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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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