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“When I say this was an emotional rollercoaster I really mean it. I laughed. I cried.

Heart-warming and heart-breaking all in one.”
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“This had me holding my breath towards the end.” 
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“If you love a good book with all the feels then this is the book for you. I adored it.”
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Reviews...

“I have gone through about three boxes of tissues now with this new one. I had to sit and hug the book for ten minutes afterwards.”

Lyn, Glasgow 

“Wow! I read this book in two sittings, and at the end of it, I just stared at the cover in disbelief that it was finished. Brilliant!”

Alicia, Lincoln

“The book made me smile, laugh, cry and feel just every emotion possible.”

Paige, Cumbria

“This book made me think how very grateful I am & how precious life really is. A real page turner: I could not put down.”

Jessica, Norfolk

“I absolutely loved this book and found it hard to put down however I also never wanted it to end.”

Naomi, Bookstagrammer

“I got easily sucked in by this heart-breaking emotional roller coaster of a story.”

Chloe, North Wales
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T.A. ROSEWOOD

Famo...

This one’s for you three.

For keeping me going over the last two years, helping me find strength and supporting my author dream with pure love.

I could not do it without you all behind me, pushing me forward and believing in me.

We will get that movie deal, I promise!

“Writing is a lonely job.

Having someone who believes in you

makes a lot of difference.”

Stephen King
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It’s that moment when you walk through the usual front door, call out the usual saying that you’ve done every day since they moved in with you, since you became a couple.

After your brisk walk to the shops, or work, the way you used to lovingly, call out; “Hey babe, I’m home,” but nothing returns, nothing but an almost deathly silence is all you can hear as you gaze down the lonely hallway that leads to the lonely kitchen. This is the chilling moment where you instantly realize that no reply is going to come back, not today, not tomorrow, not this week, month or maybe even year. No reply to your calling them, no reply to warm up your heart that is broken, cold and pained with sadness. No reply that leaves you wanting nothing else but loud noise, voices calling you back, shouting your name, talking sweet nothings into your ears. No reply that leaves your brain aching with a zillion questions whirling and whizzing round your mind like things possessed, as to why it must be this way and why it’s all happened.

No reply that sounds so awfully sad.

No reply that makes the daily silence even more deafening than the night before for some reason.

That feeling cuts deep, that wake-up call in your head is one of the loneliest you can experience. One of the saddest parts of your life that you always hope will never happen but in another way, sort of always know that it will, one day, no reply will come back. Each time, it seems, will never get easier, never something you will get used to. How can this be life right now?

After all the years together, the gathering of cutlery for two people to have their dinner together now has the more simplistic. One set now sits at the table setting. One fork, one knife, one spoon, one plate, one placemat, and one glass are played out each evening in a weird scenario that never fails to hit hard into your broken heart. Hitting a pain inside your body and aching in your brain as to why you carry on alone. What is this life without that special someone to share it with? What is the point, you ask yourself each day?

Your favourite chairs face each other as they have always done so but no one pulls out that empty chair that faces yours, no one as important as that person who no longer sits in it anyway. No one could pull out a chair like that special person in your life who no longer exists in this moment.

It's pure torture, it’s pure pain and agony, grief that is recalled every single day at this very minute in time when you stand at the doorway and face an empty hallway, an empty house, an empty hole in your heart that cannot mend.

If only there was one more meal together, one more romantic evening out, one more fit of laughter, one more set of tears, sorrow, or joyful ones. At this point in time, even one more argument would suffice, just to hear that voice talking back to you, whichever way possible. One more touch of that skin close to yours, one more rising of those goosebumps you used to feel as they would softly touch your face, stroke your hair, whisper sweet nothings into your ear. That silly chuckle of laughter and snorting noise they used to make when the joke just got too much to be able to control it. Just one more time to feel them near you, that’s all you need right now, that’s all you dream about each day that passes, that’s all you want.

All you hoped would happen when you returned home today, maybe, just maybe, it had all been a horrific dream, nightmare, that you’d now gradually wake up from, yawn and sit up, re-telling that person all about it and how incredibly sad you felt from the feeling of not having them around. Grabbing hold of them and hugging them until it was hard to breath, relieved that it was just a dream or a nightmare.

But, no, there’s no voice replying to you tonight, no clanging sounds coming from the kitchen from plates being washed up, put away in the tall cupboard you have never been able to reach. It’s only a quiet house that is cold, empty, and silent. Just that old annoying clock in the corner of the hallway, ticking away. That old annoying and oversized, clock picked up in an antiques shop. That bloody clock that they loved so much and now stands even more lonely without them fussing over it, polishing, and dusting it at every opportunity.

Two have now become one, but not in the form of being one unit together. One person alone without their other half, their soul mate, their best friend, their partner in crime, and it hurts like hell. It hurts like no other pain you’ve ever felt, and you hate it with a passion for even being this way.

How are you going to cope with this emptiness now that they’re not replying. How do you deal with that silence? How do you deal with no reply?
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New Year’s Eve it was. Another exciting year was about to arrive, and we’d been invited to the works do of course. The owners had splashed out and given all the staff the night off, hiring in caterers to provide us with a posh but not too posh finger buffet and a vintage style, fish ‘n’ chips van outside in the car park. To be fair, the fish tasted amazing and went down well with the pints of alcohol and copious amounts of gin and tonic we were consuming.

