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Chapter 1
 
Amber Mahoney blew out a long breath as she watched her cousin, Luke, and his band send the crowd wild with their final song of the night.  Dirty Riches were definitely back on top, and Amber was pretty honoured to be along for the ride.  Okay, so her job as general gopher, nanny, and assistant to the band didn’t really have much bearing on their success, but Amber liked to think that if she weren’t there they’d all have other things to worry about; things other than making great music and turning women to quivering wrecks every night.
“Oh, my giddy aunt,” Luke’s wife Martha groaned at Amber’s side.  “I might just go off like a rocket if Luke doesn’t stop doing that with his hips.”
“Calm down love, he’ll be all yours in about ten minutes,” Amber said.  She grinned and gave Martha a nudge. 
Martha, Amber and Stacey, the wife of Dirty Riches’ drummer, Skins, were all watching from stage side, and to say Martha and Stacey were feeling a little hot and bothered was a slight understatement.  Amber was pretty sure she could fry a couple of eggs and some bacon on the heat that was coming from the two women who flanked her.
“Shit!” Stacey moaned, her eyes fixed on Skins as he belted out a throbbing drum solo.  “I may just have to make another baby with that man tonight.”
Amber shook her head and laughed quietly to herself.  Apart from Luke, who obviously she didn’t fancy – that would just be weird - she had to admit the other members of the band were damn sexy, and watching them certainly lit a small fire in the pit of her own stomach.  Even Jake, their Lead Guitarist, was creating a stir within her, and he was pretty much the most annoying man on the planet.
Amber didn’t normally get to watch their performance, as she was usually keeping an eye on Ethan, Stacey and Skins’ toddler, and Rocco, Luke and Martha’s baby.  Tonight though was the last night of the tour and there was to be a big party after the show and everyone was attending.  So, Martha’s Uncle Graham and his girlfriend, Sally, were currently looking after the children in a top hotel in a premier suite overlooking the city of Manchester.  The boys had wanted to end the tour here as it was their home city – well as near as damn it being only forty minutes away from their home town of Rickeby.
Amber had worked for the band for almost a year now, ever since the band’s last assistant, Hugo, had left under a cloud.  Okay, not exactly a cloud, more a misunderstanding.  He’d got the idea that Luke wanted to leave Martha and run away with him.  Apparently, Luke’s face had been hilariously horrified when Hugo had revealed the tattoo of Luke’s face that he had that covered his back.  Luke was furious because it wasn’t even recognisable as him.  In fact it was so unrecognisable that rumour on the PA grapevine was that, with some minor alterations to the tattoo, it now resembled the new reality star that Hugo was currently working for.  
To add insult to Luke’s mortification, when Hugo had declared his love; rather than being the supportive wife, Martha had wet herself because she was laughing so hard – actually making a puddle on the floor.  Something that she now refused to comment on; mainly because Luke had threatened her with withdrawal of sexual favours if she ever did.  Obviously Jake had also found it hilarious, probably because it had been him who had led Hugo to believe that Luke was living a lie with Martha.  Luckily Luke hadn’t broken Jake’s nose with the punch, but he did sport a pair of black eyes for a few days afterwards.
Smiling to herself, and silently thanking Hugo for giving her such a great opportunity, Amber found her eyes landing on Jake.  He’d recently had his shaggy blonde hair cropped short revealing his high cheek bones and sparkling blue eyes.  She had to admit he was absolutely stunning – beautiful almost, but he was still a piss taking shit, who annoyed her more than anyone she’d ever met before.
“He’s looking pretty tasty, don’t you think?” Martha asked, gently bumping hips with Amber.
Amber turned to Martha and stared wide eyed.  “Ugh, he’s my cousin,” she cried.
Martha laughed loudly.  “Not Luke, you burke, Jake.”
“Shit, that’s an even bigger ugh.”  Amber screwed her face up and shivered. 
“Ah, come on Amber,” Stacey added.  “You must admit he’s looking good.”
Amber folded her arms firmly across her chest and tutted.  “What is it with you two?  Are your own sexy rockers not enough for you?”
“God yes,” Martha cried.  “I can’t answer for Stace, but Luke is more than enough for me thank you.  We just thought that since we hadn’t seen you cosy up to anyone in almost a year, that maybe Jake could be the one to fulfil your every fantasy.”
The band increased their volume as they moved into the final verse of their current number one single, and Stacey moved her mouth closer to Amber’s ear.  “Don’t tell us you haven’t thought about it.  We’ve seen the way you look at him.”
“What?  I bloody don’t look at him at all, not if I can help it.”  Amber’s cheeks burned at her little white lie.
“You do,” Martha shouted above Luke’s vocals.  “There’s lust in your eyes sweetie.”
“There is not!  And why have you both been discussing my sex life or lack of it?”  Amber now thrust her hands to her hips.  “Well?”
Martha smiled kindly.  “Because we love and care about you.”
“Yeah,” Stacey added.  “We just think it’s time you had some fun for a change.”
“Well, I don’t, and certainly not with that man whore,” Amber growled as she pointed at Jake.
At that moment, Jake strutted across the stage towards them and noticed Amber’s quivering finger pointing in his direction.  He smiled and winked at her, before snaking his tongue out and wiggling it lasciviously.
“You see,” Amber cried.  “He’s disgusting. What on earth would I see in that?”  With that, she turned tail and strutted away from the stage side.
“Hmm, you thinking what I’m thinking?” Martha asked Stacey.
Stacey nodded and sighed.  “Oh yeah, I certainly am.”



 
Chapter 2
 
It was almost three in the morning, and Amber tried to stifle a yawn.  The end of tour party was still going strong in a private room of a high class nightclub in the city centre.  It had been a great night, and everyone was enjoying themselves and most people didn’t look even close to calling it a night.  Luke and Martha were still dancing and had barely left the dance floor - or each other’s side - all night.  Stacey and Skins were talking and laughing with Neil, the band’s manager; both of them having just returned with satisfied grins across their faces after disappearing for half an hour.  Then, Amber’s eyes travelled past them and watched Tom and Jake entertain a group of ‘personally invited’ women with their witty repartee and clever banter – that’s what they called it anyway.
She huffed as she spotted Jake slide his hand down the back of a girl’s jeans.  She thought back to earlier when she’d stormed off from the stage side and felt a little bit foolish about it now.  Martha and Stacey were only trying to make sure that she was happy…but with Jake?  Amber shook her head, trying to erase the images that were filtering into her brain.
“You okay?” 
Amber hadn’t noticed that Luke had pushed into the booth beside her.  She smiled at him and nodded.
“Yeah, I’m fine.  Where’s Martha gone?” she asked, resting her head on Luke’s shoulder.
“The ladies, so I’ve taken the opportunity for a break.  I’m bloody knackered; I can’t keep up with her. She could dance all night.”  Luke grinned, love shining in his eyes.
“I must admit I’m pretty tired myself.”  Amber yawned again.  “I might go back to the hotel.”
“Well, wait until Martha gets back and we’ll come with you,” Luke said lifting his hand to ruffle Amber’s hair.  “The cars are waiting out back.”
“Okay,” Amber said through another long drawn out yawn.  “Shit, sorry.”
“What’s wrong, Freckles, is Luke boring you?”  Jake squeezed past them and sat on Amber’s other side, so she was flanked by them both. He draped an arm around her shoulder.
Amber shrugged it off.  “It’s late and I’m knackered,” she huffed throwing him a narrow eyed glare.  “If you remember I was up at six cleaning your mess on the bus after last night’s little soiree.”
Jake sucked on his bottom lip trying to hide a smile.  Christ she was one angry woman when she wanted to be, but all it did was make him laugh, and a little bit turned on if he was being honest.  How could he take her seriously with those cute freckles on her little upturned nose?
“What the fuck did you do, Jake?” Luke growled reaching around Amber to cuff Jake across the head.
Jake held his hands up in mock surrender.  “We just had a couple of ladies over, that’s all.”
“What did he do, Amber?” Luke took Amber’s chin between his thumb and forefinger, and turned her to face him.  “And no covering for him.”
“As if I would.” Amber muttered.  “He was sick all over the floor and the lovely lady who stayed over skidded in it and then collapsed on the sofa.  Everything was covered in puke!” 
Jake poked Amber in the side. “Bloody grass,” he hissed with a smile. “It was motion sickness.  I hate it when we travel through the night.”
Luke cuffed Jake’s head again.  “Dick head.  Amber isn’t paid to clean up after you and the skanks that you bring on the bus.  And you,” he said, giving Amber a nudge, “should’ve made him clean it up himself.”
“Stop it!” Amber smacked at Jake’s fingers as they gently pinched at her waist. .   She shuffled along the seat as far as she could, then turned back to Luke. “And it definitely wasn’t ‘motion sickness.  He was as pissed as a fart.”
Luke’s scowl suddenly softened as Martha appeared at his side and then plonked herself down on his knee.  
“What’s going on?” she asked noticing the smirk on Jake’s face.
“Now what makes you think something is going on my little cherub?”  Jake asked.
“Because you’ve got that ‘I’ve been a naughty boy and Luke is cross with me’ look on your face.”  Martha shook her head and giggled.  “So, baby, what did he do?” 
“Hurled everywhere and left Amber to clean it up,” Luke said, snaking his arms around her waist.
“Jake!”
“Martha?”
“Oh, forget it.” Amber sighed. “He’s just a dirty slapper who has no idea how to behave, and he’s dragging Tom down with him.”  She gestured for Luke to move so she could stand up.  He and Martha stood up and Amber edged her way out of the booth.
Luke shook his head and pointed a finger at Jake. 
“You need to learn how to behave,” he said. “And you owe Amber an apology!”   He took Martha’s hand and smiled.  “You ready to go back to the hotel?  I thought we’d go back with Amber.”
Martha nodded, leaned across to Jake and gave him a peck on his cheek.
“Start being nice to her,” Martha whispered.  “You’ll never get anywhere with her while you keep shagging around like the Duracell bunny on heat.”
“Eh?  What’s that mean?” Jake pulled his head back and stared wide eyed at Martha.
Martha grinned as Luke started to drag her away.  “Don’t act dumb, Jake.  Just think about what I’ve said.”
As the three members of the Mahoney family disappeared, Jake’s mouth dropped open as he stared after them.
“Fuck!” he groaned to himself.  “No fucking way.  All that sexy time with bloody Luke has sent her nuts.”
“You talking to yourself?”  Tom slipped in beside Jake and slammed a shot of Tequila in front of him.  “Here, you left this over there.  What’ve I told you about leaving your drink hanging about?  Anyone could have slipped something into it.”
Jack looked at Tom and laughed. “You know you don’t have to drug me sugar tits, I’m all yours, always.”
“Piss off, Jake.”  Tom hit Jake across the back of the head.
Jake cried out and put a hand to his head.  “What is it with people hitting me tonight? If I drop dead on stage with a brain injury, it’ll be your fault.”
Tom laughed and scooted back out of the booth.  “You need a brain for that to happen,” he scoffed.
“Ooh funny,” Jake replied throwing a thin lipped smile at Tom.  “And you need a big dick to satisfy a woman.”
Tom waved a hand at him and walked off shaking his head.  As Jake watched him go, he thought about what Martha had said, and wondered what on earth she was talking about.



