down the makeup brush that I’m holding and look at my watch,
 
   “Only if you leave the suit on!”  I stand as he walks toward me and holds out a hand. I take it and he pulls me close, running his fingers along the strap up the back of my thigh and raking them across my backside as he manoeuvres me back against a chest of drawers and stands back to look me up and down, I’m on fire. 
 
   Nobody has ever made me feel as sexy as he does. I lick my lips as he grins and undoes the zip on his suit trousers. The sound makes me squirm as he steps closer and I open my legs to welcome him. As I reach in through the open zip to expose him to me, he speaks in a low voice,
 
   “If you make a mess of my suit Alvez, there’ll be trouble” he grins as I squeeze him and picks me up so that I’m sitting on the drawers now. He picks up my legs to wrap them around his waist and then using one hand he pulls my underwear aside and pushes two fingers inside me.
 
   I tilt my head back and he catches my moan with a kiss. He starts to move his fingers inside me, stretching me and spreading the moisture from inside me.  I shudder when he removes his fingers from inside me and starts to rub hard and fast on my swollen clitoris, partly because it sends intense shockwaves all over my body, and partly in anticipation of him pushing every glorious inch of him into me.  
 
   I look up at Jackson and his eyes flare, I know how much it turns him on when I look up at him during sex. He grins and pushes his way inside me without hesitation, I take a sharp breath and moan as he pulls out and pushes all the way back in again. 
 
   I lean back, using my hands behind my back to support me and watch as Jackson finds his rhythm and thrusts into me over and over again. 
 
   His hands are gripping my hips and I love the way that his fingers are making dimples in my skin where they dig in, helping him to take control of me. I watch the movement of his body underneath the tight fitting shirt and tie, allowing me just a hint of what I know is underneath. The thought make me clench tightly around him and he groans in response before he starts massaging my clit in circles with his thumb. I feel myself tightening and my legs close in around Jackson’s waist as his pace quickens and I feel like I might scream as the waves of my orgasm start to drown me.  I pull Jackson’s head to mine and moan into our kiss as he thrusts hard into me, the warmth of his climax filling me as he slows to a stop and blows out the deep breath that he must have been holding.
 
   Jackson carefully pulls out of me and reaches for one of my makeup wipes to clean himself up. I smile as I watch him restore the look that turned me on so much when there’s a knock at my door, 
 
   “Rosie, the photographer is here!” Mam shouts from the hallway and I start to laugh, thank god that wasn’t five minutes ago.
 
    
 
   Jackson heads downstairs and I quickly finish getting ready and into my dress. I am Rafe’s ‘Best Man’ and he has chosen a stunning floor length pewter silk strapless mermaid dress for me to wear. He’s done a great job; it clings perfectly to my curves and makes me feel amazing. As I make my way into the conservatory where Dad and Jackson are hiding away, the look on both of their faces tells me that I look as good as I feel, and my confidence is sky high.
 
   The Devonshire Dome is less than five minutes from the house. Jackson is driving the two of us there in Audrey; I can’t drive in the stiletto heels that Rafe insisted on. Rafe, Mam and Dad are travelling to the venue in a black Bentley Mulsanne, I tried to convince Rafe that it wasn’t worth hiring a car for five minutes bought he wanted his moment, “At least get them to drive you around the town a bit!” I had called as he confirmed the booking.
 
    
 
   I kiss my brother as I get ready to leave and the emotions well up inside me, I can’t believe this day is actually here. I have to fight hard to stop tears from escaping and ruining my smoky eyes,
 
   “I’m so happy for you bro” I smile and hug him hard, I hear his shaky breath and know that he is nervous, “This is your day Rafael, enjoy every second. I love you” he nods and smiles and the releases me, Jackson shakes Rafe’s hand and wishes him luck and we make our way to the venue.
 
    
 
   When we arrive at the Dome, Matthew is pacing outside the front of the building,
 
   “Hey sweet cheeks, you ok?” I ask as we approach, 
 
   “Hey Ginge! Yeah, I’m just nervous. How ridiculous is that? I’m nervous to do something that I want more than anything”
 
   “Well, he’s ready and I must say he looks bloody gorgeous, so get yourself inside” 
 
   Jackson takes his seat next to Pip and Ben and I head to the front of the ceremony room with Matthew. I say hello to his parents and try to pretend that I haven’t noticed Michael sulking at the end of the row. Matthew’s best man is his business partner and the first thing that I notice about him is that he’s built like a brick shit house. Matthew introduces him to me as Kev and I wince slightly as he grips my hand a little too tight. 
 
   As the music starts I worry for a second that Matthew is going to pass out, but when he turns and makes eye contact with Rafe walking toward him a smile spreads across both of their faces and it’s impossible to keep one from my own.
 
    
 
   The ceremony was perfect and as we pose for photos and tuck into Dad’s canapés I start to become nervous about my speech. I watch as Rafe and Matthew laugh together and my heart warms, that is true love and I’m so happy it worked out for them.
 
    
 
   “Ladies and Gentleman, please join me in rapturous applause as we welcome Mr and Mr Alvez-English” the master of ceremonies announces Rafe and Matthew into the room and they enter hand in hand. They take their seats at the top table and the starters are brought out. 
 
   The food is delicious and the champagne is going down a little too well. In between courses I call Jackson over to the table and ask him if he’d mind getting me an orange juice, I have a speech to give in a short while and I’m feeling tipsy.
 
   After the desserts have settled, the MC announces that it’s time for the speeches. Dad stands and takes hold of the microphone and jokingly bursts into a rendition of ‘Love Me Tender,’ the guests laugh and it takes my nerves away slightly, 
 
   “Ladies and Gentlemen, firstly let me thank you all for being here to share my son’s big day. I have to tell you, we could not be more proud of Rafael and the man that he has become, but to welcome Matthew into our family makes us very proud indeed. The love that you share is beautiful and the kind of love that every parent hopes their child will come across, we’re lucky that both of our children have found that. Matthew, Son, Bernadette and I thank you for grounding our boy, and for loving him, and we wish you all of the love and luck in the world on this day, and for all of the days ahead. Please raise your glasses, to Rafael and Matthew”
 
   Dad was great but now it’s my turn, how do I follow that? There is applause as I stand and take the microphone, no pressure…
 
   “Afternoon all! Rafe and Matthew asked me to say a few words and didn’t really give me much of a choice in the matter, so here I am” There’s a ripple of laughter and my nerves drift further away, 
 
   “Matthew, welcome to the family. It takes a brave man to actually choose to take on an Alvez” there’s laughter as Jackson calls out “I should know” and Matthew raises his glass in response, 
 
   “I would like to echo my Dad’s words in saying that the love that you two share really is beautiful, it inspires me every day and I personally thank you for letting me be a part of your day, your world and your lives together” I smile at my two brothers and have to look away again as I feel the lump rising in my throat, “We are all here today to celebrate the love of two people that mean so much to us all and on behalf of our families I thank you all for being here to share in this special day. I know that it’s the duty of the best man to tell embarrassing stories and raise a giggle or two, but Rafe has given me a stiff warning, so I’ll steer clear of telling you all about him crying like a little girl when Matthew proposed and instead I would just ask you all to raise your glasses in congratulations to my two lovely brothers, to Rafael and Matthew”
 
   As I sit back down and feel the heat flood my cheeks Matthew stands to give his speech and I’m nervous for him. I know how eloquent he his but I also know that he is a very private person, especially when it comes to him and Rafe.
 
   “Hi everyone, well it’s been said already by my father and sister in law, but on behalf of my husband and I” everyone cheers and Matthew smiles down at Rafe before continuing “I’d like to thank you all so much for sharing this day with us. For Rafe and I, today marks both the end and the start of massive journeys for both of us. We’ve both come such a long way toward self-acceptance and we’ve both kissed a lot of frogs, Rafe more than me I’d like to add” laughter again and Rafe raises his glass to Pippa, who laughs and raises her own, 
 
   “And we’ve both come up against our fair share of prejudice, but we stood strong and it brought us to each other, well technically, Rosie did that, but I think you get my point!” 
 
   Matthew smiles and reaches down to take Rafe’s hand, “But here we are today with all of you. People that accept and love us for exactly who we are, We’re setting out on the start of the biggest journey of either of our lives, one that will take the rest of them and Rafael, there is nobody on this earth that I would rather share it with than you. In addition to the pleasure of really good coffee, you have shown me what love really is, you have shown me that there is no greater feeling than waking up next to that one person that means more to you than anything or anyone else in the world. You have shown me how big the human heart can really be and I can’t wait to spend the rest of my life by your side. Thank you for saying yes” as he speaks those last words his voice is cracked with emotion and he leans down to kiss his tearful husband, I can’t imagine why he was nervous about that, it was beautiful.
 
    
 
   The reception is brilliant, everyone has so much fun, dancing and laughing with each other. At one point Michael asked me to dance for old time’s sake but before I could respond, Jackson had spun me around and said a simple strait forward no, before spinning me onto the dance floor.
 
   My Auntie Mariana has come over from Spain for the wedding and it’s fantastic to see her. Mariana is the original wild child, she wrote the book that Pippa learned from. Some of my craziest experiences have been when Pip, Rafe and I used to visit Mariana in Marbella before I met Michael. For a start, she owns a drag club and after the dinner burlesque and comedy shows, the music comes on and the club becomes a zoo…a zoo of drinking, kissing, groping, horny animals! 
 
   I’d wake up in her house some days and have to step over semi and fully naked bodies on my way to the kitchen. One morning I walked into Pippa’s room to see her and Rafe fast asleep and completely naked in bed together, something to this day that I have never told them or questioned them about. Back then they were all about sex and I kind of just sat in the back seat and went along for the ride, and the parties. 
 
   Once Mariana is introduced to Jackson she insists on dancing with him for about half an hour and then proceeds to fill us full of shots until I can hardly stand. By midnight I am hammered and ready for bed, it’s been such a long day. 
 
    
 
   In between the ceremony and reception, Jackson took Audrey home and I’m not walking in these heels, so he has to go outside to call us a taxi. We head back inside to say goodnight to the grooms and see if Mam and Dad want to share our taxi, but they’re still having a great time so we head home alone.  
 
   Jackson strokes my thigh in the taxi on the way home and clearly has ideas of enjoying the empty house, but as I crawl into bed and my head hits the pillow, my eyelids become heavy as the events of the day replay in my mind easing me into a happy and peaceful sleep. 
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   “Oh God!” I jump out of bed and reach for the waste bin; I won’t make it to the bathroom,
 
   “Jesus Rosie! Are you ok?” I wake Jackson up by vomiting loudly into a bin next to the bed…sexy! 
 
   “Yeah, I'm just hanging!” I drank far too much last night and my god am I paying for it now. I get up with the intention of going downstairs to get some water but as I leave the bedroom I know that I’m not going anywhere but to the bathroom.
 
   I sit back against the bathroom door and take a deep breath. I feel rough and part of me wants to kick Jackson out of bed so that I can just curl up under the duvet and sleep it off, but instead I decide to try and wash it away. I stand and turn on the shower before pulling Jackson’s t-shirt over my head and off. I feel the familiar watery mouth and rush to position myself back over the toilet.
 
    
 
   After about half an hour of sitting in the bath with the shower raining down over me there’s a knock at the bathroom door,
 
   “Rosie, can I come in? I need a piss!” Jackson needs me to let him in and I groan as I realise that I’m going to have to move to unlock the door. The stillness seems to have sent the sickness packing, but I’m unsure if it’s only temporary. I’m just glad I don’t have my usual hangover headache; I don’t think I could cope with both.
 
   Dripping wet I step out of the bath and unlock the door before stepping straight back in. Jackson laughs as he watches me resume my position on the floor of the bath tub,
 
   “Feeling sorry for yourself lightweight?” he asks over the sound of him peeing, 
 
   “Jackson, don’t talk to me while you’re taking a leak!” I am impatient today, “And yes I am feeling sorry for myself” he laughs again. 
 
   “Alright pisshead you go and get back into bed and I’ll go and get a fry up. Your Dad’s cooking and the bacon and sausages smell amazing” he laughs again as he leaves the bathroom and the smell of the food drifts in through the open door, all I can do to not throw up on myself is lean over the side of the bath. I am a mess this morning!
 
    
 
   “Rosie, you won’t sleep tonight” Jackson sits on the bed and strokes the hair from my face, 
 
   “What time is it?” I stretch onto my back and am thankful that I don’t feel sick any more, 
 
   “Two o’clock babe, how are you feeling?” he strokes my arm as he speaks and I smile without realising I’m doing it.
 
   “Ok now I think, just needed to sleep it off. Has anyone heard from Rafe?”
 
   “He’s downstairs beautiful, along with his husband!” he smiles as he speaks and I jump up, I’m so excited to see my brother and knowing that he’s here is the motivation that I need to get my butt out of bed, “Your crazy Spanish aunt is here too…” I hear him say weakly as I run for the stairs.
 
    
 
   “Rafael Alvez-English, you are a sight for sore eyes” I call out as I practically run into the living room and throw my eyes around my newlywed brother, 
 
   “Rosetta Alvez, you are a sore sight for eyes! Are you feeling ok? You look rough!” Rafe always did have a way with words, 
 
   “Oh, thanks big brother! If you must know I slightly over indulged last night and quite frankly, I feel like shit today” Rafael laughs as he encourages me to go back upstairs brush my teeth and put some make up on, but I have to say hello to Matthew first.
 
   “Hi brother in law” A grin stretches across my face, 
 
   “Hi sister in law” Matthew returns my expression,
 
   I smile as I leave the living room and head back up to my bedroom to sort myself out. As I catch sight of myself in the mirror I realise that Rafe was right, I look like death, just slightly warmed up.
 
    
 
   By the time I have finished making myself look like an actual living person again I am starving, my stomach is well and truly empty and I can’t wait to get some food inside me. 
 
   As I walk into the kitchen I am over the moon to see Mam pouring batter into a muffin tray, a sure sign that her Sunday roast is almost ready. I peek under the warm tin foil parcel and steal a slice of mouth-wateringly delicious beef before being whipped with a tea towel and banished from the kitchen. Sundays at home are the best.
 
   I walk into the living room where all of the men in my life are watching Seven Brides for Seven Brothers and I can’t help but laugh as I plonk myself down in Jackson’s lap and wrap my arms around his neck.
 
   “One gay wedding and you go all Rodgers and Hammerstein on me!” Jackson smiles as he ruffles the hair at the back of my head and turns my face to his for a kiss,
 
   “Pip called for you earlier, I answered your phone so it didn’t wake you. It’s on the table” I smile at Jackson as I get up to get my phone and return Pippa’s call, I sit on the stairs not wanting to disturb the macho men in the living room and press call on Pip’s name,
 
   “Oh my god, how good was last night?” Pip sounds worse than me, she hardly has any voice and I giggle as an image of her singing into the DJs microphone comes clearly into my head.
 
   We talk for a while about the wedding. Pip found it hilarious when Jackson shot Michael down and watched as Michael skulked off to the bar to drink himself silly. I hear Ben in the background singing loudly and ask Pip what he’s up to, she tells me that he’s cooking and that his food is absolutely to die for. 
 
   After a while Pip giggles and I hear Ben saying “Hi Rosie” loud and clear down the phone and then the sound of them kissing, 
 
   “GET A ROOM!!” I shout and burst into laughter as Pip chuckles on the end of the phone,
 
   “Oh crap that reminds me, I forgot to take my pill, well done RoRo!” as Pippa speaks a haze descends over my eyes and I gasp, 
 
   “Pip… I don’t remember when I last took mine. And I’m late!” Pippa falls silent for a moment before telling me she’ll be round about six.
 
    
 
   I eat my dinner in a daze. When Jackson and Mam both ask me if I’m ok I just tell them I’m feeling a little delicate. When Pip knocks the door at six on the nose I let her in and she just hugs me, I tell everyone that I’m going out for some fresh air with Pippa and my best friend takes my hand and leads me out of the house.
 
    
 
    
 
   Rosie is still a bit off colour since the wedding. I’m wondering if it’s some kind of virus rather than a hangover. Rafe and Matthew are heading off to New York this evening for their mini-moon, they’re having a proper honeymoon later in the year but Sophie has been running Rafael’s for two weeks now and Rafe is a nervous wreck. We’re all going out for dinner together before we drop them to the airport and I’m hoping that will cheer Rosie up. 
 
   We’re eating at Joaquin and Bernie’s bar and I can’t wait, I love tapas and know that Rosie loves being together there with all of her family. Her face lights up in those moments, the only time that she looks more beautiful is when she is overcome with pleasure underneath me.
 
    
 
   “You ready babe?” Rosie asks as she comes into the bedroom where I’m getting dressed,
 
   “Yeah I’m coming, have you seen my wallet babe?” I can’t find it anywhere and I can’t go out without it,
 
   “No but you don’t need it, come on we’re on a schedule” she smacks me on the backside as she leaves the bedroom,
 
   “You lot go, I’ll follow. Leave the key and I’ll lock up!” I call after her and continue to look for my wallet. 
 
    
 
   I hear the door close as I’m on my hands and knees looking under the bed. I remember paying for the taxi after the wedding but haven’t seen it since. I’ve looked downstairs and I know if I’d left it down there anywhere Bernie would have found it while she was cleaning so it has to be up here somewhere. I pull out the bedside table to look behind it and the drawer falls open.
 
   “Yes!” I knew I’d find it eventually, I pick up my wallet and I freeze.
 
   As I pick up the white stick from the drawer my mouth goes dry and I sit down on the bed. It takes a moment before I even look at the little window to see two blue lines and when I do, I feel sick. I’m not ready for this, we’re not ready.
 
   I put the pregnancy test back in the drawer and try to compose myself when my phone rings, its Rosie, 
 
   “Hey, you coming or am I eating your food?” she laughs but all I can think is that she’s eating for two now. I know my voice is monotonous as I answer, 
 
   “Yep, on my way”
 
   I paint on a smile through dinner. I laugh and joke with everyone and talk to Matthew all the way to Manchester airport as Rosie and Rafe sing and giggle from the back seat. The ride home with just Rosie and me in car could have been awkward and silent but I’m thankful when she falls to sleep. 
 
   As we arrive back at the house and I wake Rosie we hardly make eye contact before heading inside. Pip and Ben are sitting around the dining table chatting with Bernie and Joaquin and the smell of fresh coffee hits my senses, it’s just what I need right now. 
 
   At some point I need to confront Rosie about the test but right now I can’t speak to her. I can’t pretend anymore that there’s nothing wrong so I take my coffee out into the garden.
 
   I’ve been sitting thinking about what I’m going to do for about ten minutes when Rosie opens the conservatory door and speaks to me,  
 
   “Babe it’s getting cold are you coming in?” her voice sounds just at is always does. Not a care in the world and I wonder if she was ever planning on telling me.
 
   “No I’m fine!” I don’t even look at her as I answer, 
 
   “Right Jackson what the hell is wrong with you today? You may have been painting on a smile in front of my family but I know you, you’re being really off with me!” She walks over to stand in front of me and I glance up at her briefly before shaking my head and laughing,
 
   “You’re really not going to tell me are you? I saw the fucking test Rosie, I know you’re pregnant, and you know I’m not ready for that! I told you in Thailand that I don’t want kids!” my voice is low and I shake my head. I can’t help being angry, we always used condoms until she told me she was on the pill and now this.
 
   “Jackson…I…” she stutters over her words and steps back as I stand closely in front of her,
 
   “I can’t do it Rosie, I don’t want this” She looks me in the eyes with tears in hers and takes a breath before she speaks, 
 
   “The test isn’t mine Jackson, its Pippa’s!” 
 
   


[bookmark: _Toc350577023]Chapter Twenty 
 
    
 
   We’ve been back in London nearly two weeks and things between Rosie and I are tense to say the least. She is quiet and withdrawn and we haven’t slept in the same bed since we’ve been home. A lot happened while we were in Buxton; more that I can believe is even real. We have to go back up at the end of the month to give evidence against Jonah and then hopefully we can move forward. 
 
   I wish I could pin all of this bad atmosphere on him but the truth is that I know I’m to blame. I saw the reaction in Rosie’s eyes when I told her so venomously that I didn’t want the child that I thought she was carrying, but I can’t change who I am. 
 
   I don’t know where we go from here. I don’t want children and Rosie does so I don’t know what the future holds for us. What I do know though is that if we have any chance of making this work, I need to convince Rosie that I’m the same man she fell in love with.
 
   I knock the door to Rosie’s flat and Pip answers the door, 
 
   “Oh, hi sorry I didn’t know you were here, should I leave?”
 
   “No come in, I’m going now anyway. Rosie’s just in the loo” Pip picks up her coat and handbag and calls in to Rosie, “Ro, Jackson’s here. I’ll see you later babe,” she kisses me on the cheek and closes the door behind her.
 
   When Rosie steps into the living room she takes my breath away, her normally curly red hair is poker straight and drapes over her bare shoulders. She’s wearing her yoga trousers that hang low on her hips and the matching vest top that somehow pushes her boobs up and displays them like a work of art, she looks so incredibly sexy and I am eager to get my hands on her.
 
   “Rosie, you look gorgeous” I walk over to where she’s standing and feel her become tense as I put my hands on her hips to pull her close, “Rosie, can we move forward, please.”
 
   Rosie looks up at me through her lashes in that way that she knows drives me wild. 
 
   “I want to Jackson, I do, but…”
 
   “Rosie, I was a twat, I know that. Look I have a perfect weekend planned for us, I’ve really missed you. Come to my apartment with me, please” I stroke my hands around to her spine as I beg her to help me get ‘us’ back,
 
   “Ok, but you have to kiss me first” she smiles weakly and I oblige.
 
    
 
   I’m lying on Rosie’s bed watching her pack a bag for the weekend and I can’t help but get hard when she gets down on all fours to reach into the back of her wardrobe for something.
 
   “Jesus Christ, I love those trousers on you!” when she turns her head to grin at me I have to use my hands to try and adjust my jeans to accommodate my arousal. Her eyes are drawn hungrily to where I’m now stroking slowing and she moves with cat like agility to straddle me and pin my wrists down above my head,
 
   “You Mr James are a tease” she circles her hips, rubbing herself against my erection and causing me to buck my hips in response, as if it’s possible to fuck her through the layers of clothes we’re wearing,
 
   “I’m not teasing Rosetta; you can do whatever you want with me. I’m all yours” 
 
   She releases my wrists and leans down to kiss me as I dig my fingers into her hips and encourage her to keep moving, rubbing herself against me is making both of us hot. 
 
   “This is quite possibly my favourite outfit of yours, but I want it off you right now!” I am breathless with the ferocity of our kissing and can’t wait much longer before I’m inside her. 
 
   I sit up and encourage Rosie to lie down. I kiss across her lower belly and hip bones as I pull her trousers under her bum and sit up to pull them off, she’s wearing the black French knickers that I love on her and I’m tempted to leave them on, but as much as I love fucking Rosie with her underwear still on, I love making love to her completely naked.
 
   I pull them down and off before removing my own t-shirt. I pull Rosie to sitting and she raises her arms as I pull at the hem of her vest and raise it over her head and off. She undoes and removes her bra as I watch, looking into her eyes as she looks into mine.
 
   I’m kneeling in front of Rosie and am eager for her touch as she slowly undoes the buttons on my jeans and frees me, taking me immediately in her mouth as she pushes my jeans down over my backside. I’m glad I decided to go commando today and am free for her to suck and stroke as she pleases. 
 
   The feel of her warm mouth surrounding me makes me tip my head back as I push forward, offering myself to her. Rosie’s nails rake across my backside and come to rest on my hips. I look down and take a moment to enjoy watching her take me into her mouth. She circles with her tongue and the shockwaves cause me to lose my mind a little. 
 
   My fingers grip into her hair as she moves her head back and forward sucking hard when she reaches the tip. When she comes up for air and pumps her hands up and down my dick she looks up and me and smiles before licking her lips. I can’t take any more. 
 
   I pull out of her hands and push back, pulling her legs so that she falls onto her back and spreading them wide. She’s beautiful.
 
   I sit back on my heels and use two fingers to rub Rosie’s clit in circles; I can watch her reactions from here and can’t help but push my fingers inside as I lean down and circle the tip of my tongue around and over Rosie’s clit. She pushes her hips down as if she’s trying to force herself onto my mouth and working fingers and I suck, she arches her back and I take it as my invitation.
 
   Rosie’s head is hanging off the end of the bed as I lean up and pull her by her legs towards me. I know she’s ready for me and as I lean above her and push the tip of my dick inside her, her hands pulling on the back of my ribs encourage me to plunge hard and deep into her.
 
   Her head goes back and she arches her back up toward me as I find a delicious rhythm. I take Rosie’s hand and encourage her to rub her clit as I push hard into her and she happily obliges. 
 
   I feel the familiar clenching around me and it feels like I’ve been punched in the stomach as Rosie starts to rock toward me moaning uncontrollably. I feel my balls tighten underneath me and pick up my pace. The pleasure washes over me as the heat rushes through my body and I open my eyes to see Rosie become limp underneath me.
 
   Sex is so much more with her, I feel so connected to her in that moment, physically and emotionally. And if I can spend a lifetime making her come like that, I’ll be a happy man. 
 
    
 
   When we get to my flat I lock the door and tell Rosie that it’s staying locked until Monday morning. I make her switch her phone off and I do the same, I’ve already told Rafe that he can call the landline if he needs us, but only in an emergency, otherwise this weekend is just about Rosie and me getting back on track.
 
   “What are your plans then Mr James? Lock me up so that I can’t run and then ravish me all weekend?” Rosie is playful as she turns to face me and takes her coat off. The yoga trousers are back and all of a sudden the ravishing sounds like a perfect idea,
 
   “Hmm you will certainly be getting seen to Alvez, I promise you that” I walk towards her, “But first I just want to cook for you, eat with you, and cuddle up on the sofa with a DVD…is that ok?” she smiles and throws her arms around my neck, standing up on her tip toes to reach me,
 
   “Perfect!” she kisses me and my tummy flips over, we’re going to be ok…
 
    
 
    
 
   “You cannot be serious Alvez!!! Jurassic Park is one of the best films ever made, closely followed by Jaws!” I am defensive as she insults my favourite film, but can’t help laughing at her confused expression, 
 
   “I don’t understand; you seem so intelligent sometimes Jackson and then you say things like that!” She pisses herself laughing and I have to throw a cushion at her face to shut her up,
 
   “You’re dead to me Alvez!” I stand up and head to the kitchen for another beer as Rosie stops laughing long enough to take a sip of her coke, “Come on then Miss Empire Magazine, what’s your favourite film?” without thinking and with a completely straight face Rosie answers,
 
   “Cars! Closely followed by Days of Thunder!” then she smiles the very smile that got me into this mess in the first place and I laugh. I’m a lucky bloke. 
 
   The rest of the evening is spent listening to Emeli Sandé and debating our different tastes in film, literature and music. Before I realise it, it’s two am and we’re still talking. Rosie starts to yawn and I know it’s time for bed. 
 
   “Right then, it’s bedtime for me. Are you coming?” I stand and hold out my hand to Rosie and she lets me lead her to the bedroom.
 
    
 
   I take off my t-shirt and Rosie takes it from me, she puts it on and climbs into bed. I can’t help but smile as she stretches out and shivers in the cold bed. I take off my trousers and climb in next to her,
 
   “Mmm, you’re so warm” she rolls into me and rests her head on my chest while stroking her fingers lightly over my abs as she falls asleep. 
 
   I love lots of things about Rosie. The way she bites her lip when she’s nervous, and sticks her tongue out when she works, the way she sings in the shower as though she’s performing to thousands and sex with her blows my mind, but my favourite thing about her is this, the moments of calm, when there are no words but just the soft sound of her breath as she drifts into a peaceful sleep and the scent of her shampoo sending my senses into overdrive. I love her, I love us.
 
   It’s a gorgeous sunny mid-April Sunday morning as Rosie rolls over and smacks me in the face with her forearm,
 
   “Oh god Jackson, did I just hit you?” she wakes with a start and I pretend to hold my nose in pain, “Oh my gosh, I am so sorry!” 
 
   I can’t help but laugh as she sits up and pulls my hand from my face, and then smacks me for real for teasing her. She lies back down, resuming her position from last night and starts giving her orders, 
 
   “Stroke my hair then!” I of course oblige, she is the boss after all. 
 
    
 
   After breakfast Rosie and I sit at opposite ends of the sofa. Sunlight is streaming in through the large windows in my apartment. I keep peeking over the top of my book to glance at Rosie while she reads. I’ve never seen someone’s facial expressions change so much when they’re reading, one minute she’s frowning and then smiling, it makes me laugh and when she glances up I have to look back to my book to pretend it’s that amusing me and not her. The weekend has been amazing. No distractions at all, just each other’s company, good food and crappy films that Rosie has chosen to watch.
 
    
 
   Today has been so gloriously lazy, we read for a few hours together, we cooked lunch together and listened to music while we ate, we made love slowly before sharing a bubble bath and by the time I was standing in the kitchen cooking dinner, Rosie was napping peacefully on the sofa.
 
    
 
   “Ok, so we have Water for Elephants, or The Impossible, what do you want to watch?” I made the mistake of letting Rosie choose the films for tonight,
 
   “Erm, I really don’t mind babe, you choose. I’m going to sort some nibbles” 
 
    
 
   While we watch Robert Pattinson making friends with a circus elephant that shares her name, Rosie stuffs herself silly with Minstrels before starting on the Doritos and dip.
 
   “Go easy chubs, you’ll be sick!” I can’t believe how much food she’s put away today. I love that she enjoys her food and can’t help but laugh as she grins up at me with salsa all over her teeth, 
 
   “What? Do I have something in my teeth? Can I have a kiss? Go on, gimme a kiss…” Rosie sits on top of me and tries to pin my hands as she threatens to kiss me with food all over her teeth, 
 
   “Ooh go on kiss me, kiss me! Oh!” Rosie sits bolt upright and puts her hand over her mouth before jumping off me and running to the sink to be sick, 
 
   “Oh god. I’m so sorry. I’ll clean it up, I’m sorry!” 
 
   “I told you that you’d be sick, are you ok? Get some water” I stand and follow her into the kitchen to see if she’s ok,
 
   Rosie starts to cry as she tries to clean her vomit from the kitchen sink, 
 
   “Hey, come on, it’s ok. We all get sick from time to time, don’t get upset” she continues to sob when I turn her around and hug her into my chest, 
 
   “Rosie why are you so upset? I don’t love you any less because you ate too much and redecorated my kitchen you know” I smile but she pushes me away and heads for the bedroom, I follow Rosie and as I reach the door I hear her vomiting again in the en suite,
 
   “Rosie, are you ok?” I hear her crying through the closed door and tentatively push it open. As she looks up at me I realise there’s more to this, there’s a look in her eyes that I’ve seen before, 
 
   “I lied to you Jackson, I’m sorry” she slumps back against the wall next to the toilet and looks up at me defeated, “The test was mine, I’m pregnant”
 
    
 
   It takes a moment of silence before I can think straight, once that moment passes all I can do is walk away.
 
   “Jackson wait, please let me explain!” Rosie has pushed to her feet and followed me into the bedroom. I’m sitting on the edge of the bed with my head in my hands, “Please just listen, let me explain”
 
   Rosie kneels on the floor in front of me, begging me to listen but I am furious. I can’t bear to look at her right now, but I do, I look her straight in the eyes as I speak, 
 
   “Explain what Rosie? How you lied to my fucking face? How you have been lying to me for the past two weeks? I just cannot fucking look at you right now!” I stand up and push past her. As I leave the room I can hear her start to sob,
 
   “Jackson…Please…I’m sorry!” she’s followed me into the living room and speaks in between gasps for breath, it breaks my heart to see her cry like that but I’m livid with her.
 
   “Rosie don’t! Just bite your fucking tongue because I don’t want to hear it. I don’t want kids, you know that. Maybe that will change in the future but we’ve been together five bastard minutes and it’s been nothing but trouble since day one” Rosie collapses back onto the arm of the sofa and cries so hard that I think she may be sick again. I can’t talk, I can’t go to her. I just stand in the kitchen and stare down at the work top blankly.
 
   After a while Rosie stands and walks to the opposite side of the breakfast bar, she doesn’t raise her head to look at me, 
 
   “Jackson, I was scared, I still am…I don’t want to lose you” she speaks calmly but her only infuriate me more, 
 
   “So what you thought you’d just hide a pregnancy from me? What would you have done when you started to show? Were you going to trap me is that it? Were you just going to wait until it was too late to do anything about it?” I stare into her and she takes a step back, she doesn’t look upset now, she looks horrified. I stand my ground.
 
   “What are you saying Jackson?”
 
   “I don’t want that Rosie” I point to her tummy, “I don’t want to be a Dad”
 
   “So you would expect me to get rid of this baby? Is that what you’re saying?” Rosie is red in the face and clearly holding back tears as she asks the question,
 
   “Yes, that is exactly what I’m saying” I’m actually shocked myself that the words have left my mouth but I can’t go back on it now, they’re out there.
 
   “Fuck you Jackson!” 
 
   Rosie storms into the bedroom and I don’t know what she is doing until she comes back out with her bag and tries to open the front door,
 
   “Where’s the key? WHERE IS THE FUCKING KEY JACKSON?? Let me out now!” 
 
   “Rosie you can’t just leave now. It’s the middle of the night and we need to make a decision together on this” I have a calmed down a lot but my opinion hasn’t changed,
 
   “I’ve made a decision Jackson, you can go fuck yourself! I am having this baby; this child that we created together in what I thought was a loving relationship. You’re not who I thought you were”
 
   “Well that feeling is fucking mutual! You know that I’m not ready for this so how did you think it was going to go? If you thought it would all be ok, you’d have told me straight away. I’m not having this forced on me Rosie! And for the record, we didn’t do this together; you did this by not taking your pill!”
 
   “How fucking dare you! Nothing is ever one hundred percent Jackson, every time you didn’t wear a condom and came inside me we took the risk of this happening!” she is shaking, I can hear it in her voice and see it in her hands as she raises them to brush her hair back from her face,
 
   “Rosie, this is fucked up. You didn’t even want to move in with me and now you want a baby? It’s not the right time, why can’t you see that?” I’m speaking calmly and trying to make her see sense, but she starts to sob,
 
   “I’ve done it before Jackson! You have no idea what it is like to see a heart beating on a screen and know that you’re taking the decision to stop it, I do! I’m not doing it Jackson; I’m not killing this child! I was sixteen years old then, I’m a grown woman now and I’m taking responsibility for my actions!” 
 