Sam and I had been working together for over two years now in the local pub, slash, B&B. They only had a few rooms that they rented out, so it wasn’t a busy place most of the week in the winter months especially but weekends during the summer; they were fully booked most of the time as people visited the surrounding areas. It was completely different to what I had been used to in London. This gorgeous Essex countryside was beautiful, and I didn’t regret moving here one bit. 

I worked on reception most of the time, answering the phone, taking bookings, replying to emails, checking people in, and making sure everything was tidy and welcoming. It didn’t take long for that part; the cleaners came in every morning; it was spotless. I also got involved with making up the beds before new arrivals came. It was quite therapeutic placing new sheets on the beds and seeing a fresh set of linen all crisp and ready for the next customer to enjoy. I’d pick a flower from the garden and place it in the tiny little white ceramic vases that we had, just to add a touch of personality and prettiness to the room. Out of season, I’d buy a small bunch from the small florist on Bakers Close, trim them to size and place them. It’s those little touches that make a place and the owners had no problem with me taking charge of this tiny aspect of the decor.

The grey stone walled building was impressive, beautiful, quaint, almost picturesque in its standing and the locals were all so friendly and supportive to this little family business. The first year I had started, it was looking as though they may have to shut their doors for good after Malcolm, the owner, had a car accident and couldn’t work for three months. His wife, Shirley, spent every minute with him, helping him walk again, building his confidence back up – it was an incredible process to watch, by an incredible couple. Even more astounding, was the support they both received during those months. The local people showed up, fundraised, helped, volunteered, and kept the place going, it was an eye opener for me coming from the city, not seeing this type of generosity before. From that moment, it wasn’t just a job anymore, it was a lifestyle that I loved and enjoyed being a part of the family.

Sam worked in the bar and my first shift had been about getting to know everyone, having a look around and learning the workings of the bar in case I was ever needed in there. The first time I saw him, I remember thinking to myself that he was cute but not my type at all. With his dark, messy locks, shorter than the average build, standing more like a jockey he was completely different to the previous muscular, tall, blonde boyfriends I’d had. He dated lots of girls though, I’d seen them come up to the bar and the next thing, he was going out on a date on his next shift off, so I just assumed he was a flirt, a bachelor, I’d even labelled him a player and he knew how I felt. He was certainly not my type at all. But we got on, really well actually, better than I thought we would.

“Oh man,” Sam sighed, “you know, I really thought she was the one, proper wife material and all that malarkey.” He said as we sat munching through our delicious and rather large portion of fish and chips from the catering van.

“You always think that mate, what are you like?” I joked back, playfully shoving him slightly, shoulder to shoulder, “on to the next one hey?” I dipped my chip into his mayonnaise splodge.

We both loved chips with mayo and thought it hilarious when we found that fact out. Everyone else at work thought we were crazy.

‘Mayo with chips is so wrong,’ they’d say.

‘It’s ketchup with chips, what are you two playing at?’ they’d joke to us.

But we both couldn’t stand ketchup; the mayo situation wasn’t weird for us, it was normal.

“Oi, get off my mayo, I’ve only got six sachets left!” he answered back, nudging into my arm a little bit harder than I had shoved him. 

I wobbled dangerously on the bench; the alcohol was settling in now and my head felt wobbly with it. I just laughed back as I watched him feebly attempting to try and open another little sachet with his teeth, promptly, and very suddenly, splitting the wrapping. Seeing it squirt all the way down his nice Christmas tree laden shirt set me off. I was now laughing uncontrollably, holding my mouth in a desperate attempt to not spit out my mayo laced chips, all over the floor, or worse still, over the two of us. He just smiled back, raising his eyebrows at me, and giving me the whole, ‘you’re not so funny’ glance. I knew he was amused too by the sparkle in his eyes as they stared into mine.

“Oh dear, I’ll go fetch you some napkins,” I finally managed to mutter, trying my hardest again, not to spurt out now mulched-up chips in my mouth, “you’re like a little child you are, messy bugger.”

“I’m like a sprog hey,” he said as I returned with a wad of paper napkins from the bar and handed them to him.

“Sorry?” I questioned, “what the heck is a sprog when it’s at home?”

“Kids, children, little-uns, sprogs. You not heard that term before?”

“Erm, no I haven’t,” I replied puzzled, “it’s a weird name to call children don’t you think? I mean kids is about as common as I go, but sprogs?”

“It’s what my uncle used to call me and my sisters, just sort of stuck with me I guess?” he wiped his shirt and then screwed up the tissue and threw it onto his paper plate, “that’s another Christmas shirt ruined then, what a shame.” He laughed sarcastically.

“I can wash it for you with some new stain stuff I got last week,” I offered, “I spilt some curry down me whilst on that date on Thursday. It come straight out so just let me have it before you go tonight, and I’ll sort it for you. Someone’s gotta look after the sprogs around here hey.” I winked with a cheeky grin.