 
Chapter 3
 
“Home Sweet Home,” Jake said as he stretched his arms above his head.
Amber glanced at the span of his tanned stomach that appeared as his t-shirt rode up.  She quickly looked back out of the car window and sighed, creating a mist that fogged over it.  Amber giggled as she fought the urge to write ‘Jake is a dick’ in it. 
“What’s funny?” Jake asked.
“Nothing at all,” Amber replied.  “Absolutely nothing.”
As the car slowly travelled through the village towards Luke’s house, Amber wished that she’d gone straight home from the tour to her mum in Kent.  Luke and Martha were going on holiday in a couple of days, for two weeks to Italy with Auntie Lucia, Luke’s mum.  She was then staying with her brother while Martha and Luke spent four weeks at their villa on the Algarve with Stacey, Skins and Ethan.  So there really wasn’t any need for Amber to be here.  Unfortunately though, she couldn’t go home to Kent as her mum was on a four month cruise, until the end of July, paid for by Luke.  She had subsequently rented her house out to some Americans who were on holiday over here.  Anyway this was her home now, and everything that she owned was here, which wasn’t a great deal.  However, there was the awful realisation that Jake was staying for a while too.  He and Tom were both selling up in LA and moving back to England.  Tom had bought a house a few miles away from Stacey and Skins new house in the countryside, on the outskirts of Manchester.  Jake meanwhile, was having a house built just three miles away from the village that Luke and Martha lived in.  The builders, however, were taking their time to get it finished so Jake wanted to be around to kick their backsides into gear.  As Tom was going back to LA that afternoon to finalise the sale of his condo’, Luke had literally drawn the short straw at getting Jake for a house guest.
“Why don’t you stay at Tom’s?” Amber asked the thought suddenly occurring to her.
“Eh?” Jake asked with a smirk.  “Don’t you want me around, Freckles?”
“No, not really,” Amber said bluntly and glared at Jake.  She chose to ignore his nickname for her – she’d realised a long time ago that the more she complained, the more he would use it.  “His house is empty, so it seems logical to me,” she added.
“Ah, logical it may be, but he’s having the plumbing replaced, so no facilities.  Where would I poop?”
Amber shuddered at his crass comment and her shoulders drooped in resignation.  She just hoped he kept out of her way until Tom got back, and then maybe she could persuade him to go there. There was no denying Jake was great to look at, but spending time with him just wasn’t on her bucket list.
“Don’t even think it,” Jake said with a chortle.  “Tom’s staying for at least a month.  He’s not only got to finalise the sale, but he’s also got to pack up all his stuff, arrange for it to be shipped over here and then say goodbye to all his lady friends.  That in itself could take two weeks.”
“So, you’re not saying goodbye to yours then?” Amber asked still staring through the window, watching the long grass on the verges bend against the April winds.  “Did you just leave them without a word?”
“You have a really low opinion of me don’t you?”  
Amber didn’t answer him, but just stared at him and curled her lip.
Jake sighed and shook his head.  He really didn’t know what he’d done to upset Freckles, but she’d pretty much hated him from the first day that she’d arrived at Luke’s house.  He guessed it was his womanising, but Tom was as bad as him and she didn’t treat him with disdain.
Noah, Luke’s nephew, had gone to work at Luke’s record company to train in music production, so Luke had employed Hugo.  When that ended in disaster, he asked Amber to step in.  Apparently, she’d been going through a bad time, although Luke didn’t expand on why.  He just said it was what she needed and as a trained PA she’d be an asset to the tour.  And, she was.  She seemed to know what they all needed before they did.  Bottles of water appeared out of nowhere during rehearsals.  When they appeared for more than one night in a town or city, they usually stayed in a hotel and on those nights, their favourite meals were always delivered to their rooms.  Room Service usually knocked within half an hour of arriving, without anyone ever having to order it.  Their laundry and dry cleaning were always done without having to ask, somehow she just knew when they all needed new underwear and socks buying and more importantly when Jake and Tom needed more supplies of condoms.  The fact that Amber was around was also good for Stacey and Martha.  It meant that they could look after their children and enjoy time with their husbands without some of the mundane stresses and strains of life on the road.  She’d been a godsend to them all, but a bloody mean and angry godsend as far as Jake was concerned.
As the gates at the bottom of the drive slowly opened, Amber let a smile touch her lips.  She loved living here and despite the fact that Jake was around, she was actually glad to be back and able to sleep in her own bed tonight.  At the top of the drive, she spotted Luke gently lifting Rocco’s car seat out of the back of his Range Rover.  He’d had it driven over to the hotel so that they could travel home in it, wanting to pick Auntie Lucia up on the way back.  She’d been staying with Gabriella, Luke’s sister, for a few weeks while they’d all been on tour.  Amber’s heart warmed when she thought of her aunt and Luke, and how good they’d both been to her – Martha too.  It had been Luke though who’d given her a job when things had gone sour for her back home. She’d needed to get away, and Auntie Lucia had suggested she stay with them for a while, but Luke had gone one better and offered her a permanent get away.  That first day coming here she’d been nervous about what lay ahead.  Okay, they were family, but she knew Luke wouldn’t give her an easy ride if she didn’t cut it, but as soon as she walked through the door, her worries ebbed away.  Something clicked inside her head that told her she could do this and be good at it.  The only fly in the ointment had been finding a bare arsed Jake taking a busty red head against the summer house wall, when she’d gone for a walk in the vast garden to have a look around.  He didn’t even notice Amber.  As she turned to rush away, she heard him tell the red head that time was almost up and she needed to hurry.  He was obviously anxious to move on to his next conquest, Amber thought in disgust.  From that moment, Amber decided he was a prick whom she would avoid at all costs, and he’d done nothing at all on tour to change that decision.
 
After dinner, Luke and Jake decided to play pool while Martha and Amber cleared the dishes away.  Lucia had gone up to her room to unpack and then go to bed as she was feeling tired after some late nights chatting with Gabriella and Dom, her son-in-law,
“You going to be okay here with Jake?”  Martha asked as she passed Amber a plate to dry.
Amber shrugged.  “I’ll have to be. He reckons Tom won’t be back for at least a month and is having his plumbing replaced at the house, so I can’t even ship him off there.”
“He’s not that bad.” Martha sighed wondering when Amber would actually open her eyes to Jake.  They’d be ideal for each other, if only they could both see it.  “He’s a real sweetie underneath,” she added.
“Hmm, if you say so.”  Amber leaned against the cupboard and waited for Martha to finish with the dish that the lasagne had been cooked in.  “He just irritates me beyond belief.”
“Well,” Martha said with a smile.  “You’ll have to get used to him, because he’s going to be your roomy for the next six weeks; well him and Ernie when Valerie drops him back tomorrow.”
“I don’t know who’s the bigger dog though, Jake or Ernie.”  Amber giggled.  She was thankful that at least Martha’s Jack Russell would be around to take for walks and get her away from Jake.  “Maybe if I ignore Jake he’ll go away,” she said nudging Martha.
“Huh, I doubt that Amber, the more you ignore him, the more likely he is to want to hang around you.  He’s like an annoying little brother.”
“Great,” Amber huffed.  “I finally get the sibling that I’ve always wanted.”
“Yep, you do and he just happens to be Jake Hughes,” Martha chuckled as Amber heaved a heavy sigh.
 
“So Luke, what is it with that cousin of yours?” Jake asked as he potted the black ball to win their game of pool.  “Why can’t she stand the sight of me?”
Luke laughed as he placed his pool cue back on the table.  He moved over towards the sofa and as he passed Jake, slapped him on the back.
“You don’t exactly endear yourself to her do you?  I mean for fuck’s sake Jake, how many women has she actually caught you shagging in the last year?”
Jake flopped down next to Luke and shook his head.  “Well, a lot I suppose.  But, she should knock.  Anyway, she doesn’t hate Tom and he’s as bad as I am.”
Luke pondered Jake’s comment and shrugged.  “Maybe it’s because Tom doesn’t take the piss out of her at every opportunity.”
“I don’t,” Jake snapped back at Luke.  “It’s just banter, the same thing that I do with everybody.”
“Yeah, but she obviously doesn’t find you as knicker wettingly funny as the rest of us.”  Luke gave Jake a dig in the ribs with his elbow.  “So just knock it off.”
Jake tutted and shook his head.  It wasn’t as though he laid it on any thicker with Freckles than he did with anyone else.  In fact, she probably got off lightly, because if he was honest with himself, Jake was a little scared of her.  She might look like an angel with her long blonde hair, turned up nose and freckles, but she had a smart mouth and an evil temper most of the time.
“Anyway,” he said turning back to Luke.  “What’s her story?  She never talks about herself, or what she did before she came here.  If I’ve ever asked she just tells me to mind my own business, but using slightly less friendly phrases.”
Jake wasn’t being
nosey, he was simply interested and trying to make conversation, but Freckles wasn’t giving anything up.
Luke leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees.  “All I can say is she had a shit time and her last job ended badly.” He turned his head towards Jake.  “Don’t push her on it Jake, because if you upset her I’ll give you another set of black eyes.”
Luke’s eyes were dark as he glared at Jake.
“Christ, you Mahoney’s are nasty bastards when you want to be,” Jake cried as he shrank back from Luke’s gaze.
“I’m just looking out for my cousin.  I promised my Auntie Thelma that she’d be okay here.”  Luke’s eyes softened as he placed a hand on Jake’s shoulder.  “I didn’t mean to come across hard, but you know what us Italians are like about family.”
“Yeah,” Jake said with a nod.  “I’m likely to get a fucking horses head in my bed, I get it.”
Luke began to laugh.  “I don’t think so, mate.  It’s just that she’s my papa’s brother’s daughter and when Uncle Eamon was dying Papa promised him, he’d look after Amber and Auntie Thelma.  So, after Papa died I kinda felt responsible for them.”
“Yeah, yeah, I get it, I do Luke.  More than you know.”  Jake ran a hand through his hair, still finding its shortness strange.  “I’ll leave her alone and won’t upset her while you’re away.”
Jake wondered again what on earth Freckle’s problem with him was.  He was a nice bloke, and he hated to think that someone couldn’t see that.
“See that you don’t,” Luke said interrupting Jake’s thoughts.  “And don’t even try and make her another one of your conquests.  I will not be happy if you do.”  Luke pointed a finger at him.
“Shit Luke,” Jake cried.  “She’d have my balls for earrings if I even puckered up near her, so that aint gonna happen.”
“Yeah well, make sure it doesn’t.  Now, let’s go back to the kitchen, because I’m sure I heard Martha say she’d defrosted some of her chocolate and lemon cake.”
As Jake trailed after Luke he was determined to try and prove to Freckles that he wasn’t the creep she evidently thought that he was, but how, he had no idea. 
 



 
Chapter 4
 
Amber and Jake had been alone in the house for a whole two hours before their first row broke out.  Ernie had been dropped off by Valerie, the local shopkeeper, and he had been farting all day, producing smells so bad that both Amber and Jake were starting to gag.
“What the hell has she been feeding him?” Jake asked as he staggered onto the patio to get away from the stench.  “He stinks worse than that perfume you wear.”  As soon as the words were out of his mouth, Jake groaned.  “Sorry, that was a joke.”
It was too late though, Amber had already pulled her usually full, pouty lips into a pencil thin line, and her nostrils were flaring.
“That happens to be extremely expensive perfume, you dick.  But I guess the ladies that you’re used to... oh and I use the term ladies very loosely…” Amber said sharply.  “Well, they probably think that a can of body spray that costs over two quid is the height of luxury.”
Jake sighed and wished he had some sort of filter between his brain and his mouth.  “Freckles, I was joking.  I don’t mean it.  I actually really like your perfume.”   This was true. He had noticed Amber’s scent on more than one occasion. It was light and crisp and reminded him of happy summer days – it just didn’t seem appropriate for her mood most of the time.
“Well, you’ve said it now, so joke or not you’ve upset me,” Amber said.  She flounced into the utility room to collect Ernie’s lead from a hook on the wall.  
“Are you taking him for a walk?” Jake asked, leaning against the door frame watching Amber.
Amber’s hand paused in mid-air.  Was he trying to be funny, or was he genuinely stupid?  Evidently Amber’s filter wasn’t working either because she formed those exact words out loud.  
“I’m just trying to make fucking conversation,” Jake replied, throwing his hands in the air.  “Just give me a break will you?”
Amber could see that from the fire in Jake’s eyes that he was genuinely aggrieved.  “Yes,” she replied with a sigh, “I’m taking him for a walk.” 
“I’ll come with you,” Jake said, a huge grin appearing on his face, his anger quickly forgotten.  “It’ll be nice to get some fresh air.”
Amber swung around to face him.  “There’s no need, I can go on my own.  I’m quite capable.”  She couldn’t think of anything worse that trying to make small talk with Jake while Ernie trotted along, emitting record breaking farts with every step.
“I know that,” Jake said, his jaw clenching, “but I’d like to come.”
“And I’d rather go alone.”  Amber tightened her grip on Ernie’s lead.
Jake watched her eyes darken and decided that he didn’t give a damn what Amber Mahoney wanted.  He also didn’t care that he’d promised Luke not to wind her up; he was bloody well going for a walk with her whether she liked it or not.  It’s the least she deserved for behaving like such a bitch all the time.
“Tough!” he spat out.  “I’m coming.”
“You take him then.”  Amber shoved the lead out towards Jake.
He crossed his arms and shook his head.  “Oh no Freckles, it was your idea.  We both go together or not at all and suffer his stinky arse for the rest of the day.”
Amber huffed and pushed past Jake.  “Fine.”
Jake chuckled to himself, and followed Amber out into the lounge, trying not to watch the sway of her backside in her skinny jeans.
 