   I am stunned; Rosie has never mentioned that she’s had an abortion before, or anything that hinted toward it. My brain whirs as I realise that it was probably from Jonah and I have to sit, I’m on information overload.
 
   “Jackson, let me go. I can’t look at you. I don’t want you anywhere near me! I am not having an abortion Jackson, no fucking way. I’m disgusted with you. You make me sick Jackson! Let me out now!”
 
   Her words cut me like a knife but I know I can’t make her stay, too much has been said. I really have lost her. 
 
   I open the door to let her leave and watch as she walks away from me and I can’t believe what just happened.
 
    
 
   I sit staring at the glass of vodka on the table while I bandage up the cuts on my hand. I lost it after Rosie left and before I knew what I was doing I had thrown a vase at the front door and put my fist through the door of one of the kitchen cupboards.
 
   I tried to call Rosie. Over and over again my calls were diverted to voicemail, eventually my call was answered and Pippa told me in no uncertain terms to back off. I tried to convince her to let me talk to Rosie but the line just went dead and when I called back, both of their phones were off. 
 
   As I sit in complete silence staring at the shattered glass on the floor it hits me that I’m going to be a dad, just like Joaquin and my Dad, whether I’m involved or not that is my child. Who am I kidding? I’m nothing like mine and Rosie’s dad’s, they’re real men, not the type to shy away from their responsibilities, not like me. It’s just another thing to add to my list of failures. 
 
   As I realise that I’ve probably just pushed Rosie away for the last time my hurt and rage overwhelm me, the glass that I’m holding joins the vase against the back of the door and I head into my bedroom, I need to try and sleep. Maybe this will all turn out to be a bad dream.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Rosie, I told you not to hide this from him, of course he’s angry” 
 
   Pippa tries to be rational but right now I just need her to hold me and tell me that I’m better off without Jackson.
 
   “Pip, he said he wanted me to have an abortion!” I’m not anti-abortion; I think there are situations where it’s understandable. I became pregnant from Jonah’s attack and would rather have killed myself than have to stare into the face of the product of that attack each day and be expected to love it. I went through with the termination and don’t regret it, but when I’m tired or sad I still see that tiny heart beating on the screen when I close my eyes and I can’t bear to add another one along with it. When a child is conceived in love, when the people are going to be married and spend their lives together, how can that be wrong? It’s not ideal to be pregnant when we haven’t even been together a year but we love each other, I thought we did.
 
   It’s three am, I couldn’t face going home alone so I came to Pip’s, thank god she’s a night owl and was up when I got here. When she opened the door I collapsed into her arms and she just sat holding me on the floor as I cried. She didn’t push me to find out what was wrong; she just waited until I was ready to talk. I would be so lost without her.
 
   “Rosie, I know it seems bad right now but remember how Jackson was with the kids in Thailand, he loves kids and he will come round. He’s just in shock and he’s angry that you lied to him”
 
   “I don’t want him to come round Pip, he’s not who I thought he was” 
 
   I am adamant that I am done with him. When my Mam got pregnant with Rafe she was a young unmarried Irish Catholic girl with no option of going home. Dad was just a kid himself, both just starting out in life and had only been together eight months but he stood by her side, he married her, and he still loves her as he did then even to this day.
 
   I continue rejecting his calls until Pippa takes my phone and tells him to leave me alone; she turns both of our phones off and has silenced the door buzzer. I have an appointment with Frankie tomorrow about the manuscript that I submitted a few weeks back, I am not in the right frame of mind but I know that I need to try and get some sleep. 
 
   I head into Pip’s bedroom and she passes me some pyjamas from her top drawer. We climb into bed and despite thinking that I was wide awake, as soon as my head hits the pillow I feel my eyelids becoming heavier as I try to block thoughts of Jackson out of my mind.
 
    
 
   When the alarm goes off at eight am it takes me a moment to recognise where I am. As I slowly wake up, memories of last night flood into every corner of my brain and I’m overcome with emotion. I’m furious and heartbroken at the same time and I push myself up out of Pippa’s bed as the tears start to fall from my eyes. 
 
   Pip is already up and drinking coffee on her balcony as I head out of the bedroom for the bathroom, I see my phone on the bookcase but I daren’t turn it on, I’m not ready to face whatever may be lurking on there.
 
    
 
   I shower on autopilot and without giving a second thought to what I’m doing I am dressed and leaving Pip’s apartment and heading for Gold Square. 
 
   I can’t face the tube today so I take a taxi to Shoreditch. The traffic is bad and I decide to get out where I am and walk the rest of the way, I’m only a couple of streets away.
 
   I listen to my heels on the pavement and the sound of cars driving by. Horns are being pressed in fits of road rage and the sounds of people shouting and talking, car stereos and busses hissing as they stop and start fill my ears.
 
   I try to focus on the here and now but my mind is whirring, running through Jackson’s words last night, I am still in shock. I know that he said he didn’t want kids, but he also didn’t want a relationship and now look at us. I turn a corner toward Gold Square and fight back my tears as I remember the venom in his voice and the look of anger in his eyes. 
 
   As I approach the crossing, the sound of revving engines Is deafening, the thought of pressing the button to stop the traffic crosses my mind but is quickly replaced by the first clear thought that I’ve had in days, 
 
   ‘Fuck him! I am having this baby, with or without Jackson James!’ 
 
   As I revel in the clarity of my decision, I step out… 
 
   

[bookmark: _Toc350577024]Step into the final INSTALMENT… 
 
   Rosie & Jackson’s story comes to its conclusion in the third and final part of the Mr Write Trilogy
 
    
 
   For news and updates follow the author on Twitter
 
   www.twitter.com/CPLauthor
 
    
 
   If you enjoyed Meeting Mr Write, let people know by leaving an amazon review and tweeting about it … Don’t forget to use #MrWriteTrilogy 
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For My Aaron
 
    
 
   You have been by my side every day, picking me up when I fall, boosting my confidence, buying me beer and plying me with whatever comfort food I have needed. You have bit your tongue when I have been a snappy horrible witch, and you have been at my beck and call whenever I have needed your artistic skills! I can’t thank you enough for your love and support.
 
   I hope I make you proud x
 
    
 
   

Praise for Me & Mr Write
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   What a lovely talent our Ms. Lewis has. Beautiful love story! She has the "write" (yeah I know, bad joke) to be up there with the likes of Abbi Glines, Kitty French and others.
Can't wait for book 3! Hurry up!! 
 
    
 
   Have read both books and I have thoroughly enjoyed them. Can't wait for the 3rd one to come out to find out what will happens next :-) Brilliant read and I hope you continue to write more books in the future! 
 
    
 
   Rosie and Jacksons relationship is progressing in some areas......but not all which is causing problems! New setting and new characters are introduced, and all works so well.
A HUGE cliff hanger at the end of this book!!!!!!!!! COME ON I NEED NUMBER THREE.  Having a boring working week???.....get these...sneak your kindle into a folder and make your working day more enjoyable :):) Just don’t make too much noise when you hit the cliff hanger!!!!!!! 
 
    
 
   Absolutely fantastic! Began reading this book just a couple of hours ago and I couldn't put it down! Cliff hanger I didn't expect at all... I need the third book now! You should be proud Cassie x 
 
    
 
   I have just read the first 2 instalments of Mr Write books and they were FANTASTIC. I couldn't put them down, I can’t wait to see what happens to Rosie and JJ I really wish they work it out. Bring on book 3 SOON I hope. 
 
    
 
   Downloaded this book as I enjoyed book 1 so much with the intention of reading on holiday once the children had gone to bed, however I started it the day before my holiday & finished it the second night! I found it so hard to put down once I picked it up. Am desperately awaiting book 3's release. 
 
    
 
   Read this in less than 24 hours, I couldn't put it down. Really couldn't predict how the story was going to go and was surprised a couple of times. It made me cry and now I can't wait for the next book, but then I am a hopeless romantic. 
 
    
 
   I really enjoyed the first instalment (Meeting Mr Write) and couldn't wait to follow up with Me and Mr Write! I was expecting a good read, but this was much better than anticipated! It's more grown up in style and the writing has more sophistication (although the author hasn't lost the engaging style of writing from the first book- DON'T WORRY!!)The chemistry between Rosie and JJ is incredibly real and kept me hooked from start to end, I literally couldn't put the book down :) The twists and interweaving stories were great, all my favourite characters from the first book made an appearance and it was great to see how the author developed their individual stories. Can't wait for the next one now! 
 
    
 
   Wow! What a brilliant follow up to Meeting Mr Write! The characters have even more depth and the writing style makes you love all of them! CANNOT wait for the third instalment 
 
    
 
   Highly recommend. Well written. Top marks! Really love the characters. Enjoyed it and I can’t wait for the next book.... 
 
    
 
   I absolutely loved these books, as much as I wanted to sleep at night I got hooked, its do easily related to everyday life yet the way it's written you imagine yourself there, I personally create looks and mannerisms to suit each character witching both books eeek there great!!! Can't wait for more to be written, what a fantastic author x 
 
    
 
   I freaking LOVED this sequel! It had romance, passion, angst!!!, delicious sex scenes, and even moments where I wanted to throw my Kindle against the wall!!! And holy crap.. That ending!!!!??? I-NEED-BOOK-THREE-NOW!!!
This is a definite must read!!!
The characters were even more amazing. They developed perfectly throughout the story line.
There were secrets revealed from Rosie's past, and if I thought she was a strong person before, hell.. She impressed me even more after reading this book. Wow.
Jackson was very swoony.. A true romantic, protective of Rosie and very alpha-male-like. Simply yummy!!! BUT..... I have to say, every time I felt like throwing my Kindle against the wall, it was thanks to him!!! There were moments I found myself hating his guts!!!
This book had a lot of page-turning moments where I simply, for the life of me, could not stop reading!
I really need the third book! Dying to know how Jackson and Rosie's story ends!!!!!
5 stars!! 
 
    
 
   This is the second book in the series and it just keeps getting better! I loved that this book had Jackson and Rosie go through more than just the one challenge in their relationship. From all the books I have read, I notice that some authors will have there be an issue or "challenge" in the relationship and that gets drawn out throughout the book and they fight over the same thing chapter after chapter. This book had new "drama" after one problem was solved and drama that was exciting! Secrets were revealed about Rosie and her past that I just had not expected. I love the love between Jackson and Rosie.
 
 
   This was a great book. The cliff hanger was great. I can't wait for the third book. I'm excited to see what happens between Rosie and Jackson. 
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   Introduction
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I’m supposed to be writing an article about Machu Picchu for the magazine but I can’t focus, my brain is elsewhere. I can’t believe Rosie is pregnant. 
 
   I don’t want this. 
 
   I never imagined that I would be telling the love of my life that I want her to have an abortion. I can’t actually believe that I did, but I just don’t feel prepared to cope with it all.
 
   Despite the amount of women that I’ve slept with, I’ve never had a scare like this before and it has freaked me out. The truth is though I have no idea what getting rid of a baby involves, or the effect it would have on the mother. Getting rid, it sounds like I’m talking about putting the bins out or sorting through old clothes. I don’t think it’s quite that simple.
 
   I feel terrible for flying off the handle at her and for letting her leave like that. We’ve been together such a short time but have been through so much already, too much maybe? 
 
   We need to deal with this together, one way or another, but I just can’t get my head around it all, I thought we had been so careful. I’m just not ready.
 
   I need to focus and get this article finished. If she’s determined to have this baby then I suppose I’ve got to be able to afford nappies somehow.
 
    
 
   I’ve just managed a first draft and my phone starts to ring, it’s Rafe. I can’t talk to him right now, he’ll just be calling to give me a bollocking and I have work to do. I switch it to silent and watch as it lights up with Rafe’s name another four times, he must really be pissed off to be so persistent. 
 
   I decide that I need to face the music. It’s between Rosie and me, nobody else. I really care about Rafe but if he’s going to stick his nose into this then I’m going to have to be straight with him. It’s for us to figure out, nobody else.
 
   I pick up my phone to call him back when it rings again, this time it’s Matthew. There’s no way that Matthew would get involved with this. He believes that unless you choose to share your private life then it should be kept private. There’s got to be another reason that he’s calling me and alarm bells start to ring… Rosie.
 
   “What’s wrong?” I ask knowing now that there’s something that I need to worry about, 
 
   “Rosie’s been in an accident.  You need to get to the hospital mate; I’m passing your flat in about five minutes. I’ll pick you up.” 
 
   Matthew speaks quickly and hangs up before I can question. I panic. I have no idea if she’s ok. Please god let her be ok!  I try to call Rafe back but his phone is now switched off. My mind is whirring; I need to know that she’s alright.
 
   I put my shoes on and grab my phone, wallet and keys. I decide to go down and wait on the street for Matthew; I need to get to her as quickly as I can. 
 
   When I get in the car Matthew tells me immediately that he knows nothing, he had a thirty second call with Rafe where he was told to pick me up and get me to the hospital, and that’s it. Matthew drives quickly to get there and I am thankful that there’s not too much traffic on the roads. 
 
   We arrive in good time and Matthew abandons the car in a space without wasting time getting a ticket. He must know that he’ll get a fine but as we run to the entrance I can see by the determined look on his face that Rosie is his only concern. 
 
    
 
   “You’re here!” Pippa throws her arms around me and squeezes me so tight that I can’t help but think the worst, “Come on quick, I’ll show you where she is.” Pip walks off at full speed and Matthew and I almost have to run to catch up,
 
   “Pip, tell me what’s happened?” I’m worried as we step into the elevator and  I can’t help my sharp tone of voice,
 
   “She stepped out into oncoming traffic Jackson. Thankfully the car that hit her knocked her back towards the curb instead of into the road; there were buses everywhere, and cars. I can’t bear to think what could have happened.” Pippa looks shaken and I’m taken aback, she’s always so strong, “She’s in pretty bad shape Jackson, prepare yourself!” 
 
   Before I know it we’re outside the room, Rafe notices us approaching from the window and comes out to greet us. He looks pale and weak.
 
   “You didn’t answer your phone.” His voice is monotone as he steps aside but I don’t have time to care that he’s pissed with me, I just need to see her. Rafe grabs my arm to halt me in my tracks, 
 
   “Take a deep breath before you go in. The doctors are keeping her asleep to help her recover. It’s a bit of a shock.” 
 
   I’m terrified as I open the door to Rosie’s room and feel like I might collapse. The woman that I love is lying there unconscious, bandaged around the head.  Her right arm is bandaged and in a sling across her chest and her whole right leg is in plaster. She has cuts and bruises all down the left side of her face and a large dressing on her left shoulder.
 
   “Rosie,” 
 
   I call her name softly but of course she doesn’t respond. There’s a drip going into her hand and I don’t know if it’s for pain relief or a sedative, or both. I take a deep breath.
 
   “So, what’s new?”  I ask her, knowing that she can’t answer but trying to lighten the mood. I feel sick. I kiss her on the right side of her forehead and sit down in the chair that Rafe had pulled up to the side of her bed.  “Rest beautiful, rest now but come back to me please. I love you. I’m so sorry.” 
 
   I look at the love of my life, battered and bruised and in a drug induced sleep and I can’t stop the tears that escape me. Seeing her like this kills me. I should be able to fix this, I should be able to make her better but there’s nothing that I can do.  
 
   I’m broken. Concerned for Rosie’s wellbeing and feeling that it’s my fault that she wasn’t with me this morning so that I could protect her. All on top of worrying about a child that I never thought I wanted. I hold my head in my hands and cry, unashamedly and undisturbed until the tears run out. 
 
    
 
   “Jackson, wake up mate. You need to eat.” 
 
   I wake to Rafe shaking me gently and it takes a moment to register where I am. I’m in the hospital, in a chair next to Rosie’s bed. It wasn’t a bad dream.
 
   “I’m ok Rafe, I’m not leaving her.” I take Rosie’s hand, she’s still asleep and my heart feels like it’s going to collapse at the sight of her.
 
   “Jackson, she’s going nowhere and you can’t stay here all night. You need food and some rest, and Rosie will want her own PJs when she wakes up, so come on. You can stay with us tonight.” 
 
   Reluctantly I stand and prepare to leave. He’s right, she’ll want her own things if she’s going to be in here a while. I kiss her gently and whisper that I love her, before leaving with Rafe and heading for Rosie’s flat.
 
    
 
   As we reach the car I realise that I have absolutely no idea what time it is or how long I have been at the hospital. It’s dark and cool outside and the ground is wet but there’s nothing to give away the time. London is London after all; it doesn’t go to sleep after rush hour like the village that I grew up in. 
 
   I know that I was at the hospital by ten am and that visiting hours have been and gone, my argument with the nurses who tried to kick me out earlier on is still fresh in my memory. I look at my watch. I’m not sure how I got away with staying at the hospital until half past ten at night but I’m certain that the only reason that Rafe was allowed in at this time, was to get me out. 
 
    
 
   Rafe and I arrive at Rosie’s flat before I’ve even realised that we’ve left the hospital car park. I feel like I’m in a dream and time is passing by without me being aware of what’s going on around me. 
 
   Rafe lets us in with Rosie’s keys and I methodically move through the flat, picking up items of Rosie’s and then putting them back down again.
 
   “I can’t even think what she might need, my head’s all over the place!”  I sit on the sofa and rest my head in my hands, “We rowed last night Rafe, big time. If we hadn’t she might have been concentrating more.” Rosie isn’t the type to just step out into the road.
 
   “Jackson, it was an accident. These things happen. The docs are pretty sure she’ll be fine, it’s just going to take a bit of time and a bit of TLC” 
 
   Rafe sits next to me on the sofa and pats me on the back in manly affection. I rub my forehead while I compose myself and head into the bedroom to pack Rosie’s bag, Rafe follows me in.
 
    “Let me do that, you go and sit down. It’s been a long old day!” He is genuine in his sympathy for me and his concern for his sister is as clear as day.
 
    
 
   As we head into Rafe’s flat, I’m nearly knocked off my feet by Bernie throwing her arms around me. They have rushed down from Buxton to be near Rosie. Joaquin is cooking in the kitchen with Matthew and Bernie looks drained.
 
   “Jackson darling, are you ok?” I don’t know how to respond but she doesn’t push me for an answer, ushering me toward the sofa and handing me a large glass of whiskey that Rafe wasted no time pouring.
 
   “We’ll head back to the hospital first thing; she’s going to be ok Jackson!”
 
    
 
   The evening passes quickly. There’s not much in the way of conversation and despite not feeling particularly hungry, I manage to eat Joaquin’s food and then excuse myself when a barrage of yawns hits me like a high speed train.
 
   A bed is pulled out from the sofa and made up at lightning speed and as I lay staring up at the ceiling I can think of nothing but the harsh words exchanged yesterday and panic about what her last words to me will be if she doesn’t wake up… 
 
   “Jackson, let me go. I can’t look at you. I don’t want you anywhere near me! I am not having an abortion Jackson, no fucking way. I’m disgusted with you. You make me sick Jackson! Let me out now!”
 
   …She has to wake up; she has to know how sorry I am.
 
    
 
    
 
   


Chapter One
 
    
 
    
 
   I woke to Matthew calling my name and shaking me gently. It took a moment to realise where I was but as soon as I did I sat bolt upright and reached for my clothes. Matthew didn’t say anything, he just picked up his car keys and we headed back to the hospital. 
 
    
 
   “How is she?”  
 
   I ask Bernie as we approach down the corridor. I have calmed down a little now compared to twenty minutes ago when Matthew told me that Rafe and his parents had already made their way to the hospital. But I am still annoyed that they left me asleep and came here without me, and I can’t pretend otherwise as I stare through the window into Rosie’s room.
 
   “She’s ok, no change apparently. I’m sorry that we left without you,” Bernie adds, sensing my mood, “We just thought you needed a bit of extra sleep honey, you need all your strength to take care of her.” 
 
   Bernie looks through the window at her husband and youngest child. She is shaken but is one of the strongest women that I’ve ever met. She won’t shed a tear until everyone else has shed theirs. I can’t help but admire and envy her strength, and I soften at her words.
 
   The doctor arrives to check on Rosie and administer some more drugs and I follow him into the room, with Bernie and Rafe hot on my heels.
 
   “Are you all family? I imagine this is quite a shock for you to see her like this, but I assure you we’re doing all we can to take care of Rosetta. I’m going to give her some morphine now. We don’t want her in any unnecessary pain do we?”
 
   “It’s just so strange, Rosie doesn’t get ill. She doesn’t even take paracetamol.”  
 
   Bernie is rambling and my head is spinning. I can hear my heart pounding in my ears as my heated blood rushes around my body. I’m anxious at the thought of the drugs that are being pumped into her, into the baby…
 
   “Doctor, wait! She’s pregnant... I suppose you need to know that?” The words are out of my mouth before I can think and my soon to be in laws look at me in complete shock, 
 
   “I’m sorry everyone, I didn’t know myself until a couple of nights ago.” 
 
   I stand back against the far wall as Bernie takes her daughter’s hand in her own and begins to sob.
 
   “Right, Thanks. I’ll erm, arrange an ultrasound” 
 
   The doctor leaves the room and everything falls silent, I can see Rafe talking to me but I can’t hear him, I can’t hear anything. The room starts to spin as Rafe rushes in my direction…
 
    
 
   “Jackson, can you hear me mate?” 
 
   Rafe is kneeling over me as I open my eyes. As my head clears I realise that I must have passed out. I try to sit up, “Easy Jackson, go easy!” 
 
   Rafe helps me up to sitting and I lean back against the wall. I look up toward Rosie’s bed to see Joaquin and Bernie looking at me with eyes full of concern, I realise in that moment that I’m truly part of this family. They care about me, they accept and trust me and I’ve let them down, I’ve let Rosie down. This is all my fault.
 
   “Oh goodness me, what’s happened here then?” A young nurse has entered the room with a machine on a trolley and is looking down at me curiously, 
 
   “He passed out for a moment, I think he’s ok?” Rafe looks up at her for confirmation of his suspicions,
 
   “Oh dear it’s probably all just a bit much to take in. Are you ok to get up in the chair and we’ll check your blood pressure?”
 
   “I’m fine, don’t worry about me. Are you here to do a scan?” I don’t care about me. I just need to know if Rosie and the baby are ok,
 
   “Yes sweetheart, are you her husband?” I can see in her eyes that she doesn’t expect this to go well,
 
   “Fiancé. Can I stay?” I push myself up to standing and walk over to hold Rosie’s hand,
 
   “Course you can love, not all of you though ok?”  Bernie starts to usher Joaquin and Rafe out of the room as the nurse starts to speak again, “Do you want anyone to stay in with you?”
 
   “Bernie, will you stay?” I can’t do this alone. 
 
   “Of course I will son.” Bernie looks at me with tears in her eyes and comes to stand by my side, taking my hand in hers.
 
    
 
   Another person comes into the room and introduces herself as the sonographer but I don’t care who she is, I just want them to get on with it. I just need to know.
 
   The nurse finishes setting up the machine and the sonographer turns to me,
 
   “Right then, how far along is she?” The question stumps me; it’s not something that I thought to ask while I was telling her to get rid of it. I shake my head,
 
   “I’m sorry, I don’t know!” I try to work it out in my head, “She’s got to be at least three weeks. She doesn’t have a belly at all.” 
 
   It sounds stupid saying it but that’s all I have to go on.
 
   “Right, so we’re fairly early on then. We’ll see how we get on with this but we may need to do a different type of scan with her not being very far along, ok?”
 
   I nod and the sonographer pulls down the blankets. As she lifts Rosie’s gown carefully so as not to expose her too much, the bruising on her ribs, hip and stomach take my breath away. Bernie has to sit down but she doesn’t let go of my hand. I look up to see the sonographer exchange a glance with the nurse that makes me squeeze Rosie’s hand a little tighter.
 
   I can’t see what she’s looking at on the screen. She squirted gel onto Rosie’s belly and is now moving some sort of wand around while she stares at a screen and clicks buttons on the machine. 
 
   It took about ten minutes before she wiped the wand clear and placed it back on the trolley before gently wiping the gel from Rosie’s skin and covering her back up. 
 
   She takes a breath and turns to me,
 
   “Ok. You can obviously see how badly injured Rosetta is,” she pauses and Bernie starts to sob, “There is evidence of a pregnancy that is about seven to eight weeks along, but there’s no heartbeat. I’m sorry. We will need to treat Rosie to remove what’s left of the pregnancy, but given her current state, we do need the permission of her next of kin to go ahead.”
 
   It all sounds so clinical, it’s is made worse by the silence as Bernie waits for me to answer, 
 
   “I’m not listed as Rosie’s next of kin yet Bernie.” 
 
   Even I don’t recognise my voice; it’s almost a whisper as I struggle to form words. She looks up at me and I see strong Bernie return as I try to process everything. She knows that she needs to do this for Rosie. The sense of purpose gives her the strength to stand up and leave the room with the nurse and sonographer to sign the relevant forms. 
 
   I sit in Bernie’s vacated chair as the words ‘remove what’s left of the pregnancy’ ring in my ears. I take Rosie’s hand to my mouth and kiss it softly as sadness overwhelms me,
 
   “Oh Rosie, please forgive me. I’m so so sorry.”
 
   They brought Rosie around the day after the procedure and at my request they allowed me to explain to her all that had happened. 
 
   She was heartbroken of course. 
 
   I’ll never forget the sound of her sobbing for as long as I live. It was the heartbroken cry of someone completely powerless to change the past. She blamed herself for being so careless and to my complete surprise she forgave me without question. 
 
   The next couple of days were a blur of physiotherapy, pain management and recovery plans. I was only allowed in to see Rosie during visiting hours and we used that time to try and move forward but I couldn’t tell her enough how sorry I am or how much I love her. I needed her to know, to trust it. 
 
   After a day or two of us beating ourselves up, Rosie painted on a brave face and said it was time to move on, but as I sit here holding her hand and preparing to take her home, I’m not sure that I can.
 
   “I thought I was going to lose you. I was terrified." I shake my head as the image of her lying there unconscious floods my mind,
 
   “Jackson...” Rosie reaches for my hand to try and reassure me,
 
   “When you left me that night you were so angry and you had every right to be. I thought that was it. I’d lost you. In the past I had never let myself think about settling down. I’d never allowed myself the daydream about playing football with my son or watching from the window as my daughter teaches herself to ride her bike.”  I smile as I remember Joaquin’s story and the mental image of little determined Rosetta Alvez.
 
   "Being with you and being around your family makes me realise how much I do want it all. If it’s with you, I can take on the world. When you left me and then when I saw you in here in this room, with wires and bandages everywhere, I thought my world would end. I felt seventeen again. Don’t leave me Rosie, don't ever leave me. I’ll be better I promise."
 
   She didn’t respond to me, she just asked me to hold her, and I happily obliged.
 
    
 
   “Are you ready then hop along?” 
 
   I’m standing next to Rosie's bed with a wheelchair. She’s allowed to come home today just as long as she isn’t left unsupervised, and I make sure she continues her physiotherapy.
 
   “Yep, just about.” Rosie struggles to lift herself up off the bed and I rush towards her, 
 
   “Hey, go easy. You’ll do yourself an injury!” I wink as I lean in to kiss her and pick her up off the bed. 
 
   “Practicing for our wedding night?” She giggles as I seat her carefully in the wheelchair,
 
   “Oh Alvez, on our wedding night I'll be throwing you over my shoulder and running to the bedroom. Don’t you go getting any ideas of it being romantic, I’ll be ravishing you woman!”
 
   Rosie laughs as Rafe and Pip walk in to the room to help us with the bags. After two days of sitting by Rosie’s side Joaquin finally managed to drag Bernie away. I promised that I would phone Bernie immediately with any updates and reluctantly she agreed to go home.
 
    
 
   There’s no elevator in Rosie’s building and even though she’s tiny, I’m knackered after carrying her up two flights of stairs and am pleased to finally put her down on the bed. I help her to get comfortable and kiss her on the forehead before speaking.
 
   “Right, Pip is going to stay here with you. I need to nip back to the flat and get a few bits. I’ll be straight back, are you ok?” 
 
   I need to go and get some things so that I don’t need to leave again anytime soon, but the thought of leaving Rosie like this worries me sick.
 
   “Don’t go!” She reaches out her hands for mine and pouts as I sit down on the bed next to her.
 
   “Baby, I won’t be long I promise. I’ll get enough stuff so that I don’t need to go home again all week,” I smile and kiss her as I stand to leave, 
 
   “Get all your stuff!” 
 
   I look at Rosie and she smiles sheepishly toward me,
 
   “What do you mean?” I know what she is saying, but I want to hear her say the words,
 
   “I never want you to have to go home again. Well, I want this to be your home, or somewhere else that’s ours. I want us to live together.” She blushes and I lean down and kiss her, 
 
   “I love you so much Rosie.”
 
   I can’t keep the smile from my face as I leave the flat. We’re going to have a place that’s ours, and I’m going to make sure that it’s perfect.
 
    
 
   “Wow, big step RoRo, you’ll be getting engaged soon…oh wait!” Pip remarks sarcastically when I tell her that I asked Jackson to move in with me,
 
   “Ok you can say I told you so!” 
 
   “No need, you know that I did!” We both laugh as Pippa hands me my coffee.
 
   “Come on then, tell me how you really feel about everything.” 
 
   I thought I was done talking through everything that has happened, but I should have known this was coming. Pippa knows me better than I know myself, she can see straight through me. 
 
   “I don’t know Pip. I’m sad, I thought I was going to have a baby and that was my last waking thought before Jackson telling me that it was gone. I don’t know how to deal with that really. It’s just gone and there’s nothing that I can do to change it.” Tears are starting to build in my eyes and there’s a lump in my throat as I open up to my best friend.
 
   “What about erm, the abortion stuff?” Pip lowers her voice as she asks,
 
   “I really don’t want to think about it. Jackson said the first thing that came into his mind, he panicked. He’s really sorry and he knows now that he does want kids in the future. What if I can’t though Pip?”
 
   “What do you mean? Why wouldn’t you be able to? You’ve been pregnant twice before Rosie, there’s no reason you shouldn’t get pregnant again!”
 
   “But really Pip, I killed them both. One by choice, one by carelessness!” I am crying now as I face up to what I’ve been trying to ignore,
 
   “Rosie no, don’t you dare! What happened eleven years ago was horrible and you did not deserve any of it, nobody could ever blame you for getting rid of that baby. How could you be expected to carry the product of that bastard for nine months? And this, the accident, it was just that Rosie, an accident. You are going to be an amazing mother RoRo, I know it!” 
 
   Pippa reaches across the bed and holds my hands; I don’t know where I would be without her. 
 
   “Anyway, in other news… Mr Benjamin Long is moving to London!” She smiles at her change of subject and I immediately brighten up,
 
   “When? Is he moving in with you?” I am curious, the only man that Pippa has ever lived with is Rafe.
 
   “Don’t know yet and don’t know yet! He’s been offered a job but it doesn’t start until August so he’s going to work back home for the summer and save what he can and then we’ll see where we’re at closer to the time. As it stands, I would love him to move in with me but don’t know if it’s too soon. By August though, things might be different.”  
 
   “Pip, that’s amazing. I’m so happy things are going well for you two. Do you lurve him?” I tease and she rolls her eyes, “Do you want to kiss him? Want to hug him? Want to smooch him? Wan…”
 
   “What I want Rosetta Alvez is to fuck his brains out but I’m not seeing him for nearly two weeks, so a change of subject would be lovely!” 
 
   We both laugh, Pip and Rafe are the only people in the world who can make me pour my heart out, cry my eyes out and laugh till my belly hurts all within the space of an hour. I need them more than they could know.
 
    
 
   “What about this one?” Jackson holds the details of an apartment in Canary Wharf in front of me,
 
   “Its way out of our price range and it’s really, I don’t know, ‘bachelor pad’ comes to mind!” I screw up my nose and pick up the details of the Covent Garden apartment again, 
 
   “You really like that one don’t you?” Jackson takes the details from my hands,
 
   “Yeah, I don’t really know why but it just seems like the one to me,” I blush slightly; I don’t want to seem like a diva, desperate to get my own way.
 
   “Then call them, let’s go and see it!”  Jackson smiles as he leans over to kiss me before getting off the bed and walking toward the bathroom, “But I’m in charge of decorating!” 
 
   “Fine by me James, I’ll just tell you when you’ve missed a bit!” 
 
   Despite being in almost constant pain, hardly being able to walk to the toilet and trying to get my head around losing the baby, I’m happy. Jackson and I are moving forward, the only way is up as they say!
 
    
 
    
 
   “Good morning gorgeous, I made you a cuppa!” 
 
   I wake to the sight of a shirtless Jackson carrying two steaming mugs into the bedroom.
 
   “Thanks babe, what time it is?” I’m a little groggy and in need of my painkillers, but his bare torso helps me feel a bit more alive.
 
   “It’s only half eight sweetie, sorry but we’ve got loads to get done so I thought an early start would be best.” Jackson hands me my mug and sits on the edge of the bed next to me, 
 
   “That’s fine, I can think of a better way to wake me up than coffee though!” I try for a look of ‘sex goddess’ but I think the result is desperate horn dog.
 
   “Baby, I want to, but you know…and besides we have so much to do!” 
 
    
 
   Things between me and Jackson since I came out of hospital two weeks ago have been great, except for one thing, sex!  He won’t touch me.  He is scared that he’s going to hurt me and won’t even entertain the thought until I’m fully healed, despite the doctors saying that it’s fine.
 
   “Fine! Coffee it is then, but you’re buying me lunch!” 
 
    
 
   


Chapter Two
 
    
 
    
 
   Tom Odell croons through the speakers of the iPod dock as the April rain against the window plays percussion. I’m on top of the world today. Jackson and I are packing up his flat ready for the move into our new apartment in Covent Garden. It’s modern and contemporary, not my usual style but I felt like a change. A new start! 
 
   Jackson has gone out to get us some fish and chips for lunch and I’m enjoying listening to his ‘chill list’ while I pack up the contents of his kitchen. Jackson has a great eye for interior design; packing up his belongings assures me of that. He has some fantastic pieces that I can’t wait to see adorning our new home. He’s brought everything over to the dining table so that I can sit while I wrap things in newspaper. I’m still on crutches and he reminds me about fifty times a day that I have to take it easy.
 