“So you want me to take off my shirt, reveal my sexy body to you and then walk home half naked in this weather? On New Year’s Eve? I’d get kidnapped or something with this fine specimen of a bod.” He replied, wiggling his torso at me.

I laughed back at him, slightly blushing for some reason, “I’m sure Malc has a shirt you could borrow, just to get you home, don’t wanna freeze off those little nipples of yours now do we?”

He smiled and sniggered, “you leave my little nipples out of all this.”

I couldn’t help but chuckle, “why do you have a Christmas jumper on anyway, it’s so last week Sam.”

“Twelve days of crimbo thing and that isn’t it, you have no tradition in you Jessica. Come on, it’s nearly big ben o’clock.”

We made our way back into the small function room next to the bar. Malcom had put the big screen up so that we could do the new year countdown thing together and sing Auld Lang Syne, holding hands as per previous years. It was their thing, their tradition, and we embraced their funny ways with ease.

“Here, quick, quick,” said Shirley hustling and bustling around everyone, dishing out party hats and the annoying party poppers to pull open when the time ticked over to the new year.

I pinged my hat elastic under my chin, letting go a little early so it snapped back making my cheek sting.

“Shit,” I cursed under my breath, rubbing my face.

“Bloody hats! Like we’re the sprogs at a jumping jacks party.” Sam sneered, shaking his head but at the same time, doing as he was told and joining in.

Jumping Jacks was a children’s soft play centre ten minutes into the nearest big town, Cambridgeshire. It had over-sized trampolines, play tunnels and climbing walls in a big warehouse building just on the edge of an industrial estate. Sam used to take his two nephews there every few weeks. I’d gone with him a couple of times, just to keep him company really while they run off their energy. We’d sit and chat over a coffee or six watching them enjoying themselves. Sam loved to spend time with them, they had a lovely nephew/uncle bond. His sister worked three jobs after her husband had left her to go travelling. He’d never wanted to be a dad so when she became pregnant with twin boys, as much as he tried, he just couldn’t cope. Sam had met up with him to try and convince him to man up and that he needed to stay with his sister for the kids’ sake as well as hers, but the marriage was clearly over so Sam just supported his sister as much as he could.

“Put it on, don’t be a party pooper,” I said to him, taking the hat from his hand, and plopping it on his head, “you know how Shirley likes us all to be team players, now fasten up for the countdown.” I had to speak louder as the crowd began to get excitable as the seconds rolled on.

He resisted and stretched the elastic under his chin as the chimes began to ring out on the big screen. The year two thousand was about to arrive.

“5!” everyone shouted, “4...3...” they continued louder.

“I suppose we better join in,” he said raising his eyebrows and putting his arm round my shoulders.

Curling my arm around his waist, we joined the chorus of counting down.

“2...1...HAPPY NEW YEAR!” we all yelled, and the poppers were popped, glasses chinked together, kisses and cuddles galore as everyone celebrated the new year arrival in the room.

Next up, the lighting up of the London skyline with the almighty firework display. Every year, they seemed to get bigger, louder, more elaborate, and technically carried out to music, blasting out amazing bright showers of sparkle over London town. It was a spectacular view even on the screen.

“Wow, look at them Sam.” I said, mesmerised by the rockets shooting over Big Ben and exploding into a circle of light.

“I know, they’re cool aren’t they, we’ll have to go next year maybe?” Sam replied, nudging me.

“Oh yeah, I’d love to do that,” I turned to look at him smiling back at me, “if we’re allowed hey?” I nodded over to Shirley and Malcolm who were having a slow dance together even though no music was playing. They are so cute.

“Can I take this bloody thing off now?” Sam said after everyone had returned to dancing and drinking as the screen was turned off.

“I guess so,” I replied, pulling my hat off and putting it on the side of the bar.

“Oh, now the slow songs section.” He groaned as the music started to calm.

“Ooh, you’ve really got the grumps this year haven’t you babe?” I said to him, “come on, let’s have a quick slow mo dance session hey?” and I yanked him to the dancefloor area.

The haunting tones of Celine Dion played as couples smooched and swayed in each other’s arms. Malcom and Shirley gazed at each other lovingly. He still had a slight limp from the accident, but he would never have refused a dance with his wife. It was sweet to watch their love and compassion for one and other. They were solid, married for thirty years last September, childhood sweethearts and now owned a business together. People admired them for their strength and their powerful marriage that was clearly, still so alive and kicking.

“You okay Sam?” I asked as we glided across the floor.

“Yeah, I guess so.” He replied in my ear.

“You sure? You sound, I don’t know, tired?”

“Jess, it’s just. Oh I don’t know, don’t worry.”

“What is it Sammy babe, tell your old mate, Jess all your woes.” I glanced up at him. He did look a little sullen.

“Watching them two,” he nodded towards Malcolm and Shirley still engrossed with their moment of romance as an old sixties tune played, “I just wonder if I’ll ever get that sort of relationship, they’re so, mad for each other, you know, like, soooo in love.”

“I know. It’s so lovely to see, they’re adorably cute aren’t they?” I placed my head back down onto his chest, “you’ll find someone mate, you’re too lovely to not find a special lady, sometimes it just takes a bit longer for some people.”