Outside the air was icy, but not because of the weather, Amber was striding along the country lanes pointedly ignoring Jake.  Jake’s long legs meant that he could easily keep up with her without breaking sweat – something else to annoy Amber.  She glared at him wondering how he managed to do everything with ease and finesse.  God, she thought, he even took the piss out of her without effort; the words and jibes tripped off his tongue like treacle off the back of a hot spoon.  She’d also watched him pulling women without exertion too.  Many times she had seen he only had to wink at a woman and she was dropping her knickers and throwing them at him.  As far as Amber was concerned, he was so infuriating in every way and typical of those men who had everything, and took even more without a care.
“Hey Freckles, hang on,” Jake called from behind Amber.  “I think Ernie needs to do his business, but he’s having a bit of trouble seeing as you’re dragging him along.”
Amber turned her head as she carried on stalking.  Poor Ernie was indeed running along in a stooping position, just waiting for the right moment to park himself and unload whatever monstrosity Valerie had fed him.
“Oh, sorry Ernie,” Amber said, braking to a halt.
Within seconds, Ernie had downloaded.
“What the..?”  Jake cried pulling his arm across his nose.  “Christ Ernie, that stinks.”
“Oh my God.”  Amber screwed up her face.  “That’s horrendous.  What the hell did she feed him?”
“I don’t know,” Jake groaned, “but whatever it was died over a century ago.”
Amber reached into her jacket pocket and fished out a black ‘poo’ bag.  Shaking it open, she flinched as she saw Ernie shift along a couple of feet to deposit even more.
“Here, let me do it,” Jake said holding his hand out for the bag.  “But I think we’ll need more than one.”
Amber shook her head.  “No, it’s fine.  I’ll do it.”  She took out another bag and stepped towards the first pile that Ernie had left.  “Shit!” she cried as the smell invaded her nostrils.
“Yep, sure is.”  Jake laughed.  “Seriously Freckles, let me do it.  Years of sharing a tour bus with the guys has trained my nostrils for something this heinous.”
Amber hesitated and looked at Jake.  His smile was kind, not mocking, and his eyes were appealing to let him help her.
“Are you sure?”
“Honestly, it would be my pleasure.”  Jake reached out to take a bag from Amber.
“Thank you,” she said genuinely.  “I really don’t think I could do it without puking.”
“Right,” Jake said, pulling the bag over his hand like a glove. “I’m going in.”  
 He pinched his nose with his finger and thumb, while his bagged hand stretched out to scoop up the large and potent pile of poo.
“Are you okay, Jake?”  Amber asked.
“Hmm, think so,” he grunted.  “God Ernie, who knew that you’d have this inside you, eh?”
Amber giggled as Ernie let out a little bark in response.  Jake’s head shot up at the sound of Amber’s tinkling laughter, and he gave her a wide grin. Amber’s eyes met Jake’s, and she couldn’t help but smile back at him.  She also couldn’t help but admit that he was gorgeous as his blue eyes glinted like precious aquamarine jewels. He winked at her, his long, dark blonde lashes sweeping down seductively, almost in slow motion.  Amber felt an extra pump in her heart and quickly looked away.  She could kick herself; she’d let her guard down for a few seconds and he’d pulled out his secret weapons – a smile and a wink.  Bastard!
“Right,” Jake said as he tied up the second bag.  “Let’s hope that’s the last of it.”  He stooped down and scratched Ernie’s head.  “That must have been awful little fella, carrying that around all day.  No wonder you were practically killing us with the smell.”  He stretched back up and smiled at Amber.  “Okay, let’s go and find a bin.”
They carried on walking for another twenty minutes, and the whole time Jake had to carry the two bags of poop as no bins were in sight.
Finally, after having made a full circle of the village, they approached the village shop.  Jake started to laugh.
“Hey, Freckles, what do you reckon we leave this for Valerie, seeing as she was the one who created it?” Jake started to walk towards the shop.
“Jake, no!  We can’t do that,” she cried, following Jake and dragging Ernie behind her. 
“I’m not going to post it through the letter box or anything,” Jake laughed.  “No, I’m going to leave it on the step with a note.  You got a pen in that bag of yours?”
Despite not being sure whether they should leave Ernie’s deposits with Valerie, Amber searched through her messenger bag.  Finally, she pulled out a pen and some post-it notes.  Getting into the swing of the joke, she also produced a pink bow.
“Here, put this on them as well.”  She handed everything to Jake.
“Why do you have a pink bow in your bag?”  Jake asked with a smirk.  “I know you women carry something for all occasions, but a bow?”
Amber smiled.  “It was off the top of a box of chocolates and it’s pretty.  I thought I might use it on a present or something.”
Jake laughed.  “And that’s exactly what you’re doing,” he said.  He quickly scribbled a message on a post-it, and then tied the two bags together with the bow before fixing the note to them.
“What did you put?”  Amber asked, looking over Jake’s shoulder and breathing in the musky smell of his aftershave.
Jake lifted the note for Amber to read.
 
Dear Auntie Valerie – thanks for looking after me for the last couple of days.  I really enjoyed myself and the food.  So as a thank you I’ve left you this gift to remember me by – love Ernie x
 
Amber couldn’t help the loud, hearty laugh that she let out.  He may be annoying at times, but Jake also had the ability to make her laugh more than anyone else she knew – but she’d never let him know that.  Even some of the things that he said to her had her giggling when she was in private.  While Amber chuckled away, Jake went over to the shop and placed the ‘present’ down on the step.  As it was a Sunday the shop was closed, so Jake paused with his finger over the bell.
“When I say run, go like the clappers,” he hissed to Amber.
Amber nodded dumbly, just glad that she’d got her trainers on and not her usual high heels.  “Okay,” she said with a nod.
Jake pressed the bell to the flat upstairs.  “Run!”
Amber faltered at first, so as Jake came running towards her he grabbed her hand pulling her along with him.  Both of them and Ernie went full pelt down the lane towards the house.  Still clutching Amber’s hand, Jake started to slow down as the gates at the bottom of Luke’s drive came into sight.
“I think we can stop running now,” he puffed, bending down and resting his hands on his knees as he tried to get his breath back. “Shit, I’m so unfit.  You okay, Freckles?”
Amber nodded. She was breathing so heavily she couldn’t speak.  She looked down at Ernie, who was also panting.  Then suddenly she spotted her hand still in Jake’s and pulled it free.
“That was funny,” Jake said, his breathing a little more even now.  “I was sure that she’d catch us.”
“It feels a bit naughty,” Amber replied, punching the code for the gates into the keypad.  “Like playing knock and run when you were a kid.”
“Eh?” Jake looked at her quizzically.
Amber frowned.  “Knock and run, don’t tell me you never played it.”
“Nah, I didn’t go out much as a kid.  I tended to stay home and look after my mum.”  A shadow fell over Jake’s handsome features as he thrust his hands into his pockets.
“Why, was she ill?”  Amber asked as they trudged up the drive.  Jake didn’t answer.  “Sorry,” she said. “I shouldn’t have asked.  I didn’t mean to be nosey.”
“Nah, it’s okay,” Jake said, looking up and smiling sadly.  “She suffered from depression and didn’t like to be alone.  My dad was what you’d call absent…well, I’d call him a tosser, but that’s just my opinion.”
“That must have been awful.”  Amber instinctively reached out a hand and gently rubbed Jake’s back.
“My dad being absent?”
“No, your mum being ill.  Although I do know what it’s like, coming from a single parent family.  My dad died when I was eleven.  It was tough.”
“My dad not being around was hard, but Mum being ill was the hardest.  When she was well, she was great.”  Jake sighed and kicked at a stone.  “According to her old school friends at her funeral, she was really bubbly and full of life.  Nothing like the Eliza Hughes that I knew.”
“Don’t you ever remember her being happy?” Amber asked.  “You must have some happy memories.”
Jake shook his head.  “Not really.  I just remember it was a lonely time for me.”
“What about the band, weren’t they there for you?”  Amber knew that they’d formed after high school but had always assumed that they were friends before then as they all lived in the same town.  Luke was a little distant in those days, so she didn’t really know.
“We didn’t meet until college,” Jake replied with a smile as he thought about his best friends.  “Luke and Skins knew each other before because they lived close to each other, even though they went to different schools.  Tom and I got talking to each other on the first day of college.  We went to the same school but funnily enough we never spoke before college.”
“Was she ill a lot?” Amber glanced sideways at Jake, hoping that their conversation wasn’t upsetting him too much.
“A fair bit.  Mainly because of my shit of a father.”  Jake blew out a breath.  “He was a real womaniser and didn’t care who knew it, least of all my mum.”
Amber held back a gulp thinking of Jake’s own behaviour with women.
“What’s that quote?” Jake asked as they reached the front door.  “’The sins of the father shall be visited upon the son a thousand times’, or something like that.  Pretty true, I reckon, don’t you Freckles?  Although, I like to think that I treat the women I sleep with a damn sight better than he ever did.”
Jake held the door open for Amber and as she moved past him, she paused, and faced him.  “I’m sorry Jake.”  And she was; sorry for judging him as well as for his childhood.
“Ah, don’t sweat it, Freckles.”
Amber stooped down inside the hallway to free Ernie from his lead.  As she did Jake walked past and ruffled her hair.
“Fancy a cuppa?” he asked.
Amber stood up and sighed at the sight of the droop in his shoulders.  Jake Hughes was hardly ever angry, and she’d never seen him sad, but now he just looked defeated by his past.  She followed him into the kitchen and put some fresh water into Ernie’s bowl.  Jake pottered around making the tea, in silence.
“Jake?” Amber asked.
“Yeah,” he replied with his back to her.
“How’s your mum now?
Jake’s back stiffened and he paused, the spoonful of sugar in his hand.   He let out a long breath.
“She’s dead, Freckles,” he said.  “She died when we were on tour about nine years ago.”  He dropped the sugar into a mug, and then turned to face her leaning back against the cupboard.  “She’d been calling me for three days solid and I was so caught up with the band, the women and the booze that I ignored her calls.”
Amber wrapped her arms around her waist and held her breath.  “Oh God, I’m so sorry,” she eventually gasped.
Jake shook his head.  “If it hadn’t been then it would’ve been another time.”
“You don’t blame yourself do you?” Amber took a step towards him, not sure whether she should try to comfort him or not.
“No,” he answered with a shake of his head.  “I blame her.  I blame her for letting him wear her down, I blame her for taking the fucking pills and I blame her for not loving me enough to want to stay around.”
Amber hadn’t realised that she was crying until she felt the salt tears on her lips.  She quickly brushed them away, but Jake had noticed.  He stepped towards her and gently wiped her cheeks with his thumbs.
“Don’t get upset, Freckles.  It is what it is, and anyway there is some light relief that came from it all.”
“What’s that?” Amber sniffed.
“That fucker died a painful death under the wheels of a lorry about three years ago.”
Amber gasped, but Jake smiled and the light appeared back in his eyes.
“Don’t think badly of me.”
Amber shook her head.  “I don’t,” she whispered.
“Good, now did my little cherub, Martha, leave us any of her chocolate shortbread?  All that running has made me hungry.”
Amber smiled sadly at him and turned to the cupboard to find the shortbread, realising that Jake was far more complicated than the piss taking rock star that she’d taken him to be.
 



 
Chapter 5
 
“Jake!” Amber shouted for the about the fifth time.  “It’s almost ten.”  
Jake was supposed to be going over to his house for a meeting with the builder, and had begged Amber to do whatever was necessary to make sure he was up in time. However, despite her repeated attempts to rouse him, he seemed to be surgically attached to his bed.  He had appeared in his bedroom doorway at one point, with mussed up hair and bleary eyes, telling Amber that he was up, but within ten minutes she could hear him snoring.
Amber, about two minutes away from fetching a bucket of iced water to chuck over him, huffed, and silently cursed Jake as she carried a pile of washing towards the stairs. As she walked along the corridor, she stopped and kicked his bedroom door. 
“Jake,” she yelled, “if you’re late it will be your own fault.”
“Okay, okay,” she heard him groan.  “I’m getting up.  What time is it?”
Amber sighed.  “It’s ten o’clock. What time are you meeting him?”
There was a yelp from inside the bedroom.  “Fuck, Andy said he’s got to leave at ten-thirty, shit, shit, shit.” Amber listened to the sound of sudden, muffled movement, followed what could only be a glass being knocked over, followed by more, increasingly profane language.
She shook her head and made her way down the stairs.  Over the last week, since their walk with Ernie and Jake’s admission about his parents, they’d fallen into an easy relationship.  Amber wasn’t sure what sort of relationship it was - friendship didn’t seem the right word, maybe companionship was more like it.  Whatever it was, it was better than arguing all the time.
As she crouched in the utility room and sorted through her washing, Amber heard a series of earth shaking bumps, followed by a yell.  She got up and ran into the hallway to see what the commotion was.  There at the bottom of the stairs was Jake.  He was lying on the floor, clutching his ankle with one hand while the other grasped at his feet as if trying to free them from something. Amber rushed over and stooped down beside him.
“What happened?” she asked.  “Are you hurt?”
Jake looked at her and frowned.  “What do you think?  I’ve just fallen down half the stairs after getting my feet wrapped up in this.”  He reached down and finally pulled his feet free.  He held one of Amber’s bras up in the air between them. .
Amber gasped.  “Oh shit, sorry.”
“What the fuck is that?” Jake cried as he held the bra out in front of him.
“My bra.”  Amber tried to snatch it back from him, but Jake was too quick.
“I know that Freckles, but fuck that is ugly.”
As Jake examined the bra, Amber felt her colour rise.  It was one of her oldest but comfiest bras, and while it might not be the prettiest, it wasn’t that bad, was it? “I mean for a starter what colour is it supposed to be?  White or grey?”
“White,” Amber muttered.  “Just give it to me Jake.”
“Nah, we need to discuss it first.   You need to know that this is not acceptable.”
“Jake, please.”
“And what’s with the puckering along the back strap…oh shit, there are bits of elastic hanging off it.  Seriously, Freckles, this is not good, not good at all.”  Jake turned the bra around and examined the cups.  “What’s the big seam up the front for, did you once have humungous knockers and have them reduced to normal size?  Have you kept this to remind yourself of what you used to have?”  Jake shook his head and tutted.
Amber, totally mortified hid her face in her hands.
“Just give me the bloody bra back, you dick.” she growled.
“It’s just so frigging ugly.”
Amber lifted her head up and snatched the bra from his hands.  “You are so hateful,” she cried as she shoved Jake in the shoulder.  “You’re nothing but a shit.”
“I’m sorry, Freckles.  I’m just trying to help you out here.  You’re a sexy woman, and should not under any circumstances be wearing anything that ugly.”
Amber stood up and sucked back the tears that were pushing against her lashes.
“Fuck off Jake.”
“Hey, you can’t leave me here,” he cried.  “I’m in agony.”
“Not enough,” Amber said. She stalked away leaving Jake still sprawled on the floor.
She threw the bra onto the washing pile and leaned back against the wall.  She had never felt so embarrassed in all her life.  What did she need to buy pretty underwear for?  It wasn’t as though she’d be letting anyone else see it in the near future – or even the distant future.  Men were just a bunch of idiots and she could do without them, especially Jake Shitting Hughes.
After taking a few deep breaths, Amber began to calm down.  She looked down at the bra and picked it up, then moving back into the kitchen, she opened the cupboard that housed the bin and dropped the bra inside.  It was ugly, true enough, but she was only getting rid of it because it was old, no way was it because Jake had laughed at it.  Suddenly she realised it had been almost ten minutes since she’d left Jake at the bottom of the stairs.
With a sigh, she went to investigate where he was.  When she reached the hallway, Jake was still there, on the floor, but was talking on his phone.
“Okay, I’ll be over tomorrow so you’d better make sure that the underfloor heating is finished…I know that Andy, but you promised me almost a month ago that it would be…Yes, I agree and I will charge a penalty for every day that you go over the deadline…It’s supposed to be ready in four weeks, so if what you’re saying is true then it’s gonna cost you a lot of money, Andy…Okay, see you tomorrow.”  Jake ended his call and looked up at Amber.  “Oh, you’re back.”
“Are you really hurt?” Amber asked.
“Yeah, I am kinda in agony here.”  Jake winced.  “I think I need to go to the hospital.”  To demonstrate, Jake pulled up the leg of his jeans to display a beautifully bruised ankle.
“Oh shit,” Amber gasped.  “Can you get to the car, or should I call an ambulance?”
“I think I can get to the car.  Just help me up would you.”
“Okay, perhaps if you scoot back towards the bottom stair and sit on that it’ll be easier.”
Jake nodded.  “Good idea, oh and Freckles.”
“Yeah.”
“I’m sorry for laughing at your bra.”
“That’s okay,” Amber replied, although it wasn’t.
“It was fucking hideous though.”
Amber wasn’t sure whether she meant to kick Jake’s ankle, but even so his scream was quite satisfying.
“Oh, Jake,” she said with a smile. “I’m so sorry.”
 