   It’s not just my body that needs time to heal. I’d just gotten used to the idea of becoming a mother when it was taken away, it hurts every day but it’s getting easier with each one that passes. Jackson and I took some time to analyse each of our reactions to the pregnancy and the things we said to each other. He apologised almost hourly for about three days for the things that he said. Neither of us has repeated his words from that night and I don’t think we ever will. 
 
   We know now that one day we will have children, but for now we’re going to enjoy being young and in love and living in one of the greatest cities in the world.
 
   Jackson must have forgotten his keys as he soon knocks the door, I wouldn’t mind but in my current state it takes forever for me to get there.
 
   “COMING!” I call as I struggle up on to my crutches and make my way to the door, “You are truly usel…What are you doing here?” 
 
   I can’t believe what I’m seeing. How Sasha has the audacity to show her face here, it’s beyond me.
 
   “Oh hello Rosie. Gosh what happened to you?” She doesn’t wait for an answer, “I need to see Jackson please.” 
 
   She is certainly more polite than the last time I saw her but if she thinks she’s going to be allowed in, she’s crazy.
 
   “Tough! You’re not welcome Sasha. And he’s not here so can you leave please.” 
 
   I can’t help but notice that she looks different. Her hair is slightly longer and lighter than the harsh black bob that she used to sport. She’s wrapped up as though it’s the middle of winter and is wearing hardly any make up. She really is very pretty without her bitch mask on, that thought angers me.
 
   “I’m sorry Rosie, but I really have to speak with him. I’ll wait!”
 
   “What do you want?” I hear Jackson’s voice as he approaches up the corridor, “I told you not to get in touch Sasha!”
 
   I know Jackson is in control so I make my way back to the table but I’m not sitting down. I’d rather struggle on crutches than show any sign of weakness in front of her. Jackson makes his way over to me as Sasha follows him into the flat. I throw him a look that says ‘I’m not sitting down so don’t try and make me” and he shakes his head on a deep breath, then kisses me on the temple as Sasha starts to speak.
 
   “Jackson, I know I’m not welcome here and I’m sorry but I had to see you. We need to talk…privately.” 
 
   The cheeky cow, she thinks she can show up here and get a one to one with my man, the man she practically raped? I don’t think so! 
 
   “Sasha, if you’ve got something to say just say it. I don’t have secrets from Rosie.” 
 
   I smile inwardly at his words and start to wrap another vase. My leg and back are aching as I lean against the dining table for support but I try to ignore it and stand strong, wanting to appear completely uninterested in what Sasha has to say.
 
   “JJ please, just trust me on this. It would be better in private!” Sasha tries to urge Jackson to shut me out but he refuses, 
 
   “I’m marrying Rosie! Anything you have to say to me, you can say in front of her. Spit it out or leave” 
 
   “Fine Jackson, but I warned you!” I glance up as she starts to remove her coat, “I’m pregnant JJ, and it’s yours!” 
 
    
 
    
 
   I lose control of my limbs and fall backwards into the chair as the vase that I was wrapping shatters around my feet. Jackson rushes to me and I see Sasha walk further into the flat behind him. I am stunned. Is she telling the truth? I can’t even form words…
 
   “Rosie, are you ok? I really don’t know what is going on, I’m sorry.” Jackson is looking me in the eye and speaking in almost a whisper. I know what he’s thinking, ‘please don’t leave me.’ 
 
   I’m going nowhere.
 
    
 
   “Why are you doing this Sasha? Why are you determined to ruin my relationship? Even if Rosie and I weren’t together I wouldn’t be with you so stop this!”  Jackson doesn’t sound angry, he sounds desperate. I look up as Sasha removes more of her winter layers, she is definitely pregnant, and by the look of her she doesn’t have long to go, “Sash, please stop this!”
 
   “Jackson I’m sorry but this baby is yours! I didn’t know about it until after Thailand and I was going to tell you at the wedding but you were with her...”
 
   “ROSIE!” Now he sounds angry,
 
   “Yes. Rosie!” I can hear the venom as she says my name, “So I didn’t tell you, I didn’t want to ruin the wedding. Then you wouldn’t take my calls or see me and I wasn’t sure what to do. When you came to me that day I had a glimmer of hope,” She looks at me and smirks, I bet she thinks I don’t know, “But then you left. I wasn’t going to tell you at all after that. But I’m carrying your child Jackson and you deserve the chance to be a dad!” 
 
   I feel really sick, he had the chance to be a dad and I gave it to him, then I took it away. I really think I’m going to throw up. I struggle up onto my crutches, forgetting the shattered glass on the floor and wincing as I place my bare feet down.
 
   “Rosie! Are you alright?” Jackson turns his attention to me again. He is pale and wide eyed,
 
   “I need to go to the bathroom!” I say quietly and Jackson picks me up and lifts me over the glass, he starts to walk toward the bathroom with me in his arms but I stop him, “No! Just pass me my crutches please!” He looks at me, confused and understanding at the same time and does as I asked.
 
   I head into the bathroom and just sit on the closed toilet. I try to breathe but as I realise what’s just happened my breath becomes fast and I’m struggling to get it under control. I am hot, really hot and starting to panic. 
 
   She’s having his child! 
 
   The thought makes its way into every corner of my mind and the tears come like a deluge. I can’t do anything to stop them, and wouldn’t if I could.
 
    
 
   After what seems like an eternity there’s a knock at the bathroom door, 
 
   “Rosie, can I come in please?” I know that it’s Jackson but the voice is not one that I recognise, it’s tired and deflated. “She’s gone, please let me in.”
 
   “It’s open.” 
 
   I manage to speak before my breath catches in my throat again and I am sobbing as Jackson pushes open the door, covering my face with my hands in an attempt to hide the pain that I’m feeling. This is the second time that he’s seen me like this, crying in his bathroom. The first time was because I was carrying his baby, this time it’s because someone else is.
 
   “Rosie, I’m sorry. I don’t know what I can even say but please don’t shut me out. I love you so much; I can’t lose you over this!” 
 
   I want to scream at him to shut up but instead I just cry harder.  Jackson falls silent; he just sits on the edge of the bath and lets me pour out my sadness. I feel sick and I have to rush to move off the toilet quickly when my stomach churns. I don’t know if it’s the crying or the shock but I can’t stop myself from throwing up, and I don’t care that Jackson is right there next to me.
 
    
 
   “Rosie, talk to me please” 
 
   Without me realising, Jackson has moved and is sitting close to me on the bathroom floor. My heart breaks when I look into his eyes, he is like a startled deer in headlights. He looks so lost as he tries to process all that has been said, terrified that something is threatening our relationship yet again and clearly concerned about me. I want to hold him and tell him that it’ll all be ok, but I need answers.
 
   “When did this happen Jackson? She looks more than four months gone so it can’t have happened while you were away and we’ve been together six, seven if you count Thailand, so when?” I don’t mean to but as my mind whirrs I feel my anger growing and my words becoming sharper. 
 
   “When you got home before Christmas and were begging me for another shot, were you fucking her? I don’t know why I’m surprised; you clearly have a weakness when it comes to Sasha. Maybe this is your chance, go and play happy families and get to shag the woman you really want instead of the cripple you’re stuck with!”
 
   He looks at me and shakes his head. He doesn’t know what to say, that much is clear in his eyes. He scratches the back of his head and takes a deep breath, and then he starts to speak.
 
   “I guess I have nothing to lose here do I?” Jackson sounds resigned to telling me the whole sordid truth and I brace for impact. I need to hear it but I don’t think I want to…
 
   “First of all Rosie I promise you that you know everything that’s happened between Sasha and me since the day that I met you. Since we came home from Thailand I’ve thought of nothing and nobody but you!” 
 
   He looks into my eyes and I know that he’s telling the truth, I stare at my hands as I twist my fingers together and he goes on.
 
   “I guess I might as well start at the beginning.” He takes a breath, “I was a bastard at uni Rosie and I took pleasure in being that way. I knew that she liked me but it was all about the control for me, she was a go to lay and I knew she’d come running whenever I called.”  
 
   I hate hearing this, the thought of his life before me turns my stomach, but I let him go on.  
 
   “Before you, I was all about getting my end away and Sasha was always a sure thing. So whenever I was horny or bored, I called her. We were friends and she’d see me with other girls all the time but she never cut me off, it was too easy. I was in and out of different beds practically every night, but if I didn’t get lucky I’d turn up at her door or call her to mine. She’s kicked guys out to let me in more than once. It seems a lifetime ago now Rosie, I was a prat but I was young.”
 
   Jackson takes a deep breath and I know we’re getting close to him giving me some real answers,
 
   “I hadn’t slept with her for months but the night before we flew to Thailand in November I couldn’t sleep. I knew I had to get up early to get to the airport and the only thing guaranteed to make me sleep was sex. You have to understand that before you I never talked to the girl I was with; I never cuddled or had play fights, none of the stuff that we do. I would have a girl over and then usually ask her to leave after I was finished. Sasha knew the routine and that’s why I kept going back, there was no hassle. I called her that night, she was at a Halloween party but she left to come to me. We had sex, she left and then the next morning I met you and everything changed.”  
 
   I start to slowly sob as reality dawns on me, I’m devastated. The baby that we conceived in love is gone and one conceived on a booty call is well on its way to being born. Jackson tries to pull me into his arms but I push him away, 
 
   “I can’t Jackson, not right now.” He backs off and leans back against the side of the bath,
 
   “Please Rosie, I don’t want this. It was before I met you. Please don’t leave me.” He speaks so softly as though he is completely exhausted.
 
   “Is this baby really yours? I mean could it be anyone else’s?”
 
   “I don’t know Rosie. I thought we’d been careful but now I’m so confused, I don’t think Sasha was sleeping with anyone else at the time, I don’t think she’d say it was mine unless she was sure.” 
 
   We sit in silence in the bathroom for a while before I gather my strength and compose myself.
 
   “I just don’t understand why we keep being tested. One thing after another pops up and tests the strength of our relationship. Maybe someone is trying to tell us something, it shouldn’t be this hard Jackson.” 
 
   I look into Jackson’s eyes pleading for some insight but he is as lost as I am, maybe more. I tip my head back to dismiss the gathering tears and blow out a long shaky breath. 
 
   “We agreed after the accident that we could face anything together, as long as we stick together. That’s not going to change now.” Jackson looks at me as I speak, he can’t believe that I’m not running but he still looks torn. “We’ll support the child Jackson, but we’ll do it as a couple. You need to tell Sasha that I am going to be by your side through this, if she thinks this is her opportunity to get her claws in she is sorely mistaken!” 
 
   There’s nothing more to say and Jackson knows not to push his luck. We sit in silence for a while, letting everything sink in as my head starts to pound. After a while Jackson stands and lifts me from the bathroom floor. 
 
   “I’m sorry Rosie” 
 
   He passes me my crutches and makes his way out of the bathroom.
 
    
 
   I sit on the sofa as Jackson dials her number, as he starts to talk more tears escape and I start to sob. My hand comes to rest on my stomach as I listen to Jackson talking to Sasha on the phone, stating the terms of our agreement to the woman giving him what I couldn’t. 
 
   I’m not sure that I have the strength to get through this, but I have to try.
 
    
 
   “Rosie, this is too much. I can’t deal with it!” 
 
   Pippa is surprisingly restrained as I tell her about Sasha. She came over to help me pack but all we’ve done so far is nurse a cup of coffee each until they’re too cold to drink and I’ve told her everything that happened yesterday. Jackson has had to go into the magazine today, he really didn’t want to leave me but I told him I needed some space.
 
   “Pip, I’m numb. It’s just one thing after another with us. I can’t even cry anymore, I ran out of tears at some point in the early hours of this morning.”
 
   “Rosie, you know I love Jackson. Even after everything, but this is too much!” She shakes her head and starts to cry. Pippa…crying! “I don’t understand why this has been so hard for you. You’re perfect for each other and absolutely terrible together at the same time. I think you need to walk away from this Rosie, I think it’s going to ruin you!” 
 
   She’s wiping away tears and I know that she doesn’t want me and Jackson to be finished any more than I do, but she’s right, it is too much. I reach out and hold her hand as we hear keys in the lock.
 
   “I wanted to check…Oh Pip, hi!” Jackson is sheepish as he spots Pippa on the sofa with me and I can tell that he knows I’ve told her everything. He’s still as he waits, unsure what to do or say.
 
   “You’ve excelled yourself this time James!” Pippa stands and I don’t have the strength or mobility to stop her, “How many warnings do you need?”
 
   “Pippa, I didn’t know anything about this. I’m in shock too!” Pippa is being unfair; he didn’t know Sasha was pregnant. But she’s always been over-protective of me. 
 
   “If you love that girl,” she points at me, “Walk away and let her have a life without a new heartbreak every month. You bastard Jackson! Why didn’t you just keep it in your pants?” Jackson opens his mouth to respond but she continues. “I can’t fucking look at you! Rosie, I can’t be near him I’ve got to go. I’m sorry. Love you.”
 
   “Pippa for fucks sake, this happened before I even met Rosie! Am I supposed to apologise for every mistake I’ve ever made? Come on then,” Jackson is yelling now, “let’s have a fucking competition, you can give me a run for my money in the screwing around stakes!” 
 
   Before I’ve even looked up I hear the sound of Pippa’s hand against Jackson’s face. She is shaking with anger and Jackson just laughs. He’s so calm, it’s frightening.
 
   “Get the fuck out Pip!” He points at the door and she looks at me, I’m completely in shock and can’t speak. “OUT!” 
 
   Pippa leans down to pick up her bag and looks at me with tears in her eyes,
 
   “Get out while your heart is in one piece Rosie, please!”
 
   


Chapter Three
 
    
 
    
 
   It’s been three weeks since Sasha broke the news of the pregnancy. Rosie has been amazingly strong and seems to be coping with it all a lot better than me, on the surface at least. I see the fake smile she paints on though, and the way she rests her hand on her tummy whenever Sasha or the baby is mentioned. I’ve heard her crying when she thinks I’m asleep but I have let her have those moments, private and uninterrupted.  I can’t bare the pain that I’ve caused her.
 
    I don’t want this, not with Sasha anyway. The thought of it makes me sick to the stomach. I can only blame myself though, I took the piss and shagged around for years so it was only a matter of time before it came back to bite me on the arse.
 
   Rosie was right, there does always seem to be something trying to tear us apart but I’m determined to not let that happen. Pippa brought a card around when we moved in and we apologised to each other for what happened. I bought her some flowers and promised that I’ll do whatever I can to protect Rosie from further heartbreak. She’s still not happy that Rosie has to watch another woman have my child, but she’s trying to support us both through it.
 
   Rosie and I have both tried to throw ourselves into work and sorting the apartment out and that has been great. The best part for me is waking up every day with Rosie next to me and knowing that she’s not going anywhere. We’re still living out of boxes but we get a bit unpacked each day, we’re getting there.  
 
   Rosie’s just using a walking stick now. She doesn’t need it all the time but the doctors have told her to keep it with her when she’s out and about in case she gets tired or sore and needs some support. She’s keeping up with her physiotherapy and is getting stronger by the day.
 
   “Babe, are you going to the kitchen?” Rosie asks as I push myself up from the dining table where we’re both working. We have got a room that will be a joint office but at the moment, it’s full of boxes and bin liners full of clothes.
 
   “I can do, what are you after?” Rosie smiles sweetly,
 
   “Coffee, if you don’t mind. I’m shattered!” Hearing her admit her tiredness breaks my heart when I’m the reason she’s being kept awake at night, and not in a good way. 
 
   “Ok, are you hungry?” I may as well make some lunch while I’m in there I guess,
 
   “Erm yeah I am actu…” Her voice trails off as my phone starts to ring and the mood changes as we both spot the name flashing on screen, Sasha.
 
   “Hi Sash.” I answer unenthusiastically, this is the third call in two days.
 
   “Jackson, I really need your help. The light bulb has gone in the spare room and I am scared of falling off the step ladder.”
 
   “Sasha, it’s two in the afternoon and you don’t use your spare room. How is that an emergency?”
 
   “Well it’s going to be the nursery so I need to be able to see what I’m doing in there. Rosie won’t mind you popping over.” She is almost pleading with me, but this is just the next in a long list of attempts to get me to go to her flat over the past few weeks.
 
   “I’m not coming over to change a light bulb Sasha, it can wait. The baby won’t be in there for a couple of months anyway!” I head into the kitchen to try and get out of Rosie’s earshot. “Sash, you need to stop this. We will support the baby, we’ve told you that, but you’re pushing your luck with Rosie now. You may be having my child but we’re not in a relationship Sasha, it’s not my responsibility to be at your beck and call!” 
 
   I feel like a prick but when I notice Rosie smiling shyly at her laptop I am certain she’s heard me, and certain I’ve said the right thing.
 
   “You knocked me up Jackson; you could be a little nicer!” 
 
   “You took seven months to even tell me Sasha, give me a break for fucks sake!” I hang up and silence my phone; it needs to just be Rosie and me now. I wish that could always be the case.
 
    
 
   “One hot steaming coffee and one ham salad sandwich m’lady!” I place Rosie’s lunch down on the dining table and she takes hold of my hand as she smiles up at me. 
 
   “Thank you Jackson, for everything.” 
 
   I lean down and kiss her on the forehead and she looks up at me through her lashes, oh I wish she wouldn’t do that!
 
   “You’re welcome gorgeous girl. I’m going to go for a run ok?” She shakes her head and rolls her eyes at me,
 
   “Jackson James, you can’t keep going to work out every time you feel a bit horny. I’m fine! I can’t stand not making love to you!” Her voice trails into a whimper as she pouts with her last words.
 
   It’s been almost five weeks since we’ve had sex and it’s killing me, but something just keeps stopping me from being able to do it. I don’t want to hurt her, and I feel like sex has caused so many problems for us lately, I guess I’m just scared.
 
   “Rosie, I want us to get back on track, I do, and we will. I just need to get my head straight. I miss you too but it just doesn’t feel right at the minute.”  I don’t think it will while she’s still crying at night.
 
   Considering that she hasn’t been able to exercise like she normally does, Rosie has lost a lot of weight these last few weeks. Her appetite hasn’t been great and the lack of sleep shows on her face. She’s still the most beautiful woman in the world to me but I want my curvy, vivacious girl back.
 
   “I’ll be back soon angel, I love you!” 
 
   Rosie shakes her head as I head into the bedroom to get changed but doesn’t say anything to stop me. 
 
    
 
   Running always gives me the opportunity to clear my head. I don’t know if it’s the rhythm of my feet pounding the pavement or the control of my breathing but it’s like meditation for me, the chance to separate all the jumbled thoughts floating around my head.
 
   I’ve had so much to think about lately that I’ve been running more than I ever have, and for longer. I know that Rosie needs me but I’m not sure how to be there for her. I feel like everything I touch turns to shit. Since I met her she’s had so much hurt and stress to cope with. How can I be the one to soothe her if I’m the cause?
 
   Before long I find myself at Rafe’s. The café is closed on Sundays but I could really do with a friend right now so I head round to the back of the café and make my way up to the flat. 
 
    
 
   “Oh shit, sorry is this a bad time?”  I ask as a breathless, sweaty and shirtless Rafe answers the door. I feel like I’m interrupting something,
 
   “No course not, there’s always room for a little one!” He grins with a wink and I blush slightly, not quite sure how to respond, “Jackson, I’m winding you up. We’re just doing some circuits. Come in!” 
 
   I laugh as I step inside the flat. Rafe heads into the kitchen to put some coffee on and Matthew sits up from his crunches to say hello. 
 
   “Alright? We weren’t expecting you today, is Rosie with you?” He gets up to grab some water and I shake my head, scratching the back of it and ringing alarm bells with Rafe. He turns around after filling and switching on the coffee machine.
 
   “What’s wrong Jackson? Is Rosie ok?” 
 
   I take a deep breath. Nobody but Pippa knows anything about Sasha and the baby. They think everything is perfect between Rosie and me. She’s recovering well, we’re setting really well into the new apartment and we’re coming to terms with the fact that she was pregnant, and that she lost it. But I can’t cope with bottling it all up anymore.
 
   “You can’t tell your parents any of this Rafe. Rosie doesn’t want to worry anyone but I need to get all this off my chest!”
 
   “You’re worrying me now mate, start talking!” 
 
   Rafe is getting annoyed and I take a seat next to Matthew at the breakfast bar. I take another breath,
 
   “Well, I’m going to be a dad.” I’m looking downward and as the words leave my mouth I’m rendered momentarily dumb, I can’t say anymore.
 
   “Rosie’s pregnant? So soon, is that safe?”  Rafe is leaning forward now, his hands on the breakfast bar, “Jackson!?” 
 
   “Rosie isn’t pregnant Rafe, Sasha is!”
 
    
 
   After throwing his coffee cup at the wall, and having to be restrained by Matthew, Rafe finally calmed down enough to let me explain. By the end of it he was threatening to go and get Rosie and make her move in with him and Matthew. He understood that I hadn’t cheated and that I knew nothing about it, but his concern for Rosie outweighed his rationality.
 
    
 
   “Rafe fuck off! She’s not going anywhere. It was her decision that we’d face this together!” 
 
   Rafe shakes his head and breathes in deeply through his nose,
 
   “Jackson, I think the world of you mate but she’s had nothing but shit to deal with since she met you!”
 
   “Rafael, that’s not fair!” Matthew tries to defend me, “They’ve had a bad run of luck but it’s not all Jackson’s fault and you know that. Rosie is a big girl and can make her own decisions so calm down!”
 
   The effect that he has on his husband is incredible; Rafe takes a deep breath and smiles shyly at Matthew, shaking his head slowly before turning to me. 
 
   “Come on then, you can’t have come all the way here just to tell us that. What else is going on?”
 
    
 
   Rafe and Matthew let me talk for as long as I need to. I tell them all about Rosie crying at night, and that I can’t bring myself to have sex with her. I tell them that I know how much she needs me but that I don’t know how to be there for her. 
 
   I tell them that I don’t want this baby and that it’s breaking my heart to know that Rosie won’t be the mother of my first born. 
 
   When I start to tell them that I think I should leave Rosie so that she can be free from all this shit my voice shakes. I can hear it crack as the lump forms in my throat. I go on to tell them about how sad Rosie’s face looks every day, especially when she puts her hand on her stomach and I feel my heart break. I can’t hold back the tears as I see her face in my mind; I am crying, and unable to stop.
 
    
 
   I’ve been at Rafe and Matthew’s for a couple of hours. I’ve been shouted at and shouted back, talked a lot and cried. I’m not embarrassed, these are two of the best blokes you could wish to meet and they just let me do what I need to do. When I composed myself all I got was a comforting hand on the shoulder from Matthew and a look from Rafe that told me all I needed to know. Rosie and I are meant for each other and we can overcome anything.
 
   We’ve talked a lot about ways that I can try and be there for Rosie. Matthew told me about a cottage in The Lake District that he and Rafe spent a long weekend at. After looking at the pictures on the internet and daydreaming about the bliss of complete isolation, I gave the owners a call and booked it for a week. I thought I’d have to wait until the turnover next weekend but she said it’s empty for the next few weeks, so we can have it anytime. I’ll tell Rosie tomorrow and we’ll go on Tuesday.
 
   “Come on mate, I’ll take you home!” Matthew takes pity on me and saves me from having to run home after the last couple of hours.
 
   “Thank you both. I’m sorry for all the shit I’ve caused.”
 
   “Don’t Jackson! Just go and be with her. I know how you feel about her!” Rafe shakes my hand and I follow Matthew down to the car.
 
   


Chapter Four
 
    
 
    
 
   Jackson’s been gone hours. 
 
   I’ve unpacked half of the boxes while he’s been gone, and despite knowing that I shouldn’t have I’ve started to put the office together. Jackson will kill me when he sees that I’ve built the desk without him there to help me, I’m nowhere near as mobile as I used to be. 
 
   I’m not sure if Jackson is my fiancé or my carer lately. We don’t have sex, he hardly ever touches me unless it’s because he thinks I’m about to fall or that I need carrying from the sofa to bed. I keep telling him to back off but I’m sure he thinks I’m a complete invalid, I know that he blames himself for my accident but I’m the one who stepped out in front of a car, he didn’t push me! 
 
    I know that I look tired, I’m thin as well. Jackson loves my body or he used to at least, but now he can’t bring himself to touch me. He sleeps in boxer shorts these days and I’ve taken to wearing pyjamas. Feeling that he’s repulsed by me is too much to bear. 
 
   He keeps trying to reassure me that he still thinks I’m beautiful, but if that’s the case why won’t he touch me. He won’t even have a bath with me, and we used to do that all the time. I see him every day but I miss him so much.
 
   I tighten my robe around me as the door opens.
 
   “Rosie, you’re not supposed to go in the shower if you’re on your own!” 
 
   “I’m not a fucking invalid Jackson!” I snap. His concern is starting to piss me off now, “I’m fine as you can quite clearly see, and I wouldn’t have had to if you hadn’t been gone so long. Where have you been? You can’t have been running for this long!” 
 
   “I went to your brother’s Rosie; I just needed a bloke to talk to!” He looks sheepish,
 
   “You told Rafe about Sasha didn’t you?” I don’t wait for an answer, “Oh god Jackson, I didn’t want that, you know I didn’t!” I sit of the sofa and put my head in my hands.
 
   “I know Rosie and I’m sorry but they were going to find out eventually. He promised not to tell your parents, but they’ll need to know too at some point. I just needed a mate Rosie, or two!” 
 
   Jackson sits next to me on the sofa and despite my annoyance, I do understand where he’s coming from. I’ve had Pippa to vent to, he’s had nobody but me and there’s only so much we can say to each other without it becoming a row.
 
   “Sasha called me. She said you weren’t answering your phone, which by the way you weren’t!” I smile up at him so that he knows I’m not having a go, he groans at the mention of her name,
 
   “What now?” he sounds exhausted,
 
   “I don’t know. She would prefer to discuss it with you apparently. I told her you were at the gym.” Jackson leans in and kisses my temple before heading into the bedroom. I know he’s gone to call her back, I hate that he’s out of earshot but I know he’s trying to shield me from as much as he can.
 
    
 
   “Mmm! Baby that smells great, what is it?” A freshly showered and shirtless Jackson has joined me in the kitchen.
 
   “Lamb Tagine, I didn’t fancy a roast dinner. That’s very distracting James!” 
 
   I flick my eyes from his chest to his eyes and back to the food. He grins; I haven’t seen that cheeky grin in so long that I feel like I might collapse,
 
   “What is?” He grins again,
 
   “You know full well!” I say as I roll my eyes and wave the wooden spatula at his chest with a smile, “Now get out of my kitchen before I let this dinner burn and ravish you!” 
 
   He smiles this time, not the naughty grin that I was hoping for. For a moment I thought we were turning a corner but now he seems to be clamming up again. To my surprise, Jackson steps toward me and wraps his arms around my waist, pulling my back into his chest and nuzzling into my neck. I can’t help it as I start to cry, I’ve needed this closeness so desperately. He turns me around in his arms so that we’re chest to chest.
 
   “Hey, don’t cry! I’m sorry that I’ve been shit. This has been the worst month of my life Rosie. But we’re going to be fine I promise you, I’m here for you. I’m sorry that it took me so long!” 
 
   I smile up at him, tilting my head back so that I can look him in the eye and hoping that he’ll kiss me. He does. It’s a gentle kiss but it’s so full of love that as his strong arms hold me closer I start to cry again, I’m not sad, I’m over the moon. He’s back. 
 
    
 
   “Mmm, Alvez that was delicious!” 
 
   Jackson stretches back in his chair and rubs his hands up and down his belly with a look of deep satisfaction on his face. He stands to take my plate from me,
 
   “I’ll wash up, you go and get comfy!” 
 
   I make my way to the sofa, I am so tired and my leg is hurting today. I know that I have been doing too much but I’m too stubborn to stop when I know I should.  I sit on the sofa and Jackson places a glass of water and my painkillers in my hands.
 
   “You read my mind!” I smile up at him in shock that he knew I needed them,
 
   “No babe, I read the clock. You should have had them an hour ago!” He gives me a look that screams ‘Don’t kid a kidder Alvez’ and makes his way back to the kitchen as I laugh and take my tablets.
 
   Countryfile is on the telly and I can’t help but miss home. I’m certain I’d have fully recovered long before now with Mam and Dad’s cooking and the fresh country air. My mind drifts to memories of walking with Bruce at New Year and I can’t help but wonder how two country bumpkins like Jackson and I are supposed to grow old in a big city, I just can’t see it.
 
   Where will we walk on Sunday afternoons? Where will our kids go to school? Mam used to just walk Rafe and me through the village to our friendly little school, will my kids need to be driven in London traffic or walked through smog and angry commuters? 
 
   As I think about it my hand comes to rest on my belly. I know there’s nothing there but it’s an involuntary action. Will I ever be able to have children after what happened? I knew that I was pregnant and put myself and my baby at risk. I just don’t know if I’ll be punished for that somehow.
 
   I can hear Jackson singing in the kitchen as he washes and puts away the dishes and I can’t help smiling as I enjoy the normality that seems to have returned this evening. I want to stay awake so that we can cuddle on the sofa and watch the Sunday evening TV but my eyelids are heavy, and try as I might, I can’t stop them from closing.
 
    
 
   I’m walking through a house. I don’t recognise it but it feels familiar, homely. There are pictures on the walls as I walk down the hallway but I can’t make out the faces, all I can focus on is the sound of Jackson’s laughter. Where is he? 
 
   I follow the sound and hear another laugh. It’s the giggle of a small child and I smile, it’s one of the nicest sounds in the world. I call out, “Where are you?”
 
   “Uh Oh…She’s coming!” I hear Jackson say in a playful voice and the child laughs and calls out, 
 
   “Mummy we’re here, we’re here!” 
 
   I run to find them and I’m in the garden. Jackson is laughing as he twirls her around in the air. She is giggling,
 
   “Again Daddy, again!” 
 
   I laugh as I run toward them, 
 
   “I’m here, I’m here!” I call out.
 
   They stop and look at me, confused expressions on both of their faces as the little girl speaks, 
 
   “You’re not my Mummy!” 
 
    
 
   I sit bolt upright as I wake. It takes me a moment to realise that I was dreaming. I’m in bed. I don’t remember coming to bed and know that Jackson must have carried me here. 
 
   I am sweating; the t-shirt of Jackson’s that I’m wearing is wet through. I don’t remember putting it on and can’t figure out how Jackson managed that without waking me, my painkillers must have wiped me out.
 
   I try to get up quietly and make my way out of the bedroom without waking Jackson. I lay my hands on my stick and there’s a lump in my throat as I realise that he thought far enough ahead to make sure it was within arm’s reach.
 
   In the bathroom I peel off the t-shirt and put on my dressing gown. I stand for a moment, taking in the reflection of a woman that I hardly recognise and I see another face, a little girl with black hair and hazel eyes. 
 
   “You’re not my Mummy!” 
 
   I shake away the image and make my way to the kitchen. I need a drink.
 
   I know I’m not going to be able to get back to sleep so I switch on the iPod dock, immediately turning it down so that it doesn’t wake Jackson. I fetch a glass of water from the kitchen and sit in the window seat at the front of the apartment.
 
   I have no idea what time it is but the road below is quiet. Every now and then a car passes and then it’s still again. The rain is pouring, hammering against the window as though the sky is crying the tears that I’m determined to hold back.
 
   Suitcase by Emeli Sandé starts to play. Her voice immediately soothes me but her words raise a lump in my throat that I can’t fight. I am terrified that once Jackson sees his baby he will leave. I saw the way he looked at the babies at the nursery in Thailand, he won’t be a part time dad, I’m sure of it.  
 
   I cry silently as I listen, I can’t bear to watch him leave.
 
    
 
    
 
   I wake up with a start, I thought I heard something. I turn to make sure that Rosie is ok but she isn’t there. The bed is cold.
 
   I get up to go and see where she is. As I open the bedroom door I hear music and I follow it to the dining area where I find Rosie sitting in the window seat. Her knees are pulled up to her chest and her forehead is resting on them, she’s crying.
 
   “Rosie, baby what’s wrong?” I sit next to her on the seat but she doesn’t look up, “Rosie, talk to me,” it’s almost a whisper, I can’t bear this.
 
   ‘These Arms of Mine’ by Otis Redding starts to play and I reach forward taking her hands,
 
   “Dance with me Rosie.”
 
   I feel her relax as I help her up to standing and pull her close to me so that I can support her. She wraps her arms around my back and looks up into my eyes. The soft glow from the street lamps outside highlights the tears in Rosie’s eyes and it breaks my heart. I lean down to kiss her and she runs her hand up the back of my neck and into my hair. 
 
   I inhale deeply as my heart beats faster. I love this girl so much.
 
   ‘Halo’ by Beyoncé starts to play and I pull Rosie close. 
 
   In one swift move I pick her up and sit her on the dining table. She allows me to stand between her thighs and I rest my forehead against hers. I need her.
 
   “Kiss me Jackson, please.” There is desperation in her voice and I know she needs me just as much.
 
   I kiss her intensely and she runs her hands down my back and up my abs to my chest. Her breathing hitches and I feel so hungry for her. Rosie wraps her legs around my waist to pull me close and I pick her up and carry her to the bedroom. I need to make love to her.
 
    
 
   I stand Rosie up at the end of the bed and push her dressing gown off her shoulders, letting it fall to the floor as I lean down to kiss her collar bone and then her neck. I hear her gasp slightly as I kiss below her ear and stroke my hands up the back of her neck and into her hair, pulling her into my kiss. 
 
   As ‘I Won’t Give Up’ by Jason Mraz starts to play Rosie pushes away from me gently and moves to the bed, sitting on the edge and taking my hand, pulling me closer. She pulls my boxers down my legs and lies back as I step out of them and crawl up the bed, holding my body up above hers. 
 
   She opens her legs a little more and I settle between them. Her hands in my hair encourage me down into a kiss and I push forward. Slowly making my way inside her and she groans against my mouth. 
 
   I feel her relax more and I work into a slow rhythm. She grips my shoulders as the light and the soft music from the other room bathe the bedroom. 
 
   “I love you Rosie” 
 
   I kiss her smile and make love to the woman that I intend to spend the rest of my life with. I’m in for the long haul.
 
   


Chapter Five
 
    
 
    
 
   I’m not aware of what song is playing, only that I feel blissfully happy. Jackson and I have never made love like we just did and I’ve never felt so close to him.
 
   I’m lying in his arms with my cheek against his chest and I can hear his heart beating under his skin. I can almost hear my name in its rhythm. 
 