He fell silent for a minute or so as we continued dancing, him holding one of my hands up like old school dancing. I could feel his heart beating through his shirt, we were that close now.

“I’ll tell you what,” he suddenly whispered, “if we are doing this again, this time next year and we ain’t found that special person...” he paused as I glanced up at him.

“What?” I asked, staring into his big blue eyes.

“Why don’t we make a go of it?”

“What?” I repeated moving my head back to face him full on, “you mean, me and you hook up?”

“Yeah.” He said nonchalantly.

“As in...become a couple, date and all that?”

“Yes, jeez, I thought you were the smart one Jess.” He pulled me in to his chest as the music rolled out another soppy slow song, this time by Westlife.

I didn’t reply for a minute or so, although it seemed like an hour. I couldn’t quite believe what I was hearing but it sort of made some sense. We got on like an old married couple, we’d been out together for meals, drinks, even been each other’s plus one for weddings and dinner parties. Guests in the pub had even commented what a lovely couple we made when we had been on bar duty together. I glanced back up at him, my feet stopped moving and I just looked as his eyes met mine. I couldn’t tell at that very moment if he had been joking or not, whether he’d drunk too much even, and I had no idea what to say.

“I’m not playing about Jess, I’m serious,” he cupped hold of my hand and pulled me outside into the covered picnic bench area.

My heels clacked along the stone pathway, trying to avoid snapping an ankle or getting them stuck in-between the gaps, and then we finally stopped and stood together. It was freezing and I could feel my skin tightening, my shoulders clenched up as goosebumps started appearing on my naked arms. Now I was wishing I’d gone with the woollen dress option.

“Jess, look, I know it’s a bit out of the blue, but, well,” he stammered as he grabbed a blanket from one of the chairs. Shirley had brought them especially, so guests didn’t get too cold sitting outside if they wanted to. He placed it gently over my shoulders and rubbed them, creating a warm sensation, then continued, “I do like you and we are good friends aren’t we?”

I nodded.

“So what’s stopping us becoming something a bit more than friends, or at least giving it a go?”

I shrugged my shoulders but still no words came out of my, now very dry mouth.

“We’re both not having any luck with finding that other half so, let’s make a pact tonight, what do you say? Let’s make a promise.” He smiled with excitement now in his voice.

“To get together if we don’t find anyone by this time next year?”

“Yeah?” he was grinning so widely and something in his eyes sparkled. I was drawn in for the first time and it felt kind of nice, warm, loving and almost sexy in a strange sort of way.

Was it such a bad idea to promise one of your closest friends to be with them? Was it such a crazy thing to even contemplate doing, planning, creating a relationship in a slightly drunken state on New Year’s Eve? Maybe, maybe not?

“Okay,” I surprised myself by answering suddenly feeling brave, “Okay, yeah, let’s say, this time next year, if we haven’t fallen head over heels in love with anyone, we will hook up.”

He laughed the most precious laugh I’d ever heard him do and it made me laugh back. What had I just agreed to? Becoming someone’s girlfriend in a year’s time if I was so unlucky to have not found anyone else? I’d made my decision; we had made our choice and now we had to see where this year would take us.
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New Year’s Day and for the first time in many years, I actually didn’t feel too bad after the party. I mean, I’d devoured the alcohol as much as the next person but this year it hadn’t seemed to take the same effect. I wasn’t hungover, I hadn’t thrown up or made a fool of myself, and for that I was rather proud and my new outlook on the year ahead and life in general was starting off with a new mindset, new goals and of course, a new challenge to find the love of my life or become Sam’s partner. My head felt good, fresh, and awake and I was ready for the day.

Poor Sam on the other hand, he was not feeling so good or fresh by any means of the word.

“Urghh,” was about all he could manage to huff at me down the phone, when I called him to say I was on my way round to his to cook him our tradition of a New Year’s Day, full English breakfast feast.

“I promise I won’t make you eat it all, but you know how you love my yummy fry ups Sammy. Nice runny, greasy fried eggs, crispy bacon just how you love it, with really thick fat rind, tinned tomatoes...”

“Stop!” he yelled at me, making me pull the phone away from my ear and then chuckle, “I swear I’m going to throw up any second now.”

“Sorry Sam,” I splutter, holding my chest for giggling too much, “I’ll be about half hour okay, just enough time for you to get out that pit of yours, have a shower and look a bit more respectable to open the door,” silence on the other end, “Sam,” I playfully call and wait for an answer.

“Alright,” he says quietly, “you’re a bully you know that Miss Jessica,” he huffs, “see you in a bit.” And hangs up the phone.

I quickly message him, just two x’s so he knows I still love him, even if he did call me a bully.

One big X is returned in seconds, and I smile down at it, thinking about the conversation we had last night and how utterly mad it seemed. 