When they arrived back from the hospital, it was almost five in the evening.  Both Amber and Jake were hungry and irritable.  Accident and Emergency had been packed due to a road collision involving a coach full of pensioners.  Luckily it hadn’t been too serious, but was bad enough for over forty people to need care and attention for all sorts of minor injuries.
“Do you want a sandwich, or shall I just start dinner earlier?” Amber asked as Jake struggled along to the den. 
He hadn’t broken his ankle but had sprained it badly, so it had been strapped up and he’d been given some crutches to help him get around.  Jake flopped down onto the sofa and sighed.
“Whatever you prefer,” he said eventually.   “I don’t want to put you out.”  Jake had gathered from Amber’s silence over the last few hours, which had been punctuated only by repeated, heavy sighs, that she was still mad at him.
“It’s not putting me out.  We both have to eat, so what do you want?”
“Ooh, now there’s an offer, Freckles.  Why, what you offering?”
“Food, and don’t big yourself up Jake.  That would never be an option.”  Amber lifted up Jake’s leg and roughly pushed it up onto the sofa.  “And it was suggested that you kept that elevated.”
“Okay Nursey, I can see your usual sunny bedside manner is back.”
“Take it or leave it Jake, because this is me.  Now what do you want to eat?”
Jake shook his head.  “Tell you what, Amber, you decide and just let me know when it’s ready.”
As Jake made a point of turning on the T.V., Amber didn’t fail to notice that he hadn’t called her Freckles.  Oh well, if that’s how it was going to be it suited her.
As Amber stalked from the room, Jake threw the remote control down onto the sofa next to him.
“Well done, Jake,” he muttered to himself.  “Normal fucking service is resumed.”



 
Chapter 6
 
Jake hadn’t had a particularly good night’s sleep.  Not only was his ankle aching and itching like mad, but he was also feeling bad about falling out with Amber.  He regretted mocking her underwear, even though it was disgusting, but she seemed really embarrassed, and he knew that he should apologise properly.  He was patently aware, however that Amber wasn’t very good at accepting his apologies, and she’d been dealt a lot of them over the last year since she had started working with the band.
 Jake finally fell asleep at around dawn, so when the sound of the vacuum woke him at eight he was less than happy.  Pushing himself out of bed, he grabbed his crutches, swung himself to the door and flung it open.
“What the fuck, Freckles,” he shouted.  “Do you know what time it is?”
Amber couldn’t hear him and carried on vacuuming along the landing.  Jake bent down and grabbed hold of the cable, giving it a sharp tug and pulling the plug out of the socket.
“Thank the fuck for that,” he groaned as Amber turned to face him.  “It’s too early for this, Freckles.”
Amber simply gulped and swiftly turned back the other way.
“Jake, clothes!”
Jake looked down and started to laugh.  He’d been so intent on stopping the hideous noise that he’d forgotten that he slept in the nude.
“Oh, shit sorry, but can you just not hoover?” Jake noticed the stiffening of Amber’s shoulders.  “For a little while at least,” he pleaded.  “I didn’t get much sleep last night.”
Amber sighed.  “Fine, I’ll give you a couple of hours.”
Jake looked up at the ceiling while surreptitiously fiddling with his morning wood.  “Thank you, I do appreciate it.”
“That’s fine,” Amber said, still with her back to Jake.  “Are you still in pain?”
“A bit.  One more thing though, can you do me a favour later, please?”
“What?”  Amber’s tone was a little tentative.  A naked Jake was asking her for a favour, and she was dreading what it might be.
“Could you drive me over to my house later?”  Jake coughed nervously, not really wanting to have to rely on Amber when she was still angry with him.  “I just can’t get over there unless I call a taxi and have you ever tried to get a taxi in this village.  They need about three weeks’ notice.”
Amber smiled.
“Yes, no problem,” she answered.  “What time?”
“I need to be there at eleven.”
“Okay, I’ll wake you at ten, so make sure you get up this time,” she added with a gentle giggle.
“I will, and thank you.”
“Okay, now Jake, please go back into your room so I can get off this landing.”
Jake started to laugh and closed his door.  As soon as she heard it shut, Amber turned back around.
“Jake!” she cried as she came face to face with the rocker, who was now standing in the middle of the landing, leaning on his crutches, totally naked. 
“Sorry, Freckles, I couldn’t resist it.”
Amber bit her top lip, trying to stop the smile that was threatening to break out.
“I’ll see you in a couple of hours Jake.”  Brazening it out, Amber moved past him and glanced down at his nakedness as she did so, taking in the wonderful tattoos that adorned his chest and arms.  Her eyes lingered on one above his heart before she looked back up at his face.
“I just hope it’s the cold weather that’s affecting that,” she said pointing at Jake’s no longer quite so erect penis.
Jake laughed loudly, before slowly making his way back to his room.  As he shut the door, Jake grinned, he’d seen the twinkle in Amber’s eyes when she’d looked at his junk.  He also knew beyond doubt that she’d taken a good look at his arse.  Maybe the ice maiden was starting to thaw again.
 
As Jake would be visiting a building site, Amber was a little nervous about him causing any further damage to his ankle.  She was so worried that she’d insisted that they take along Auntie Lucia’s wheelchair.  Gabriella had got it for her mamma after she’d had a small heart attack a few years ago, but Lucia had refused to use it, so it had stood in the garage ever since.
“This is fucking ridiculous,” Jake groaned as he flopped down into the wheelchair.  “Seriously, Freckles.”
Amber started to laugh as she looked at Jake’s miserable face.
“This is a dangerous area,” she replied trying to stem her laughter.  “Do you want a blanket for around your legs?”
Jake stared at her and tutted.  “I think I prefer it when you’re busting my balls.”
“Ah, come on Jake, you have to admit it’s safer than you trying to navigate through all the debris.”
Jake looked at the path to the door way of his new house.  It was an obstacle course of broken bricks, potholes and discarded cable.  He had to admit that Amber was probably right.  He gave a sigh and pointed ahead.
“Forwards Nurse, and mind the bumps.”
As Amber pushed Jake through the door, her mouth dropped in awe of the beautiful space that was being created for Jake. 
The thick oak, double front doors opened into a huge hallway that was bright and airy due to its high ceiling and a beautiful domed skylight.  To the left was a glass staircase, while a door on the right led to the downstairs rooms.  Through the door, there was a huge open plan space, with a living area at the front and a large, high gloss, white, state of the art kitchen at the rear.  The two areas were separated by a long breakfast bar with a shiny, black, granite work top.  The whole of the back wall was glass, and Amber could see that it was a series of bi-fold sections that opened up, leaving the room exposed to a vast garden outside. The floors, which were almost fully laid, were porcelain tiles that looked so like planks of wood that she had to ask Jake to confirm it.
“Yeah, it’s the best thing to have with underfloor heating,” he replied as he pulled himself out of the chair.  “Will you be okay looking around while I speak to Andy?” he asked.
Amber nodded and handed him his crutches.  “Is that okay?”
“God yeah, I’d like your opinion.”
As Amber wandered around she realised that Jake actually had good taste, unlike his choice of clothing from time to time.  Although it wasn’t finished, she could see that the fixtures and fittings that had been used around the house were all expensive and top of the range and, surprisingly for Jake, understated.  There were five bedrooms, each with their own bathrooms, two of which were wet rooms, and each room was huge with a walk in wardrobe.  In the corner of the lounge area, Amber found another glass staircase that led down to a lower floor where there was a sauna along with two other rooms.  The builders told her that they were to be a gym and a games room.  Without doubt, Amber knew that this was going to be a home that Jake would be proud of.
Finally, after half an hour, Jake hobbled back to the kitchen where Amber was waiting for him talking to one of the plumbers.
“Okay?” Jake asked looking pointedly at the plumber.
“Yeah, just chatting to your gorgeous girlfriend,” he said winking at Amber.
Jake didn’t bother to correct him and spoke to Amber before she had a chance to say anything.  “We’d better go and let these guys get on with their work.”  He then turned back to the plumber whose eyes were roaming up and down Amber’s body.  “You got something that you should be doing?” Jake asked him.
“What?  Oh yeah, best get on.” He winked at Amber again and moved away to mess with some pipework under the sink.
“No wonder this is taking so long to finish,” Jake muttered throwing a furious stare at the plumber.  “So, what do you think?”  His face now plastered with a smile as he looked at Amber.
“It’s going to be gorgeous.” Amber’s face reflected Jake’s.  “Although, I can’t see how it’s going to be ready in four weeks.”
Jake groaned and rubbed a hand across his face.  “It’s not. It’s going to be a hell of a lot longer, which is a pain in my arse.  I really need it to be ready to move into, as soon as possible; like yesterday!”
“Why, you’re okay at Luke’s aren’t you?”  Although she hadn’t wanted him there initially, the thought of being alone in the house, even for a couple of weeks, didn’t fill Amber with joy.  Obviously it had nothing to do with it being Jake, she’d just didn’t want to be alone.
“Yeah, yeah of course I am, and I love sharing with you Freckles, but I just need this finished.”  Jake looked at her warily, hoping that he hadn’t made it sound as though he wanted to get away from her.  “It’s the costs,” he explained. “Every extra day will cost me a fortune.”
“Oh, okay,” Amber replied a little confused.  Surely a late finish would cost the builder more if Jake stuck to his threat.  Plus, Jake wasn’t known for his careful attitude to money normally.  He was the man who’d paid to fly a fast food chef from L.A. to join them for just one day on tour, all because he craved one of the guy’s chilli burgers.
“Right let’s go.  Where’s my carriage?” Jake asked before looking down at his phone that had just alerted him to a text.
Amber smiled and shook her head.  “By the front door, but seeing as you didn’t initially want to sit in it, you’ve grown pretty fond of it now.”
“I just love getting pushed around by you, Freckles.” Jake looked up from his phone.  He laughed and nudged Amber with his shoulder.
Once Jake was settled in his chair, Amber started to push him back to the car while they chatted away about Jake’s plans for the décor. 
“So, I was thinking,” he said as they got to the car.  “How would you fancy helping me plan the decorating?”
“Me?  Well, I don’t know.” Amber pulled open the car door.  “I don’t know anything about interior design.”
“I know, but you’re stylish,” Jake said looking up at Amber.  “Just from our conversation I can tell you have some good ideas.”
Amber thought for a few seconds.  She’d made all the decisions when her mum had redecorated throughout the house, and everyone always said how lovely it was.
“Okay,” she answered with a firm nod of the head.  “Yes, if you want the help that would be fun.”
“Excellent,” Jake replied.  “We’ll have a chat over dinner.”  Jake smiled broadly and made a mental note to cancel the interior designer that he’d employed the day before.  Amber was right, it was going to be fun.
 