   “We should get some sleep honey; we’ve got lots to do tomorrow.” Jackson speaks as he strokes my hair and I’m happily aware that I actually have absolutely no plans for the next week.
 
   “Have we? I don’t think I have,” I say sleepily in between planting soft kisses on his chest,
 
   “Yes baby, we have packing and shopping to do. We’re going away!”
 
   I lift my head to look at Jackson, I’m confused. 
 
   “What? Where to?” My heart is beating faster now; the thought of being away from here just me and Jackson is almost too much.
 
   “To the Lakes my beautiful girl just me and you. No phones, no internet. Nobody but us!”
 
   He smiles and I’m thankful that he didn’t spoil the mood by saying her name. I know he means that we’ll be happily away from Sasha but I don’t need him to spell it out. 
 
   “Stop grinning at me like that and get some sleep!” 
 
   He laughs as he rolls me over onto my back and kisses me. With him on top of me like this, sleep is the last thing on my mind and I wriggle into him. He groans and laughs under his breath as he rolls back to his side of the bed. 
 
   “Bad girl Alvez...Sleep!” 
 
    
 
   This morning has passed in a flash. I’m so tired after last night but thankfully it didn’t hit me until we’d finished getting our stuff ready for our trip.
 
   We started with a trip to the supermarket to stock up on supplies for the week. Once we get there, we don’t want to have to go into town for anything so we’re loading up the car with food and drink. 
 
   We started sorting out our clothes once we were back at the apartment, only for Jackson to tell me that he was appalled by my lack of suitable ‘outdoor’ clothes, and drag me out to Snow & Rock in Covent Garden for some waterproofs and walking boots. I tried to get out of it by playing the ‘cripple’ card but he just insisted that when I get tired, he’ll give me a piggy back. I know full well that he will too!
 
    
 
   “I hope you’re not planning on using up all your energy with walking Mr James, we have catching up to do!” 
 
   Jackson laughs as he stirs the Bolognese sauce that he’s making and then turns to me, lifting me easily to sit on the counter top before placing his hands firmly on my thighs and pushing them apart to stand between them,
 
   “Not just walking Alvez, there’ll be fishing too and maybe some climbing!” 
 
   He laughs as I pretend to fall asleep and when I open my eyes again he looks into them with so much desire that he definitely gets my full attention, 
 
   “I will always have the energy to make you scream Alvez!” 
 
    
 
    
 
   The drive to Coniston takes just under five hours. Jackson won’t let me share the driving in case my leg starts acting up so I have nothing to do but lean back and read. 
 
   I must have drifted off as I soon wake up, leaning sideways into the passenger seat. Jackson doesn’t seem to notice that I’ve woken up and I’m able to just enjoy the sight of him. He is driving skilfully, checking his mirrors and indicating as he quickly and smoothly overtakes, but the best thing is that he’s singing. The window is down as he enjoys the summer day and sings along to ‘Last Request’ by Paolo Nutini, my heart beats for him and I smile as I imagine spending a life just like this, just us.
 
   By the time we arrive,  I have stiffened up and have to wait while Jackson collects the keys and opens the front door to the cottage, before coming back to help me out of the car.
 
   “Do NOT carry me over that threshold James! That can wait until we’re married and it’s our own home!” He laughs as he teases before putting me down and letting me walk in on my own two feet.
 
   The cottage is exactly what I wanted it to be, rustic on the outside and a mix of contemporary and country chic inside. It’s cosy and welcoming, the open fire in the living room has been stocked with logs ready for us and I feel at peace. 
 
   “Give me your phone then Alvez! I’ve let everyone know we’re here safe, no more phones now until Monday!” 
 
   Jackson is insistent on having no communication while we’re here. I don’t know if it’s so that we can focus on each other or so that he doesn’t have to speak to Sasha, but either way I’m happy to oblige. 
 
   “Will you still call me Alvez when we’re married?” I ask as I hand over my phone and Jackson laughs, 
 
   “Probably, is that ok?”
 
   “Yeah, I like it!” 
 
    
 
   It’s a beautiful day so once we’ve put some things away in the kitchen and the master bedroom we decide to go out for a walk around the village and get our bearings. It’s beautiful; it feels really comfortable as it reminds both of us of the villages that we grew up in. As we walk and talk we both wonder what we’re doing in London. 
 
   “I’m such a country girl Jackson; I hate the grey harshness of the city. Don’t get me wrong, I do love my life in London, especially now that I have you, but it’s so not me.” 
 
   We’ve stopped for a pint outside a lovely pub and can’t help but discuss village life versus city life some more.
 
   “I know. I do love London but I think I’ve had a different experience to you because I’ve been a single bloke down there, earning great money and having the time of my life, you’ve spent the majority of your time down there in a shitty relationship!”
 
   “Yeah, and don’t forget there was Michael too!” I wink and take a sip of my cold cider, Jackson laughs.
 
   “Seriously though, I think people like you and I, and Rafe and Pippa too, the young village kids with aspirations to make something of ourselves. We see the road to London like the yellow brick road to OZ!” 
 
   “Ooh! Shotgun being Dorothy!” 
 
   “Shut it you, I’m Dorothy!” Jackson responds and we laugh,
 
   “To be fair, I’m more like one of the munchkins! I hate being so short!” I stick out my bottom lip and Jackson laughs again as he leans in and nips it with his teeth.
 
   “You’re so cute! You’re perfect Rosie. I love that you’re little, it makes it easier to chuck you around the bedroom!” 
 
   Jackson winks as he stands and heads into the pub to get us another round of drinks.  I lean my head back to enjoy the heat of the late afternoon sun on my face. I open my eyes and look around, what am I doing in London? 
 
   As we walk back to the cottage we’re fairly quiet, just content and peaceful. It’s so nice to just be together, not having to rush around from place to place. Our phones aren’t ringing or buzzing constantly as they normally do, we have no work to do and most importantly Sasha is miles away and can’t contact us. If there’s an emergency she can go to Rafe who has the number for the landline at the cottage, but Rafe will determine whether it’s really an emergency or not, so I don’t think we’ll be hearing from her. 
 
   “Thank you for this Jackson, Its bliss!” I am so content right now that I don’t think I ever want to go back to real life,
 
   “You’re welcome gorgeous, let’s never go home!” He laughs as he reads my mind and I can’t help but wish that was a possibility.
 
    
 
    
 
   “What is that?” 
 
   I laugh as I step out onto the terrace to see Jackson fiddling around with different dials on the massive hot tub in front of him,
 
   “What does it look like? Go and get your bikini on Alvez!” He isn’t smiling; he’s frowning as he tries to figure out how to work it,
 
   “Jackson, I did not bring a bikini to the Lake District!” I am standing in a towelling robe with a towel wrapped around my hair as I’ve just got out of the shower.
 
   “Yeah, but I did! It’s in the side pocket of your bag!” He grins at me and I just shake my head,
 
   “Always one step ahead James!” I call as I head back toward the bedroom. 
 
   “Refill Miss Alvez?” Jackson holds up the bottle of champagne and I nod as I hold out my glass to him across the bubbling water.
 
   “I love this! We’re in a hot tub, looking at this stunning scenery with only the sheep to spy on us. It’s perfect!” I sip at my champagne and Jackson grins at me, I know that grin. 
 
   “Come here!” 
 
   He summons me across the tub and I obey. When I get close he places his hands on my hips and pulls me into him as he kisses me hungrily. 
 
   “I’ve missed you Rosie.” 
 
   I feel him pull at the strings on my hips and seconds later he throws my bikini bottoms out of the hot tub, “You don’t need those!” 
 
   Jackson licks his lips and pulls me back into a kiss. His right hand moves between my legs and he dips the tips of two fingers inside me then hums in appreciation. He runs his fingers upward and starts to circle my clit as his left hand pushes aside the triangle of my bikini. He takes my nipple into his mouth and flicks his tongue across it deliciously. I’m unable to move, frozen to the spot by the pleasure coursing through me.
 
   Jackson stops and places his hands on my bare hips, turning me around and lowering me onto him. He pushes inside slowly and I inhale a shaky breath as I adjust to the fullness. 
 
   His left arm wraps around my stomach and firmly holds me in place and his right hand returns to its rightful place between my thighs. We’re still but for the working of his fingers on my clit, and the pressure of him inside me is incredible as I feel my orgasm building. 
 
   Jacksons grip across my body tightens as I start to clench around him and I tip my head backwards onto his shoulder as my whole body starts to shake. I try to arch my back away from his chest as I come but he holds me in place. My breathing is shallow and fast as I ride out the waves of my orgasm and I hardly register as I feel the hard plastic of the seat under my knees. 
 
   I open my eyes to realise that I’m on my side of the hot tub again, kneeling and waiting for Jackson to take his pleasure from me. I grip the side of the pool and brace for impact, realising that I’m no longer wearing my bikini top.
 
   Jackson grips my hips and starts to pound into me. It’s hard and I know he’s waited weeks for this. I’m vaguely aware that I’m calling out loudly with each thrust into me but I couldn’t care less, it’s incredible.
 
   The water is bubbling and sloshing about around us and the sensations of warm water and then cold air on my nipples is fantastic. I feel Jacksons fingers dig into my hips and I know he’s close. He starts to rub hard and fast on my clit with his left hand and I groan as I push back onto him and feel the familiar clench yet again.
 
   “I’ve fucking missed this Rosie!” Jackson groans through gritted teeth as his right hand moves up my neck and I feel his fingers in my hair. He pulls, tipping my head backward and me over the edge. He pounds into me, pulling on my hair as I call out loudly in response to the incredible orgasm flooding my veins. Jackson grips my hips firmly with both hands, pulling me back aggressively as he moans with the strength of his own release.
 
   “Jesus baby, maybe we should go without more often!” He’s breathing hard and I can still feel him pulsing inside me, I can’t speak.
 
   


Chapter Six
 
    
 
    
 
   “How many people have you slept with Jackson?” 
 
   We’re lying on the duvet in front of the open fire, Jackson is propped up on some pillows and my head is on his chest as I trace the pattern of his abs with my fingers. I’m wearing one of Jackson’s t-shirts and he’s just wearing some loose fitting trousers. We had a picnic on the living room floor after the hot tub and decided to just stay put and enjoy a few glasses of wine together.
 
   “Why are you asking that babe? It doesn’t matter does it?” 
 
   He sounds worried, like he’s waiting for me to fly off the handle, but I won’t. I know it’s going to be high and I’m too happy and calm to react badly.
 
   “I’m just curious. You can tell me, I won’t be mad!” 
 
   “I don’t know Rosie, I didn’t really keep count.”
 
   “Ok, so how many women have you had a regular thing with?” 
 
   “Four.” 
 
   “Four? That’s less than I thought.” I’m surprised.
 
   “I never saw the fun in being with the same girl over and over before you Rosie, and the other three were just…convenient.” He’s opening up to my line of questioning, I think. “What about you?” oh!
 
   “What? How many women have I slept with?” I try to joke so that I can put the attention back on him,
 
   “Well now that you mention it!” He laughs as I hit him gently on the chest, “Come on, tell me, how many men have you slept with Rosie?” 
 
   “Five, including you.” I blush at my lack of experience and feel his heart start to beat slightly faster,
 
   “Oh! Thank god. I still want to kill all of them, but I am glad it’s low. I knew it would be, but I’m glad!” He knew it would be?
 
   “What do you mean? Am I shit in bed?” I can’t look him in the eye so sit up with my back to him, 
 
   “What? No! Why are you asking that?” He sits up and kisses my shoulder,
 
   “Because you said you knew it would be low, is that because you can tell that I don’t have as much experience?” I’m embarrassed,
 
   “Rosie, no that’s not what I meant at all, sex with you is fucking incredible! I just mean because you’ve got too much self-respect to have fucked around all over the place, it’s one of the things I love about you. That’s no reflection on a certain photographer that we know by the way, it’s more about me. I’ve slept with about two hundred women Rosie, and that fact disgusts me!” 
 
   I gasp and feel him back away slightly, two hundred! 
 
   How do I even process that information? How has he fit that in? My mind starts trying to do calculations but I don’t have enough information.
 
   “How old were you when you lost your virginity?”
 
   “Fifteen.”
 
   Ok so that’s fifteen years. Two hundred women over fifteen years. That works out to about thirteen a year average, that’s one a month with two at Christmas.
 
   “I can handle that!” I turn and smile, Jackson visibly relaxes and lies back down. I follow suit.
 
   “How old were you Rosie?” Jackson asks as he strokes my hair,
 
    “Sixteen.”
 
   “Oh my god, Rosie I’m so sorry I didn’t realise that was your first…” He knows that I was sixteen when Jonah took what he wanted and he stops as the realisation that I lost my virginity to the guy who raped me sinks in, 
 
   “No, it wasn’t that time, but it was him. Don’t think about it Jackson. Old news!” I kiss his chest to let him know its ok. “Enough about me, I want to know more about you. Have you ever had a threesome?” He takes a deep breath before answering,
 
   “I’ve had six Rosie” 
 
   “Six! Christ Jackson! Two blokes or two girls?”
 
   “Mostly two girls, one was two blokes but the sight of some dude’s balls bouncing around kind of puts you off what you’re doing. I left them to it and went home!” 
 
   I should be appalled but I burst out laughing, that’s hilarious.
 
   “Would you want to have a threesome with me?” I ask tentatively,
 
   “What? No, would you?” he sounds annoyed,
 
   “No but if you’ve had five two girl threesomes then you must like them, I don’t want you to resent me for making you give stuff up!” 
 
   “Rosie no, I was single. You should never bring shit like that into a relationship. One of us would enjoy it more than the other, guaranteed! And that leads to jealousy and all sorts. Plus, they’re a good laugh but nothing compared to what we have, most of them ended with me just watching and having a wank anyway!” 
 
   He kisses the top of my head like he’s just said the sweetest thing to me and I laugh again.
 
   After a while of lying quietly and listening to the ‘Chill Mix’ I have one more question that for some reason unknown to me, I need to ask. 
 
   “Jackson, have you ever done anal?” I’m sheepish as I ask; Jackson lets out a brief laugh before he answers,
 
   “Given or received?” Oh I hadn’t thought that far ahead…
 
   “Erm either?” 
 
   “I’ve given yes. Why are you asking that?”  Oh I knew I shouldn’t have opened that can of worms, he sounds hopeful. 
 
   I’ve so far managed to keep Jackson well away from my rear end. The boyfriends that I had before Michael had tried to get me to do it but I didn’t want to, Michael thankfully had no interest in it at all; he thought it would mean that he was gay if he did. But I know men generally love it and now it’s on Jackson’s radar too.
 
   “I don’t know, just wondered I guess. Forget I asked!” I try to brush it off,
 
   “Have you?” He’s more hopeful now,
 
   “No! And I don’t really think I want to babe, it freaks me out a bit.”
 
   “Have you ever tried? With fingers or anything?” Oh god, why did I open my mouth?
 
   “No nothing and I can’t imagine that I would enjoy it!” I sit up, uncomfortable with the topic. Jackson sits up and shuffles closer to me, brushing my hair off my neck and kissing me there before whispering in my ear,
 
   “I’d make sure you did!”  His gravelly voice is full of promise and my body defies my mind as the heat between my legs radiates. “No pressure though beautiful, I get plenty of pleasure from here!” 
 
   As he speaks he slides his right hand across the top of my thigh and between my legs, once he feels that I’m wet he inhales and pushes a finger inside me, 
 
   “Come here!”
 
    
 
   We’ve been in The Lakes a couple of nights now and its bliss. Rosie is more relaxed than she’s been in weeks and she’s started sleeping through the night again. 
 
   I wanted to get up early and go walking this morning but she looked so peaceful and gorgeous when I looked at her asleep this morning that I couldn’t bear to wake her. I left a note telling her where I’d gone and came out for some fresh air; she’s probably been doing too much anyway. Her leg isn’t fully healed yet.
 
   All around the cottage where we’re staying there are green fields and hills, I’ve been walking for about an hour when I look up and really take in the views. I can look down over the village and I truly feel peaceful. I decide to sit for a bit.
 
   Since we arrived, Rosie and I have done a good job of ignoring what’s waiting for us when we get home but the fact is that as of tomorrow it’s June and that means that Sasha’s baby is due in just three weeks. Sasha’s baby, I can’t even bring myself to say that it’s mine.
 
   I feel panic wash over me; I do not want this child. I know that makes me sound like a bastard. I got the girl pregnant and I should stand by her, but how can I? Rosie is the woman I should be having a child with but that was taken away from us. Maybe that’s my fault but it doesn’t make it fair. 
 
   I think about how it’s going to work. Is Rosie going to really be right by my side, supporting my child despite her hatred towards its mother? I can’t imagine the strength it would take to do it, to go through it all. I dread the moment that she realises that it’s all too much and runs for the hills, I hope to god it never happens, but I think it will. I couldn’t do it. 
 
   I head back to the cottage and as I approach I see Rosie reading on the garden swing on the terrace. My heart beats faster at the sight of her, I can’t lose her.
 
    
 
   Once Rosie is dressed, we head out in the car up to Hill Top, the home of Beatrix Potter. I knew that Rosie would love it here but I hadn’t anticipated her childlike excitement as we explored. There’s a sparkle in her eyes and a smile constantly stretched across her face. She’s adorable.  
 
   We head for a late lunch at the Tower Bank Arms and then make our way back to the cottage. Rosie is still playful and I love this version of her, I haven’t seen it since before the accident. 
 
   We cook a simple but completely satisfying dinner of gammon, egg and chips and sit on the duvet in front of the fire to play cards. We’ve had a great day but despite my best efforts, I can’t help worrying what will happen when we get home.
 
   “What’s wrong? You’ve not been yourself today!” Rosie has noticed and it worries me, I really don’t want this to ruin our last couple of nights here.
 
   “Nothing babe, I’m Just tired.” I try to brush it off but she just frowns at me.
 
   “Right then,” She puts her cards down, “Let’s talk about it. You’re worried about going home aren’t you?” 
 
   I scratch the back of my head and laugh,
 
   “Are you psychic now?”
 
   “No Jackson, but I’m worried too.” she moves across the floor to sit in my lap, “We have two more nights of blissful isolation and then we have to go home and face the music. Of course I’m worried. But we just don’t know what the future holds so why worry, we’ll take each day as it comes. And hey, we get to go to the ballet soon!” 
 
   She smiles and kisses my cheek, her arms are wrapped around my neck and I can’t resist her.
 
   “You’re right, let’s not ruin this. You stink; I think you need a shower!” I wink and stand with her in my arms. She laughs as I carry her to the bathroom.
 
    
 
   Jackson turns on the shower and I’m almost shivering with anticipation. He turns and raises his t-shirt up over his head and off, he’s incredibly sexy and he knows I love his body. I watch as he undoes the buttons on his jeans and pushes them and his boxers down before stepping out of them. 
 
   Naked Jackson…my favourite thing in the world!
 
   Jackson steps toward me and I am melting. Right now I’d probably let him do anything that he wants to me, and I’m more than ready for it! 
 
   He leans in to kiss me and I feel his hands slide into my yoga pants to caress and squeeze my backside,
 
   “Mmm!” I groan into him and feel him smile against my lips as he pulls me tight to him, letting me know that he’s ready for me. 
 
   Jackson kneels in front of me and pulls down my trousers and French knickers in one before standing and pulling the hem of my vest upward, forcing me to raise my arms as he removes it. I’m glad that I’m not wearing a bra because I don’t want to wait a second longer. 
 
   He picks me up and I wrap my legs around him as he steps into the shower and pushes me back against the cold tiles, kissing me passionately. His tongue rolls over mine as his hands support my backside. I feel his fingers move closer to my back entrance and my heart starts to beat a bit faster. He must sense the panic in me as he stops.
 
   “Let me wash you!” 
 
   I unwrap my legs and stand as Jackson reaches for the shower gel. He squeezes a little into his hands and tells me to turn around. 
 
   He starts at my neck and shoulders, working out some of the tension I felt moments ago. He works his way down my back and sides and round the front to slide his soapy hands across my stomach and briefly down between my legs. I can feel his erection proudly nudging at my backside, twitching as he runs his hands over my body.
 
   Jackson turns me to face him and cups my face in his hands. As he moves in to kiss me he slides his hands down my throat and across my waiting breasts. My nipples are hard and eager to be touched. He obliges, circling his palms and then fingers over them before sliding his left hand down my side and round to my backside, while his right makes its way back between my legs.
 
   I’m burning up! I can feel the fire of my arousal right down into my feet. Jackson is washing me, tenderly, the soap acting as a lubricant as he works his fingers over me, into me. From underneath, his fingers move backward. Skimming lightly over the part of me that I now know he wants to claim. He works his fingers back and forth, applying a pressure that relaxes me as the soothing strokes send ripples of pleasure all over my body. 
 
   Jackson directs me under the shower and the hot water only intensifies my arousal. Once the soap is gone I’m pushed gently back against the cold tiles and Jackson kneels in front of me. My right leg is tapped and I lift it off the floor of the bath tub. Jackson instructs me to place it on the opposite rim of the bath and as I do he nips at my inner thigh.
 
   Within seconds, two fingers are pushed inside me and I think I might collapse. I look down to see Jackson smile his mischievous smile before lowering his face between my legs. I feel his lips around my clitoris and he sucks gently as his tongue flicks across the swollen nub. 
 
   I can’t take much more. The circling of my clit is divine and Jackson is working my G-spot with his fingers inside me. I feel like I’m going to crumble on top of him as I rock downward onto his working mouth.
 
   Jackson stops and looks up at me, removing his fingers and telling me to turn around. I do willingly and place my hands on the tiles in an attempt at giving myself some support.
 
   Deliberately slowly, Jackson pushes a finger and then another back inside me, slowly working them in and out, stretching and lubricating me ready for him. His left hand comes from underneath to rub my clit as I feel him nip at my backside with his teeth before kissing the same spot. 
 
   He kisses his way toward the centre and I try to push my panic aside and enjoy the sensations. I feel another nip, this time a lot closer to my opening. His hands slow as I feel the soft wet of his tongue across my anus. Wow that’s nice!
 
   I relax and Jackson circles with his tongue, working his hands again now and applying welcome pressure at regular intervals. He removes his fingers and slides his hands backwards, lubricating me as he stands behind me. I panic again, am I ready?
 
   “Just fingers Rosie, we’ll go slowly!” Jackson whispers in my ear and I think I’m going to burst. I realise for the first time that I want whatever he has to give.
 
   Jackson positions himself at the familiar entrance and pushes inside me, gripping my hips and pulling me back onto him as he starts to thrust into me. Once he’s found his rhythm I feel his wet fingers slide down between the cheeks of my backside and start to circle my tense entrance. It feels nice, and as his other hand rubs my clit and I delight in the sensations of him pushing his rock hard length into me, I feel the pressure. 
 
   “That’s it baby!” He’s encouraging me as I feel him start to move his finger in and out of me. 
 
   “Ohh!” I can’t do anything but moan as I’m overloaded with pleasure. I’m aware of my surprise at the welcome invasion of my backside, “Jackson!” 
 
   I try to tell him that I’m close but I can’t form the necessary words. He seems to understand though as both hands start to work faster and his thrusts into me become harder.
 
   I clench around him as the heat rises up my legs and I can’t stifle the screams as my intense orgasm washes over me. The pressure of his finger in the back of me is incredible and my mind is whirring with the possibilities of this new pleasure centre, I had no idea.
 
    
 
   “You ok?” Jackson looks concerned as he rinses the conditioner from my hair,
 
   “Yes, I’m good, very good!” I giggle; I’m a little embarrassed by my reaction to something that I thought would be horrible. Jackson just smiles and kisses me on the forehead.
 
   “Good. Come on you, bed!” 
 
    
 
   


Chapter Seven
 
    
 
    
 
   Since we’ve been back in London, our time in the Lakes seems a million years ago. We both had to get straight back to work and have been really tired, so quality time together has been hard. But going to bed every night next to Jackson and having him there when I wake up every morning is amazing. 
 
   Pippa hasn’t been around much as she’s been in Buxton with Ben a lot of the time. It’s hard not having her around because now that we’re well into June I’m constantly aware that Sasha’s due date is close, she could really go into labour any day now and as much as I try not to, I can’t help but think about it.
 
   Thankfully, the weather has been amazing for the past couple of weeks. I’ve been spending my days writing in St James’s Park or on our little balcony and getting settled into the new apartment. It’s getting there, we’ve both been really busy so it’s not quite ‘home’ yet, but it’s lovely all the same. 
 
   Jackson is getting quieter and quieter as each day passes. He doesn’t want to have a baby with Sasha, but if he’s got to, then he doesn’t want to be a part time Dad. He’s worried that Sasha will stop him from seeing the baby if he doesn’t do what she wants him to. I just can’t believe that this is our life. One minute we’re on top of the world, and then we’re in hell, then back again. It’s exhausting.
 
   Jackson is at the magazine today and I’m not ashamed to say that I am lying on my back on the grass of the park doing absolutely nothing. Rafe has come to meet me for lunch and the midday sun is just too irresistible to head back to the apartment. 
 
   “I love British summer! When we have good weather Britain is unbeatable!”  Rafe is lying next to me and seems blissfully happy in the sun. Sophie is looking after the café today and Matthew has meetings in Birmingham, so I have my brother to myself all afternoon.
 
   “Do you fancy a pint RoRo? This weather is calling me to a beer garden!”
 
   “Yeah we can do, just a couple though. I’m going out tonight, remember?”
 
   “Oh yeah, the ballet! Are you looking forward to it?”
 
   “Yeah I guess. Things have been a bit weird since we got back from the Lakes but I’m sure a date night will do us the world of good,” I’m not really that sure, “both of us are being consumed by the fact that the birth could be any day now, and it’s taking its toll.”
 
   “Rosie, are you sure you can do this? I mean long term. You’re marrying Jackson, but are you going to be able to watch as he brings this child up with Sasha? I know you agreed to stand by him, but when he’s posing with her for photos on birthdays, graduations, weddings, and you’re standing in the wings watching, are you going to be able to deal with that? I love Jackson but you need to make sure you’ve thought about this long term.”
 
   “Rafe I don’t know, I really don’t. My mind is just mush. I can’t think straight about any of it, all I know is that I need him and he needs me.” 
 
   “And we need beer! Come on little sis.”
 
    
 
   After a couple of drinks with Rafe I head back to the apartment on foot. I’m enjoying being fully mobile again and soaking up what’s left of the late afternoon sun. Navigating my way through the tourists making their way back to trains or hotels and the London workers finishing their busy days. The city is always busy on Saturdays but when the weather is as nice as it has been, it’s jam packed, people just don’t want to be indoors. 
 
   I notice the people all around me but I’m thinking about only one thing, can I really be a stepmother less than a year into my relationship?
 
   I need to try and put Sasha and the baby out of my mind. For one thing, I have to get home and ready to go to the ballet and for another, I need to focus on my relationship with Jackson, he and I need to be ok for everything else to work.
 
    
 
   “Wow! You look absolutely breath-taking!” Jackson is leaning against the doorframe in his dark blue fitted suit, watching as I put the finishing touches to my outfit for the ballet,
 
   “Thank you Mr James, you look pretty damn good yourself!” I smile as I lean forward to check that my new vintage emerald earrings are straight in my ears. 
 
   I’m wearing a fitted knee length lace cocktail dress and killer heels. One of the perks of your fiancé being over six foot when you’re only four foot eleven is that your heels can be as high as you like. I notice in the mirror as Jackson’s eyes trail down my legs to my shoes,
 
   “You can leave those on later!” He smiles and walks out of the bedroom; I grab my clutch bag from the bed and bite my lip as I follow…promises, promises. 
 
    
 
   The ballet is sensational, it absolutely takes my breath away and I find myself on the edge of my seat throughout. I love it; I turn to see if Jackson is enjoying it as much as I am.
 
    “You’re supposed to be watching the stage not me.” I whisper as I smile and return my gaze to the dancers. Jackson leans over and whispers in my ear,
 
   “You’re far more interesting, you’re beautiful.” He kisses me on the cheek and links his fingers with mine.
 
    
 
   “Thank you, that was amazing!” I am on top of the world as we leave the Royal Albert Hall, I feel like a five year old girl again as Jackson twirls me under his arm and into his embrace, both of us laughing.
 
   “You are amazing Rosie. You haven’t looked as alive as you do tonight in so long. You haven’t been so, present!” he’s holding my hands as I look up at him, so happy and so in love. 
 
   “I’m sorry, I’m sorry for being so distant and distracted. It’s just been hard, but this is perfect, just me and you, I’m happy,”
 
   “Come on, let’s go and have a drink. Then I’m taking you home to bed.” 
 
   As Jackson starts to lead me by the hand toward a waiting taxi his phone starts to ring and he looks at me, his face fully of worry.
 
   “Rosie…” He doesn’t need to say any more, I nod and he answers, “Hello, Yeah that’s me. Right, ok, I’ll be there as soon as I can.” He hangs up and I know what's happening. I feel sick as I look up and make eye contact with him. “It’s time!” 
 
    
 
    
 
   “I can’t Jackson, just go its fine!” 
 
   Jackson and I agreed to do this together but I can’t bear it. I don’t want to go to the hospital. I’ve never felt the loss of my own baby more than I do right now and I just don’t want to see another woman have Jackson’s child. It will kill me.
 
   “Rosie, we are a team, I need you there!” Jackson is pleading with me to get into the taxi with him.
 
   “No, I can’t. Just go Jackson; I’ll see you at home.”
 
   “Rosie, get in the fucking taxi! You’re not doing this, not now. We had a deal and I’m not going through this without you. GET IN!” He shocks me with his tone and I know that he’s starting to panic so I don’t argue. I don’t want to go through this but I have to, for him. 
 
    
 
   “Get her out of here Jackson!” Within seconds of arriving Sasha lets me know that I’ve already outstayed my welcome and Jackson looks at me, unsure how to proceed,
 
   “It’s fine babe, I’ll be outside”
 
   I take a seat in the plastic chairs outside Sasha’s room and try to shut out the sound of her cries. What feels like hours pass by in a blur as midwives dip in and out of the room.
 
   I stand as I try to get my head straight. A young midwife is discussing something with the woman looking after Sasha, she’s holding the door open and I edge a little closer to look inside. I don’t know why, it feels like an eternity has passed since I’ve seen Jackson and I just need to know that he’s ok.
 
   I look through the door as Sasha starts to call out loudly; she’s clearly in a lot of pain. I see her. She’s standing with her forehead on Jackson’s chest; he’s taken off his jacket and tie now. Her hands are on her hips and she’s swaying from side to side as he rubs her back with his left hand and strokes her hair with his right.
 
   The door closes and my knees give way. They are in this together now, I’m surplus to requirements. As I hear the primal screams of the woman behind the door I realise that I can’t stand in their way now. 
 
   After a while, I hear the unmistakeable sound of a newborn cry and my hand drops to my stomach. I sit on the floor of the corridor and I cry. I’ve lost him.
 
    
 
    
 
   “What’s wrong?” Sasha is panicking as she notices the looks exchanged between the midwives following the birth of her son, I can’t speak. “Jackson, what is wrong? Tell me!” 
 
   I take a breath as the midwives take the tiny boy away to be weighed, “Nothing Sash, he’s perfect. But he’s not mine!” 
 
   “What? How can you say that Jackson? He’s less than a minute old!” She is anxious and sits up as the midwives head back toward us and hand the baby to his mother, 
 
   “Yeah, but last time I looked in the mirror Sash, I was white!” 
 
   I need to get away before I say something that I’ll regret, Sasha is staring open mouthed at her son and then at me as I pick up my jacket and thank the midwives. It’s not mine; we’ve gone through hell for a baby that isn’t mine. 
 
   “Jackson, please don’t leave, I’m sorry” 
 
   “Congratulations on the birth of your son Sasha, goodbye.” I push the door of the room open and relief washes over me. 
 
   “Rosie…” Where is she? I reach for my phone and dial her number, her phone is off. I head to the reception desk, “excuse me, have you seen the girl, the redhead that was here before?” 
 
   “Oh, yeah she left about five or ten minutes ago, she looked quite upset but she said she was fine.” Oh god, no Rosie, don’t do this to me.
 
   “Did you see which way she went?” I’m panicking as I run in the direction that the receptionist points in.
 
    
 
   As I make my way out of the doors I realise that I have no chance of finding her here. The hospital is enormous and I have no idea where she’s gone. I take out my phone and there’s a text, I didn’t realise my phone was still on silent.
 
   ‘I can’t do it Jackson. I love you far too much to stand in your way of being a full time father to that baby. You and me, it was just too hard. Some things just aren’t meant to be. I’ll always love you x’
 
   No. No Rosie, you’re not doing this. I try again to call her but her phone is off, so I call Pippa and then Rafe, neither of them have heard from her. I’m frantic, all I can do is hope that she is at home. 
 
   As I approach the front door I already know she won’t be here. I turn the key in the lock and feel like my world is crashing down around me, she’s actually left me. I step inside and the apartment is dark, it feels empty and cold without her. 
 
   The door knocks and I rush to answer it, full of hope that it’s Rosie. But it’s Rafe and Matthew, I let them in but I can’t cope with Rafe’s frantic questioning,
 
   “I don’t fucking know Rafe. She was gone when I came out of the delivery room. Asking me the same questions over again is not going to get you an answer!” 
 
   “She’s my sister Jackson! I’m worried” 
 
   “Do you think I’m not? She’s fucking left me Rafe, she’s gone!” 
 
   I sit on the sofa with my head in my hands as Matthew goes to collect a bottle of whiskey and three glasses from the cupboard.
 
   “Jackson,” 
 
   Matthew sounds worried and I look up. He picks up an envelope from the kitchen counter and I rush to take it. My name is written on the front in Rosie’s handwriting.  I open the envelope and Rosie’s engagement ring drops at my feet, I’ve really lost her.
 
    
 
    
 
   “Good evening, do you have your documents?”
 
   “Yep, there you go,” I smile as best I can as I hand over my passport.
 
   “Thank you, any bags to check Miss Alvez?”
 
   “No, thank you. Just my hand luggage.” 
 
   “Ok, we’ll be boarding shortly, have a lovely trip.”
 
   “I’ll try, thank you.”
 
    
 
   I pay the taxi and walk toward the door; I don’t know how I’m still standing. I’ve never felt so weak in my whole life. I feel like someone has reached into my chest and ripped my heart out. I reach my hand up to knock, I don’t even know what the time is, but it’s late, or early.
 
   I muster the strength to knock once, there’s no response for a while and I’m about to knock again when the door opens. 
 