I brush my teeth and then gathering all the ingredients into my favourite canvas shopping bag for our slap-up morning meal, I make my way to Sam’s little flat. It’s only a ten-minute walk from mine and there’s a lovely big pond along the way to walk beside. Not much happening regarding wildlife at this time of year but it’s one of those places where you can sit on a bench, do a session of people watching and if needed, be alone with your own thoughts, enjoying the peaceful surroundings. I’ve sat here so many times since moving to this little town. Usually with my nose deeply stuck in a novel. As I pass my usual bench spot I think about books. I’ve not sat and read a decent book in a long while. The last one that got me highly emotionally charged, was Nicholas Sparks’, The Notebook. I’d picked it up in the new charity shop that had opened for just a pound and had been so excited to start it, I’d sat here and had a coffee while getting through five chapters before I got home. From that day, I would bring it with me on my way to Sam’s or after work and filter through a few chapters each day. An old lady had passed by me as I sobbed, sniffed, and snotted into a tissue, asking if I was alright. That’s a sign of a good book, getting me crying anyway. Immediately, I start thinking of which books are out at the moment and that I really should start reading more. Maybe I need to ask Sam for a new book for my birthday, he’s always asking for ideas of things to buy me.

As I approach the block of flats, I glance up towards his window on the fifth floor. There’s been a few times when he’s been leaning out the window waiting for my arrival, giving me the whole wolf whistle jeering. But not today, I’m guessing he’s not feeling up to it. He hates living here and has been looking for somewhere else for a few months now. The whole building needs a good spruce up with its’ dilapidated wooden fences, old school single glazed windows and graffiti laden walls. It is honestly the worst building in the whole town but also the cheapest to rent. They were built in the sixties and were the modern style for then but to be fair, it would probably be better for some big construction developer to come along, rip it down and start all over again with some up-to-date structures. I’m not usually one advocating for ripping out the old and creating new builds, I like the old-style architecture, buildings with a bit of character, but this place really has had its’ time, it has seen its day.

We’ve viewed a few places together, apartments, small one-bed bungalows, but nothing has grabbed his attention yet. There’s a little one bed cottage that we’ve been to see twice now but it’s for sale and his wages won’t stretch to a mortgage for the time being. An old guy owns it, and he told us that he is trying to sell it but if nothing happens, he said he will look at renting it out, so I think that’s what Sam hopes for. And I hope it happens too because we both love it. It’s such a cute place and the garden is small but perfect for someone like Sam who doesn’t like too much gardening, but at the same time, would love to be able to sit outside instead of leaning out of a high floored flat window.

Ringing the silver main door buzzer button next to his name, I wait for a minute and finally hear his gruff voice come out of the little speaker almost in a whisper tone, “hello.”

“It’s me, the breakfast delivery lady.” I say smiling into the cold steel box on the wall and then hear the buzzer and vibration as the door unlocks.

As per usual, the lift is out of order. The handwritten A4 piece of paper saying so remains stuck on the chunky red painted doors with Sellotape curling at the edges now, so I begin trudging up the concrete steps to his level.

“Took your time, slow coach,” Sam calls out jokingly, as I finally arrive in the hallway, closing his front door behind me. He’d opened the door, left it ajar, and gone back to the comfort of his sofa where he had a super-sized, grey blanket over his body, up to his neck. The television was switched on but without volume and he’d kindly made a coffee ready for me.

“Bloody lift is still not working, when are they going to fix it?” I puff, plonking the bag on the kitchen side.

It’s an open plan living area, lounge, kitchen and dining area with the bathroom and bedroom off to the right. His decorating and modernising skills shine throughout the whole place. It doesn’t look like the normal bachelor pad that everyone imagines. It’s clean, extremely tidy and everything has its place. We have had many a conversation about the way he has to have all the most up to date products and furnishings, and how he loves to re-paint every year or so. If he didn’t spend so much on the inside of this place, he may be able to build up his finances to get a mortgage and buy that old cottage. To be honest though, I love the fact he has so much pride in his home, and people are stunned once they get inside to see how good it looks. We’ve spent many an evening together in this tiny flat and I love to spend time with him here, even if the outside is worn out and in a completely different state.

“Apparently, they’re coming to sort it next week sometime, we all had a letter posted through our doors,” Sam answers, “I’m not holding my breath though, you know what they’re like with their promises to sort anything out. I think it’s past fixing, it’s that ancient, bit like the whole building.”

“Bit like how you feel this morning hey mate. Bit fragile are we?”

He gives me a stern look but cracks a smile with it and rolls his eyes.

“Anyway,” I walk over to the sofa and sit myself at the end narrowly avoiding sitting on his feet, “I have all the yummy grub with me, so, you ready to devour my speciality breaky delights?”

He nods, “Well, I am now. Shower has washed most of the chips and alcohol out of my hair.” And he smiles at me, running his fingers through his dark hair and ruffling it, “see how beautiful I look now Jess.”

I just laugh back at his humour, watching him flick his hair like some Disney hero character, “Oh yes, transformation darling,” I wink at him, “Right, thanks for the coffee. I’ll get started with my delicious culinary skills hey?”

“Ooh yeah. Cheers Jess, you’re such good wife material, cooking and all that, you know?”

“Humph,” I huff back in jest, getting up and straightening his blanket over his feet once more, “not too sure about that Sam,” and take my coffee to the kitchen area, while he grabs hold of the television remote control and begins flicking through the channels as I prepare the food.