 
Chapter 7
 
By the time they had returned to Luke’s house the weather had taken a turn for the worse, so Amber and Jake found themselves stuck inside for the next few days.  Amber hadn’t even taken Ernie for a walk because of the wind and rain, and instead she just let him have a run around the huge garden.  
Both Amber and Jake were miserable, and Jake’s mood wasn’t improved when Tom called.  His face had lit up for at least five minutes, but then, when Tom said he wouldn’t now be coming back from L.A. until the end of the summer, it fell dramatically.
“What am I going to do without you for the whole summer, Sugar Tits?” he groaned.
“I’m sure you’ll find someone to play with,” Tom replied.
“I’m guessing that’s why you’re not coming back.” Jake said, sulkily picking at a thread on his jeans.  “You’ve found someone to play with, haven’t you?”
Tom laughed softly.  “I couldn’t possibly say.  Anyway, the house isn’t ready and isn’t likely to be for a while.  All the shit weather you’re having has slowed them down.”
“Tell me about it,” Jake sighed.  “Okay, but I’ll miss you.”
When he ended the call, Amber looked up from the book she was reading and giggled.
“You’re like a pair of lovers.  Are you sure that there’s nothing physical between you?” she asked. 
Jake screwed his face up.  “Ugh, no way.  If I were gay, I think Skins would be my beau of choice.  Luke’s too intense and Tom, well…no definitely not Tom.”
“Why?”  Amber asked with a mischievous grin.  “He’s very handsome and sexy.”
Jake’s eyes narrowed on her.  “Seriously?”
Amber nodded.  “Hmm, seriously.”
Jake shook his head, muttered to himself and shuffled out of the room as quickly as his crutches would allow.  After just a few minutes he returned and flopped down on the sofa.
“You honestly think he’s sexy?” he asked Amber 
“Yep,” she replied without looking up from her book.  “Very.”
Jake huffed and reached for a magazine, not noticing the amused smile on Amber’s lips.
“Christ, I’m bored,” Jake moaned a few minutes later.  He discarded his magazine and snatched Amber’s book away.
“Hey, I was reading that!” she cried, trying to snatch it back out of his hands. “Well you’re not now,” Jake said with a grin, holding the book just out of Amber’s reach with one hand and trying to fend her off with the other.  “Think of something we can do together Freckles.  I can think of something, but it would involve us being naked.”  
A bored Jake was an extremely annoying and naughty Jake, and he’d been throwing innuendos about all day.
“What about a film?”  Amber suggested. She gave up trying to rescue her book and flopped back into her seat, deliberately ignoring his comment.  “I’ll make popcorn.”
Jake arched an eyebrow.  “One of your silly namby pamby girly films?” 
“I’m not averse to an action film or a thriller if that’s what you’d prefer.”
Jake heaved a sigh and pouted.  “I’ve seen all Luke’s collection, about a thousand times over the years.  He’s what you call old school, and doesn’t seem to have any films released later than 1999.”
Amber giggled; she’d seen Luke’s DVD collection and had to agree.  She thought about what she had up in her room.
“Okay,” she replied.  “I’ve got a great film that we can watch.”
“Is it girly?”
“Well, I suppose so, but it’s an absolute classic, and everyone should see it at least once,” she said, pleading to Jake with her eyes.
Jake narrowed his eyes and regarded her suspiciously. After thinking for a few seconds he nodded slowly.  “Okay,” he said, “go and get it.”
“Excellent, I promise you’ll love it.”
 
“Holy bandido,” Jake whispered.  “That was brilliant.”
Amber leaned forward and peered at him.  “Are you crying, Jake?” she asked, wiping away her own tears.
Jake bit his top lip and nodded.  “Is that your favourite film ever?” he asked mid sniff.
“Yep, it’s so beautiful isn’t it?”  Amber thrust the bowl of popcorn at Jake.  “Here, have some. It’ll make you feel better.”
“God, they were so meant to be a couple.  Why couldn’t they just get their shit together?” he asked, grabbing a handful of butter coated popcorn and shoving it into his mouth.  “They’d had a child together for God’s sake,” he said through his mouthful of food.
Amber sat back and gave a sigh of satisfaction.  Gone with the Wind was her favourite film of all time and she couldn’t believe that she’d actually found someone else to enjoy it with.
“Rhett’s a dude isn’t he?”  Jake turned to Amber and grinned.  “I might just pinch some of those lines.”  He sat up straight and pulled his shoulders back, giving Amber what she guessed was a Rhett Butler stare.  “No, I don't think I will kiss you,” Jake boomed in a deep voice, “although you need kissing, badly.  That's what's wrong with you. You should be kissed, and often, and by someone who knows how.”

Amber started to laugh as she fluttered her eyelashes and fanned herself.  “I was so glad to see you.  I was Rhett, but you were so nasty.”
They both started to laugh, and helped themselves to more popcorn. 
“Shit,” Jake said as their laughter died down.  “Amazing film.”
“I thought that you’d hate it.”  
“Nah, it was great, Freckles.”
Amber turned her head to a smiling Jake, and took in his profile.  It struck her that his whole face changed when he smiled.  He was handsome anyway, with high cheek bones, a strong square jaw and long nose, but when he smiled his eyes shone and wrinkled at the corners; in fact his whole face lit up.  She also hadn’t failed to notice how good his body was when he had stood naked in front of her.  He was often described by the press as tall and wiry, but his slim hips and a flat stomach widened out to a broad chest, like a swimmer’s body.  Pretty much perfect in Amber’s eyes.  His tattoos added an edge to his blonde haired, blue eyed appearance and she wondered whether each of them had a story, as she knew Luke’s did.
“What’s the tattoo above your heart?” Amber said, then she gasped when she realised her thoughts had decided to spring out from her lips of their own accord.  “Sorry, I being nosey again.  You don’t have to tell me.”
Jake turned to look at her and smiled.
“It’s fine, but I knew you were checking me out, Freckles.”
Jake shrank back, expecting a blasting from Amber who, he hadn’t realised until now, was actually enjoying this new found peace and tranquillity
“What else is a girl to do, when a rock star stands in front of her butt naked?” 
Amber’s grin warmed Jake’s heart.  She looked so happy and cute.
“Too true, you’re only human, after all,” he replied with humour.
“So, do you mind telling me what it means; what do all your tats mean?” she asked.
“Most don’t mean anything.  I got a lot of them done in L.A. and just liked the art.”  Jake took the bottom of his t-shirt and pulled it over his head. “Okay, this one over my heart, ‘dum spiro, spero’, well that means ‘while I breathe, I hope’, and I do.  I’m not big on religion, so I always hope that whatever shit life throws at me, something better will come along later to make up for it.”
Amber pulled her knees up to her chest and rested her cheek on them.  “What about the three stars, do they symbolise anything?”
Jake traced a finger along his left bicep, down the star tattoos.  “They are my mum and my grandparents.  I like to think that they’re stars now, up there shining down on me.”
“Okay,” Amber continued.  “The guitar I understand, and the musical notes, so what about…erm the green fish?”
Jake laughed and ruffled Amber’s hair.  “It’s not just any old ‘green fish’ Freckles, it’s a Koi Carp and because it’s green and faces upwards in basic terms it symbolises getting over depression.”
Amber lifted her head up, shocked that Jake had followed his mum into depression.
“You’ve had depression too?” she said, suddenly concerned for him. 
“No, I haven’t, but if I feel down I look at that tattoo and remind myself what it did to my mum.”  Jake looked down at the Koi that appeared to be swimming upwards on the left side of his stomach.  “Probably not the most accurate form of therapy, but it works for me.”
“They’re all beautiful.”  Amber placed her head back on the sofa and smiled wistfully.  “When I was a teenager, Luke used to always send me pictures when he had a new one and tell me what they meant.  I could never wait to see what he’d had done.  I love his latest one, his and Martha’s names entwined in the shape of an infinity symbol.”
“Yeah,” Jake said with a smile.  “He bloody adores that woman.”
He wouldn’t always admit it, but Jake envied the love that both Skins and Luke had found.  Yes, it was great hooking up with different women at first, but it had lost its shine a long time ago.  He looked at Amber and without thinking he reached across to take a strand of her hair, allowing his fingers to linger for a few seconds on her cheek.  Jake’s heart jump started as he felt her shiver beneath his touch.
As he pulled his hand back and ran it through his own hair, Jake noticed that Amber’s cheeks had blushed pink and her breathing had hitched slightly.
“You never thought of having one, Freckles?” he asked his eyes capturing Amber’s.
“What, a tattoo?”
“Yeah.”
Amber shook her head and smiled shyly.  “No, too much of a coward where needles are concerned.  Plus if I told my story using tattoos, it’d be a pretty miserable work of art.”
Jake gazed at Amber as her eyes suddenly darkened and he felt the need to lighten them.
“Okay, well maybe I’ll persuade you someday, when you’ve got something good to say,” he whispered.
Amber’s face softened and she nodded.  “Maybe.”
“Hey, if you hang around with rock stars, Freckles, then you’d better be prepared to get tatted up.”  Jake gently poked Amber in the ribs, making her giggle.
As her laughter tinkled in the quietness, Jake suddenly felt something shift inside him.  She was so adorable when she was like this – relaxed and happy.  He had no idea what made her so angry all the time, but he was beginning to think that it wasn’t just him.  Whatever it was though, he suddenly had a need to ensure that she only experienced happiness in the future.
 



 
Chapter 8
 
After a week of what seemed like house arrest, due to Jake’s incapacity and the poor weather, Amber and Jake were thrilled when Jake’s ankle improved and he was able to walk without crutches.  The weather was still miserable, but at least he was no longer in pain and could move around much more easily.  They had come up with a colour scheme for most of the rooms in Jake’s house and Amber had surfed the net, purchasing various pieces of furniture for him.  Jake’s heart had swelled each time he’d handed his credit card over.  He loved the shine of excitement in Amber’s eyes.  
To amuse themselves, aside from designing the interior of Jake’s house, they had watched a few of Luke’s action films and a couple of Amber’s chick-flicks.  Amber had also taught Jake how to boil an egg, the fact that he didn’t even know how to time boiling water for three minutes giving her a fit of the giggles.  
“Really, you’ve never boiled an egg?” she asked, wiping away tears of mirth as she peered up at him and watched as he gingerly lowered an egg into the bubbling water with his tongue poking out of the side of his mouth.   
Jake shook his head.  “Never had a need.”
“But, what about when you were looking after your mum?  Surely you had to cook for her?”
“Nah, we survived on sandwiches, crisps and Pot Noodles.”  Jake didn’t look at Amber but continued to study his watch as he timed his egg with the concentration of a scientist. 
“Honestly?”  Amber’s shoulders sagged.  The more she heard about his childhood, the sadder she felt.  “Didn’t your grandparents make sure you had a decent meal?”
“Yeah, up until my Nan died when I was twelve.  After that Grandad could barely look after himself, never mind me and Mum.”
Amber looked at Jake’s long legs in his pink, camouflage pattern shorts and wondered how he had managed to grow so tall on such a poor diet.  It was a wonder he hadn’t had rickets or some other such disease.  
Jake clapped his hands.  “Three minutes, Freckles, let’s get that baby out of there.”
As he took the pan from the heat and spooned the egg into an egg cup, Amber buttered the toast that had popped out of the toaster, and cut it into soldiers.
“Here you go,” she giggled.  “Some soldiers for your eggy weggy.”
Jake gave her a delectable smile and cracked the top of his egg with a tea spoon.  
“Freckles, it’s runny,” he cried giving a little hip wiggle.  “I did it.”
Jake took a toast soldier and dipped it into his egg.  He lifted it to his mouth and took a bite.  With his eyes closed, he gave a groan of satisfaction.  Watching Jake enjoy such a simple pleasure, was so endearing that Amber felt a warmth for him like she’d never felt for anyone before.  She gazed at his face and as Jake licked the corner of his mouth she felt her stomach flutter.   At that moment, there wasn’t anywhere that she would rather be than here, spending time with Jake.
“Hey,” she said as Jake smacked his lips.  “How about we have a Scrabble tournament?”
Jake’s eyes flashed open.  “Scrabble?”  His nose screwed up in disdain.  “It’s not really me, Freckles.”
“Ah, come on,” Amber cajoled.  “What else were you planning on doing?  The weather is still crap, we’ve watched the only decent films that Luke has, as well as all my romantic comedies, plus you’ve read every music magazine in the house...twice.”
Jake tilted his head to one side and grinned.  He didn’t have anything planned: nothing that would take him away from Freckles’ company anyway.  He had only watched all those chick-flicks so that he could spend time with her.  They were all garbage – Gone with the Wind aside, of course.
“Okay,” he said, pretending to heave a sigh.  “If we must.”
“Oh goody,” Amber chirped, and skipped off to get the game.
“Yeah, goody,” Jake shouted as she disappeared.  “I’ll make the ginger beer and cucumber sandwiches eh?”
 