   “Rosetta! What are you doing here?” 
 
   I collapse to the floor as my aunt wraps her arms around me, she says nothing. She just lets me cry.
 
    
 
   After a while, Mariana brought me inside the house and fixed me a drink, a stiff one. I told her all about the past few months and about the baby. I rushed home from the hospital to get my passport and then straight to the airport. I got on the next flight to Malaga and was in Marbella within a few hours of Jackson becoming a father.
 
   I just couldn’t do it anymore, seeing him with Sasha, supporting her, I just knew that he was where he needed to be. I can’t come between him and his child. I had to get out.
 
   I ask Mariana not to tell anyone where I am, including my parents. I just need some time to get my head around things.
 
   We converse in Spanish as she tries to convince me to at least call Rafe, but I can’t. I just need to be away from my normal life right now. I know that when I get back I’m going to have to face the music, Jackson and I live together so we’ll have a lot to sort out, but I’m not strong enough to think about any of that right now.
 
   “Do you have something that I can sleep in?” My voice is as weak as my body as I ask my aunt for some night clothes; I’m still dressed for the ballet.
 
   “Of course Rosetta, I’ll bring them to you.”
 
    
 
   As I lay down in the strange bed I try to block out the thoughts of home. I don’t know if Jackson will have even noticed that I’m gone. He has a child now; I can’t imagine he is thinking about anything else. I roll onto my side and feel the tears run down onto my pillow. It’s really over.
 
   


 
   
Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   “Jackson, my god I don’t think you could bang any harder with a battering ram, what are you doing here?” Bernie looks shocked and annoyed as she answers the door.
 
   “Please, let me see Rosie, I need to talk to her!” 
 
   “What on earth do you mean? Why would Rosie be here?” Now she looks concerned and I realise I was wrong in presuming she’d come home.
 
   “She left me; her phone has been off for nearly two days. She hasn’t called Rafe or Pippa. I don’t know where she is.” As I speak I feel so weak. Rosie isn’t at her parents’ house and I feel the lump rise in my throat. 
 
   Where is she?
 
   “Come in, come in. JOAQUIN!” She calls to her husband as we rush toward the kitchen. “Why would she leave Jackson? What happened?” As Joaquin enters the kitchen in a panic Bernie presses for information.
 
   “I don’t know, she just left. Her phone is off, she hasn’t been home. She left her ring!” I am lost. 
 
   Joaquin picks up the phone as the kitchen falls silent. Within a moment he is speaking Spanish and I feel frustrated that he chooses right now to call home. We need to find Rosie! He straightens up and raises his voice before looking at the phone angrily. I presume that the other person has hung up. 
 
   “GET OUT!” Joaquin turns to me and Bernie looks up in shock. “Get out of my house now! I trusted you with my daughter!” 
 
   “Joaquin please, I don’t know what you’ve been told but I haven’t done...”
 
   “GET OUT JACKSON!” He shouts louder than I imagined he could, he is red in the face and shaking furiously as he walks toward me. 
 
   “What on Earth? Joaquin who was that? What is going on?” I can see that Bernie is confused and worried. I doubt she sees her husband so angry very often; he’s one of the most placid men I’ve ever met.
 
   Joaquin mumbles something in Spanish and Bernie takes hold of his arms. He takes a deep breath and looks into the eyes of his wife,
 
   “He had a baby, with someone else!” 
 
   Bernie looks at me in disbelief and I shake my head. Rosie still thinks the baby is mine. I open my mouth to start to explain but I’m silenced by the feel of Bernie’s hand connecting hard against my cheek.
 
   “You bastard Jackson, we trusted you!” She has tears in her eyes as she speaks, she’s not angry, she’s disappointed.
 
   “Bernie, Joaquin, please let me explain. The baby isn’t mine!” 
 
   It takes me some time to convince them to listen but eventually they do. I’m told to sit opposite them both at the breakfast bar, I feel like I’m being interviewed, I guess in a way I am. I tell them everything, all about Sasha and the baby, how I hadn’t cheated on Rosie but slept with Sasha before I met her. And about how the baby turned out to not be mine. 
 
   They were angry that Rosie and I hadn’t told them what was going on, they would have supported and helped us through it, been there for Rosie when it came time for the birth. 
 
   We talk for a while before I feel that I’ve earned back just enough of their trust to push for information.
 
   “Who was on the phone Joaquin?” Whoever it was has spoken to Rosie, maybe it was Rosie herself,
 
   “Jackson, I can’t tell you that,” He sounds regretful, as though he wants to tell me but has been asked not to.
 
   “Joaquin, I love your daughter more than life itself but you told me you yourself that she is stubborn. She’s suffering now because she believes that I have a child, I have to see her and tell her the truth. Please Joaquin, I need to see her!” I am begging I know, but I don’t care.
 
   I watch as Joaquin fights a battle in his head. His daughter’s wishes fighting against his own. He gets up and walks out of the kitchen and I’m about to follow when Bernie puts her hand on my arm and shakes her head. After a while I hear his muffled voice talking on the phone from the living room but I’m unable to hear what he’s saying. It feels like an eternity passes before he comes back into the kitchen and hands me a piece of paper. There’s an address written on it, it’s in Spain and I realise where she is, Mariana’s house.
 
   “You’re booked onto a flight from East Midlands Airport at nine tomorrow morning Jackson. I will take you the airport.” He speaks and leaves this time out of the front door. I stare at the piece of paper in my hands. He’s booked me a flight, he wants me to go to her and I intend on bringing her home.
 
    
 
    
 
   It’s a gorgeous day as I step out of the taxi into the Marbella sunshine. My heart is pounding at the prospect of pulling Rosie into my chest and telling her that everything is going to be ok. It’s over, there’s nothing in the way of our happiness now. We’re going to be ok.
 
   I knock on the door but there’s no response. Rosie’s phone has been switched off for nearly four days now and the lack of contact with her has been unbearable. Knowing that I’m standing at the door of the house where she’s staying tips me over the edge. I don’t want to wait a second longer to see her. I bang the door harder than I did before, determined to get an answer, but it doesn’t come. 
 
   I step back and notice a wrought iron gate at the side of the house. It probably leads to a back garden or a pool so I head toward it, hopeful. 
 
   As I push the gate open and look into the garden, my heart stops.
 
    
 
    
 
   “Rosie”
 
   I look up to see Jackson standing at the gate of Mariana’s back yard, he’s gripping the metal as though for support and I can’t speak. What is he doing here?
 
   “Rosie, talk to me.” 
 
   He starts to make his way toward me and I panic, if he touches me I know I won’t have the strength to resist. I try to find words but all that escapes me is a sob. I put my hands up to my face as I cry and then I feel his arms around me. His scent fills my nose and I feel him exhale a deep breath as he tightens his arms around me. I can’t push him away; I can’t do anything but let the tears fall.
 
   Some time passes before he releases me from his embrace and I look up at him. 
 
   “You shouldn’t be here. How did you know I was here?” I tear my eyes away from his and look down at my hands, which are knotting together nervously in my lap.
 
   “Rosie, the baby isn’t mine, we’re free.” 
 
   His voice is quiet and weak and it takes me a few seconds to register what he has said. For a moment I feel hopeful, it’s not his child and that means that there’ll be no more Sasha butting into our lives, but then I realise that it doesn’t matter. There’ll soon be something else coming between us. I’m certain of that.
 
   “I’m sorry. I don’t know what to say.”
 
   “Just kiss me Rosie, we can go home and live our lives together now. No more Sasha!”
 
   “Jackson no I’m sorry but I meant what I said in the text, I can’t do this … us, anymore.”  I sidestep Jackson so that I can make my way toward the house but he grabs my arm, halting my progress.
 
   “Rosie, don’t do this. You can’t do this, please.”  His voice is cracked with emotion as he speaks and the all too familiar lump rises to my throat. I adore him; it hurts me that he’s hurting.
 
   “Jackson please, let me go.” I’m not just talking about my arm.
 
   “The baby isn’t mine Rosie, we’re free now. Please just come home.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter. The baby isn’t yours but it was just the next thing in a list of things threatening us. It’s too hard,” I am almost shouting as I spit out my words between sobs. “It’s too much hard work and for what? I’m not going to be able to make you happy, not long term. I couldn’t even carry a child safely!” I am crying so hard now that I’m struggling to breathe. I sit down on the sun lounger behind me and Jackson kneels at my feet. 
 
   “I love you so much Jackson. But it is too much hard work going through each day just waiting for the moment when you change your mind about me and leave, I can’t help feeling that way, as hard as I try I can’t stop it, and I’m exhausted.”  
 
   Jackson looks devastated. He hangs his head and shakes it, disagreeing with me but not able to speak. He looks up at me and I look away. He reaches up and cups my face, directing me to look at him again; I can’t ignore the pull of his hazel eyes and stare deep into them, he looks so sad.
 
   “Don’t do this Rosie, don’t leave me. You know that you’re everything to me, I won’t function without you now, please don’t do this!”  
 
   He’s begging me not to end our relationship and it breaks my heart. He functioned fine before me, have I broke him? Have I encouraged him to change his life so much that he has nothing left except for me? I shake my head slowly as I consider what I’ve done to him. He stands quickly and paces before me. 
 
   “I love you more than I ever thought was possible Rosie. I can’t face a future without you!” He is shouting, I can tell that he is angry now but I have to stick to my guns on this. 
 
   “Jackson, we’ll never be as happy as we hope to be, something will always go wrong. I will always be waiting for you to meet someone else or jet off somewhere and not come back. Meeting Sasha was an eye opener, a glimpse of the life that you used to lead and I can’t live up to that.” He looks at me and laughs,
 
   “Don’t you dare Rosie, don’t you dare use your insecurities to push me away. We have been over and over the same old shit! At least have the decency to be honest. If you’re ending this, it’s because you want to, not because you’re scared I’ll leave. I have done everything to prove to you that I won’t. And I didn’t, you did!” 
 
   “You were happier before me.” My voice is small, “I push you away and cause you stress and it’s not worth all of the upset that it causes us both Jackson.” 
 
   “You are always looking for a get out Rosie and I’m so fucking sick of it! You refuse to trust me, even though I have worked every day to prove that you can.  I’m cursed; I must be because everything I touch turns to shit!”
 
   “I changed for you Rosie. I was happy with my life and I gave it all up for you, but it will never be enough, I’ll never be enough. If you want out of this Rosie, then your wish is my command!” His hands are clenched into fists at his sides and I can hear the mix of sadness and anger in his voice. 
 
   There is silence between us as the realisation that our relationship is over sinks in.  Jackson looks into my eyes, his heartbreak matches my own and I inhale a shaky breath as I try to control my tears.
 
   “You’re right Rosie, we will never work. I’m going to go, you deserve to find true happiness and I really hope that you do.”
 
   He steps towards me as I start to cry hard. I can’t look at him and I can’t watch him leave. I feel his hand on the back of my neck and a soft kiss on my forehead but I don’t open my eyes. Within seconds the hand is gone, and when I hear the gate close it hits me, so is Jackson. 
 
    
 
    
 
   


Chapter Nine
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Rosie, you have a visitor!” 
 
   Mam calls up the stairs to me and I panic, as much as I am dying to see his face, I hope it isn’t Jackson. I make my way down the stairs and see Pippa standing in the hallway with her arms outstretched to me. She and Ben have been in Scotland and out of phone range so she’s only just found out about Jackson and me, and only because she went round to our apartment to see us.
 
   When I reach her I can do nothing but cry, I need my best friend so much right now and she knows it. We stand there in my parents’ hallway, her arms wrapped tightly around me as I sob.
 
   After a while, Pip leads me to the kitchen and puts the kettle on. She is more than comfortable in my parents’ home and knows where everything is kept. I lean against the breakfast bar as she makes us a coffee, I know that she’s going to make me talk, but she’s not pushing it, yet.
 
   It’s a beautiful day so we take our coffees outside and sit on the grass in the back garden.
 
   “Are you ready to talk then?” She asks gently but I know that she’s going to try to make me face up to things whether I want to or not,
 
   “Not really Pip. I’m devastated. I was so hurt over the baby that I made the decision to end it, and I was adamant that I was sticking to that decision regardless of what he said or did. But I miss him so much.” I fight the lump in my throat and take a sip of my coffee in an attempt to ward off the impending tears. I don’t know how I have any left.
 
   “Rosie, you look terrible. You both do! I know I told you to get out but you’re clearly not functioning well without each other!”
 
   As she says the words I remember Jackson’s admission in Spain. He warned me that he wouldn’t function without me, what state has Pip seen him in for her to say the same? The thought worries me sick. I can’t say anything.
 
   “Call him Rosie, just call him and tell him you love him. He can be here in a few hours, holding you in his arms, you can make it work I’m sure of it.” She looks almost as sad as me as she pleads with me to reconcile with Jackson.
 
   “No Pip, I can’t do it. I have hurt him so much; I can’t just call him up and ask him to take me back. Who’s to say I won’t do it again. I’ll ruin his life. I just need to get through this; we’ll both be stronger for it eventually!”
 
   Pip spent a while longer trying to convince me before she admitted defeat. We sat in the sun until it went down and I listened intently as she told me all about her holiday, and about how her parents have fallen completely in love with Ben now. There’s been no further mention of him ‘deflowering’ their daughter. It’s so good to have her here and it’s nice to smile for the first time in two weeks.
 
    
 
   When I left Malaga a fortnight ago I felt like I was at rock bottom. I don’t remember much from the moment I opened my eyes to see that Jackson really had gone to the moment I felt my brother’s arms around me at East Midlands Airport. 
 
   Rafe was there to meet me from my flight and he stayed at Mam and Dad’s with me for a few days. He tried his best to get me to open up to him about what happened but I couldn’t. I think I’m in shock that it’s actually over. He asked me a few times to come back to London with him but after I shouted at him and told him to back off, he gave up.
 
   Jackson and I gave it a good go, but it was just obstacle after obstacle and there’s only so much that two people can take. It is hard though, it’s the hardest thing I’ve even had to go through, and given all the shit I’ve had to put up with, that’s saying something.
 
   I turned my phone on a couple of hours after getting back to Buxton. Once I’d trawled through the deluge of texts, voicemails, emails and Facebook messages from Jackson and my family, it fell silent. Part of me thought that Jackson wouldn’t give up on us, ‘He’s persistent and he loves me, so he won’t quit’ or so I thought, but he has, and I miss him more than I can say.
 
   I haven’t been able to eat much. Mam keeps cooking for me but every time I put food into my mouth I think I’m going to be sick. I’ve lost weight and I look tired, but I don’t care, I have nobody to impress. 
 
   Pippa spends a lot of time in Buxton now so I know that she’s close when I need her.  She and Ben are going really strong and it’s lovely to see. She invites me out with them almost daily, but seeing such a happy couple is the last thing that I need right now. I just spend my days watching DVDs in my room or cleaning the house for Mam, she hates it as she takes pride in her housework but gave up trying to stop me after a couple of days.
 
   Every now and again I look at my phone hopefully, but my heart sinks a little lower each time I realise that he hasn’t tried to contact me. There’s no new activity on his Facebook since he tagged us at the ballet. This is hell.
 
    
 
    
 
   Two weeks. Rosie and I haven’t spoken in two weeks and I am numb. 
 
   I’m angry at her, really angry. I was absolutely fine living my life before I met her and now I’m left with nothing. She promised me that she wouldn’t run, that we were in it together but she quit. I’m furious with her; she’s not the woman I thought she was after all.
 
   I can’t bear being surrounded by her things. Her clothes and her makeup, her perfume and her engagement ring are all there, untouched, a constant reminder that she’s gone. I’ve boxed up most of the flat and have started looking for somewhere else to live. We have a six month contract on this apartment and have only been here for two so I’ll have to pay to get out of the tenancy early but I can’t stay here. 
 
   I’m sleeping on a mattress in the living room; I can’t sleep in that bedroom without her next to me. Rafe told me that she was back in Buxton but that she needs some space, no worries there. I can’t face seeing her anyway; it will kill me to be rejected by her again. It’s best that I just try and move on, so I’m going out tonight. It’s time for the old Jackson to make his return.
 
   I bumped into an old friend of mine in the pub around the corner from Rafael’s. I’ve been spending a fair bit of time there lately but drinking alone isn’t as much fun as it used to be, so it was nice to have a pint with a mate. We talked briefly about what had happened, I had to fight back the urge to murder him when he called Rosie a bitch, I realised that he was just trying to make me feel better. He and some of the lads that I used to be mates with are all going out tonight to celebrate one of them getting a new job and they invited me along. It’s not like I have anything better to do. 
 
   Getting ready to go on a lads night out feels strange. I know full well that I am not ready to be with anyone else, but I shower and dress myself, do my hair and put on aftershave the way I always have done for nights out with the lads. The routine is so familiar to the one I’ve followed so many times before, each of those nights ending with me inside a different girl.  Despite knowing that there’s very little chance they’ll be used, I put two condoms in my wallet and head out. Maybe they will, maybe that’s one way of getting over her.
 
    
 
   “SHAGGER! You’re back!” 
 
   Jim is over the moon to see me out, I feign enthusiasm,
 
   “Great to be back mate! Are the beers on you tonight then?”  He laughs and heads toward the bar, “I’ll have a pint of Carling then!” I call after him and settle in with the rest of the group.
 
   After a while the conversation inevitably turns to me and Rosie. I have to try and roll with it as I knew it was coming.
 
   “She was pretty hot though man! When I saw you that day in the shop I thought yeah fair play Jacko but no chick’s worth all the shit you’re going through mate, I hope you’re getting half the rent off her!” 
 
   Andy doesn’t have a lot of respect for women, the one woman that he did try to commit to cheated on him and left him with a mountain of debt to pay off, luckily he’s loaded so it wasn’t a problem, but I’m certain he will never settle down again.
 
   “It’s been two weeks mate; I’ve not thought that far ahead. I just want to have a few drinks and a good time tonight!” I want the subject changed quick sharp
 
   “What you want Jackson James is to get ball deep in some chick with low tolerance to alcohol and even lower self-esteem!”  Phil raises his bottle of beer to me on a smile and I clink it with my glass in agreement, it’s not what I want, but maybe it’s what I need.
 
   “Cheers to that!” 
 
    
 
   “JJ, she’s seriously checking you out!” 
 
   Phil shoulder barges me to draw my attention to the blonde at the bar, she is checking me out. I feel the old Jackson for a moment. It’s been ages since I’ve been out without Rosie and I haven’t even contemplated the thought of a one night stand in that time. I don’t really want to sleep with anyone else, it feels like cheating. But Rosie has made it quite clear that we’re over so sod it, I’ve got to move on. 
 
   I smile at the blonde and let her know that I’m up for whatever she has in mind. I notice her say something to her friend and then start making her way towards me.
 
   “Hi, I’m Samantha,” She leans up to speak into my ear due to the loud music in the bar, “Are you going to buy me a drink?” She looks me in the eyes and smiles; I ask what she’s drinking and head to the bar.
 
   ‘Sort your head out Jackson, Rosie is gone!’
 
   I give myself a pep talk as I wait for our drinks, I need to get Rosie out of my system but I am freaking out about fucking someone else. I order some shots and down them at the bar before heading back over to this evening’s entertainment.
 
   As I get near I immediately recognise the woman talking to her, even though she has her back to me, 
 
   “Pip,” I put my hand on her back and lean in to kiss her on the cheek as I hand ‘what’s her name’ her drink.
 
   “Jackson, how lovely to see you. I was just speaking to Samantha here; I told her that we’re old friends. Are you two…?” I know what she’s asking, have I moved on already,
 
   “Not yet!” I grin and blondie blushes, part of me wants to hurt Rosie, I’m just hoping that Pippa tells her.
 
   “Well then, I should leave you to your evening,” Pip leans in close and speaks directly into my ear, “Look after yourself Jackson, I’m worried about you!” 
 
   Her admission stalls me for a moment before I look her in the eyes and try to appear unaffected, 
 
   “Don’t be, I’m good!” 
 
   I smile and can see the doubt in Pip’s eyes but she just smiles back and kisses me on the cheek before leaving me standing with Sarah, no, Sophie, what was her name?
 
    
 
   I tell ‘thingy’ that I’m heading to another bar and to meet me there later on, of course she agrees and as I turn to leave she pulls me down into a kiss. I kiss her back and feel her undo the zip on my jeans and slide her hand inside. Christ, she really is up for it.
 
   I break the kiss and she slowly removes her hand. We’re met with a few dirty looks from people around us and a round of applause from the lads that I’m here with; she just smiles and tells me she’ll see me in an hour.
 
   I’m struggling to stand as Andy makes the decision that we’re heading to a club. Phil reminds me about ‘thingamajig’ but I’ve lost interest. I doubt I’ll be capable of much in this state anyway. 
 
   As we head out of the bar and the air hits my senses I stumble a little. I’ve been doing a lot of drinking lately, and a hell of a lot tonight and I’m wasted. 
 
   We reach the club and I’ve sobered a little with the walk, but not a lot. We stand in the queue but all I want to do is drink, I’m not in the mood for waiting around.
 
   “Fucking COME ON!” I shout, I’ve got a really short fuse tonight and I’m getting wound up.
 
   “Shut the fuck up!” The bloke in front turns around and lights the fuse, I’m going to blow!
 
   “Say it again mate, I didn’t quite catch that!” I respond calmly, sarcastically and he turns around again,
 
   “I said, shut the fuck up!” He repeats his words equally as calmly and pushes on my chest. I smile, Jackson’s back.
 
   Within seconds my fist connects with his jaw, he stumbles back before losing his balance and falling on his arse. I laugh and stand over him,
 
   “GET UP!” 
 
   Even I can hear how menacing I sound, I’ve sobered up pretty quickly now and feel powerful, in control. 
 
   I’m aware of people moving out of the way and shouting at me to stop as he pushes himself to his feet and takes a swing at me. He connects with my cheek bone and I strike again. I laugh as the blood starts to pour from his nose and he puts his hand up in surrender. I smack his hand out of the way and push him hard backwards until he falls down and start to kick him hard in the stomach and ribs.
 
   I’m unaware of what is happening as I’m pushed down onto the ground. I try to fight back but then I feel the clench of handcuffs on my wrists. I look across the ground to see my opponent face down on the ground, a policewoman kneeling on his back as she cuffs him too. 
 
   Shit!
 
    
 
   

  
 



Chapter Ten
 
    
 
    
 
   “Rafael! It’s two in the morning. This had better be good!” 
 
   I’m woken by my phone ringing on my bedside table and I’m annoyed when I answer it to my brother.
 
   “Sorry Ro, I’m sorry to wake you but erm, it’s Jackson sis, he’s been arrested!”
 
   I’m silent. I need to process what he’s just said. I can’t help feeling as though this is some sort of cry for help. Jackson has already told me that he used to take pleasure in getting into trouble after his mum died. Is he reacting the same way to our relationship ending?
 
   “I’m coming!” I feel an overwhelming need to get to London now. 
 
   “No Rosie, there’s nothing you can do. I just, well I don’t really know why I called you to be honest.” 
 
   “Because you know as well as I do that I need to be there. Text me the details Rafe. I’m coming!” 
 
    
 
   I jump out of bed and throw on some clothes. Thank god I’ve been driving Audrey while I’ve been here because otherwise I just know that she’d have no petrol in her, but as it is, I only filled her up yesterday. 
 
   I throw my bag of clothes in the boot and my handbag on the passenger seat before starting the engine and heading off toward the capital.
 
   The roads toward Derby were really clear but for a few taxis taking home late night revellers, and as I got onto the M1 it was virtually empty. There are a few lorries about but I overtake them sharpish and they disappear into the darkness of my rear view mirror. My foot is firmly planted on the accelerator and pushing it as far as it will go. It’s been a really long time since I’ve driven this fast and I can’t help but enjoy the familiar rush as I possess the empty road.
 
   I reach London in just under two hours and pull over to read the text from Rafe with the details of where Jackson is. I programme the Sat Nav to take me to the correct police station and make my way through an eerily quiet London.
 
   Its five o’clock on Sunday morning. The first light of the day is making its way through the streets as the remnants of last night are cleared away for the day ahead. The only people about are the litter pickers, the club leavers and the walk of shamers. 
 
   I make my way through the city and park up outside the police station. 
 
   ‘What am I doing here?’ Rafe was right, there’s nothing I can do. I’ve fought so hard over the past couple of weeks to not make contact with Jackson at all, and so has he. It has killed me, I am weak and thin. I’m tired and feel like I have lost a limb, but I’ve stayed away, until now.
 
   I sit in my car until six am, somehow that seems a more respectable time to go inside.
 
   “Excuse me; I believe you are holding my f…” I pause, what do I call him now? “My friend, Jackson James? Could you tell me what’s happening with him please?” 
 
   The man behind the desk is friendly and starts to look on the computer for the details of Jackson’s arrest. 
 
   “From the looks of this Miss, he was arrested for fighting in the street. He was only given a fine but he was too drunk to be sent home so he was brought here to sober up.  We don’t need to hold him if he is in a more acceptable state this morning, are you willing to take him home if he is?” 
 
   I’m stunned. He’s been fighting, drinking…I know the third of his teenage vices and I can’t bear thinking about whether he has been sleeping around.
 
   “Miss?”
 
   “Oh, sorry. Erm, yes. I’ll take him home.”
 
    
 
   I sit in the waiting area for about forty five minutes. I guess Jackson was still asleep, I hope that’s the only reason for the wait. I have never seen the old Jackson, I’m anxious as I don’t know what to expect but as the door opens and I look up into the eyes of the man that I love, all I feel is sadness.
 
   “Why are you here?” 
 
   He looks at me, confused and I think annoyed. Pip was right, he looks terrible. I know that he is nursing a major hangover right now, but he looks different. I still see the beautiful man that I adore, but he is slimmer, his arms look bigger than I’ve ever seen them as the sleeves of his bloodied shirt hugs them tightly. He is unshaven but it’s not just the stubble of a night in a cell, this is the growth of a couple of days. His handsome face is strained, he looks exhausted and there is anger in his eyes, it’s a look that frightens me. I never thought that Jackson would look at me like that. 
 
   “I’m sorry, Rafe called me and I just came straight here.”
 
   “I told him I didn’t want you to know!” His voice in monotone and he is still standing, staring down toward me, 
 
   “Well, I’m here.” I shrug my shoulders; I wish I hadn’t come,
 
   “You mean that you were in London the whole time?” He shakes his head and starts to laugh,
 
   “No Jackson, I was in Buxton. I drove down this morning.” He looks me in the eyes and I notice a glimpse of my Jackson flash across his face as he realises that I do still love him, “Let me take you home.”
 
   He just nods his acceptance and I stand to leave, 
 
   “Thanks Rosie” 
 
    
 
   I park next to Jackson’s Range Rover outside ‘our’ apartment and feel sick with nerves. I don’t know what to do now, do I go in? Do I leave? Technically it’s my home, but I feel like I need to be invited up. I don’t move and Jackson looks over at me from his side of the car. 
 
   “Are you coming in?” HHbghgrfggbfis voice is softer now, he sounds like the man that I fell in love with,
 
   “I don’t know, I really don’t think...” 
 
   “Come and have a coffee with me Rosie. It’s about time we talked!” He interrupts and opens the car door, I can’t resist and follow suit.
 
    
 
   Jackson opens the door to the apartment and steps aside to let me enter. I gasp as I look around.
 
   “I can’t just live here like everything is normal Rosie,” He notices the look of confusion on my face; “I’m looking for somewhere else and need to be ready to move once I find somewhere. I need to jump in the shower and wash last night away, will you please stay? I’ll be ten minutes max!” 
 
   I nod and he smiles weakly before heading into the bedroom. 
 
   I stand in the kitchen waiting for the kettle to boil and look around the room. Virtually everything is in boxes piled up all over the place, and burying the sofa. The sight of our home in boxes hurts me; the thought of Jackson living this way confuses me. He’s the most house proud man that I have ever met and I know the chaos must be driving him crazy; it would have done before anyway.  I notice that the TV is on the top of a box behind the sofa and walk toward it. I am confused as I notice a mattress and bedding on the floor where the dining table used to be.
 
   “I can’t sleep in that room without you there!” 
 
   Jackson speaks from behind me and I turn around to face him. There are tears in my eyes from the shock of what I’ve done to him but I’m immediately drawn to his body. He’s emerged from the shower wearing just his loose fitting trousers that I love so much. His body is different, more defined and bigger that I’ve seen him before. He’s obviously been working out a lot. My eyes trail upwards and I notice that he has shaved I take a deep breath and see him smile. 
 
   “You can’t live like this Jackson, it’s not you!” I can’t bear it.
 
   “It hopefully won’t be for long. Do you want coffee then?”
 
   “Oh I boiled the kettle sorry I forgot. You’re really going to move then?”
 
   “This is our apartment Rosie. One, it’s too big for just me and two, it’s our apartment!” he answers as he heads into the kitchen and I realise that he misses me too much to live here without me. 
 
   “I’m sorry Jackson.” 
 
   I look for somewhere to sit but there is only the mattress. I sit down tentatively.  As Jackson sits next to me and hands me a cup of coffee, his fingers brush mine and the contact makes my stomach flip. I miss him so much.
 
   “I miss you Rosie.” His voice his quiet and sincere and his words bring me to tears. “I’m sorry; don’t cry please, I just miss you. I can’t help it.”
 
   “I love you Jackson, so much it hurts. But I’m just so scared every day of losing you, of getting hurt. If I marry you, my life will be spent saying goodbye to you every time you go off to write about somewhere new, and worrying that you’ll find a better offer while you’re there. I just don’t know how to stop thinking like that, and I know I cause you grief because of it.”
 
   “Then I’ll stop writing about new places, I’ll stop writing about any places if it means that you’ll come back to me!”  I am stunned as I look into Jackson’s eyes and see just how serious he is. “I will do whatever it takes Rosie!” 
 
   “I can’t ask you to give up what you love Jackson.”
 
   “Then don’t go! I never wanted to be a travel writer Rosie, it was just something that I fell into and happened to be good at. You are what I love, so don’t make me give you up!” 
 
   I stand up as I start to panic. This is a lot to process, 
 
   “I don’t know Jackson, I just, I don’t…” I’m rambling as he stands and pulls me into his arms, I shut up. 
 
   “Don’t throw this away Rosie, we’re too good together.”
 
   He leans in and kisses me like his life depends on it. I melt into him and feel his arms tighten around me, pulling me into him and I’m lost. I relax into him, letting him kiss me as deeply as he wants, telling him that I’m his.
 
   I feel Jackson’s hands move to my hips and shiver at his touch. It feels like a lifetime has passed since I felt his hands on my body. My jeans and hoody feel like a suit of armour as the desperation for his skin on mine overwhelms me. I feel him smile against my lips as he reads my eagerness and lowers the zip on my hoody, pushing it off my shoulders to expose my lace clad breasts to him. 
 
   I hear him groan in appreciation as he pulls me tight into him and I feel how hard he is, for me. Jackson kisses my neck and collar bone and I think I might explode. I undo the buttons on my jeans before he picks me up and lowers me down onto the mattress and kneels up next to me. 
 
   I smile as I pull at the drawstring on his trousers and he laughs, standing to let them fall while I shuffle out of my jeans.
 
   “You’ve lost weight. You look so … fragile,” He looks concerned as he kneels between my legs and runs his hands up my thighs,
 
   “I’m fine, I won’t break,” I smile and encourage him down to kiss me, 
 
   “I’ll be gentle”
 
   Jackson smiles up at me as he starts to pull down the ‘cheeky monkey’ boy shorts that I put on when I dressed in a hurry this morning and I pull the pillow over my face in embarrassment. 
 
   I feel the delicious sensation of Jackson’s lips working their way up my inner thigh and gasp as he finds the part of me that’s so desperate for him. Jackson reaches up and pulls the pillow away and I blush as I look down my body and meet his hungry gaze. 
 
   I throw my head back as he circles his tongue agonisingly slowly around my clit and then sucks and flicks frantically for a brief moment before circling again. It’s torture, and it’s incredible.
 
   I arch my back and push down as Jackson pushes two fingers inside me and starts to tip me toward the edge with his ‘come hither’ motion and the increased speed and pressure of his tongue.
 
   I’m struggling to hold it together as Jackson slowly stops what he is doing and moves up my body, holding himself above me and looking into my eyes. I place my hands on the backs of his arms as I feel the tip of his erection at my entrance and open my legs a little wider to give him the permission that he is looking for. He is slow and gentle as he makes his way inside me and I think that I may lose it. I’m already shaking with eagerness and the intense sensation of this slow assault is too much.
 
   I move my hands onto his sides and down his back before squeezing his backside hard and looking up at him through my lashes. Jackson exhales as he accepts my invitation and starts to move. 
 
   He takes his weight onto his knees as he pushes back and lifts my knees toward my chest. I let out a small scream at the sudden depth and grip hard onto the duvet beneath me as I try desperately to fight against the orgasm that is fast approaching; I’m not ready for this to end yet. 
 
   Jackson picks up his pace and starts to pull back on my hips as he thrusts and I know that he’s close, I exhale to allow my body to give in and relax into the waves of pleasure that wash over me. I feel myself clench around him and throw my head back into the pillow to enjoy the aftershocks of my orgasm as Jackson lets out a moan and thrusts hard into me, before slowly coming to a stop.
 
    
 
    
 
   I’m lying on a mattress on the floor looking up at the ceiling; I can’t believe that Rosie is here with me. 
 
   “When are you going to put the mattress back on the bed James?” She is laughing as she makes her way back from the bathroom in my t-shirt.
 
   “When you say you’re moving back in Alvez!” I reply as she lies back down next to me. “Speaking of which,” I reach into the box at the side of the bed and pull out the envelope, “I believe this is yours Rosetta, that is, if you still want to marry me?” 
 
   “Ahh!” Rosie smiles and squeals as she sees her engagement ring in my hand, “I have felt so lost without that! Of course I still want to marry you, but…” she hesitates,
 
   “No Rosie, no! Do not ‘but’ me!” 
 
   “Wait, hear me out,” she smiles a mischievous smile and I’m curious, “Why don’t we just keep this between us, for now? I’ll stay with Rafe and Matthew for a while, you keep hold of my ring for me, and we date, secretly. What do you think?” she grins and she looks like the old Rosie, the cheeky, playful Rosie.
 
   “Why? Are you ashamed to tell people we’ve sorted ourselves out?” I don’t see the benefit of keeping this a secret,
 
   “No of course I’m not, but think how fun it could be, sneaking around, secret dates. We’ve never really ‘dated’ and I think we’ve got a great opportunity to do that now with no pressure.”
 