After breakfast, we both get involved in washing up the dishes, wiping down the sides, and leaving the kitchen pristine as it was before I arrived, then I suggest we take a walk.

Trudging down the concrete steps of this place seems a lot easier than going up and it’s not long until we are hitting the fresh air in the streets. Arm in arm, we wander back alongside the pond. There’s a pair of white swans here now, dipping their heads deep down into the water, then resurfacing, then going over again. We both find it hilarious to watch as their behinds tip up and stay there for what seems, such a long time as they try and find food to eat at the bottom of the pond.

“Last night was fun hey?” he says as we sit on a bench near to the edge of the water.

“Yeah, it was good. And even better to wake up without a hangover this year. Not sure what was different but...”

“You didn’t drink enough gin and tonics love,” he interrupts, nudging my arm.

We laugh. We always end up laughing together. And sometimes it’s at the silliest or most trivial of things. We just click, we just get on.

“Jeez,” he continues, “my head was banging. As soon as I opened my eyes, it was like a tornado going around in there,” he whirls his hand around his forehead, “I swear I must have had double shots in mine, someone had a field day re-filling my fluids just a tad too many time anyway.”

“Maybe you didn’t eat enough?” I answer trying to think if we only had our mayo chips.

“Always the logical thinker aren’t we Jess.”

We pause as a pair of ducks fly in and splash themselves in their landing across the water. The swans flap as if they made them jump.

“What time are you working tomorrow?” I ask.

Malcolm and Shirley made the brave decision to close for new years’ day. They’d always open as many days as they possibly could but this year, something changed, and they opted out of working. They were going to visit his brother in Sussex, spend some quality time with family. Their daughters were going to come over from America in a few weeks and Sam and I had told them we would take on extra shifts so that they could spend as many hours with them as possible before they had to return. 

“I start at ten, you coming in at half past?”

“Yep, although, I’ve gotta be up for a doctor’s appointment at nine so I might just come straight after that, save waiting around.”

“You alright?”

“Oh yeah, it’s just a check-up. Blood pressure, weight,” I roll my eyes at that one, “and repeat of my birth control, hopefully.”

“What do you need that for? Have you told them you’re not dating anyone.”

“Oh Sam, bless you. You’re such a dude.”

“What do you mean?”

“It’s not just so I don’t get pregnant, it’s to regulate my periods and help with the cramps I get.”

“Eww, too much information love, too much information.”

I give him a sharp punch in the arm, and he apologises. “And how do you know I’m not dating anyone at the moment?”

“Erm...because you tell me everything, about everything and I just know.” He says with assurance.

Remaining silent, I swing my legs under the bench. Why is it that so many public benches seem too high for my short, stumpy, legs? And why do people jog? This thought crosses my mind as a group of joggers run swiftly in front of us. The last one at the back of the group looks in pain and is huffing and puffing to keep up. The sweatband round his head is not doing much either to catch the sweat running down his face. I smile as he passes, catching me gawping, I feel instantly bad for looking at him. It’s his choice to jog and good on him for getting out there and doing it. Maybe I’ll try it, maybe Sam and I could start jogging.

Sitting for a while, we then decide to grab a takeaway coffee from one of the only little coffee shops that has chosen to open for a few hours today and then get back to his to watch a movie. 

Within an hour, we are both fast asleep on the sofa, blankets over us and cuddled up together.

I wake suddenly, breathing heavily and sweating. Sam hasn’t stirred thank goodness, so I swing my legs down gently and make my way to the bathroom as I’m busting for a wee. A terrible accident had just occurred in my dream, but I cannot seem to remember who it was about, who was in the accident or any specific details. All I know is that it was one of those ‘real’ dreams like you were actually there, like it was actually happening in real life, real time, I am not liking it one bit. I hate those types of dreams, nightmares.

Wiping myself and rinsing my hands, I look in the mirror above the sink. I look tired. Last night must have caught up with me after all. I give my face a quick splash of water and creep back out to the living area where Sam is now up and standing by the kettle.

“Morning,” he yawns.

“Afternoon you mean.” I chuckle, grabbing a mug from the cupboard above and spooning a nice heap of coffee granules into it.

“Mmm, I guess so,” the kettle boils to the max and switches off. He grasps hold of it and the strainer gadget and begins pouring the water into our mugs. The water is so hard in this area, we must use these strainer things to filter it.

“Do you fancy going to the Robin Hood for a roast?” I say, passing him the double cream from the fridge.

“Yeah alright, sounds good. I’ll ring them in a sec though, check they’ve got a table. I know from last year they were fully booked.”

“Oh course,” I stir my coffee and sip it carefully. The warm liquid fills my throat, and it tastes so lovely. I adore coffee with cream, something I only discovered loving since meeting Sam. He has introduced me to so many new things. We sit at the small square dining table together with our drinks while he calls the pub and then spruce ourselves up a bit before making our way out for lunch. They had one table left and it’s in the conservatory bit which we both like because of the view. They have fields out the back which houses farm animals, sheep mainly and in the spring, the lambs are just adorable to watch. Today though, it’s cows. Big black and white ones munching away on the grass.