The Scrabble tournament - the best of three games - had been in full flow for almost two hours, and with one game each the levels of competitiveness were soaring.
“No way,” Amber cried.  “There is no such word as twizwaddle.”
Jake grinned and batted his long eyelashes at her.  “There is, it’s an African snake.”
“Oh please, don’t give me that load of old twaddle.”  
“Yeah, that’s it,” Jake said excitedly.  “Excellent, thanks, Freckles.”  He picked up his letters and then set them down again, spelling out the word ‘twaddle’.
Amber groaned and dropped her head into her hands.
“Get in!” Jake shouted, his fist pumping the air.  “Triple word score, that’s thirty points to me.”
“Hardly a mega score is it?” 
“Hey, it’s better than anything you’ve scored so far in this game.”  Jake pouted as he looked down at the score sheet.  “Your best so far has been twenty-six.”
“Yes but,” Amber giggled, “you’re still almost ninety points behind me in this game and you’ve only got three tiles left, so I reckon that makes me the winner.  You may as well retire now.”
“I could still pull it back,” Jake said. Then, his eyes suddenly wide with fear, he pointed behind Amber. “What the hell is that?”  
Amber quickly spun around, her eyes searching the room behind her. 
“What?” she squealed. “What is it? I can’t see anything”  She turned back just in time  to see Jake scribbling all over the score sheet while his other hand tipped the board up.
“Oops, sorry,” he laughed. “You said you’d won, but I can’t see any evidence of that here.” 
“You cheating little git.”  Amber reached over and clipped Jake around the back of the head.  “I won and you know it.”  She started to laugh and pelted Jake with Scrabble tiles.
“Be careful, you might maim me with those.”  Jake said, picking the tiles up from the floor and throwing them back. Within seconds, a full on tile fight was underway, with both of them running around the dining room, dodging tiles and scrambling along the floor for more ammunition.  As Amber threw double handed, Jake ducked to avoid them and scuttled around the table, grabbing hold of her waist and dragging Amber to the floor.  
“Jake no!” she cried as he pulled her down.
As Amber landed on top of him, Jake grabbed hold of her hands and started to flap them against Amber’s face.
“Don’t hit yourself, Freckles.  It was only a game, don’t beat yourself up about it.”
“Jake no, stop it,” Amber screamed down his ear.  “I think I’m going to wet myself,” she cried in between gasps of laughter.
“Ugh, dirty girl.”  Jake climbed on top of Amber and, straddling her, he pinned her arms down with his knees.  “Did you wet your pants?” he asked, grinning down at her. .
Amber shook her head, tears of laughter crawling from the corners of her eyes. 
“No, not yet.”
“Not yet eh?  What if I tickle you, will that get you wetting your knickers?”  Jake started to tickle under Amber’s arms and down to her waist.  His breath quickening as his fingers skimmed under her top, against cool, bare skin.
Amber thrashed around, kicking her legs and gasping for breath.  “Please Jake, no.”
Jake leaned closer to Amber until their lips were only a couple of inches apart.
“Do you submit, and admit that I’m the Scrabble champion?”
Amber shook her head and grinned.  “Nope.”
“Submit?”  Jake’s gaze landed on Amber’s soft lips. He felt adrenalin suddenly surging inside him. 
Amber held her breath, her own heartbeat quickening as she felt Jake’s breath on her face. So close.  “Nope,” she finally whispered.
Jake leaned in even closer. “Submit,” he said softly, his lips whispering against hers.
Amber shook her head and gazed at Jake, her eyes full of lust as she saw the same reflected in his.  Jake released the pressure on Amber’s arms and suddenly the air between them shifted.  Amber raised her hands and cupped Jake’s face as he ran a trembling finger along her jaw.
“Shit, Freckles, you’re beautiful,” he whispered.
Amber smiled.  “So are you.”
“Can I kiss you?” Jake asked as he gently held her little pointed chin.
Amber’s eyes narrowed as she thought about it.  God, she wanted to say yes, but what if she was just building herself up for one almighty fall.  Could she trust him, with even just one kiss because she was sure even just one kiss would ruin her?  Jake Hughes was probably going to be the best kiss she had ever had, or ever would have.  She could tell just from those luscious pink lips of his.
“Well, can I?” Jake asked again.
Amber nodded.  Sod it, she wanted to be ruined by this man.  Her body was on fire at just the thought of the possibilities.  She fizzed with excitement as Jake’s head dipped lower.
“This is going to be immense,” he whispered.
As their lips touched, Jake groaned.  She tasted sweet and heavenly like nothing he had ever tasted before.  He ran his tongue along the seam of Amber’s lips, gently enticing her to open up to him and as she did, Amber moaned quietly into Jake’s mouth.  The noise was so erotic that it sent an electrifying pulse right down to his groin.
“Freckles,” he groaned as he slid his hand behind Amber’s neck and pulled her deeper into the kiss.
Amber could feel a swell in the pit of her stomach as the heat flooded through her and down between her thighs.  God, he felt wonderful, and his hard body pressed against hers sent her mind reeling.  She clutched at Jake’s back, digging her fingertips into his hard muscles as their kiss deepened and intensified.  She was right, no kiss had ever been this good.  Jake Hughes really knew what he was doing, and Amber was a prisoner to him as his skilful lips and tongue controlled her.
As Amber’s hands moved from his back, to grab at his hair, Jake’s own hands moved to cup her breasts, the feel of them making him hard.  He stopped kissing her, for mere seconds, just to check that she was okay with where they were going with this.  Amber craned her neck and pulled Jake back towards her mouth.  He continued his delicious assault on her, his mouth slowly working its way down her neck and across her collarbone.  Amber shifted beneath him, pushing her hips upwards so that Jake’s erection was rubbing against the seam of her jeans.
“Oh my God,” she groaned and tilted her head back, giving Jake a better access to the pale, soft skin of her neck.
“Shit, Freckles, we need to stop,” Jake groaned even though his body told him otherwise.  “If we don’t, then…”
“I know,” Amber gasped breathily as she pushed her breasts closer to Jake’s chest.  “But you feel amazing, this is amazing.”
Jake fought with himself.  He knew that this was going too fast.  He wanted to do this properly and not make Amber feel like every other girl he’d had sex with.  He wanted her to feel special, but shit, she was so enticing and addictive.  As Amber whispered his name, Jake slowly pulled away.  He moved his hands to her cheeks, not wanting to relinquish his hold on her.  He needed to touch her.
“God Freckles, you’re awesome.  That was…fuck.”  Jake dropped his forehead to Amber’s and wrapped his arms around her.
“Jake, maybe we shouldn’t…” Amber stumbled over her words, not sure what to say.
It had been the most beautiful and sexiest kiss that she’d ever experienced, but this was Jake, the man who, up until she’d seen a different side to this womanising joker, had irritated her beyond belief.  
“I know,” Jake groaned still on top of her.  “I just had to kiss you though.”  He looked down at her and his heart thumped rapidly in his chest.  He didn’t know what had happened to change things between them, but it had and he was glad because it was incredible.  With her long blonde hair fanning out around her, and her gorgeous silver eyes full of nervousness, Jake realised that she wasn’t just cute and pretty, she was beautiful.  
“So, what now?” Amber asked with trepidation in her voice.
Her mind was in turmoil.  She wanted Jake so badly, but was petrified that she’d end up hurt again.
Jake slid from on top of Amber and onto his back, looking up at the ceiling in silent contemplation.  Amber watched him, unsure of what to say or do as he was obviously regretting their actions.
“Jake it’s fine,” she muttered, finally breaking the stillness in the room.  “Let’s just forget about it.”
He moved to his side and snaked his arm across Amber’s stomach, pulling her closer to him.  “Do you want to forget about it?” he asked leaning forward to drop a kiss onto Amber’s lips.
Without hesitation, Amber shook her head. 
Jake grinned widely.  “Okay, we take this slowly, Freckles,” he said.  “I don’t  want to fuck this up.”  And he really didn’t.  Amber was different to his countless other conquests. It surprised him, but he wanted to see where things went with her.  It was a pretty scary thought, but a good thought at the same time.
Amber turned her head to face him.  “Okay.”
“I really like you, and I think we could be pretty awesome together.”
“You do?” Amber asked shyly.
“Yeah, I do, but you have to know I don’t really do the relationship thing.”  
Amber stiffened against him, and Jake realised that she’d misunderstood him.  He gently ran a finger down her cheek.
“That doesn’t mean I don’t want to do the relationship thing with you because I do.”
“Really?” Amber sighed with relief.
“God yeah, but I’ve never done it before,” Jake replied.  “So I’m not sure how you do it, and I want to do it right, Freckles, I really do.  Plus if I mess this up Luke will have my dick and my balls.”
Amber started to giggle and leaned over to drop a kiss on Jake’s cheek.  “I understand.  My cousin can be a bit of a caveman at times when it comes to family.”
“Yeah and you’ve got to love him for it.  So,” he said pushing up from the floor, “what do we call this - girlfriend and boyfriend?  I have no idea.  Partner sounds so…I don’t know, middle aged and… well… Fuck Buddy just isn’t good enough for you.  So, my vote goes with me being your boyfriend.”
Amber gasped at the word. 
“What?  You don’t like girlfriend and boyfriend?”
“No, it’s not that!” Amber exclaimed.  “I mean, it’s just one kiss, are we ready for that?  I guess I’m surprised that you even thought it.”  Amber had fully expected Jake to sweet talk her into his bed within minutes, with her then having to suffer an uncomfortable four weeks while he avoided her.  
Jake laughed and pushed Amber’s hair away from her face.  She was so bloody adorable and he really wanted to make this work.  She could be the angriest woman on the planet so Jake had no doubt that it might turn out to be a stormy relationship at times.  However, he was willing to put in a huge effort for Freckles.  There was something about her, besides her sexiness and her stupendous rack, of course.  She was tantalising and made him want to protect her and make her smile.  They didn’t really know each other that well, despite working together for almost a year, but he was certain that they could be amazing together.  
“Okay, we do need to talk, but for now let’s just see how this goes,” Jake said as he stood up.  “Is that okay with you?”  
Amber sat up and gazed up at him with a huge smile.   “Yes,” she nodded, “that’s fine with me.”
 



 
Chapter 9
 
“Come on Freckles, time to get up,” Jake cried as he pulled Amber’s duvet back.
“Jake!  I might’ve been naked under here.”  Amber sat up and rubbed her sleep filled eyes.
Jake kneeled next to her bed and smiled.  “That’s what I was hoping for,” he said before dropping a kiss onto her lips.  “Now get up; we’re going on a date.”
Amber stretched and yawned.  She hadn’t had much sleep the night before, because she and Jake had stayed up talking until almost three in the morning.  Then, when they’d finally bid each other good night, she couldn’t sleep for thinking about their kiss earlier in the evening.  Worry had also crept in because Jake hadn’t kissed her again, apart from a chaste peck on the forehead at her bedroom door.
“Shit please don’t do that,” Jake groaned and shook his head.  Amber’s stretch had caused her chest to swell against the thin fabric of her pyjama vest top.  “Morning wood is bad enough, but you’re killing me here, Freckles.”
Amber grinned. From the corner of her eye, she noticed Jake readjusting himself.  “Sorry.” She reached down for the duvet and pulled it back up to her chin.  “So, what do I need to wear for this date?” she asked trying to change Jake’s focus from her braless breasts.
Jake blew out a long breath and dragged his eyes away from her chest.  “What?  Oh, jeans or trousers.  And none of those skyscraper shoes of yours.”  
Amber flopped back against her pillows and watched Jake as he moved towards the door.  He was wearing a pair of blue tartan, cotton pyjama bottoms, nothing else, and looked gorgeous.  She felt a throbbing need in the pit of her stomach to run her nails down the channel of his back, and then trace them around the dimples at the top of his tight backside.  As Jake turned back to face her Amber’s lust levels rose considerably and she bit on her bottom lip to suppress a groan.  The thin cotton rested on his slim hips and she could see his dark blonde treasure trail leading to an obvious bulge.  Realising what she was looking at, Jake grinned and moved closer to the bed.  He could see the desire in her eyes multiplying with each step he took.  He loved that he could do that to her – what man wouldn’t love to know that they could turn a woman on as beautiful as Amber?
“Breakfast is nearly ready, by the way,” Jake said, basking in the heat of Amber’s gaze, and imagining how it might feel to have her hands on him.  Amber swallowed hard as she noticed Jake’s pyjama bottoms tent a little more.  
“Okay,” she replied breathily.  “Just give me five minutes.”
“Will do.”  With a wink, Jake turned and left the room.
Amber covered her face with her hands and let out a long, drawn out moan.  “Oh shit,” she whispered.  “I am definitely in need of some of that.”
 
Amber strolled into the kitchen and stopped in the doorway to watch Jake, as he put the finishing touches to their breakfast.   His hair was messy, and he was still dressed only in his pyjama bottoms. As he reached into a cupboard for a plate, Amber’s eyes lingered on his back as his muscles flexed.  Amber felt as though she was looking at a beautiful sculpture; all hard and smooth, with her fingertips itching to touch.  She watched, mesmerised by his beauty.  That had never been in doubt, it was just his attitude that she hadn’t taken a liking to.  He was loud and brash; he spoke without thinking and had an abundance of self-assurance. But, aside from that he was a kind, generous, thoughtful man who was desperate to please.  That was Jake, and Amber felt nothing but desire for him.
“You keep watching me like that and I’ll feel objectified,” Jake said over his shoulder.
“I wasn’t!” Amber protested.
“Liar.”  Jake turned and walked towards her, a smile lighting up his face.  “It’s okay though, Freckles,” he said as he cupped Amber’s chin.  “I like it.”
Amber’s heart thudded and the throbbing need that she’d felt in her stomach earlier, now swiftly travelled down between her legs.
“Sit,” Jake said, turning Amber by her shoulders and manoeuvring her towards the large kitchen table.  “Breakfast is served.”
As Amber settled into her seat, Jake placed a boiled egg and soldiers in front of her, and then brought over a pot of coffee.
Jake sat down and blew out a prolonged breath.  “Okay, this is the test, Freckles.  Did I do well or not?”  He leaned forward, watching in anticipation as Amber cracked open the top of her egg.
She discarded the pieces of shell and pushed her spoon in.  Amber looked up at Jake through her lashes as she put the spoon to her mouth, wrapping her lips around it.
“Well?”  Jake’s knees were bobbing up and down.  
Amber sighed and pulled a face. .
“It’s crap right?” Jake asked, clearly disappointed.
Amber’s face suddenly broke into a bright smile.  “No, it’s just perfect,” she replied before dipping her spoon back in.
“Really, you mean it?”
“Yes, Jake, I mean it.  Now eat yours before it gets cold.”  Amber reached across the table and took Jake’s hand in hers.  It was adorable that a perfectly boiled egg made him so damn happy. 
Jake looked at Amber with smouldering eyes and gave her hand a gentle squeeze before starting on his own breakfast.   Their hands stayed linked for a few minutes, until Jake needed his to hold his egg cup while he dug in for the last of his egg.  As soon as he let go, he wished he hadn’t and felt the loss of Amber’s touch instantly.  Amber felt the same way, her finger tips dragging across the table as she pulled her hand away.  
 