   I think about what she is suggesting for a moment and the possibilities flood my imagination, this could be fun. I smile and no words are needed as Rosie leaps on me, throwing her arms around my neck and giggling like a little girl.
 
   


Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
    
 
   “Baby sis!” Rafe pulls me into a tight hug as he opens the door to his flat, “Are you ok? You’re later than I thought you’d be.”
 
   “I’m fine Rafe; I don’t really want to talk about it right now!” Crap, I hadn’t thought about how I would explain the past few hours spent with Jackson.
 
   “Ok, come on in then, we have pizza on the way. Matthew is in the bath so if you want to see what all the fuss is about, pretend I didn’t tell you that, the door isn’t locked!” Rafe winks and I laugh, 
 
   “Tempting!” 
 
    
 
   After dinner we sit listening to music with a bottle of wine. Pip is back in London but was too tired to come around tonight so said that she’ll see me tomorrow.
 
   “Are you sure it’s ok for me to stay then? I don’t want to be in the way,” I ask as Rafe refills my wine glass,
 
   “Of course it is Ginge, you’re always welcome you know that!” Matthew leans back into the sofa as Rafe sits back and squeezes his thigh,
 
   “Thank you, but do I need ear plugs?” I smile as I sip my wine,
 
   “Well RoRo, we are newlyweds what do you think?” Rafe laughs and Matthew shakes his head, he’s never been comfortable with Rafe’s openness about their sex life, “In all seriousness though Rosie, you know that you are welcome here whenever and for however long you need, it’s just great to see you with a bit of colour in your cheeks.” I blush and sip at my wine.
 
   “Well, I am bushed. Someone woke me up at two o’clock this morning!” I glare at Rafe and he laughs, “Goodnight you two, thanks again.” 
 
   I head into bed and text Jackson, 
 
   ‘That was harder than expected, but it will be so worth it. I’ll call you tomorrow. Night x’
 
   He replies within a moment, 
 
   ‘I can’t believe you’re not in this bed with me right now…it had better be worth it girlie! Love you x’
 
   This will be worth it; I’m going to make sure!
 
    
 
   I wake the next morning with the pillow over my head. Rafe was right about the earplugs and I’ll be heading straight to Boots this morning to get some. Rafe is unsurprisingly in a good mood as he gets ready to open the café; Matthew has already left for Birmingham. He has some meetings with a personal trainer up there about joining forces on some post natal and bridal boot camps for women.
 
   “You couldn’t just hold off one night?” I ask sarcastically as my brother whistles while he works,
 
   “Sorry sis, we had wine! You know what I’m like after wine!” I do, all too well after living with him for the first three years of his twenties, and his sexual awakening. “What are your plans today anyway? You’re welcome to stay here, or you can work in the café if you want, or…”
 
   “Rafael, I’m fine, I don’t need a distraction. But thank you. I’m going to meet Pip for lunch and maybe do some shopping.” And meet my secret fiancé for a booty call!
 
   “Ok, well, you know where I am if and when you need me. I’m just worried about you that’s all,” He holds my hand and I feel a bit bad.
 
   “I know, but you needn’t be, honestly. I’m getting there!” 
 
    
 
   The next few days pass in a blur. I spend some time with Pip and start going to the gym again, Jackson and I have gone for walks in the sun, for dinner, lunch and cocktails. We’ve been to the cinema and even to Buckingham Palace and The Tower of London. We spent the day today at Thorpe Park and it was so much fun. Not having the pressure of everyone knowing about us is amazing; we can just relax and have fun. 
 
   Jackson has been training and spending some time with Matthew and Rafe when he hasn’t been with me and he found it just as hard lying to them, especially when he opened his wallet to pay for a round in the pub and a condom fell out onto the bar. To have to tell my brother that he’s moved on from me was not exactly comfortable for him, Rafe just took it on the chin, knowing that I was adamant it was over, but apparently telling Jackson not to rush into anything.
 
   Rafe and Matthew are going out tonight and Jackson is coming over to watch DVDs with me. I can’t wait, we’ve been putting our apartment back together slowly, bit by bit, but Rafe’s is ‘home’ for me at the moment and I’m excited to have Jackson there. I feel like I’m doing something really wrong, like having my boyfriend over while I babysit the neighbours’ kids. I’d be lying if I said the risk of getting caught doesn’t turn me on. 
 
   “Are you sure you’re going to be ok?” Rafe is worried about me being alone tonight; he thinks I’ll get depressed watching rom coms and drinking wine alone,
 
   “Rafe, I am fine, I promise. Will you go!” seriously, go!
 
   Less than five minutes after they leave, the door knocks.
 
   “Bloody hell! They’ve only just gone; they didn’t see you did they?” I ask as Jackson steps inside the flat and kisses me as though he hasn’t seen me for a year,
 
   “God I missed you!” He looks at me like he wants to devour me and I burn up, “And no, I saw them leave before I came up. Now get to the bedroom Alvez!” 
 
   I playfully run to the bedroom and Jackson follows, kicking off his shoes and throwing his t-shirt to the floor as he does. Inside my room, Jackson wastes no time pulling me close to him and pulling my vest up and off before stalling to admire my breasts. I lost a lot of weight when we were apart but my figure has been gradually coming back, the look in Jackson’s eyes tells me that he’s happy about that. 
 
   “Wait, I want wine. Get on that bed James and wait for me!” 
 
   I am giddy and I run into the living room to retrieve a bottle of wine and two glasses from the dresser, but as I turn around to see Rafe opening the door to the flat I freeze, so does he.
 
   “Rosie, what’s going on?” he’s confused and I watch as looks at me in just my bra and yoga pants, then counts the glasses in my hand. His eyes travel to the floor and he sees the trainers and t-shirt strewn carelessly, leading the way to my bedroom.
 
   “Rafe, I don’t know what to say!” I really am stumped, “I thought you’d gone out?”
 
   “I forgot the tickets! Rosie, have you got a bloke in there? You’re a big girl Ro and I know I can’t judge but just be careful please. Also, Jackson’s a mate Rosie; I’m not entirely comfortable with you shagging someone else here. What if he was to come round for a coffee? Look, have fun, but please make sure he’s gone by the time we get back. Love you!”
 
   Rafe leaves and I’m so embarrassed, I just got told off by my big brother.
 
   “Was that Rafe?” I hear music as I walk into the now candlelit bedroom to find a naked Jackson holding a cushion to hide his modesty and I laugh, 
 
   “Yes, he’s gone! He gave me a bollocking for shagging someone else here, in case you came for a coffee!” 
 
   Jackson laughs as he throws the cushion aside and picks me up, throwing me onto the bed.
 
   “Well, it’s good to know where his loyalties lie!” He grins and leans down to pull my trousers down and off. 
 
   I lift up to let him undress me but move onto all fours facing him before he can get onto the bed with me. I look up at Jackson through my lashes and he raises his eyebrows, grinning down at me as his erection twitches in anticipation in front of my eyes. I lick my lips and crawl forward.
 
   Jackson grips the base as I take the tip of his penis into my mouth and start to work my way up and down. I'm still on all fours and rocking my whole body back and forth as my arousal floods my veins.
 
   “Fuck Rosie that’s good. You’re so sexy!” Jackson’s voice is husky as he talks through gritted teeth and works his fingers into my hair, “Stop baby! Turn around!”
 
   I do as I’m told and Jackson takes a moment before pulling me back onto him. I let out a cry as he impales me and he continues to push steadily in and out of me, gripping my hips and pulling me back to meet his thrusts.
 
   The strength in my arms vanishes and I collapse the top half of my body onto the bed. My backside is fully exposed to Jackson as I am bent over in front of him and when he pulls out of  me I think he’s going to try entering the part of me that I know he so longs to try.
 
   He pushes two fingers inside where he’s just vacated then trails them upward, spreading the moisture. I feel the pressure of his fingers teasing my back entrance and as he pushes inside me once again he slides a finger inside. The sensation is amazing in this position. He is thrusting deep inside me and slowly moving his finger in and out of my arse and before I can get used to the intense feeling, Jackson starts to thrust harder into me, I feel his finger push deeper and I call out as he starts to massage my clit with his other hand.
 
   Every hair on my body is on end as I grip hard onto the duvet and scream into the mattress as the most intense orgasm that I have ever experienced rushes over me. As I start to come down, Jackson climbs onto the bed next to me. Cry to Me by Solomon Burke starts to play and my tummy flips with love and anticipation, we’re spooning and he is still hard as he kisses my shoulder and whispers in my ear, 
 
   “Trust me” 
 
   I feel his fingers at the back of me again. There are two inside me now, stretching me and I’m shaking. Jackson runs his hand down the back of my thigh to my knee and bends my leg in front of me, and then his fingers are inside me again. It’s nice; I am more relaxed than I expected to be at this moment. I feel something cold and then the sensations change, it feels smoother and I guess that the cold thing was lube.
 
   “We’ll go slowly, keep talking to me ok?” Jackson reassures me and I nod as I feel him remove his fingers, then there’s pressure again.
 
   Jackson pushes inside me and pauses. I reach behind me and take hold of him, I need the control. I can feel that it’s only the tip so far but I’m breathing hard as I stretch to accommodate him.
 
   “Breathe baby.” Jackson’s voice is soft as he kisses my neck and pushes in a little more.
 
   I gasp, it hurts. It’s not unbearable but it’s sore, almost like burning. He pulls back before pushing in a little deeper, and again, and again until my hand is pushed right back to the root of him.
 
   “That’s it gorgeous girl, relax.” His words sooth me as he starts to thrust a little faster in and out of me. Jackson takes my hand and directs it between my legs, “Play Rosie.”
 
   I start to circle my clit as Jackson grips my hips and picks up his pace again. 
 
   “That’s so good Jackson!” The words leave my mouth before I can think about it. This is amazing, I feel so, full! 
 
   “It fucking is! I’m close Rosie, can I come inside you?” Jackson groans into my ear and I nod, I’m on the verge myself.
 
   My left hand grips the duvet as I massage my clit with my right.
 
   “I’m coming Jackson!” I grip hard and can feel every inch of him thrusting in and out of me as I breathe hard and fast through my orgasm,
 
   “FUCK ROSIE!” Jackson calls out as he grips hard on my hips and pumps his orgasm into me.
 
   Jackson stills inside me for a moment before slowly pulling out of me. I can feel him dripping out of me but don’t care; he pulls me over into his waiting arms and kisses me on the head. Neither of us can speak, we don’t need to.
 
   


Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   “I don’t know how long I can keep this up!” Jackson has walked me down to my car as I need to get back to Rafe’s.
 
   “I know, it’s killing me leaving you all the time, but it’s been so good,” Jackson is leaning into me against Audrey and I really do not want to leave.
 
   It’s been nearly three weeks since we started sneaking around. Rafe thinks that I’m seeing someone else and that Jackson is back shagging around. Pippa looks at me as though she is waiting for me to break down and my Mam and Dad have been petrified that I’m into drugs or something as I’ve been so happy, despite my recent heartbreak.
 
   “Pip’s invited me to her party Rosie; do you think we should just go together and get it over with?” 
 
   Pippa’s birthday party is next Saturday. If Jackson and I agree to go together, that gives us another nine days of back seat fumbles and midnight phone sex before we have to face reality and be a real couple again. 
 
   “Rosie? You’re not worried are you? You’re biting your lip” 
 
   “I’m just a bit scared, once everyone knows do we just go back to being engaged and living together, as though the past eight weeks never happened? I just don’t know how that will work,” Jackson smiles, 
 
   “No, the first thing that we do is throw an engagement slash housewarming party, then I start looking for a new job. We commit to at least one night a week with no phones, and we go out, on dates, just like we have been doing these past few weeks. It’s been amazing, and it’s what we should have done from the start.” Jackson cups my face with his hands before he goes on, 
 
   “I will never regret proposing to you when I did, or any second of the time we’ve had together. But since you came back to me, they have been the best weeks of my life. I couldn’t possibly love you any more than I do right now.”
 
   I smile up through my lashes,
 
   “I guess we’re going together then?” 
 
   Jackson laughs and kisses me. I’m going to make the most of the next nine days!
 
    
 
   “You ok?” 
 
   Jackson nudges me out of my daydream and I smile unconvincingly as I look over to him. We’ve come out shopping for Pippa’s birthday present, as well as something new to wear to the party but decided to stop for a coffee.
 
   “Yeah, I’m fine”
 
   “And once more with feeling…”
 
   I smile; he knows there’s something on my mind so I may as well just say it.
 
   “Please don’t take this to mean that I want a baby right now, I’m really enjoying what we have.  But when I see a pregnant woman like that,” I gesture toward the heavily pregnant woman reading a book on the opposite side of the café, “I just get all mixed up inside. I feel sad, and envious, and I think of Sasha and then I feel angry. Sorry”
 
   “Don’t be sorry Rosie; you’re bound to feel strange. So much to do with babies has happened in a short space of time, you’re only human. We’ll have that, when it’s the right time for us.” Jackson holds my hand across the table and I smile, being honest with him instead of keeping everything inside until it bursts out is definitely working out for me, “Until you feel better about it though, let’s try and steer clear of pregnant women. Come on.” He stands and holds out his hand for me before leading me out of the café.
 
    “So, are you ready for everyone to know about us?” I ask Jackson as we walk into River Island,
 
   “Yeah course I am, but it’s been fun sneaking around. I need to be straight with you though, Dad knows. He was worried about me and I couldn’t keep it from him, sorry.”
 
   I smile at the sheepish look in his eyes, 
 
   “So do Mam and Dad! Same reason. But they’ve kept it to themselves” 
 
   Jackson laughs as he picks up a pair of women’s shoes,
 
   “You need these!” His eyebrows raise and I know exactly what he’s thinking, he does seem to have a thing about high heels. “Maybe we should take a trip to the lingerie department?” Jackson pulls me close to him as he speaks.
 
   “We’re supposed to be shopping for Pippa! Fiend!” I speak quietly,
 
   “Pippa!”
 
   “Yes, Pippa!” I laugh.
 
   “No Rosie…Pippa!” Jackson points behind me and I see Pip on the other side of the shop,
 
   “Quick, go, go!” I shoo Jackson away just as I turn to see Pip heading over toward me, 
 
   “Hey RoRo! You should have called, you know I love shopping!” Pip looks a little hurt,
 
   “Oh sorry babe, I just popped out quickly to find something to wear on Saturday.” 
 
   Pippa smiles at the mention of her party and hooks her arm through mine. I know I’m not seeing Jackson for the rest of the afternoon. We head out of the shop and for the nearest bar,
 
   “Lunch RoRo!”
 
    
 
   “So Rosie, I’ve invited Jackson on Saturday. I know you’re seeing some mystery bloke but please can you not bring him. I love you, but I don’t want any trouble.”
 
   “Pip, it’s fine honestly.” I try to change the subject.
 
   “Ok, well I don’t want it to be weird, but Jackson is a friend now, and he gets on well with everyone, except you of course, but you know,” she’s rambling.
 
   “Pip, shut up and get the wine in will you!” 
 
   “Oh no not for me, I’m not drinking at the minute!” 
 
   “What? Why?” I look at Pip in disbelief.
 
   “Bet! Ben reckons I can’t go a month without, so I bet him that I could!” she smiles and stands to go to the bar and I laugh, she can be such a stubborn cow when she wants. 
 
   Pip and I spend a fantastic afternoon together, and despite it ruining one of my last afternoons with Jackson before we tell everyone about us, I’m so glad to see her but right now, I need my man! I managed to text Jackson while I was with Pip and tell him that I would be at the apartment by five. He said he couldn’t wait and it made the time go a lot quicker knowing that I was going to see him.
 
   As I turn the key and push open the door I gasp. The last of the boxes are gone, the pictures are back on the walls and shelves, the cushions on the sofa are plumped. There are candles lit everywhere and music playing. I can smell food cooking and guess that Jackson is in the kitchen.
 
   “You’ve been busy!” I speak from behind him as he stirs a pot on the hob,
 
   “I didn’t hear you come in,” Jackson turns to me, “Do you like it?”
 
   “Jackson, its home!” There are tears in my eyes as I say it, I don’t want to leave here tonight.
 
   “Dance with me.” 
 
   Jackson pulls me into him and we dance, we’ve done this so many times before but every time feels like the first. I know that his parents used to dance like this and now I understand why. When he holds me like this, with the music surrounding us, there’s nobody else in the world.
 
   Billy Joel is singing New York State of Mind and I’m lost in Jackson. One more day, just one more day until everyone knows about us, I don’t know if I can wait! As the song comes to a close Jackson kisses my forehead and spins me around under him arm, I laugh and he pulls me into a kiss. 
 
   While Jackson finishes cooking I walk around the apartment. I thought it would feel strange to me to actually move back in, but now I can’t wait. It feels like it’s where I’m supposed to be and for the first time I really do understand what true love is. It’s not about the highs; it’s about surviving the lows.
 
    
 
   “I have a meeting with Frankie on Monday Rosie, to discuss what happens with regard to my deal.  I owe them one more book but I’m not leaving you so I need to see where I stand.” 
 
   Jackson circles his finger around the top of his wine glass as he speaks. He waited until after dessert to get serious but the inevitable discussion about ‘what’s next’ soon crops up. 
 
   “Jackson, are you sure you want to do this?” I ask tentatively as I sip the last of my wine and Jackson smiles,
 
   “More than anything, I needed a kick up the arse!” 
 
   “Oh I will happily do that James, bend over!” I laugh and Jackson grins,
 
   “I cannot wait for tomorrow Alvez! I can’t bear saying goodbye to you anymore, you make me laugh,”
 
   “Do I?” I asked, shocked. “I’ve always thought I was funny but Rafe says that nobody else does,”
 
   “Yeah you do,” He laughs again and empties his glass. “I think you’re hilarious, and cute, and sexy, and bloody annoying!” He smiles and I stick my tongue out to him.
 
    
 
   Jackson and I spend the evening making love and cuddling up listening to music, its bliss until it’s time for me to leave. We’ve both had a drink and I don’t have Audrey with me anyway so Jackson calls me a taxi.
 
   “Until tomorrow then Alvez!” He kisses me goodnight and I climb into the taxi,
 
   “Do not forget my ring James!” I say with a smile as I shut the taxi door and head for Rafael’s.
 
    
 
   “Wow little sis! You look amazing!” Rafe looks great himself and is tying Matthew’s tie in the lounge as I come out of my room. 
 
   “Thank you big bro, I have a hot date!” Rafe’s face drops as I speak and the door knocks, “Oh, this’ll be him now!” I smile and head for the front door,
 
   “Wait, no Rosie stop. You weren’t supposed to invite him. I invited Jackson to come here for a drink.” He stops as he realises that he should have told me this and blushes as the door knocks again, “Rosie, don’t throw it in Jackson’s face, please!”
 
   I smile at my brother and open the front door to his flat. I’m swept up immediately into Jackson’s arms and giggle from the doorstep. I know that Rafe can’t see that it’s Jackson and I panic that he’ll lose his rag. Jackson puts me down and I lead him by the hand into the flat. Matthew is now in the bathroom and Rafe refuses to look at us, I clear my throat but he doesn’t turn around.
 
   “Rafael!” I say sharply and he realises that he’s being rude and turns to face us. His mouth falls open and his frown line appears on his forehead,
 
   “What? What’s going on?” He’s confused, understandably.
 
   “Well, big brother. This is my mystery man, I believe you have met!” I am sheepish, I feel bad for all the lying and sneaking around over the last four weeks but when Rafe starts to laugh and stands to pull Jackson and then me into a hug, I relax.
 
   “I am over the moon, seriously! MATTHEW, COME HERE!” 
 
   Rafe calls into the bathroom for Matthew to join us. When he does we go through the same motions as with Rafe, I think that will be the theme for our evening.
 
   “Right, we better get going then!” The taxi pips its horn from the street below and Rafe starts to usher us out of the flat,
 
   “Wait, one second,” Jackson stops us and take my hand, turning me to him before lowering to one knee, “Rosie, I don’t want to spend another second with you not wearing this. This time, don’t ever take it off. Will you still marry me?” 
 
   “You know I will James, come here!” I laugh and Jackson spins me around as he kisses me. 
 
   As we leave the flat I look at my brother and he just nods, all is right again.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
    
 
   “I’M GOING TO KILL YOU! What kind of best friend keeps gossip like this to herself?” 
 
   Pippa is absolutely appalled that Jackson and I kept our relationship a secret over the past few weeks but is over the moon that we’re back together and can’t keep the smile from her face. 
 
   “We’re sorry Pip, it was just…necessary!” Jackson smiles and kisses me on the forehead before pulling Pippa to him, “Happy Birthday gorgeous!” 
 
   Pippa’s party is such good fun. The DJ is brilliant and we’ve been dancing for what feels like hours, Pip still isn’t drinking but is the life and soul of the party anyway. Ben takes great pleasure in winding her up about their bet and about her being designated driver, but she just laughs it off. 
 
   “So Ginge, I take it you will not be staying with us this evening?” Matthew is drunk, I’ve never seen him like this actually and it makes me laugh as he pulls me to sit on his lap and yells in my ear,
 
   “No Bro, I have somewhere I have to be!” I smile toward Jackson and feel Matthew sigh,
 
   “Thank God! You two are made for each other and being quiet in bed is killing me!” I can’t control my shocked expression or my laughter as I look my giggling brother in law in the eyes,
 
   “I hate to break it to you, but you were not quiet! Not one bit!” Matthew shrugs his shoulders and we laugh, “Come on, dance with me!” 
 
    
 
   As the last of the party guests filter out, Pip pulls me into a tight hug,
 
   “I feel like we’re drifting apart Rosie, I hope it’s just my imagination!” I am drunk and confused as I look her in the eyes. We haven’t seen as much of each other recently as we normally do but she’s been helping Ben move into her flat and I’ve been with Jackson,
 
   “Pip, never! There’s just been a lot going on. Are you ok? Do you need to talk about something?” She seems like she’s holding something back but she just smiles and shakes her head. 
 
   “No Ro, I just miss you. Come for tea this week, I’ll call you tomorrow ok?” 
 
   “Of course beaut. Love you!” 
 
    
 
   The next two weeks pass in a blur of meetings, lunches and being talked into trying out Matthew’s new boot camps. I’m not convinced that I’m up for it but if I can rope Pip in with me then I’m sure it’ll be fun.
 
   “I can’t Rosie I’m sorry, I’m absolutely snowed under at the minute.” 
 
   I’m disappointed. Pippa is normally up for anything. She just doesn’t seem herself with me lately and I worry that she was right about us drifting apart.
 
   “Oh, ok then. Never mind. Do you want to get together at the weekend?”
 
   “Maybe Rosie, I’ll call you. Bye babe.” 
 
   She hangs up and I look at my phone confused. She sounds like she doesn’t want to see me at all, and the way she said my name was as though she hardly knows me. 
 
   “Hey, what’s up?” Jackson looks up over his laptop as I sigh at my phone,
 
   “Pip, just seems off with me. I don’t know why!” 
 
   “She’s probably just busy. And don’t forget, she’s in the honeymoon period of living with Ben. Give her some time. By the time the party comes around, I bet she’ll be back to herself.” 
 
   His words do little to reassure me but do draw my focus back to the guest list for the engagement party. 
 
   We’ve decided to have it at home and I can’t wait. It’s two weeks away and I just hope that I’m able to walk, Safina, the trainer working with Matthew has absolutely murdered me in boot camp and I have muscles aching in places that I didn’t realise it was possible to work out.
 
   I stand with a groan and ignore Jackson’s laugh as I make my way to the office. I need to get into party planning mood.
 
   After a while Jackson comes into the office smiling,
 
   “What are you so happy about?”
 
   “I’ve got an interview! It’s for a travel magazine,” I frown and he reads my mind, “I wouldn’t be going anywhere babe, it’s an editor position. It’s in Manchester but I’ll commute.” 
 
   Jackson looks over the moon as I stand to hug him tightly and congratulate him. 
 
   “This is good Rosie; it’s the start of our future!” He’s really happy and it makes me giddy. I’m not sure how I ever smiled before him. 
 
   Jackson looks me in the eyes and I know that all of the excitement has had an effect on him.  That and the fact that I’m wearing my hair piled loosely on top of my head and have my glasses on, Jackson loves it when I look like the naughty librarian of his teenage fantasies. I feel playful and bite my lip as I lower to my knees and undo the zip on Jackson’s jeans, he just smiles down as I reach inside and take what I want.
 
   “Rosie, stop! I don’t want to come in your mouth, stop!” Jackson is breathy as I relentlessly suck hard.
 
   “I’m congratulating you baby!” I smile up and continue with what I was doing,
 
   “Baby, stop please!” I frown upwards playfully as I stop and let Jackson compose himself before pulling me up from my knees and turning me around, bending me over his desk as he tugs my knickers from underneath my skirt and down my thighs before slamming into me.
 
   I let out a yell as he digs his fingers into my hips and pulls me backward onto him with each thrust. He is achingly deep and I reach out to the wall for support as I struggle to hold it together. 
 
   I lift my right knee up onto the desk, feeling my underwear pull tightly around my knees and then rip a little as I stretch them beyond their ability. I start to call out with each thrust as Jackson pushes me closer to orgasm.
 
   “Ah fuck Rosie!” Jackson groans through his teeth as he pumps into me and I know that he’s close to coming. I reach my hand behind me and pull Jackson’s hand around to rub my clit, keeping my fingers in top of his as he does.
 
   I clench tightly around him and feel his laboured breath on the back of my neck as I grip his wrist in my hand and call out loudly in orgasmic pleasure. I’m lost as he comes into me and stops his thrusting.
 
   “You’ll be the death of me Alvez!” 
 
    
 
   Jackson left early this morning to get to Manchester for his interview. He decided to give the rush hour trains a go in preparations for ‘when’ he gets the job. I’d have been a nervous wreck in his position but he’s just so confident, it makes me really proud.
 
   I’ve hardly spoken to Pip lately and I’m fed up of it. I don’t know what I’ve done wrong but there’s something going on and I intend on finding out what, so I’m going round to her flat and she is going to talk to me. 
 
   In the weeks since Jackson’s arrest I have gotten used to driving Audrey in London. I never thought I would enjoy it but it turns out that the traffic is never as bad as I expected and I can get about a lot easier than I ever thought I would. I park up outside Pip’s flat, her Mini is there so I know that she’s in, Pippa doesn’t do public transport.
 
   I press the buzzer and wait an age for the answer.
 
   “Hello?” She sounds worn out and it only worries me more,
 
   “Pip, it’s me. Let me up.” I try to sound like I mean business but all I actually sound is concerned.
 
   “Rosie! Oh erm ok, two secs!” 
 
   I hear the buzz and click of the door and push it open, making my way inside and up to Pip’s flat. When I get there, the front door is already open and my best friend is standing waiting for me,
 
   “Hey,” I smile and Pippa returns the gesture,
 
   “I’m sorry RoRo!” Pip opens her arms to me and I hold her, I don’t know what’s been going on, but I’m so glad to have her close again.
 
    
 
   “Did you enjoy the party?” I ask with a smile as Pippa puts the kettle on to boil. 
 
   “Yeah, it was good. Did you have fun? It was so good to see you and Jackson together.” She grins but looks tired; I know there’s something she isn’t telling me.
 
   “Pip, what’s going on? Are you and Ben ok?” I try push gently to get her to open up,
 
   “Yeah, we’re great Rosie, I promise you. I couldn’t wish for more,” I see the look of love in her eyes and I know she’s telling the truth. “I’m just so tired Ro. I’ve been working so hard lately and I guess it’s just taken a toll on me.” 
 
   Pippa’s words put my mind at ease a little. I know what it’s like to be exhausted and run down; I just need to make sure that I’m here for her, starting with coffee and the chocolate muffins that I brought with me.
 
   “Come on then tell me what’s been going on, you look really happy!” 
 
   Pippa and I move into the living room and take a seat on her ridiculously comfy sofas.
 
   “I am. Things are amazing. Jackson has gone to Manchester today for an interview. It’s going to be a big commute if he gets it but it’s a good job with a great salary. It’ll mean we can save to buy somewhere.” I sip at my coffee and still can’t shake the feeling that something is off.
 
   “That’s great. I’m really pleased for you.”
 
   “Pip, what you said at the party…you know that you’ll never lose me don’t you? Regardless of what happens in our personal lives, you and I are solid. Tell me you know that!” 
 
   Pippa sighs and smiles weakly, “I do, I know Ro. Honestly I’m just tired. But really I am ok, how are you? Really, how are you coping with everything that’s happened over the last few months?” Pippa pushes the focus back onto me and I know that the best thing to do is just let her, she’ll come to me when the time is right I’m certain. 
 
   “Ok, highest highs and lowest lows but we’re getting through it. Jackson has been really supportive, even vetting cafes and bars first to make sure they’re pregnancy free!” I laugh and Pip looks at me confused, 
 
   “What do you mean?” 
 
   “Well, with everything that’s happened, I’ve not been able to be around to be around pregnant women. It just stirs up too many mixed emotions in me. I’m sure I’ll get over it but for now, we’re staying clear of anything pregnancy related!” 
 
   Pippa smiles and shakes her head as she takes a sip of her coffee, 
 
   “I really hope you feel better about it all soon, you did nothing wrong Ro and you can’t avoid it forever,” the concerned look in Pip’s eyes is one that I’ve seen a million times and the familiarity of it makes me feel happy, that’s the first sign I’ve seen that my Pip is still in there somewhere.
 
   “I know, I will. It just hurts Pip.” She reaches out and holds my hand and I look up into her smiling eyes,
 
   “Love you RoRo, always!” 
 
   “Love you too Pip.” 
 
    
 
   After a few hours catching up, I feel a bit better about the distance between Pip and I. She’s not her normal self but insists she’s just tired and I have to believe that. I leave Pippa’s flat with a massive hug and a promise that she will come to me for anything and head towards Euston station to pick up Jackson.
 
    
 
   “Mr James, your carriage awaits!” I tease as I see Jackson heading toward me.
 
   “What are you doing here? I’d have got a taxi!” Jackson pulls me into a hug and kisses me on the temple.
 
   “I know, I was in the neighbourhood!” I smile up at Jackson and he laughs, leading me out of the station and towards the car park. 
 
   As I drive towards home Jackson asks how Pip is and I fill him in on how weird she seemed. He tells me not to worry and that she probably just needs some time to adjust to things. As I pull Audrey into the parking space next to the Range Rover, Jackson’s phone rings and he looks at me with a shocked expression on his face. He answers.
 
   “Jackson James,”
 
   There’s a pause as he listens and then he speaks again. 
 
   “I see, erm, yes of course.”
 
   Another pause, 
 
   “Oh! That’s fantastic, thank you. Great I’ll look out for it then.”
 
   He pauses again,
 
   “Good stuff, speak to you tomorrow. Thanks again. Bye.”
 
   He hangs up and looks at me with a smile,
 
   “I got the job!” He shakes his head, “They cancelled their other interviews after they met me, I don’t start until January but the job is mine Rosie!”  He laughs and his happiness is infectious, I lunge at him across the middle of the car and he pulls me into his lap and kisses me. “First day of the rest of our lives baby!”
 
   


Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Frankie, how are you gorgeous?” 
 
   I step inside the familiar office of Francesca Franklin, the musty smell filling my nostrils as her yellow toothed grin greets me from the other side of her desk.
 
   “Jackson, I’d be better if you weren’t so intent on leaving me!” 
 
   “Oh Frankie, we always knew this was temporary, it just lasted a little longer than expected. You know I’ll always be grateful for everything you’ve done for me though.”
 
   My meeting with Frankie was to finalise the details of my last book with Gold Star publishing, ‘Romantic Britain – A guide of the most romantic places in the British Isles.’ We decided on a three month tour of the country, I’ve arranged an itinerary and for Rosie to come with me. Frankie was certainly surprised that Rosie and I were not only a couple but getting married and tried to get us to write a book about being two authors in love. The pound signs were clouding her vision yet again. 
 
   “Well then Jackson, I guess I’ll see you in the new year with a finished book. I look forward to it. Love to Rosetta.” 
 
   I stand to leave, knowing that Frankie isn’t one for pleasantries,
 
   “Oh Frankie Thanks. That book you gave me last year, it changed my life!” 
 
   I smile as Frankie remembers giving me a copy of Rosie’s novel and head home, I feel happy and excited for everything that the future holds.
 
    
 
   Despite her promises, Pippa has remained distant in the two weeks since I went to her flat and to be honest, I’m furious with her. 
 
   Pip and I have been best friends for most of our lives, we argue like sisters but we’re always honest with each other about what has pissed us of. We talk it out and make up, but this time she’s just ignoring me. The thing that’s really getting to me is that it was her who said she was worried about losing me, and yet it’s her pushing me away. 
 
   I have done all that I can though. I’ve called and texted her, gone to her flat and tried to figure out what’s going on, but I can’t do any more if she isn’t willing to tell me what’s wrong.  I’ve obviously upset her somehow. I know she was a little annoyed about me keeping the fact that Jackson and I were back together from her, but she said she understood that and was happy for us, so it can’t be that. But if it isn’t, then I have absolutely no idea. 
 
   Mine and Jackson’s engagement party is tonight, and despite not knowing if my best friend is going to show up, I am excited. Rafe and I have been arranging the apartment, he has set up his sound system so that we can play that party playlists that I have spent hours putting together, and Matthew and Jackson have gone out on a booze run.
 
   I have a new dress and new shoes that Jackson salivated over in the middle of Schuh and to top it off, all of my old curves are back where they should be. Jackson tells me every day that he thinks I’m gorgeous and sexy, but tonight, when everyone is looking at me as his fiancée, I want him to be proud to be marrying me, and he will be! 
 
   “I can’t believe you left your brother to do all the work while you play with your hair!” Jackson says with a smile as he comes into the bedroom to see me running serum through my wet hair.
 
   “The work was already done I’ll have you know, and I need to beautify before people get here!”  I pick up my hair dryer as Jackson pulls off his t-shirt and kisses me on the temple before heading toward the bathroom.
 
   “True, I forget sometimes that not everyone wakes up as perfect as me!” 
 
   I throw my comb at him with a laugh as she smiles and shuts the bathroom door. 
 
    
 
   By nine pm the apartment is full of friends and family having a great time. Pete is staying with us and Mam and Dad are staying with Rafe and Matthew and it’s so good to have them all here. Dad and Pete seem to be getting on fantastically well and Mam looks really happy. She’s had months of worry thanks to me, I need to make it up to her. 
 