The roasts are delicious, and Sam has his usual extra Yorkshire pudding. He knows the waitresses here and they always melt to his charms about throwing an extra one on his plate. He can be such a flirt especially when it comes to getting food.

“Do you remember what we talked about last night?” I ask bravely, with no idea why I’ve even brought the subject up. It just popped into my head in a second of not having anything to talk about. I immediately wish I hadn’t asked though. He looks slightly awkward, nervous, fidgety.

“I do, yes.” Is all that comes back as he then fills his mouth with the last roast spud on his plate.

I’m not really sure what to say back. Have I just been cut down, is there anything else to discuss on the matter?

The waitress swiftly returns to our table clearing the plates and passing Sam the dessert menu which he peruses and then eyeballs me over the top of it. His eyes smile at me and for what seems like minutes, we just stare at each other. Something feels strange but not strange in a weird way, strange as in, different. Different as in between us. We’d made a pact last night, a promise to one and other to hook up, become a couple. Something has now changed with our relationship I guess, or was I just looking into it a bit more than I should?

“Do you want the usual?” he asks placing the menu in front of me.

“Erm,” I stutter, “no, I’m full to the brim. I’ll grab some cheese and crackers later at home if I get peckish.” And I push the menu aside. Is he even going to answer me? Are we ever going to talk about it again before the year is out?

The waitress comes back again, and Sam asks for the bill, which she then goes back over to the bar to collect.

“I was serious,” he says as we make our way out to the garden area, “about the end of the year thingy.”

“Really?” my question back to him.

“Yes, why not. I’ve seen it in the movies. Can’t remember the title of it but they made a similar promise and voila, ten years later, married, sprogs, a few dogs and they had a life.”

“Sprogs,” I laugh, “what a word.”

“No seriously though Jess. I did mean it, but I understand if you’d rather not. I mean, I’ve seen the guys you date and they’re nothing like me are they?”

“What short and puny?” I joke, nudging his arm as we lean on the fence to watch the cows wandering around munching, “sorry, didn’t mean that.” I apologise. But he’s right, one hundred percent right. He’s not my type at all but he’s the only man I’ve ever got on with so well in my whole life. He has no airs and graces, he’s Sam and like him or lump him, that’s just how he is, and I love that about him.

“It’s ok,” he replies, “I know you find me irresistible really?”

“It’s just, well what if it spoils our friendship?”

“Babe, my nan used to say to me, live your life to the full, try new stuff and if it’s meant to be, it will be.”

I just look at him being the philosopher of life in that moment.

“And anyway, we’ve got eleven months to see if there’s anyone out there for us hey. The challenge is on baby girl so if you don’t wanna end up with this sexy thing,” he struts his body towards me, “you better get a wiggle on and find yourself a bloke.”

I slap him on his chest and just smile at him. Man I love this guy so much. I love how he can make me laugh, make me feel better about anything and I can fully be myself around him. But he’s correct, we have just till the end of the year and then we will bite the bullet and become a couple. Weird.
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Chapter Three
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The first week back at work is quieter than the last few weeks and we are all kind of glad for the rest and peace of it. Christmas and new year were full on with bookings back-to-back in the restaurant and guests coming to stay in the accommodation for the festive period and new year. The rooms were turned over quicker than usual to allow guests to check in faster and all the staff had pulled together to make December a record-breaking month.

My brother, Oliver has flown down for a long weekend which was a lovely surprise. I don’t see him anywhere near as much as we’d both like to, so we savour these times when he gets a little bit of relief from work. He has started dating someone just recently but isn’t ready to reveal all to me just yet. He’s strange like that when it comes to new girlfriends. Preferring to keep it to himself until he thinks she may be a keeper. It’s sweet though and I respect his privacy choices. I know he’ll tell me when I need to know anything.

Tonight is his last night, so we are going out for dinner to an Italian place in town. Sam recommended it to me after having a date there just before Christmas. He must have been to every place in this area now the number of dates he’s had over the time we’ve known each other.

“I wish you didn’t have to go already?” I say to Oliver as we slurp our delicious spaghetti carbonara pasta and dipping garlic bread.

“I know sis, me too, but work is mad right now. Can’t afford to miss too many days now, what with the new bathroom being fitted at the house too, need the dollars sister.” He waves at the waiter and orders another round of drinks.

The housing market has seen a boost in Scotland over the past year, and he was recently promoted to head of the marketing team at the estate agents he works for. When we were walking to school as kids, he used to be mesmerised with our small Essex town buildings. I would be busy singing along with my Walkman playing and he’d just be staring at the various styles of houses, bungalows, apartments, and flats around us that we passed on the way. I never understood his fascination or his inquisitive nature towards peering into people’s homes. On leaving school, he got an apprenticeship in our local property agents. To say he was excited is an understatement, and he quickly climbed the career ladder within the small team. It was thanks to him that I found my new home here in north Essex. Using his skills and contacts, it wasn’t long before he found exactly what I wanted, negotiated a fabulous deal on the price and then took a week off to help me move in.