As Jake drove Luke’s Range Rover up the farm track, Amber’s stomach started to turn over at speed as she started to bounce around like a puppy on its first walk.  In the distance she could see a field with about a dozen horses in it, and people on horseback riding along a path into woodlands.  Had he really arranged for them to go horse riding? If he had she would love him forever.   
“Jake, are we doing what I think we’re doing?” Amber squealed and clapped her hands like an excited child watching a magic trick.
Jake gave her a proud smile.  “Yeah, Freckles we certainly are.  I remember Luke talking to you about your love of horses.  In fact,” Jake laughed.  “I do believe he promised to buy you a horse if you were nice to me for at least a week.”
Amber’s hands cupped her cheeks.  “Oh God, yes.  You must have really annoyed me then, because I love horse riding.”
“Yeah?”
“Yes, it used to be my favourite thing in the world, until Dad died and then Mum couldn’t really afford to pay for me to go anymore.”  Amber smiled wistfully.  “Once I could afford it myself I didn’t really have the time.”
Jake reached for her hand and squeezed it gently.  “Well today we have plenty of time.”
Amber couldn’t help herself. She launched herself across the seat and wrapped her arms around Jake, hugging him tightly and planting a big, wet kiss on his cheek.
“Thank you, so much.” 
“Whoa,” croaked Jake, his voice slightly strangulated as he fought to keep control of the steering wheel.  “I can’t breathe.”
“Oh God, sorry.”  Amber let him loose and shuffled back into her seat.  “But you just don’t know how excited I am about this.”
Jake glanced at Amber and laughed.  “I think I do.”
The look of joy on her face melted his heart.  Her silver eyes, shining brightly like twin stars focused on the scene up ahead.  Jake had no idea how much she’d love this, he’d just wanted to take her somewhere that he knew she’d enjoy.  The fact that she was this happy was an added bonus.
After a couple more minutes of driving along the track, Jake pulled into a gravelled parking area, and before he’d even unfastened his seatbelt, Amber had jumped out of the car and was running across to a corral of horses next to a timber built office building.  Jake got out of the car and followed Amber and stood beside her at the fence.  He watched in silence as she scratched the nose of a beautiful chestnut horse.  As her hands rubbed up and down gently, Amber whispered words of praise to the horse.  Jake puffed out his cheeks, imaging that was his body, and her sweet pouty little mouth was whispering sweet nothings against his ear.  
“I’ll go and book us in,” he muttered gruffly, as he tried to adjust the visions swimming around in his head of himself and Freckles naked.
Almost an hour later, after receiving some direction on the route they should take and advice about the horses, they were on their way.  As well as Amber having riding experience, she was surprised to learn that Jake rode regularly in L.A., so they declined an escort and set off down the woodland path on the backs of Dandy and Minnie.  
“I’ll go behind you,” Jake said as he gently kicked Dandy, a beautiful black gelding, to start off with a trot.  “Just to make sure you’re okay, as you haven’t ridden for a while.”
Amber looked over her shoulder at Jake and smiled.  “Are you sure it’s not just to look at my arse, Jake?”
Jake shrugged as they slowed into a walk.  “I can’t lie, Freckles.  It was a major factor in my decision.”
“Yeah, well keep your eyes up, there’s a lot of overhanging branches to avoid.”
“Okay, if I must.”  Jake laughed and took a quick look at the aforementioned backside.
After almost half an hour of riding, the path veered off in two directions.  A sign post indicated that two miles to the left was a rock pool, and three miles to the right a meadow.
“Which way?” Amber asked turning in her saddle to Jake.
Jake figured that the rock pool was probably the most popular.  “The meadow,” he answered, already steering Dandy in that direction.
They rode on in silence, enjoying the surroundings and peace.  There was no sound except for the quiet drum of the horse’s hooves on the ground, and the occasional bird calling from the trees, high above them.  Amber hadn’t felt so relaxed in a long time.  She needed this and could feel all her energy levels growing with every step that Minnie made.  All her nerve endings that had slowly frayed like ripped cotton over the last year, were repairing themselves and it was pure bliss.
Jake watched Amber carefully as he followed behind.  Her shoulders had slowly relaxed and the stiffness in her back was gradually disappearing.  It wasn’t any wonder though; this place was heaven and it had been the best idea he’d ever had.  
Finally, the path broke into a clearing of trees that opened out onto the meadow.  As they walked slowly through the clearing, they felt the sun warming their backs.
“Wow,” Amber gasped, taking in the sight of the riot of long grass and daisies in front of them.  “It’s so pretty.”
Jake stopped to read a sign that was mounted on a rock next to the edge of the meadow.
“There’s a water butt here for the horses to drink from.”  He looked around and spotted it next to a tying post at the edge of the clearing.   “Here, Freckles,” he said pointing to the post.
Amber manoeuvred Minnie around and followed Jake.  They both dismounted and tied the horses to the post.  Behind the water butt was a wire basket full of hay that Dandy and Minnie spared no time tucking in to.
“Come on,” Jake said, grabbing Amber’s hand.  “Let’s walk.”
As soon as she felt his touch, Amber’s heart started to pound and her breathing increased.  She didn’t know whether it had been having a horse between her legs for the last hour, but she was feeling extremely turned on.  All she could think of at that moment, was lying naked in the meadow, with Jake, and exploring each other’s bodies.  She held her breath as Jake pulled her towards the long grass.  If he tried anything, Amber knew that she wouldn’t be able to resist.
The grass whipped against their legs as they strode through it and after a few minutes they reached a small patch that was flattened. Jake stopped and turned to Amber.
“Shall we sit here?” he asked.
Amber nodded and allowed Jake to pull her down next to him.  Jake then lay back in the grass, resting his head on his hands.
“Lie with me?” he asked.
Amber didn’t hesitate and lay down next to Jake.  He snaked an arm around Amber’s shoulder and pulled her to him so her head rested on his chest like a pillow. 
Amber turned her head to look up at Jake.  He had his eyes closed, with one hand behind his head while the other gently traced a path up and down her arm.  Amber sighed contentedly marvelling at how good Jake was at a relationship as he considered himself a novice. 
“This is so peaceful,” Jake whispered.  “It’s pretty much perfect, isn’t it?”
“Yes, it is.  How did you find it?” Amber asked as she closed her own eyes, enjoying the sun’s warmth on her face.
“I Googled it, but didn’t realise that it’d be this beautiful.”
“It’s amazing. I just can’t believe you remembered that conversation with Luke,” Amber replied.
“Yeah well, there are lots of things about you that are burned in my memory.” Jake said seductively as he reached up and ran his index finger down Amber’s nose. 
Amber’s heart pumped a little quicker as some more of the wall that she’d built up against Jake was chiselled away.  He really wasn’t the person that she had thought he was.
Amber took hold of Jake’s hand that had gone back to caressing her arm, and kissed his palm softly.  “Thank you,” she said.
“My pleasure, Freckles.” 
“You’re not as bad as I thought,” Amber said as she pulled Jake’s arm across her stomach.  “I think I misjudged you.”
“Yeah, I think you might’ve.” Jake laughed. “So why did you hate me so much, anyway?”
Amber froze, not sure what to say.  She wasn’t ready to tell Jake about her last relationship, and how he reminded her of the man who’d broken her totally; not just her heart.
“I don’t know,” Amber sighed.  “I think I just thought you were a bit of tart where women were concerned.”
Jake laughed again, but louder.  “Oh and Tom isn’t?  Yet you don’t hate him.”
“I don’t hate you anymore…I didn’t really hate you before.  You just irritated me.”
“Oh thanks, not only am I a tart, but I irritate you as well.”  Jake tickled Amber’s waist, making her giggle.  “Good job I knew all the right moves to make on a woman then isn’t it?”
Amber stilled and suddenly sat up.  “So, you’ve been pulling moves on me then?”
Jake’s eyes sprung open.   He sat up and leaned back on his elbows.  “Well, yes, I mean no,” he fumbled.  “What I mean is, I did what was necessary to show you that I’m a good bloke.”
“But you had to work at it, you didn’t really mean any of it.” Amber scrambled to her feet.  “How many other women have your done this with?”
“None!” Jake protested.
“So, what did you do, refer to the Jake Hughes handbook of moves?”
“Shit, Freckles.  What is your problem? I didn’t mean anything, it was a throw away comment,” Jake cried.
“Bullshit, Jake.  You thought that by asking me to help with your house, watching films with me, standing naked in front of me and pretending that you can’t even boil a bloody egg, that I’d fall into bed with you and stop giving you a hard time.”  Amber pulled her hair back from her face and thrust a hand to her hip.  “Not to mention the bloody sob stories.”  As soon as the words came out of her mouth, Amber could see the hurt in Jake’s eyes.  He stood up and frowned down at Amber. 
“You know what, Amber, fuck you.  If you think I told you all that about my mum just to get a quickie with you, then you’re even shallower than you think I am.”
Amber bit at the side of her cheek, realising that she’d over stepped the mark.  “Jake, I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean it.”
Jake shook his head.  “No Amber, you did mean it.  I think perhaps this thing between us is probably a big mistake.”
Amber’s stomach dropped to her feet as the realisation of Jake’s words hit her like a punch to the guts.  “Please Jake,” she protested reaching out for his hand.  “Don’t say that.  I over reacted, I’m sorry if what I said hurt you.”
Jake took a step back.  “Nah, I’m done.  I don’t know who did such a fucking number on you, but until you start to realise that everyone with a dick isn’t actually a dick, then you’re going be a very lonely, angry, bitter woman.”  He turned and stormed back to the horses, untying Dandy and mounting him.  “We should get back,” he said as Amber reached him.  His face was like stone. 
Amber silently mounted Minnie and followed Jake along the path back to the farm.  They travelled home in silence, neither of them daring to speak for fear of the words that would come out.  Once inside, Jake went to his room and slammed the door so hard that the pictures shook on the walls.  Amber, feeling utterly mean and desolate, did the only thing that she knew would make her feel better – she watched Gone with The Wind and cried.



 
Chapter 10
 
When Amber woke the next day, she found herself not only wrapped in her quilt, but also in a feeling of utter misery following her disastrous date with Jake. She groaned and buried her face into her hands as she recalled how she had accused him of using his unhappy childhood to lure her into bed. While she watched Rhett and Scarlett on the T.V., her mind paced up and down her bedroom, one minute certain that it was for the best that she and Jake weren’t taking things any further, the next yelling at her for being such an idiot and reminding her that yes, she actually liked him – really liked him – and wanted to see how things would work out between them. 
She sighed, and blinked up at the ceiling. Yes, she liked him, her mind could zig zag all it wanted, but her heart knew the truth. She wanted to make it work. All it would take was for her to stop being such an arse and letting her happiness be sabotaged by the broken heart that Daniel bloody Armstrong had kindly given to her.
So, determined to put things right,  Amber dragged herself out of bed with the intention of finding Jake, but  after searching the entire house, and even going back up to peek inside his room, Amber flopped down onto the sofa in the living room. She couldn’t find him anywhere. Resigned to this fact, she took her mobile out of her pocket and composed an apologetic text which would hopefully persuade him to come home. 
 