   Pippa hasn’t turned up yet. I keep checking my phone but there’s nothing. No excuses, no apologies, nothing. I am so pissed off with her, and I’m hurt. Have I really lost my best friend with no explanation as to why?
 
   I slam my phone down on to the dining table as I look up to see Jackson pull someone into a hug. Familiar long black hair falls down over his arm as he eyes me over Pippa’s shoulder and I make my way toward them. 
 
   “Decided to show up then?” I can’t help the tone of my voice as I ask,
 
   “I’m sorry Rosie; I didn’t mean to be this late. You know me!” Pippa shrugs her shoulders and smiles weakly. What is going on with her?
 
   I take a breath and tell myself to bite my tongue before we end up rowing in the middle of my party.
 
   “Oh well, you’re here now. Where’s Ben?” 
 
   “Parking the car, he’ll be up in a sec.”
 
   “Come on Pip, let’s get you a drink. Rosie, I think your brother needs you!” Jackson ushers Pip toward the kitchen and I turn to see Rafe setting up his karaoke machine in front of the TV. 
 
   It’s been about two hours since Pippa got here and I haven’t spoken to her since she first arrived. I haven’t intentionally been ignoring her, it’s just that I have a lot of people here and they all want to congratulate Jackson and me, and impart their wisdom on the secret to long happy marriages. My three times divorced friend Patricia truly believes that the key to success is variety, I stifled a laugh at this, certain that she didn’t mean vary your husbands but noting the irony of the comment coming from her.
 
   My attention is drawn away from Sophie’s hellishly boring story about her new kitten by Jackson saying my name over the microphone of the karaoke machine.
 
   “Rosie, can you come here for a second please. Don’t worry; I’m not going to propose!” There’s a ripple of laughter at his terrible joke and I take my place at his side. 
 
   “Thank you all for coming here to share this night with us. It’s been a hell of a year, but we’ve come through it all stronger than I ever imagined. I can’t wait to marry you Rosie, and spend a lifetime of happiness with you, so if you can all raise your glasses please, I would like to propose a toast, to my beautiful fiancée. To Rosie,” 
 
   A chorus of ‘To Rosie’ echoes and Jackson kisses me on the forehead before continuing.
 
   “Some of you know the news that I’m about to share but most of you don’t,” I notice Mam’s eyes light up and apparently so does Jackson, “No Bernie, we’re not pregnant! I have decided to give up travel writing.  I’ve been offered an editor position at a fantastic magazine in Manchester and I have accepted it, but before I start that, I do have one more book to write. So Rosie and I will be going away for a while. I can’t do it without her.” 
 
   People start congratulating Jackson and hugging me and I step back a little overwhelmed, as I do I notice Pippa stepping out onto the balcony and follow her.
 
   “Right, enough is enough Pip, what is going on?” I close the door to the apartment as I step out and Pip looks at me with tears in her eyes. 
 
   “Nothing Rosie, I’m just tired that’s all!” 
 
   “Bull shit Pip! You seem to forget that I know you better than you do. I don’t know what I have done to upset you so much but I miss you, and I hate you not coming to me with whatever it is that I have done. We’re always honest with each other. We said we always would be!”
 
   Pippa shakes her head and looks at me with conflict visible in her eyes, she wants to open up to me but something is clearly holding her back,
 
   “Is it Ben? Has he hurt you Pip? Please tell me!” 
 
   “God no Rosie, he’s amazing. I just…I can’t,”
 
   I take Pippa’s hands in mine and look up into her sad eyes,
 
   “Pip, anything. You can tell me anything, please,”
 
   She takes a deep shaky breath and steps backward, pulling her hands from mine.
 
   “Ok, but promise me you won’t hate me, please Rosie. Promise me”
 
   “PIP!” 
 
   “I’m pregnant!” 
 
    
 
   It takes a few seconds for what she has said to sink in and when it does I still can’t speak, Pippa is pregnant! I turn to face the street below and I can feel Pip’s anxiety as she steps towards me and starts to speak again. 
 
   “I didn’t know how to tell you Rosie, I…”
 
   “So this is why you weren’t drinking?” My brain is on overdrive trying to figure out what signs I might have missed, 
 
   “No, not at first, it really was a bet. I found out just before my party and I freaked out a bit. All I could think of was what you had been through and I was scared. Then you showed up with Jackson and it threw me, I don’t know what I was thinking Ro, I just didn’t know how to tell you. I was still getting my head around it all,” 
 
   “We’re supposed to be best friends Pippa!” I look at her and noticing the tears welling in her eyes, look away again, “How far gone are you?” 
 
   “Twelve weeks, I had a scan yesterday. Rosie, I was going to tell you but then when you came around to my flat that day, I had been throwing up for what felt like days and I tried to feel better and pluck up the courage to tell you and then you told me that you can’t stand being around pregnant women and it just freaked me out. I don’t know what I’m supposed to do around you after that Rosie. You’re the one person that I want close to me and you don’t want to be around pregnancy, what do I do?” 
 
   “Nothing Pip. Just look after yourself.” I open the door and head into the flat, Jackson throws me a concerned look as Ben rushes to take my place on the balcony and I make my way into the bedroom. 
 
   I sit down on the floor with my back against the door. I’m shocked. So much has changed for Pippa and me in such a short space of time. She’s pregnant, I should be enjoying this with her, laughing at her morning sickness and telling her what she can and can’t eat, but instead I feel angry. I’m angry with her, she should have told me.  But mostly I’m angry with myself, she’s my best friend and I should be able to put aside my emotions to be there for her, but I can’t. All I feel is hurt, and a little jealous. I’m actually jealous of my best friend instead of just being happy for her. 
 
   She’s had a scan and it’s all going well, she’s going to have a baby and I’m still not sure that I ever will. I don’t want to feel like this, but right now, with alcohol flooding my veins and my emotions at an all-time high, I can’t help it. Tears pool in my lower lids before escaping, I feel like a terrible friend. I cry as I listen to the noise from the other room gradually fade out and I know that the party is over. I stand and gather myself hoping that Pippa isn’t on the other side of my bedroom door when I open it, she isn’t.
 
   “Hey gorgeous, I thought you were asleep.” Jackson is collecting glasses and Rafe and Matthew are in the kitchen tidying up,
 
   “Yeah, sorry to be a party pooper. Did everyone have fun?” 
 
   “Yeah of course they did baby, it was a great party. You didn’t miss much. It fizzled out within an hour of you heading to bed.” Jackson puts down the glasses and pulls me into a hug, “Do you want to talk about it?”
 
   “Not right now, I’m exhausted to be honest,” I smile and pull away from Jackson, starting to tidy up the living room,
 
   “Leave that Rosie, go to bed. Honestly, it’s fine.” He smiles and I head back toward the bedroom.
 
   


Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “You are a bloody terrifying driver Alvez!” 
 
   I step out of the car feeling lucky to be alive and safely in Cornwall.
 
   “Jackson, I drive no faster than you do! And unlike you, I have won trophies for driving fast; you just don’t like not being in control!” 
 
   I frown as I realise that Rosie is probably right and she starts to laugh as I open the boot to retrieve our bags. 
 
    
 
   As we’re shown to our room and get a glimpse of where we’ll be staying for the next five nights, I notice Rosie’s eyes light up. The room is stunning with a huge ornate white four poster bed, plush textiles and an open fire opposite the bed. A massive roll top bath dominates the bathroom and the large panoramic windows along the far wall of the room overlook the picturesque harbour below.
 
   We decide to eat at the hotel restaurant tonight but are determined to sample all that Cornwall has to offer for the rest of our time here. We’re going out for the day tomorrow, to the Lost Gardens of Heligan and then to the Minack Theatre the following day, and who knows what else. There’s so much to do in Cornwall and with a forecast of five gloriously sunny days ahead, we’re going to make the most of it. 
 
   I throw the pile of leaflets and ‘what’s on’ brochures onto the bed and I watch as Rosie looks at her phone again before frowning and dropping it back into her bag. 
 
   “You could call her you know!” 
 
   She has been avoiding Pippa since the party. She ignored her calls in the few days that followed and now Pippa has stopped trying. Rosie clearly misses her but is so stubborn that she won’t make the first move.
 
   “Who? I was just checking the time,” She smiles and I shake my head in response.
 
   “Rosie, it has been two weeks. You can’t go on like this forever. Call Pippa, apologise and get your friend back.”
 
   “Jackson I can’t, you don’t understand. I …” She trails off and turns to look at the boats bobbing about on the calm water of the harbour,
 
   “Tell me then,” I wrap my arms around Rosie’s waist and kiss the top of her head. She takes a deep breath. 
 
   “I was jealous you know, jealous that she was pregnant. What kind of friend does that make me? I was horrible to her Jackson, I should have hugged her and congratulated her, but I looked at her like she had some horrible disease that I didn’t want to catch. And it hurts you know.  I try to phone her, when I pick up my phone I want to press call but I panic when I think about it. I don’t know if I can be there for her when all I can think is that it should be me.” 
 
   I tighten my arms around her and let quiet set in for a moment, I need to choose my words carefully. 
 
   “When you found out you were pregnant, were you scared?”
 
   “Terrified,” she tenses in my arms as she remembers the feeling and probably everything that has happened since then,
 
   “And you turned to Pippa. Rosie she needs you, right now, your best friend needs you. When you see her and hug her, you won’t be thinking that it should be you, you’ll be thinking about what she needs and what you can get for her, because she’s Pip. I know it’s scary, but it’s time to move on now Rosie. We will have our time. Call her.” 
 
    
 
   I leave Rosie sitting on the bed with her phone in her hand and head down to the bar. I need her to make up with Pippa, and I need her to face her emotions. We can’t avoid pregnant women and babies for the rest of our lives. 
 
    
 
   An hour later I look up to see a smiling Rosie walking toward me,
 
   “Ready to eat? I’m starving!” 
 
   “Erm, yeah. Did you call her?”
 
   “I did, we’re good. Now can we eat?” 
 
   When Rosie wants to keep something to herself, she is frighteningly good at it. She’s not going to share the conversation that she had with Pip, but it doesn’t matter. She’s happy and so am I.
 
   We started the tour in Hastings and made our way along the south coast of England. After five fantastic days in Cornwall, Rosie and I headed to Bath and then on to a gorgeous guest house in the Cotswolds. From there we went on to Aberaeron in Wales, across to County Fermanagh in Northern Ireland. We went to the Isle of Skye and down through Scotland to Edinburgh, on to Alnwick and today we’re heading to the wedding capital of the UK, Gretna Green.
 
    
 
   “Jackson, I don’t like it here.”  Rosie looks at me as she bites into her monthly Galaxy ripple and I laugh, “In my head I thought it would be really romantic and quaint, but it feels really … new! And all built up for tourists.”  She looks sad as she reflects on her disappointment with Gretna Green. “But, if they have availability, we could just do it!” 
 
   It takes a moment to realise what she’s just said.
 
   “What, get married? Rosie are you serious? You just said you don’t like it here!” 
 
   “Well I don’t, but I just want to marry you as soon as I can. Look at them Jackson,” She motions toward a newlywed couple having their photographs taken a few feet away, “It doesn’t matter to them that there are tourists everywhere watching them, clattering coffee cups and rustling crisp wrappers, they’re just happy and in love. I guess it is romantic in that case. Any of these people would be witnesses for us, let’s just see if they can fit us in!”
 
   I consider her words, and her face. She’s serious! 
 
   “Rosie no, we can’t babe. You would regret it. You told me yourself that it would be weird for Rafe not to be there at your big moments. And what about Pip, I think she would actually murder me.” I reach across the table and take her hands, willing her to look up into my eyes, she obliges, “I promise you, that we will set a date and start planning as soon as we get home ok?”
 
   “Ok… it’s just that I’ve done the ‘big wedding’ thing Jackson, and was humiliated. I just want to marry you, with our families there and nobody else. Small, simple and about us, not about tables plans and favours, is that ok?” 
 
   “Sounds perfect!” I smile and lift her hand to my mouth, kissing the pads of her fingers as she beams at me from across the table.
 
   “Can we go now then please, because I really don’t like it here?” 
 
   I laugh as I stand to leave and hold my hand out for Rosie to take.
 
    
 
   From Gretna we drove down to Chester. Driving through the Lake District we smiled as we remembered the amazing week that we spent there a few months ago. We were so happy then. It’s crazy to think that the worst period of my adult life followed it, but I can’t dwell on that, Rosie and I are stronger than ever now, we’re solid. 
 
   “I love Chester; I love the feel of Roman cities like this. I feel inspired when I walk on old cobbles and see the architecture, I can’t wait for York. Thank you, for bringing me on this tour with you.” 
 
   Rosie leans back in her chair and I mirror, smiling. She has been so relaxed while we’ve been travelling around. She’s been fun and playful and sexy as hell. Writing a romantic tour of Britain is certainly working for me, she’s been desperate to get me back to the hotels or the car every single day that we’ve been away. I can’t imagine that I’ll ever get enough of her. 
 
   “As if I’d have been able to be away from you for two and a half months! I’ve loved it babe. It’ll be a shame to get back to real life.” 
 
   I stand and lean down to kiss Rosie as I make my way to the bar to get another round of drinks. When I start to make my way back to the table I notice that Rosie is smiling to herself,
 
   “What are you so happy about?” 
 
   She giggles and gestures me to come closer,
 
   “That girl over there, don’t look…Ok now you can look. She’s reading my book!” 
 
   Rosie grins wide and I slowly turn to look at the blonde sitting alone by the open fire. She looks comfortable. Her feet are tucked underneath her on the sofa. She’s nursing what looks like a hot chocolate and smiling to herself as she reads. I’ve seen that look before, it’s the same one Rosie gets when she’s really lost in something. Before long, the blonde laughs…actually laughs out loud, and I feel an incredible amount of pride build up inside me. Rosie did that, she made that girl smile and laugh and get completely lost in her words, my Rosie. 
 
   After and amazing last night in Chester, Rosie and I get up early to head off to York. It’s the last stop on the tour and I’ve arranged a surprise for her when we get there. I glance briefly across to the passenger seat. Rosie is curled up on the seat, side on and facing me. As she smiles at me over the top of her Kindle I can’t believe that she’s mine.  In these moments, when she smiles at me and then carries on with what she was doing, that’s when I know. We’re going to be ok. We’re going to make it. 
 
   


Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
    
 
   “What’s the hotel called Jackson? I’ll keep an eye out for it,” Rosie is looking out of the window as the buildings pass by,
 
   “We’re not staying in a hotel babe. I know where we’re going.”
 
   “What you do mean? Where are we staying then?” She looks at me confused.
 
   “I got us an apartment so that we can completely do our own thing. It’s nice, you’ll like it. It has some really great added extras too!” 
 
   “Oh, ok then.” Rosie sounds confused but sits back in her seat and relaxes into the last ten minutes of our journey. 
 
   As we pull up into the car park of the apartment building Rosie gives me an approving look,
 
   “This looks lovely babe!” 
 
   I just smile. I can’t wait to get her upstairs.
 
    
 
   I check in at the reception desk while Rosie looks around and then hand her the key so that I can carry the bags. We make our way upstairs and she quickly finds our room.
 
   As Rosie turns the key in the lock and pushes the door open she freezes and steps backward into me.
 
   “Shit, I think they gave us the wrong key Jackson. There are shoes and things in there, it’s someone else’s apartment.”
 
   I feign shock,
 
   “What? No it can’t be. Come on,” I nudge Rosie forward and she tentatively pushes the door open,
 
   “HELLO? Is anyone in here?” She calls around the door and I stifle a laugh,
 
   “GET OUT OF OUR ROOM!” 
 
   Pippa sticks her tongue out and starts to laugh as she steps into the hallway and holds out her arms to Rosie,
 
   “OH MY GOD! Pip!” 
 
   I can hear the emotion in Rosie’s voice as she calls out to the friend that she hasn’t seen in months and runs to hug her. Ben steps out behind Pippa and beams at me, they really do look great together. 
 
   “I can’t believe you’re here, and look at you, you’re so…round!” Rosie has both hands on Pippa’s protruding bump and is talking to it rather than Pip.  She’s fine, I knew she would be.
 
   “I know, I’m a whale! But not long and we can get on that boot camp!” 
 
   “Oh Pip shut up, you’re beautiful. You look so beautiful!” Rosie hugs Pippa again and I wonder if she is ever going to let go.
 
   “Erm, any chance I can actually get into this apartment at some point today?” I joke from the doorway as Rosie laughs and follows Pippa into the living room.
 
   “I can’t believe you organised this, thank you so much.”  I pass a smiling Rosie a coffee while she sits next to Pippa on the sofa, reluctantly removing her hand from Pippa’s bump to take it from me. “This is going to be the best weekend ever!” 
 
    
 
    
 
   After a couple of hours of catching up and unpacking a few things in the bedroom, we all decide to head out for some food and a few drinks. Pippa of course groaned at the realisation that she was the only one that couldn’t drink but painted on a smile as we headed out anyway.
 
   I sit next to Pippa on the sofa as Jackson takes our bags in the bedroom and it feels so good to have her so close again. She’s like another limb to me, she’s been by my side forever and that time without her killed me, almost as much as being without Jackson. It’s certainly been a trying year. 
 
   “I can’t stop looking at your belly! That is going to be one big baby!” 
 
   I say with a laugh while admiring Pippa’s bump. The weekly bump growth photos that she has been sending me while I’ve been away did nothing to take away the shock. She still has three months to go and it looks like there’s standing room only in there! The fact that she is so tiny probably makes her look bigger than she is but still, I can’t seem to look anywhere else.
 
   “Rosie stop it, I feel like an elephant as it is! And look at these!” As Pippa grabs and lifts her boobs, which were already big, I notice Ben and Jackson both suddenly tune into the conversation, mesmerised by the sheer size of Pippa’s chest. 
 
   “Oi! Avert your gaze James!” I scold Jackson as I playfully hit him on the back of the head and Ben starts to laugh,
 
   “Sorry they’re just, well, they’re huge Pip!” Jackson laughs and Pippa starts to see the funny side. 
 
    
 
   After lunch we explored the city and walked around the St Nicholas Fayre. Pippa bought some really cute things for the baby’s room and for the first time I saw my best friend as a mother. We’d talked about the baby and discussed options for the nursery of course, but she was still Pip, just a little rounder. Now though, as she sits on the sofa opposite me in our home for the weekend, looking through her purchases with her boyfriend, I see a new Pippa, one that I’ve yet to get to know.
 
   I watch as Pippa and Ben coo over the tiny booties that they found on one of the stalls. Ben looking baffled by the size of them as he puts them on his fingers and laughs, before leaning down to kiss Pip’s belly while she strokes his head. Seeing them like this is amazing, I am so happy for them, and even happier that Jackson made me see sense and call Pip all those weeks ago. 
 
   “Rosie, give me a hand a sec please.” 
 
   Jackson calls into the living room from the bedroom and I jump up, leaving the lovebirds to their own company. I walk into the bedroom and revel in the sight of my freshly showered fiancé standing with only a towel around his waist.
 
   “What is it you would like a hand with Mr James?” I ask flirtatiously as I reach toward his waist to pull at the towel,
 
   “Not that you horn dog!” Jackson laughs and wraps his arms around me, “I just wanted to see if you were ok. I popped my head around and saw them with the baby stuff. I think you’re coping amazingly babe, but are you really alright with it all?”
 
   Jackson kisses me on the forehead and I look up toward him, wrapping my arms tightly around his back.
 
   “I really am, they’re so happy and it’s infectious. I’m going to be Auntie Rosie, how could I not be ok?” I smile a genuinely happy smile and Jackson, realising that I’m fine mirrors me. 
 
   “Good. In that case…” Jackson drops the towel from his waist and I giggle as he leans down to kiss me. 
 
   We spent two fabulous days exploring York with our friends. Pippa got tired and hungry at really regular intervals so we ended up eating and drinking far too much while she rested and refuelled. York has an abundance of brilliant bars and restaurants and fantastic pubs. Real pubs with open fires and cask ales. I’m not so keen on the cask ales and the effect that they have on Jackson, well, on Jackson’s arse! But the atmosphere and company made for an absolutely brilliant weekend. 
 
   We had arrived on Friday and by Sunday night, Jackson and I were preparing to go home for the first time in months. 
 
   “It’s going to be so strange to be back at home and back in the routine of our lives.” I say somewhat woefully as I sit on the floor of the bedroom and pack the suitcase ready for our journey home in the morning.
 
   “We’ll have a whole new routine to get used to soon with my new job. That will be strange, commuting, the nine to five. I’ve never worked regular hours like that before!”
 
   Jackson passes me the rest of his t-shirts from the drawer and I put them in the case.
 
   “Are you sure you really want to do this Jackson? I know you love me but really, giving up your career for me, it’s a lot!” I stand after zipping the case and hold out my hands to Jackson so that he can pull me up to standing.
 
   “I’m not giving up my career Rosie; I’m giving up my job and starting my career. It’s what I want, I promise you. I’m excited!” 
 
   I nuzzle into Jackson’s chest and he kisses the top of my head as Pippa knocks and then opens our door without hesitation.
 
   “Damn! I never catch you two at it!” I laugh at the look of disappointment on her face and she continues, “Are you ready to go? I’m starving!” 
 
   “Yes, we’re coming now.” Pip walks away and I take Jackson’s hand in mine as I walk out of the room, “I swear, that girl doesn’t stop eating!” 
 
   Jackson laughs, knowing that this isn’t a new pregnancy related development for Pippa and we head out, ready to enjoy our final night on tour.
 
    
 
   “Jackson, how do you find these places? That steak was incredible!” 
 
   Pippa nods enthusiastically in agreement with Ben’s statement and Jackson laughs, 
 
   “Well it’s sort of my job. The book would be a bit crap without great restaurants for those romantic meals for two!”
 
   “Or just those eating for two?” Pip laughs at her own joke as she rubs her belly with one hand and reaches for the dessert menu with the other.
 
   After a mountain of profiteroles with cream and the rest of Ben’s cheesecake, Pippa looks as drunk as I feel after the bottle of red wine that I have almost finished, and I can’t help but laugh at how her life has changed. A year ago she’d have been demanding cocktails and flaming Sambuca’s!
 
   “Right, before we head back I need to get something of my chest!” Jackson speaks in a serious tone and the three of us fall silent, “I have done something that I need to tell you about Rosie. I can’t keep it from you anymore.” 
 
   My heartbeat increases and I feel Pippa brace herself ready to grab a steak knife from the next table and pounce on him if he hurts me again, Jackson goes on.
 
   “Pip, first of all you need to know that Rosie wanted us to get married in Gretna Green. Just do it without telling anyone!” Jackson cleverly shifts Pippa’s focus onto me and she looks at me in disbelief before Jackson laughs and continues under my scrutiny. I can’t believe he sold me out! “Well, we just kind of want to be married, and soon. So it crossed our minds, but we knew that it wouldn’t be right. That said,” Jackson turns his head and looks into my eyes as he takes both of my hands in his, “I don’t want you starting another year unless it’s as Mrs James. I’ve booked a date Rosie. We’re getting married in three weeks, on Christmas Eve to be exact!” 
 
   There’s silence as we all try to take in what Jackson has just said and it seems like hours pass before I realise that he is still looking at me expectantly, waiting for my response. I am stunned, three weeks to plan a wedding. I don’t even know what he has in mind, but three weeks! 
 
   “Jackson, I don’t …” I pause and notice the look of love in Jackson’s eyes. Nothing matters, we don’t want a big wedding, we agreed on that so what am I worried about? I smile, and as I do it just continues to grow wider until I am grinning ridiculously and I start to giggle, “I can’t wait!” 
 
    
 
   The walk back to the apartment was short and I felt on top of the world. Jackson and I have been through hell and back over the past year, but when I wake up on Christmas morning, he’s going to be my husband. 
 
   Pippa of course is not best pleased about the timing,
 
   “Jackson I can’t believe you’re doing this to me, I wanted to be a hot bridesmaid, now I just going to look like a blimp! Rosie, how do you feel about black bridesmaid dresses?”
 
   She is serious and I can’t help but laugh. I’m euphoric. I feel like I did when Jackson proposed to me, exactly a year before our wedding day, I couldn’t be any happier.
 
   


Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   “Oh Rosetta, that looks stunning on you!” 
 
   Mam has loved every single dress that I have tried so far and has cried each time I have stepped out in a new one, certain that ‘that’s the one.’
 
   “No Mam, it doesn’t! I look like a sack of shit!” I snap.
 
    
 
   I’m getting seriously pissed off. I feel horrible in everything that I have tried on so far. I have done all this before, I have had my dream dress and it got wasted. I can’t exactly re-use it and I know I’m not going to find anything that comes close. As well as the constant disappointment of knowing that I’m never going to find ‘the one,’ I feel enormous so everything looks hideous. 
 
   Jackson and I have been eating in restaurants for breakfast, lunch and dinner for months and I haven’t been working out. That, and the alcohol and the ice creams, the Doritos and dips while we curled up and watched films on the nights that we didn’t want to go out, have all taken their toll on me. I’ve gone up about a dress size and the styles of dress that would normally fit me perfectly make me feel bigger than Pippa! 
 
   Jackson ‘of course’ thinks I look amazing; he hasn’t been able to keep his hands off me lately and moans when I sit down to dinner with just a salad. He loves my curves, but I just feel crap! 
 
   “I can’t do this right now. I need a drink!” 
 
   I stomp back into the dressing room and remove dress number nine. Most definitely not ‘the one.’
 
    
 
   “Rosie that last one did look gorgeous on you. I wouldn’t lie, and you know I wouldn’t!” 
 
   Pippa tries to make me feel better as we sit down at a table in the bar around the corner from the dress shop. She wouldn’t lie to me, I know that, but I have to feel right in the dress that I choose. I have exactly two weeks, and its Christmas so there’s no way I’ll be able to get alterations in time. I need to be comfortable.
 
   “Ah Pip, I’ll find one don’t worry. Are you happy with yours?”
 
   We managed to get Pippa a deep purple maternity maxi dress with a sweetheart neckline and capped sleeves; she looks gorgeous in it, as always.
 
   “Yeah, I love it babe, thank you. I can’t wait!” She smiles a big toothy smile as Mam makes her way back from the toilets.
 
   “Sorry for snapping Mammy, I just feel so fat, and I’m tired. It’s a lot to cope with at such short notice.” I begin to regret my mood as I sit and look at the menu, and hate that I directed it at my mother. 
 
   “Don’t worry sweet girl, we’ll try again this afternoon.”
 
   The three of us chat and catch up over coffees as we wait for our food to arrive. Tuna melt and curly fries is the last thing that I should be eating when I’m already piling on the pounds, but it’s just what I need when I’m feeling crap, and it’s my absolute favourite pub lunch.
 
   “Ladies, vegetable lasagne?” The waiter heads over to our table and hands Pippa her lunch before passing Mam her Shepherd’s Pie, I am salivating and can’t help wanting to tell him to run back to the kitchen to get mine. 
 
   “Tuna Melt?”
 
   “That’s me!” I proclaim, smiling as though I’ve won the lottery as my lunch is placed in front of me. 
 
   I lean forward excitedly and the smell fills my nostrils. The scent of warm tuna and melted cheese mixed with the overwhelming smell of chip oil turns my stomach. I lean back in my chair as my mouth starts to fill with water and I take a deep breath. 
 
   It’s been a crazy day so far, and it’s getting crazier. I’ve eaten this very lunch in this very bar hundreds of times before and I’ve never felt so sick at the smell of it. I’m starving so I give myself a pep talk, take a sip of Pippa’s Coke and take a bite.
 
   “Rosie!” I hear the Concern in Pip’s voice as I leap out of my chair and run toward the door of the toilets. I don’t make it.
 
   “Oh my god…I’m so sorry!” I’m beyond embarrassed as the waiter runs toward me to see if I’m ok, “Get me the stuff and I’ll clean up.”
 
   “Don’t be daft! Are you ok?” He sweetly tries to put me at ease.
 
   He starts to guide me back to our table where Mam is waiting with a pulled out chair and a glass of water and Pip is struggling to tear herself away from her lasagne and show that she cares.
 
   “I’m fine honestly; I think it’s just the adrenaline of this morning. Really, I’m ok. I’m really sorry!” I look over to where a young waitress is pouring some sort of powder all over the area where I threw up.
 
   “I think we’d better try again tomorrow if you’re up for it Rosetta. You should probably get some rest today.” 
 
   “I’m really ok Mam. I think the smell of the food just turned my stomach for some reason. I feel ok now.”
 
   “Hmm ok” Mam seems unsure but knows that the clock is ticking on this wedding, “Let’s go to one more shop then, but if you don’t have any colour back in your cheeks when we get there, we’re going home!” 
 
    
 
   The manager of the bar kindly refunded the cost of our meals, probably concerned that we were going to blame their food for my sickness, and we headed back out into the cold London air.
 
   London at Christmas is incredible. The brightly coloured lights hung on lampposts and across roads, as well as adorning virtually every single shop inside and out can’t fail to raise the Christmas sprit in you. By the time we had made our way to Oxford Street, minus Pippa who was too tired to go on about two hours ago, I was feeling much better. 
 
   My senses were on high alert as I inhaled the smells of cinnamon and cranberry, roast chestnuts and traffic and before long I started to feel overwhelmed and decided to call it a day. The light was fading quickly into the darkness of a December afternoon and I soon realised that I was another day closer to my wedding and still had no dress.
 
   As we made our way back through the streets toward Covent Garden clutching take away hot chocolates, I started to forget that I had been stressed and sick only a couple of hours ago. I wasn’t worried about my lack of a wedding dress as I listened to buskers and excited children discussing their visits to see Santa. I love Christmas, and despite the fact that I am planning a wedding, this one is no different. 
 
    Mam and I enjoyed walking arm in arm through the festive streets, not registering the bite of the cold air against our cheeks as we laughed and reminisced over past Christmas memories, and her excitement to see her only daughter get married. As we turned a corner to take us closer to my apartment, something in my peripheral view grabbed my attention and I stopped dead in my tracks.
 
   As I turn to face the window of the vintage dress shop I actually audibly gasp. I have spent the day in and out of bridal shops, looking at empire line dresses and full length veils, ivory silk and miles of tulle and yet here, in a back street vintage shop window is the absolute dress of my dreams. 
 
   Without a word to Mam I pray that the shop is still open, and that the dress is my size as I make my way toward the door. 
 
   “Hi Ladies, how can I help?” 
 
   The stunning shop assistant makes her was toward us as we enter the shop. She has vivid pillar box red hair, perfectly styled into victory rolls and decorated with a black birdcage veil. Her heavily lined eyes and striking red lips make her look like something straight out of classic Hollywood, but the dress that fits every single perfect curve of her body and the high heeled Mary Jane shoes give the touch of burlesque that I imagine she was going for. 
 
   “I’m Candy. Feel free to browse but if you need help just give me a shout.” Candy smiles brightly as she starts to head back to whatever she was doing before we walked in, 
 
   “Actually, I just want to try the dress in the window, if that’s ok?” 
 
   Candy gives a knowing grin as she turns back toward the front of the shop, 
 
   “Of course sweetie, its beautiful isn’t it!” It wasn’t a question, it was a statement and I whole heartedly agreed.
 
    
 
   “Oh my god!” 
 
   My voice is practically a whisper as I look at myself in the mirror with tears in my eyes. Candy made me take my hair down and try on an ivory birdcage veil and it suits the one off dress perfectly. 
 
   The top of the pale blue lace sweeps gracefully across my chest, brushing the bottom of my collarbones and creeping around my shoulders into an elegant capped sleeve. The lightly structured bodice pulls in at the waist, making my torso appear perfectly proportioned and slightly longer than I know it to actually be. 
 
   The lace continues across my hips and fans out across the three layer petticoat that Candy insisted on. The dress stops just below my knees and the short length of it makes me feel taller and more like a beautiful bride than any of the typical ‘wedding dresses’ that I have tried have ever managed to do. 
 
   As I stand on my tiptoes and twist to admire the slight V shaped back and the buttons running down to the top of the skirt, I know this is the one. I can’t imagine walking down the aisle in anything other than this dress now, and it fits perfectly. If that isn’t fate, I don’t know what is.
 
   “Candy, I’ll take it!”
 
   With tears starting to escape over my smiling cheeks, I turn back toward the small changing room and Candy starts to help me out of my wedding dress. My wedding dress…this is really happening.
 
   


Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
    
 
   The past week has been a bit of a blur. I thought Rosie was going to have a stroke when I told her about the wedding but she was over the moon.
 
   We arrived home on Monday afternoon to a mountain of post to sift through, a book to pull together and a wedding to plan; I’m starting to wonder what I was thinking, but it’ll be worth it soon enough. In two weeks I’ll have a wife, and I’ll be a husband to the most incredible person that I have ever met, I can’t wait. 
 
    We’re getting married at Buxton registry office. It’ll just be me and Rosie, her parent’s, my dad, Rafe, Matthew, Pippa and Ben, perfect. Well, not quite perfect, that would have been having Steve by my side, but Annie is heavily pregnant and could go into labour at any time so he just can’t take the risk of being so far away. Matthew has agreed to be my best man in Steve’s place and I think that’s a pretty good deal given that he’s one of the best blokes I’ve ever met.
 
   Rosie’s out today with Pippa and her Mum, I presume she’s dress shopping as Bernie was crying before they had even left the apartment this morning. I’m working on my book and Joaquin is over at Rafael’s schooling Rafe on the correct way to serve coffee and how to improve his cakes. Joaquin is one of the proudest fathers I have ever met, but he certainly seems to enjoy winding his son up! 
 
   I look at my watch and realise that time is ticking on. Before long I’ll probably have three screeching, crying women I the apartment so I’d better make the most of the peace and quiet. I grab a pint of water from the kitchen and make my way into the office; I have a book to write.
 
    
 
   “Honey, I’m home!” 
 
   I hear Rosie come into the apartment and notice that it’s dark outside. I’ve been in the office working since they left this morning and I suddenly realise that I’m starving. 
 
   As I open the office door the smell of Joaquin’s cooking hits me like a high speed train. I didn’t even realise he was home. He must have known how much I’ve got on as he just left me to it. 
 
   “Hey gorgeous, good day?” I lean in to give Rosie a quick kiss and she grins up at me on a nod. 
 