My lovely two-bedroom detached cottage style home with a small driveway for one car and a courtyard garden, white picket fence surrounding the tiny front lawn was like something out of a cosy romance novel. It was what I called home and I loved it and all it encompassed for me. Peace, tranquillity, and a fresh new start in a lovely little friendly place.

He moved in with me for a while after selling his place and was searching for a bigger house, but when he went on a lad’s stag holiday in Glasgow two years later, he fell in love with the area. So, as soon as his contract was up, he got a marketing assistant job in a new estate agents up there and that was it, he was moving out, moving away and was off on a new adventure for himself. 

“Do you ever think about moving back down this way Oliver?”

“Honestly?” he pauses to look over at me, “no.”

I pout my lips downward.

“I think I’ve found where I belong up there you know. It just feels right in all aspects. Work, life, it’s my home now and of course, love has bloomed for me at the mo.” He pauses as he looks over his pint glass. His eyes are smiling across at me and I just want him to spill the beans about this new romance. All I know is that she’s special and it’s a different situation than he’s been in before. The suspense of it all is frustrating but exciting at the same time.

“Oliver, stop teasing your little sister and just bloody tell me who she is, what’s the situation, come on.” I urge, reaching over to his hand resting on the table.

He shakes his head and sniggers to himself, gulping a large mouthful of his beer again, “sorry sis, don’t want to jinx it just yet or get your hopes up, but...” he moves his hand to cover mine, “it’s good, that’s all you need to know for now yeah?”

I just grunt back, and my shoulders drop again. I know he won’t tell me until he’s ready. It’s cute but at the same time, being the nosy sister that I am, I want to know every single detail. The fact that he’s said the word love is enough to keep me on the edge of my seat. I don’t remember hearing him talk this way about anyone before. I’m thrilled for him and can’t wait to find out more when the time comes.

He's been sleeping in my spare room for these past few nights, it’s almost like the good old days when it was his room. When we return home, we decide to say our goodbyes before I go off to my bed. He needs to get up at four thirty in the morning to get to Stansted airport two hours before his seven-a.m. flight.

“You sure you don’t want me to get up and make you a coffee before you go?” I ask as we pack the last of his clothes into the small black overnight cabin bag he has bought.

“No Jessica don’t be silly; you get your sleep. I’ve ordered the cab and I can grab a coffee at the airport anyway. Passes the time while I wait.”

“Okay,” I begrudgingly reply, “Suppose I need to get some beauty sleep hey?” I joke.

“Come here,” he pulls me in for one last cuddle, kissing the top of my head as it rests on his chest, “you do not need beauty sleep baby sister, you’re bloody gorgeous and you know it. Now go on, get your luscious butt off to bed. I’ll text you when I land yeah?”

It’s been so nice having him here for these past few days and I miss him before I’ve even left the warmth of his arms. Those now, rare, big brother hugs are always special, and we get on so well now that we’re older and quite a bit wiser. We used to bicker quite a lot before mum died, it used to drive her crazy. Her death hit us both hard but also made us realise at the same time how short life can be and how precious it is to be there for one another nowadays. There’s not a week that goes by when we don’t call each other just to check in.
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It's just passed seven o’clock by the time I stir my slightly hungover, tired, head out of bed, and even though we agreed to me not getting up, I still feel gutted that I missed seeing Oliver out this morning. Sending him a quick text message as I put the kettle on to boil, makes me miss him even more. I just want to hug him again, see him, chat to him face-to-face for another hour or six.

It’s not long until a reply comes back that he’s safely at the airport, on board the plane, waiting to take off.

‘Only a half hour delay so not too bad’ he messages, ‘text you when I’ve landed sis, love ya loads. Ols. x’

I go crazy with the capital X and send ten in my reply to him, smile down at the screen, hoping he got them before he had to switch the phone off to airplane mode. I then make my way to the kitchen, grabbing my fluffy white slippers from the hallway. Popping in a slice of wholemeal bread to toast, I turn the radio on and start humming along. I’ve got about an hour and a half before work, just time to get rid of my cloudy headache, have a bite to eat, jump in the shower, walk off the shameless amount of pasta, garlic bread and wine that I stuffed my face with last night, then be ready for my walk and shift at the pub.

For the first three hours today, I am on my own working the bar as Sam has booked the morning off for some appointment. It’s strange when he’s not there, I still love it but miss him and his weirdness. We work well together as a team so him not being around sometimes doesn’t almost feel right.

Before I climb into my shower, I grab my phone.

‘Hey stranger, missing you at work already, not even there yet. Hope all good with Mr Sam. See you later. Xx’ I can’t help myself but send a quick text message to him, then concentrate on getting ready.

Within a whoosh of a dog’s tail, it’s time for work so I grab my door keys, coat, and scarf, then make my way out the house for the short walk. For some reason, I’m craving for crisps. There’s a small market on in the village so I decide to walk that way to see if I can curb this need. For such a small place, the market always seems to attract lots of people, local and further afield. It's been held here every Saturday and Tuesday for over a hundred years now with local businesses selling their wares. As well as purchasing a bag of homemade vegetable crisps, I also pile in a fruit cake
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