   “Yeah, great. It’s so Christmassy out there!”  Rosie smiles and turns to head toward the kitchen, “Wow Papa, thanks for this. It smells great!” 
 
   “Yeah Joaquin, thank you. I’ll make it up to you on Sunday with one of my world famous roasts!” I smile at Rosie who constantly complains that my Yorkshire puddings turn out better than hers ever have and she rolls her eyes.
 
   “We’ll have to take a rain check on that one Jackson; we’re heading home tomorrow instead now.” Bernie speaks as she takes the spoon from Joaquin’s hand and continues to stir the risotto. He didn’t ask her to but she seemed to understand that he needed a hand while he chopped some parsley. These two have been married and clearly cooking together for a long time and move through the kitchen with complete understanding and fluidity, as though taking part in a perfectly choreographed 'pas de deux'.
 
   “Oh really? You’re more than welcome to stay as long as you like you know.” I hope that I haven’t made them feel unwelcome by shutting myself away in the office. 
 
   “Oh I know son, but we have a lot to do, and Rosie has things under control here.” 
 
   With Bernie’s last comment I suspect she means that Rosie has found her dress, but I don’t push the issue, I just smile and head back into the living room with a bottle of beer and a glass of wine for Rosie.
 
    
 
   The risotto, as with all of Joaquin’s cooking, was incredible. I need to get him to teach me some of his recipes soon; my repertoire is becoming a little dated.
 
   We sat for a while, drinking and playing cards around the dining table. Rosie decided to stick to water after the first glass of wine, saying that it hadn’t gone down too well. Bernie then seemed to remember that Rosie had been sick earlier in the day and demanded that Rosie get an early night. 
 
   “I think I’ll call it a night too guys, thanks for dinner and everything.” 
 
   I head into the bedroom and turn on the bedside lamps as Rosie comes out of the en suite in her floral cotton shorts pyjamas. I smile, it always amuses me that she refuses to sleep naked in her parents’ house, or with them in ours. ‘What if there’s a fire and we have to run outside?’ is her common response to my pleading to get her to take them off.
 
   “You should have called when you were sick, I’d have come to get you.” 
 
   I peel off my t-shirt and drop my jeans to the floor as Rosie climbs into her side of the bed and looks me up and down. I know I look after myself but it always gives me a thrill to see her reaction to me. 
 
   “No it’s fine. I just had a crazy morning and didn’t eat breakfast, and then when I finally sat down for some food it turned my stomach that’s all.”
 
   “What did you order?” I’m interested to know why her food had that reaction, Rosie loves food,
 
   “Tuna melt,” my eyes widen, “I know, I know…my favourite. It was just hectic and hot in the shops, that’s all!” 
 
   “What about yesterday though?” Rosie looks at me confused, “Yesterday when you were drying your hair you said you felt like you might pass out, remember?” I am worried that Rosie has picked up a bug, at this time of year there’s always so much going around. 
 
   “Oh, I forgot. Again I think I was just too hot babe.” 
 
   I climb into bed and Rosie immediately moves in close to my side, resting her head against my chest and her arm across my stomach.
 
   “I just hope you’re not getting sick this close to the wedding. You’ve been complaining of headaches and feeling dodgy for a few weeks on and off, it’s not like you.”  Rosie takes a deep breath but doesn’t say anything, “If you carry on you’ll have people thinking you’re pregnant!” 
 
   I laugh and Rosie giggles against my chest before becoming quiet and rolling onto her back. 
 
   “Hmm!” Rosie looks at the ceiling and twists her mouth in the same way that she does when she’s writing down her ideas. Within a moment Rosie rolls over to her bedside table and picks up her phone. 
 
   “What are you doing?” I ask, amused at the puzzled look on her face. 
 
   “Jackson, do you remember when I last had a period?” 
 
   My mood changes as I watch her flick through her phone and presume she’s looking at the calendar. I sit up,
 
   “What? Erm, Rosie I don’t know.” I try to think, Rosie always makes me buy her Galaxy chocolate when she’s on her period, it’s easier for me to lay low and do what I’m told for those few days a month ‘Never piss off a hormonal red head!’  But right now, as I try to think about it, I really can’t remember when Rosie last sent me on a late night munchies trip. Oh my god! 
 
   “Gretna, I was on my period when we went to Gretna Jackson. That’s 3 months, how the hell have I not realised that I haven’t had a period for 3 months?” 
 
   Rosie looks mortified as she stands and starts to pace, her voice is low and I suspect she is trying not to alert her parents. 
 
   “Rosie, calm down. We’ll get a test in the morning.” I can’t help but feel quite excited at the prospect of her being pregnant. How times have changed.
 
   “Jackson, I can’t wait until tomorrow, I need to know. Can you go and get a test now? There’ll be a twenty four hour shop somewhere surely!” 
 
   I’m surprised at how desperate Rosie looks, I thought she’d be excited but she appears actually frightened. 
 
   “Rosie, if I go out now, your parents are going to wonder what the hell is going on. I’ll go first thing in the morning. Relax baby, if you’re pregnant, then we’ll just get on with it. Please don’t stress!” 
 
   Rosie takes in a deep breath through her nose and looks up at the ceiling before briefly returning her gaze to me. She moves over to her chest of drawers and starts ferreting away at the back of the bottom drawer.
 
   “Aha!” Rosie holds up a white packet and stands to make her way to the bathroom.
 
   “Why do you have a pregnancy test in your drawer?” I am puzzled but slightly amused by the crazy look in her eyes at the discovery of the tester stick.
 
   “Because last time, I bought a pack of two and only did one.” Rosie calls in from the en suite while she starts to pee on the stick.
 
   “Ok then!” My voice is quieter now as I sit on the edge of the bed and the realisation of what is happening sinks in. Rosie really might be pregnant. 
 
    
 
   We anxiously wait the two minutes required for the true result to develop, before Rosie makes me stand and retrieve the test. 
 
   There’s no reading of pink or blue lines on this one and as I turn it over, the word ‘Pregnant’ is clearly displayed in the window. My heart starts to beat a little faster as I look up into Rosie’s anxious eyes.
 
   “We’re having a baby!” 
 
    
 
   How the hell has this happened? I’m on the pill. I haven’t missed any as far as I’m aware, but I’ve obviously not been paying much attention. I didn’t even notice that I hadn’t had a period since the summer. 
 
   I don’t know how I feel about it, I’m so confused. Jackson seems excited which has thrown me, but I’m scared. Of course I want children, but I can’t help but think that something is going to go wrong.
 
   We’ve agreed to keep this just between the two of us until after the wedding. There’s so much going on right now and I don’t want anyone faffing around me anymore than they already are. I’m regretting the decision already though. I desperately need someone level headed to discuss this with, I need my brother. 
 
    
 
   “Oh Rosie it was so good, you have to try it.” 
 
   Rafe is currently going on and on about the new ‘Soul Food’ restaurant that has opened just up the road from Rafael’s but I’ve hardly heard a word that he has said. I am desperately trying to bite my tongue and not tell him about the baby, but the more I concentrate on keeping my mouth shut, the harder it is to actually do so.
 
   “…Rosie, Earth to Rosie!” Rafe smiles as I tune back into his voice, 
 
   “Sorry Rafe, I’m all over the place.”
 
   “It’s ok RoRo, there’s a lot going on. When are you travelling up to…”
 
   “I’m pregnant!” I interrupt,
 
   “…What? Rafe looks at me, his eyes wide, shocked.
 
   “I took a test, and then I took another, then one more. I’m pregnant Rafe. But you can’t tell a soul. We don’t know anything yet, we’ve been too busy with the wedding to go to the doctors. I just needed to talk to someone.” I am relieved to have said it but hope that Jackson isn’t mad with me for telling Rafe.
 
   “Oh my gosh Rosie! I’m shocked. How does Jackson feel?” Jackson looks concerned as he asks, given our history.
 
   “Oh, he’s bloody delirious. He’s over the moon about it Rafe, he won’t let me lift a finger at home!” I sit back and roll my eyes, Jackson is worse now than he was after my accident. Rafe laughs, 
 
   “Good to hear. Well, if you’re both happy, then so am I. If fact, I’m over the moon. I'm going to be an uncle!” 
 
   A wide grin spreads across Rafe’s face and it’s infectious, I laugh at his excitement as he stands and pulls me into a hug. When he finally releases me I try to appear serious for a moment,
 
   “Not a word Rafael, please. Not yet!” 
 
   Rafe gestures that his lips are sealed and then grins again as he pulls me into an embrace. He’s going to spoil this baby rotten, I just know it.
 
   


Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
   “Your house is beautiful Peter, thank you for having us.”
 
   Joaquin is standing admiring the view from Dad’s kitchen window as Matthew, Ben, Rafe and I sit around the dining table playing cards. Dad is turning sausages on the grill while he softens down onions for the gravy. We’re having Bangers and Mash, Dad’s speciality.
 
   We’ve all come to Dad’s for a couple of nights to try and relax before the wedding. It’s only three days away now and relaxing is not that easy to do. Especially knowing that Rosie is pregnant and wondering if she’s getting enough rest. 
 
   One thing that I am pleased about though is that I have permission to tell our dad’s that they’re going to have a grandchild. Rosie, Pippa and Bernie took a spa day last weekend and Rosie was unable to hide her already quite noticeable bump and massive boobs. They’re not Pippa massive, but they’re bloody great! 
 
   So Rosie told Rafe, and her mam and Pippa found out. I told Matthew when we first found out, I needed a friend. It was quite hilarious when he got drunk at the meal that they cooked for us on Friday and told Rosie that he knew. She scolded Rafe for breaking her confidence and I had to fess up that it was me. A round of ‘you promised you wouldn’t tell’ followed by a barrage of ‘I can’t believe you didn’t tell me’ flew around the dining table before we all erupted into fits of laughter. The pair congratulated us with hugs and kisses, and Matthew dedicated his rendition of Firework by Katy Perry on the karaoke game that he insisted on playing, and about six more terribly cheesy songs, to his unborn niece or nephew.
 
   And so here we are, the only two people in our little circle that don’t know that we’re pregnant are the baby’s grandfathers. I need to find the right way to tell them so that they don’t realise they were the last to know, but I’m not exactly sure how to do that yet.
 
    
 
   We’ve spent two brilliant days at Dad’s and I’ve even managed to sort out Rosie’s Christmas present, but it’s Sunday now, I get married on Tuesday and I still haven’t found the balls to break the news to ‘the Dad’s.’
 
   I decided to take them for a pint and asked the others if they’d mind staying behind and maybe meeting us later on.
 
   “Why didn’t the others want to come son? Do we bore them?” Dad laughs as he asks and Joaquin chuckles his agreement, 
 
   “No not at all, actually I erm, I asked them to give us some time, just us three. Do you mind?”
 
   Joaquin looks at me with a mixture of warmth and suspicion in his eyes and Dad shakes his head as he swallows the swig of beer he’s just taken.
 
   “The thing is, well… I don’t know how to say this. Right, well…” what the hell is wrong with me? I need to man up and spit it out. I take a breath, “Rosie’s, well Rosie and I, we’re pregnant.”
 
   It takes a moment before both men start to laugh and man hug, shake hands and even tear up a little. I don’t know what I was so worried about.
 
    
 
    
 
   “So little sis, it’s Christmas Eve Eve. You’re getting married in the morning! How do you feel?” 
 
   Rafe is already a little giggly as he opens and starts to pour the second bottle of champagne of the evening, The more he drinks, the more I have to remind him that I can’t and so, the more he drinks. 
 
   Right now though, I’m glad for the excuse not to drink. I feel sick to my stomach at the prospect of turning up at the registry office tomorrow and being told that Jackson isn’t coming. Of course, I know that he wouldn’t ever do that to me, but right now all I can think of is the feeling of humiliation that I experienced on my wedding day to Michael. Add that to the fact that Jackson is everything to me and if he left me I’d be completely devastated, and it makes for one terrified Rosie.
 
   “I feel tired Rafe. We need to get some sleep. And you need water, pronto!” I take the champagne flute from my brother’s hand and give him my sternest ‘sister’ look. He understands and smiles as he leans in to kiss my forehead.
 
   “You’re right, goodnight baby sis. I love you!” 
 
   As I crawl into bed with every intention of getting a full eight hours, I find myself staring at the white expanse of the ceiling. The moonlight is reflecting off the snow on the road outside and casting the light into the bedroom. I intend to get up and close the curtains but as I consider moving, my eyelids become heavy and my body weak. I am exhausted.
 
   As I drift to sleep the image of an apologetic Pippa floats into my mind and I cast it out. ‘Please Jackson, don’t break my heart.’
 
    
 
   “Right then, are you ready Rosetta?” 
 
   Dad holds both of my hands in his as we stand outside the doors to the ceremony room. He is smiling and I know that he is happy that this day is finally here. I’m just happy that I’m not throwing up…yet!
 
   “I am Daddy, thank you.”
 
   Dad nods and the registry office assistant opens the doors. ‘Better Together’ by Jack Johnson starts to play and I look up from my feet and straight into Jackson’s loving eyes. He’s here, and he’s happy. 
 
    
 
    
 
   My god! She looks insanely beautiful. She’s breath-taking, literally, I can’t breathe! 
 
   My heart is pounding in my chest as I watch Rosie walk toward me. I know that she’s with her dad but can’t focus on anything but her right now. 
 
   People often say that watching your bride walk down the aisle towards you is one of the most incredible feelings in the world, but they undersell it. I’m looking at the woman that I completely adore, but I’ve never been more in love with her than I am right now. 
 
   As she stops in front of me she smiles. Joaquin shakes my hand and kisses his daughter on the cheek before stepping back towards Bernie. I realise now that Rosie’s dress is a really pale blue and I smile, we really did do this our way.
 
   “You look beautiful.” I say quietly as Rosie looks up into my eyes, the intensity of her love for me clearly visible, and matching mine for her. 
 
   The registrar clears her throat to get our attention and smiles as she starts to address our family.
 
   “Good Afternoon ladies and gentleman and welcome to the marriage of Jackson and Rosetta. This place in which we are now met has been duly sanctioned according to law for the celebration of marriage. This ceremony will unite Jackson and Rosie in marriage. We are here to celebrate their union and to honour their commitment to each other. Today both partners will proclaim their love for one another, and we celebrate with them and for them. If any person present knows of any lawful impediment to this marriage they should declare it now.”
 
   Rosie and I smile as we look at each and wait for the obligatory joke cough, and hope there’s no Sasha or other former flame bursting through the doors. There’s no interruption.
 
   We say our vows without hiccup and I notice the tears in Rosie’s eyes as she giggles and forces my ring over my knuckle. Before long the registrar comes to the end of the ceremony and my heart is pounding. I can’t wait for this.
 
   “Today is a new beginning. May you have many happy years together and in those years may all your hopes and dreams be fulfilled. Above all, may you always believe in each other and may the warmth of your love enrich not only your lives but the lives of all those around you. It now gives me great pleasure to tell you both that you are now legally Husband and Wife. Congratulations Mr and Mrs James.”
 
   As I pick Rosie up and spin her around I am lost in the sound of cheering and clapping from our family. I kiss Rosie as I put her feet back on the floor and melt into her; I feel her hands in my hair before the registrar taps me on the shoulder and instructs us to take a seat for the signing of the register. 
 
    
 
   “I love your dress!” I whisper into Rosie’s ear as we stand in Joaquin’s bar and try to warm up. Rosie insisted on standing in the snow for some photos and is now trying to thaw out with tapas and a hot chocolate.
 
   “Do you really? I hoped you would. It’s different!” She smiles up at me and I can tell I’ve said the right thing, 
 
   “I do, but I really love your shoes!” I lean in and kiss her earlobe as she giggles and tells me off for being a pervert. 
 
    
 
    
 
   “Oh RoRo, I can’t believe you’re married” 
 
   Pippa has been forcing me to dance for about an hour now, she’s completely over the moon for me but I’m exhausted and really need to sit down. 
 
   “I know Pip it’s crazy, but I need to chill for a bit, and so should you!”  Pippa rolls her eyes and we sit down together.
 
   “I am shattered to be fair, but you’re married, it’s exciting. Ooh!” Pippa grimaces briefly and puts her hand on her bump.
 
   “What? Are you ok?” I lean forward and ask, concerned. 
 
   “Yeah, yeah I’m fine. probably just overdid things a bit,” Pippa smiles and relaxes again as Ben brings her a drink and kisses the top of her head, before heading back over to where Jackson is laughing with my brother. 
 
   Pippa and I sit and laugh and sing like teenagers, the whole atmosphere is amazing. Jackson and I really did make it and I’m over the moon. 
 
   “Oh gosh, I feel sick. I’m sorry Ro but I might need to go soon,” Pippa is rubbing her belly again now and looks exhausted. It’s come on pretty quickly and I know that she needs to get to bed. I stand to call Ben over when Pip grabs my arm.
 
   “Shit! Rosie, I’m pretty sure that my waters just broke!” 
 
   


Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
    
 
   I am frozen to the spot for a minute, Pip is only seven months pregnant and I really don’t know what to do.
 
   “BEN!” Jackson calls from beside me and I snap back into gear. “Rosie, can you call an ambulance please, Ben you need to get over here now!” 
 
   Rafe turns off the music as I call the ambulance. I’m the only one sober enough to drive but Audrey is in London, we came to Buxton by train. 
 
    
 
   “It’s ok Pip. The ambulance will be here soon enough, stay calm baby.”
 
   Pippa is panicking that she’s going in to labour too soon and Ben is doing all he can to try and keep her calm. Dad is on the phone to Eduardo explaining what’s going on but they’re in Portugal, I hear him tell Pip’s dad that he’ll make sure that she is ok and he’ll keep them informed. 
 
   “It’s too soon Ben, it’s too early.” Pip is struggling to keep a hold on her emotions as Rafe and Matthew head outside to meet the ambulance.
 
   “Hey come on, you’re a picture of health and with the amount that you’ve been eating lately, that baby will be more than ready!” Ben tries to lighten the mood but when Pippa starts to cry he just holds her to his chest.
 
    
 
   “Her waters broke about thirty five minutes ago and then she started having pains. They just seemed to get stronger with each one,” 
 
   Jackson updates the paramedics on Pippa’s condition and they start to check her over. As they kneel beside her she cries out with a strong contraction, the strongest one so far. I had no idea that it could happen so quickly. 
 
   Within fifteen minutes Pip is in the back of the ambulance and Jackson and I, along with Rafe are climbing into a taxi. 
 
    
 
   “Oh god, Jackson what’s going to happen? I can’t bear it if anything bad happens,” I lean my head on my husband’s shoulder as Rafe shouts at Phil, the taxi driver and his long-time friend to hurry up and get us to the hospital. 
 
   “Rosie, you can’t fall apart. Pippa needs you to be strong. I am sure it’s all going to be ok.” Jackson’s warm hand strokes my shoulder and soothes some of the angst that I’m feeling.  “Mrs James, I love you and I will do all that I can to make sure that nothing bad happens, I promise.”
 
   I snuggle into Jackson’s shoulder and let his words wash over me. I’m married, and my husband is just what I need right now. 
 
    
 
   We arrive at the hospital once Pippa is already inside and it takes a lot of convincing for the night receptionist to tell us where she is, but Rafe and Jackson charm the pants off her and before long we’re heading to the maternity ward, leaving a quivering mess behind us. 
 
   “BEN!” Jackson calls out as we enter the corridor. Ben is pacing and looks like a deer in headlights as he lifts his head in our direction.
 
   “What’s going on? where’s Pip?” I ask, wondering why he isn’t with her.
 
   “In there, I’m going back in a minute but they’re just examining her. She sent me out!” He crouches against the wall and blows out a long shaky breath. “The baby is coming. They wanted to try and slow the labour but it’s gone too quick and she’s too far along,” 
 
   At that moment a midwife pokes her head out of the door of Pippa’s delivery room,
 
   “Ben, you better come in love,” 
 
   Ben turns as white as a sheet and seems frozen to the spot. Jackson holds out a hand to help him up and then squeezes his shoulder.
 
   “You can do this bud, your girl needs you. We’re right here.” 
 
   Ben heads into the room and Jackson pulls me into his arms. Rafe is already on the phone updating the family on what’s going on. I’m so proud to be in Jackson’s arms, and to share his name. He took charge of the whole situation and helped to calm everyone down. The old Jackson probably would have run a mile.
 
    
 
   We’ve been at the hospital about forty minutes, there is virtually no noise coming from Pippa’s room and it’s beyond unsettling. Before long a light above the door starts to flash red and a number of midwives or nurses and, I presume a couple of doctors as they’re in a darker shade of blue, run down the corridor toward us. One of them is pushing an incubator and I start to panic. 
 
   We still don’t really know what’s going on but within a few minutes the faint cry of a newborn sounds briefly before three nurses leave the room, one of them pushing the incubator. The tiny baby is in there and one of the nurses smiles at me when she sees how worried I am, 
 
   “She’s fine; she’s breathing on her own. We just need to keep an eye on her for a few days. Mummy is doing well too.”
 
   I feel like I might collapse as I feel Rafe’s arms wrap around me. I turn my head to see Jackson pull Ben into a man hug. And then look at his watch,
 
   “Merry Christmas Mate!” He smiles and shakes Ben’s hand before I throw my arms around the new dad.
 
    
 
   We arrived back to Mam and Dad’s house in the early hours of Christmas morning, exhausted and jubilant. I wanted to go straight to bed, but Jackson insisted that I had waited long enough for my Christmas present and pulled me toward the conservatory. 
 
   As we opened the door I was met with a large play pen, inside was a cage and some toys. I was confused until we got nearer. As Jackson opened the pen and ushered me inside, the tiny bundle of fluff inside the cage started to stir and then let out a squeak of a yawn. 
 
   “A puppy?” I question, we hadn’t ever discussed getting a dog, but I am over the moon. 
 
   “A mini Bruce! I’ve kind of named him Bear, but we can change it if you don’t like it.” Jackson opens the cage and hands me the tiny Staffy puppy, he’s so cuddly, like a little teddy be…
 
   “Bear it is!” I laugh as Bear licks my nose and starts to growl playfully.
 
    
 
   “Oh Pip, she’s absolutely beautiful. Well done!” 
 
   I hug my best friend as Jackson cradles her daughter. Memories of Thailand flood into every corner of my mind and I smile, he loves babies.  Pippa’s baby surprisingly, was allowed home after just a week. Ben was right, Pippa had looked after herself really well while she was pregnant and it meant that their daughter was a lot healthier than they had expected for how premature she was.
 
   We’ve come to visit them for the third time this week and I’m still as in love with the little angel now as I was two weeks ago, when I first laid eyes on her in that incubator. She’s perfect. 
 
   Even though we have been around to Ben and Pip’s quite a bit, we never stay too long. They are bonding as a family and they need this time. They know where we are and that we’ll be there for them if they need anything. The truth is though, whilst Pip is enjoying being a new mum, I love being a newlywed, and despite never wanting to put sweet pea down once she is in my arms, I need to spend some time alone with my husband.
 
   Since the drama of our wedding night, Jackson and I have tried to spend as much time together just the two of us as possible. I have been so tired though that the quality time is usually Jackson watching some sort of sport while I fall asleep on his lap. 
 
   We couldn’t get in to see a doctor until after the New Year. My bump is growing at an alarming pace but he still had to do another test to confirm that I am actually pregnant. Once he’d ticked that box he referred me for a scan to date the pregnancy. By the size of me and the date of my last period, I think I’m about sixteen weeks along, but I guess we’ll find out at the scan so we only have a couple more hours to wait. 
 
    
 
   As Jackson and I walk towards the ultrasound room, we coo over the photo of Pippa’s daughter that she sent to us this morning. Holly is amazing and seeing their little family makes us excited about our own. Jackson can’t wait to be a dad. The only thing that we don’t agree on is whether to find out the sex or not when we get to twenty weeks. I am too impatient to wait, but Jackson would like a surprise. 
 
   “Mrs James.” 
 
   I’m called into the room and can’t help but smile at the use of my new name. I’m still getting used to using it but I love how it sounds. Jackson grins and follows me into the room.
 
   “Hello you two. Let’s find out when this baby is due then.” 
 
   The sonographer quirts the cold gel onto my stomach. Jackson and I have both I experienced this before. I don’t remember the last one but as Jackson holds my hand, I know that neither of us have good memories of the process. 
 
   “Ok, relax you two. We’ll not be long. I need to take a few measurements and then we’ll calculate your dates.”
 
   Jackson smiles down at me as the sonographer starts to go about her work. We can’t see the screen yet so he just continues to hold my hand as we wait anxiously.
 
   “Hmm!” 
 
   The sonographer makes a sound that causes my stomach to leap into my throat. No, please don’t let there be a problem. 
 
   “What do you mean Hmm? What’s wrong?” Jackson tries to peer round the screen to see that is wrong and the sonographer smiles. She presses a button and the screen hanging above the end of the bed switches on. 
 
   “Nothing is wrong Mr James. Look, can you see that shape there? Well that’s a baby. And that small flicker, that’s a heartbeat. In fact we have two very healthy heart beats!” The sonographer smiles at me.
 
   “Oh, oh wow! I didn’t know you’d be able to see Rosie’s heart beat too,” Jackson asks at the same time that he realises I’m squeezing his hand and looks down toward it. The sonographer laughs but I am frozen, staring at the screen.
 
   “I can’t Mr James. The other heartbeat is another baby. You’re having twins!” 
 
   As her words sink in and tears of absolute joy fill my eyes I feel a sharp pull on my hand and then the crash of Jackson falling to the floor. I guess it was a bit of a shock!
 
    
 
   We shared the news with our families and were met with immense joy. As it happened, I was only eight to nine weeks along but obviously two babies make a bigger Rosie than one. As planned, Jackson and I travelled to Paris for valentine’s weekend. It went from being just a romantic valentine’s trip to a mini-moon once Jackson booked the wedding, and by the time it came around, we were glad for the break.
 
   Married life is bliss. I never thought that Jackson and I would make it to this point, but I truly feel now that we can overcome anything as long we’re honest with each other and stick together. 
 
   A few people have asked me how we got through everything that we’ve had to endure and I’m just completely honest with them, I’d rather make it through hard times with my soul mate than no times at all.
 
   So now we look to the future. As husband and wife, as puppy owners and as parents to be. Life couldn’t be better and I can’t wait to see what lies ahead…
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   

Christmas 2015
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Holly, be careful please! Sorry Rosie.” 
 
   I can’t help but smile as Pippa tried to control her two year old daughter as she runs from room to room and knocks Bear’s water bowl, splashing water onto the floor.
 
   “It’s fine Pip, it’s her birthday and it’s Christmas. She’s bound to be excited!” 
 
   “Oh god she’s not bothered about any of that, she’s just excited about all the food. I swear, that girl doesn’t stop eating!” 
 
    
 
   When Jackson and I bought this cottage just over a year ago we had six month old twins and a one year old puppy, it was chaos but it felt right. Pippa was absolutely mortified that we had decided to move to Buxton and that our kids wouldn’t be able to grow up together so she convinced Ben that they should move back too. 
 
   I miss Rafe and Matthew of course, but being closer to our parents with the twins being so young is great and seeing Holly and Beth play together is just lovely. Poor Bobby gets picked on a bit by the girls but he and the dog are inseparable. 
 
   I’ve got everyone here for Christmas and I love it. I must be mad, I’m seven months pregnant and I’m cooking for Jackson and I, Pippa and Ben, Mam, Dad, Rafe, Matthew, Pete and all the kids. The dog is going crazy with the munchkins and the men are trying to put together the swing set in the garden.
 
   “Guys, you don’t have to do that today you know!” I call out of the kitchen window as I watch six men trying to direct each other on how best to attack the task, all with a can of beer of course!
 
   I laugh as Pippa picks up the girls, one under each arm and runs into the living room. The sound of their laughter is the best sound in the world. I hear them all playing together, the barking from the dog lets me know that they’re teasing him with something and I know that Pip is probably the ring leader. 
 
   As I return my attention to the carrots I feel familiar hands creep around my ever expanding belly and a hum of appreciation sounds in my ear.
 
   “Have I ever told you how sexy you are when you’re pregnant?” Jackson kisses my earlobe and then my neck and I put down the knife as I lean back into him.
 
   “Yeah, once or twice, but it never gets old!” I smile,
 
   “Good, because I’ll never stop telling you! Love you babe, Merry Christmas!” 
 
   “Oh put her down son, you’re distracting her from her woman’s work!” Pete laughs as he walks into the kitchen and disturbs our intimate moment.
 
   “If I want to grope my wife in the kitchen Dad you better believe I will!” 
 
   “I know kiddo, I can see that!” 
 
   Pete laughs as he opens another can and Jackson kisses my cheek before leaving me to get on with things.
 
    
 
   “Right, Mrs James. Go and sit down now, I’ve humoured you long enough but you’ll have ankles like tree trunks if you stand any longer. Go on!” 
 
   Mam orders me out of the kitchen and I know she’s right. I head into the living room where Matthew is crawling around with Bobby on his back, Rafe with Beth and Ben with Holly. Apparently they’re having a horse race, and by the sounds of it, the kids love it only half as much as the adults. I sit in the chair by the fire and Bear jumps up and squeezes himself in next to me. He’s had enough of having his tail pulled for one day.
 
   I lean my head back and close my eyes, listening to the sounds of my family enjoying their day and relishing the sensations of my unborn son moving around in my belly. This is what happiness feels like.
 
    
 
   “Rosie, dinner’s ready babe. Do you want me to plate yours up and let you sleep?” Jackson wakes me gently and speaks softly as I regain consciousness.
 
   “Erm no. sorry I didn’t mean to fall asleep,”
 
   “Rosie, you’re heavily pregnant with two toddlers, a dog and me for a husband, I’d be exhausted too if I was you!”
 
   He smiles and holds out his hands to help me up. As we walk into the dining room and I see all the people that I love most in the world squeezed in around my dining table, and the garden table that we’ve brought in for extra seats, I feel emotion well up inside me.
 
   “Oh god, preggo is off again!” Rafe jokes as he passes me a napkin and I take my seat.
 
   “Thanks Mam, you’re a star. This is great.” 
 
   Mam winks at me as she plates up. Cooking Christmas dinner is one of her favourite things to do and I know she was just waiting for her chance to get in the kitchen. 
 
    
 
   “My goodness Bernie, that’s one of the best meals that I have ever had!” Jackson leans back in his chair and rubs his stomach,
 
   “You always say that son, but your wife did the hard parts!” Mam laughs and Jackson lifts my hand to his mouth, kissing it and mouthing thank you to me as Ben starts to tap his glass with his knife.
 
   “Right, sorry to erm disturb everyone’s after dinner slump but Pip and I have some news that we have been dying to share all day. I am over the moon to let you all know that I asked Pippa to marry me this morning, and she said yes!” Ben beams at Pip as everyone around the table starts to congratulate them and raise their glasses.
 
   “Well, as it seems to be a sharing moment,” Rafe starts to speak as the noise dies down, “Matthew and I have news too, we’re pregnant!” 
 
   There’s a pause before laughter breaks out around the table,
 
   “Well, obviously not us technically. We’re using a surrogate, and she’s thirteen weeks pregnant. We wanted to wait until she’d had her twelve week scan before we shared the news with you, but we’re over the moon!” 
 
   Mam and I start to cry within seconds of Rafe’s announcement, as the men in the room start to shake Rafe and Matthew’s hands. When Rafe pulls me into a hug moments later I can’t contain my excitement as I start to giggle uncontrollably in between sobs. My best friend is getting married and my brother is going to be a dad!
 
   I retrieve a sleepy Bobby from his high chair and sit cradling him, Pete mirrors me with Beth in his arms and Jackson raises his glass.
 
   “Today is a great day. Firstly, I have my beautiful family around me and what more could I want? Secondly and most importantly,  it’s Holly’s birthday and even if she has fallen asleep in the dog’s bed before blowing out a candle, I still think it’s been a great day for her. Rosie and I have been married for two years, I can’t quite believe how quickly the time has passed but it’s been the best two years of my life. Pip and Ben, we are over the moon for you both and Rafe, Matthew…I don’t have the words to tell you how happy your news makes us. Thank you all for sharing this amazing Christmas with us and making it so special. To Family and To Happiness”
 
   “To Happiness!” 
 
   A chorus rings out around the dining room as I look into the smiling eyes of my husband…’To happiness’
 
    
 
    
 
   

Thanks
 
    
 
    
 
   Writing these three books has been one of the best experiences of my life. They came at a time when I needed an escape and they gave me that and more. 
 
   I have been welcomed into a world of readers, writers, bloggers and reviewers and I have never felt so happy to be a part of something. It’s a worldwide bookworm family that have promoted, supported and pushed me and I hope that I haven’t let a single one of you down.
 
    
 
   Thanks to Bookaholics Blog, Book Addict Mumma, HEA Book Shelf, A Book Whores Obsession, Orchard Book Club, Smut Book Club, The After Dark Divas Book Club, Bookie Nookie, Fictional Boyfriends & Georgia Cates for sharing, promoting, reviewing and giving me advice over the last nine months … if I have forgotten anyone, I’m sorry but please don’t think I don’t appreciate every share, like and review that I get.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   My family, 
 
   You have been on this journey with me every step of the way, throughout the hardest year of all of our lives and I can’t thank any of you enough for the support that you have given me.
 
    
 
   My friends and readers … one in the same
 
   You have bought my books, shared my page, re-tweeted my ramblings and hugged me when I lost faith in myself. I couldn’t have done this without you…and wine!
 
    
 
   Sophia, (Safina) 
 
   Thanks once again for your brutal honesty and eagle eye…You’ve been an absolute gem! 
 
    
 
   Special thanks to Tina Moran for stepping in at the last minute to help me out and being an absolute star! 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   

Get Involved…
 
    
 
    
 
   For news and updates follow the author on Twitter and Facebook
 
    
 
   www.twitter.com/CPLauthor  
 
   www.facebook.com/cplauthor
 
   
 
   Discuss the Mr Write Trilogy with other readers at – 
 
   www.twitter.com/MrWriteTrilogy
 
   www.facebook.com/meetingmrwrite
 
    
 
    
 
   If you enjoyed the Mr Write Trilogy, let people know by leaving an amazon review and tweeting about it … Don’t forget to use #MrWriteTrilogy
 
    
 
    
 
   The ladies boot camp mentioned in the book was based on ‘One Fit Mama!’
 
   Ladies…lose weight, meet friends and get super-hot by clicking on the link below and joining the revolution - 
 
    
 
   www.onefitmama.co.uk
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