After ten minutes there was no reply and Amber, sickness gnawing at her stomach, threw her phone onto the sofa.  Jake wasn’t usually the sort of person who stayed mad for long, so she’d obviously really upset him.
Then, as she was pondering this, and beginning to play with the idea that had he seen her text he would have eagerly responded but couldn’t because he was lying dead in a ditch or something, her phone suddenly shrilled into life, making her almost jump a clear six inches off the sofa.  With shaking hands, she grabbed the phone and looked at the screen.  Her heart sank. It was Martha.
“Hey Martha,” she answered, trying to sound bright and breezy and as if nothing was wrong in any way whatsoever.
“Hiya, you okay?” 
“Yes fine.  How was Italy, and how is Portugal?”  Amber asked, trying to keep Martha on the safe topic of holidays in the hope that she wouldn’t ask about Jake.
“Italy was wonderful as usual, and Portugal, well we’ve only been here a couple of days, but it is really hot considering it’s only spring.  Thank God for air conditioning.  Anyway, I just wanted to check how things are going with you and Jake.”  Martha said with a definite ‘and don’t bullshit me tone’ to her voice.
Amber coughed to get rid of the lump in her throat.  “Erm, fine why?”
“Oh, so you haven’t fallen out then?”
“No more than usual,” Amber said, trying to sound casual and failing miserably. 
“Liar,” Martha replied.  “Come on Amber.  Why did Jake drunk dial me at three this morning and leave me a voicemail going on about you not trusting him?  Plus, the fact that he can’t do anything right even when he’d taken you on the best date in the world?”
Amber dropped her head and groaned. 
“Don’t worry,” Martha said. “I haven’t told Luke.”
“Oh thank God. The last thing I need is for him to start laying into Jake too.”
Martha’s laugh tinkled out over the line.  “I know what your cousin is like so he won’t hear it from me.  But come on, spill the beans. What happened?”
“But, if Jake’s already called you I don’t want to put you in an awkward position,” Amber replied.
“Amber, think of me as Switzerland – neutral.  Now come on, tell me your side.”
Amber took the next ten minutes to tell Martha everything, even her hurtful comment to Jake 
“Yeah I know all about Jake’s mum,” Martha said.  “And for him to tell you was a big thing, Amber.  Apparently, he didn’t tell the guys until about three years after the band started.”
“Oh shit,” Amber groaned.  “So what I said would’ve really hurt him.”
“I think it probably did,” Martha sighed.  “Where is he now?”
“I’ve no idea.”  Amber bit at her thumbnail feeling worse than ever.  “I wanted to apologise to him and ask him to forgive me.”
“Why, because you feel bad, or because you do want to make a go of things with him?” Martha asked, direct and to the point as usual.
Amber hesitated, not because she wasn’t sure, but because she was still a little scared about voicing her feelings for Jake.
“Both,” she finally said.  “I really misjudged him, Martha.  He’s so kind and thoughtful and actually really funny.  And I honestly wasn’t thinking when I said he’d just been nice to get me into bed.  He didn’t even try.”
“Well, tell him that then.”
“I will tell him, when he gets home.” Amber replied gloomily.
“Tell me what?” 
Amber spun around to see Jake standing in the doorway.  He looked slightly green and his eyes were bloodshot.  In fact, he looked terrible, not exactly the sexy rock star that his fans would recognise.
“Martha, Jake’s home.  I’d better go,” Amber said, and hung up the phone.
She stood up and walked warily across the room towards him.  “Where’ve you been?” she asked. “I’ve been worried about you. I sent you a text.”
“I’ve been over at the house, trying to sort out a problem with the electrician and my phone ran out of battery while I was there.”  Jake bent down and fussed over Ernie, who had just come through the dog flap from the garden.  “Hey, there Ernie.”  Ernie gave Jake a lick and then trotted off to his basket for a nap.
Amber moved a step closer and immediately the smell of alcohol invaded her nostrils.  “Blimey Jake, you stink.  Did you spend the night under a bridge drinking white cider?”
“Gee thanks, but a full bottle of whiskey on an empty stomach kind of does that to you,” Jake muttered as he ran a hand down his face.  “What were you going to tell me anyway?”
Amber looked down at her feet and took a deep breath.  She wiped her clammy hands on her jeans, nervous at his reaction and hoping that he would accept her apology.
“I’m so sorry for what I said yesterday.”  She looked up at him and gave a small smile.  “I really didn’t mean it.  I was being a total idiot.”
“Over what?” Jake asked as he leant against the doorframe for support as a wave of nausea swept over him.  “Accusing me of play acting to get you into bed, or of saying I’d used a sob story for the exact same purpose?”
“For both.  I know you weren’t just playing with me, and I know it must’ve taken a lot to talk about your mum.”  Amber reached forward and placed her hand on Jake’s bicep, relishing the feel of his taught muscle under her fingertips.  “I don’t think it was a sob story. It’s terribly sad and I can’t believe how together you are about it all.”
Jake looked down at Amber’s hand and then back to her face.  “You need to talk to me, Freckles,” he replied moving over to the sofa and dropping down on it.
Amber’s heart stuttered at him calling her Freckles.  Yesterday when he’d been angry she’d been Amber.  She followed Jake and sat down next to him.  Neither of them spoke for a few minutes; Jake with his head in his hands, and Amber watching him closely.  Finally, Jake lifted his head and looked at Amber.
“So, go on talk.”
Amber wasn’t sure what he wanted her to talk about, but guessed it was her reaction yesterday.  “I got everything out of proportion and reacted badly…”
“Yeah, I know that,” Jake said interrupting her.  “But what I want to know is why?  Who hurt you so badly that you can’t trust my feelings for you?”
“What makes you think someone did?”  Amber looked away from Jake’s searching eyes, not wanting him to see the hurt that was in her own.
“Because despite what you may think, I’m not such a caveman that I don’t understand emotions.  Anyway, Luke said that you’d had a bad time and needed a new start, so add that to your blow out yesterday and even a piss taking guitarist can figure it out.”  Jake folded his arms firmly across his chest, so that Amber was under no illusion that he wanted the truth. 
Amber took in Jake’s determined stare and knew that it was now or never.  She really should tell him what had happened; she had to if they were ever going to move forward.  Hugging a cushion to her chest, Amber took in a deep breath and started to talk.
“It was my boss,” she almost whispered.  “We were in a relationship and I thought it was all going to end happily ever after.”
Amber paused, but Jake remained silent, nodding for her to continue.
“He told me he loved me, and wanted to marry me.  We were going to do it all, a nice house, some kids, the lot.”  Amber’s eyes fluttered with emotion as her memory wandered back to one of the worst times in her life.
“But it didn’t work out like that?”  Jake took Amber’s hand and linked their fingers together.  The moment that she’d opened her mouth, he saw the pain in her eyes and knew that being angry with her wouldn’t help her talk.  She needed him to show her some tenderness and support.
Amber shook her head.  “No, it didn’t.  He failed to tell me was that he was already married.”
“Shit,” Jake hissed.
“Yes, how thick was I?  I was his bloody P.A. and had no idea that he had a wife.  That probably makes me the worse P.A. in the world, right?”  Amber gave an empty laugh and marvelled at her own stupidity.
“How on earth did he manage to keep that little gem a secret?” Jake asked incredulously.
Amber shrugged.  “She lives in Scotland and apparently usually only contacted him on his mobile.”
Jake puffed out his cheeks.  “Did you not wonder where he was when he went home?”
“I thought that he was on business.  We worked for Blake & Harrington, the acquisitions company, so he’d have meetings all over the world and at any time, and it appears that he always took her with him.  Or he’d tell me that he’d be away longer than he actually was, and then go home to Scotland for a few days.  I should’ve realised; who the hell doesn’t take their P.A. on a business trip?”  Amber’s face coloured.  When she said it aloud, it sounded ridiculous even to her, but she honestly had no idea.  “He was always flying off somewhere.  I’d book his flight, but he’d telephone the airline and change it or book another seat for her.”  Amber laughed softly pushing the cushion that she’d been hugging to one side.  “We even moved into an apartment together three weeks before I found out.”
“How did you find out?” Jake asked squeezing Amber’s fingers gently.  
“One day he was in a meeting so his phone was on silent and his wife had been taken into hospital, so a neighbour rang the office and obviously as his P.A. I took the call.”
“And no one at the company ever told you?”
“No, we never socialised with anyone from the office, in fact I hardly ever spoke to anyone else other than the Managing Director’s P.A., and that was always about work.”  Amber’s eyes glistened with unshed tears as she gave Jake a small smile.  “I have no idea how he managed it, but I didn’t get one clue in the whole year that we were together.”
Jake ran a finger down Amber’s cheek.  “Oh sweetheart,” he sighed.  His heart constricted at the thought of the pain she must have endured.
Amber shook her head.  “Don’t feel sorry for me Jake, it’s his wife who needs the pity.  As soon as I put the call through to him I packed up my desk and left.”
“What, you didn’t talk to him about it?”  Jake studied Amber’s face, his brow furrowed.  “I can’t imagine you not taking the opportunity to take his balls and shove them somewhere that would bring a tear to his eye.”
Amber laughed quietly.  “I was a coward, and believe it or not I hate confrontation.”
Jake couldn’t help but laugh.  “Sorry but I believe it - not,” he said.
Amber smiled.  “Well, I don’t.  Anyway, I knew it was true, I just didn’t want to hear the words coming from his mouth.”
“Yeah, but not to even speak to him, seriously it’s just not like you Freckles.”  Jake reached up and caught a strand of Amber’s hair in his fingers.  “You can’t wait to confront me at any opportunity.”
“Maybe I’ve changed,” Amber said, her voice almost a whisper.  “Anyway, I did speak to him in the end, but wish I hadn’t.”
“What happened?”
“Oh, he came straight to the apartment and begged me not to leave.  He said he’d leave her so that we could be together, and stupidly I fell for it.  I should have known though what sort of man he was.  His wife was in the hospital, but he didn’t go to her, the first thing he did was to try and calm down his bit on the side; probably in case I caused trouble for him at work.  What sort of person would do that rather than go straight to their sick wife?”  
“A shit, pissant, knob head by the sounds of it,” Jake huffed.  “So what changed?” 
Amber took in a deep breath, not sure whether she could carry on, but knew that she had to.  “It was after he’d persuaded me to stay that I told him that I was pregnant.  Now, that’s when I truly saw him for what he was,” she said with a humourless laugh.
“Oh my god, you were pregnant.  Shit, Freckles.”
“Well your reaction was better than his,” Amber replied.
“He didn’t take it well,” Jake said more as a statement than a question.
“No, he didn’t.  He told me that I was stupid to let it happen and that I had to get rid of it.”
Amber felt Jake’s fingers gently wipe the tears from her cheeks.  She hadn’t realised that she was crying until she’d felt his touch.  She’d held everything in for so long that she’d almost begun to think it was a dream, but now actually telling someone brought it all back.  The pain and the anger were suddenly very real again.
“God, Freckles, I’m so sorry,” Jake said as he pulled Amber to him and gently stroked her hair.  “What did you do, when he said that?”
“Well, then I did leave him,” she whispered as she looked up at Jake through her wet lashes.  “I took nothing with me except a few photos of mum and dad and some clothes.  He was welcome to everything else.”
Jake heaved a sigh and hugged Amber tightly to his chest.  “What happened about the baby?” he asked, his voice tender and gentle.  
Amber pulled in a shuddering breath and felt the grief wash over her again.  As raw as though it were yesterday.
“I lost her Jake,” she sobbed.  “I had her growing inside me for almost twenty weeks but when I went for a scan, there was no heartbeat.”  Amber’s chin trembled as she looked up at Jake.  
“Oh Freckles, sweetheart, I’m so sorry,” Jake said, though he knew it wasn’t enough.  How could he possibly make her feel better about something so tragic with a few words?  As Amber cried in his arms, Jake gently rocked her, whispering soothingly into her ear and kissing her hair.  He didn’t want to let her go.  All he wanted to do was prove to her that he was the sort of man that she could trust.
After a while, Amber’s sobs lessened and she looked up at Jake with red rimmed eyes. 
“I’m sorry,” Amber said.  “I think I’ve got snot all down your t-shirt.”
Jake looked down at his ancient, faded Rolling Stones tour t-shirt and laughed.  “Well, that’ll please Skins.  He hates this t-shirt, he can’t stand the Stones.”
“Ooh controversial,” Amber joked with a sniff, as she wiped her nose with the back of her hand.
“I know, I usually only wear it to piss him off.”  Jake lifted up the hem of the t-shirt and used it to wipe Amber’s nose and eyes.  “There, is that better?”
Amber nodded.   “Thank you, Jake. I’m so sorry for doubting you.”
Jake pulled Amber back to his chest and kissed the top of her head.  “Listen, you need to know that I really, really like you, and despite my clumsy words I wasn’t pulling any moves.”
“I know, and I’m sorry for overreacting.”
“Everything that I say, or do, I mean.  Even when I come out with crap, I usually mean it, apart from when I tell you I’ve used my best moves obviously,” Jake said jokingly.  “I just haven’t figured out that thing that normal people do.  You know, where you think before you speak?”  He pushed Amber’s hair from her tear stained face with both his hands and smiled at her.  “So, do you want to do this relationship thing?”
Amber nodded dropping her head against his chest.  “Yes, I really do.  It just happened a little quickly, going from being annoyed by you constantly, to finding out you’re actually very adorable and sweet.”  
Jake pulled a face.  “Ooh, adorable and sweet.  I’m not sure that befits my status as a guitar legend.”
Amber giggled and kissed him gently.  “Sorry, but you are.”
Jake cocked his head to one side and grinned.  “Okay, I’ll take it.  Sexy and manly would’ve been better, but adorable and sweet works for me.”
“Oh, you’re those as well,” Amber replied earnestly. 
“As a matter of interest though, Freckles, why did I annoy you so much?”
Amber started to laugh.  “You really don’t know?”
“Me, what do I ever do that is so annoying?” he asked, giving her waist a tickle. .
“That for a start,” Amber cried, pushing his hands away.  “As well as your crude jokes, innuendos, and general piss taking.”
“All pretty endearing things if you ask me,” Jake replied with a wink.
Amber cupped Jake’s face and sighed as she gazed into his bright blue eyes.  “I guess the biggest thing though was the women.  I thought that you were like him, Daniel, my boss.”
Jake frowned.  “I would never do what he did, and I may have had a lot of women but I’ve never disrespected any of them.  Not even the groupies in the early days.”
Amber wondered how anyone could respect a woman who threw their knickers at you for a quick bout of hot, sweaty sex, but decided not to voice her thoughts for once.  However, Jake had asked her a question, and she knew that she needed to answer it, honestly.
“Do you know when the first time I met you was?” Amber asked.
“Yeah, here in this house, just before the tour.  I walked in and you pretty much hated me on sight.”  Jake smiled, but he still wondered what he’d done to receive such hostility from her.
“Yes, and no.  I saw you in the garden.  You were having sex with a red head against the summer house.”
Jake pulled his head back and stared at Amber intently.  Then light dawned.  “Oh, Sadie.”
“I guess so,” Amber replied.  “But what annoyed me was that I heard you tell her that her time was up and to hurry, and you didn’t even invite the poor girl in afterwards.”
Jake’s shoulder’s shook and his laughter filled the room.
“It’s not funny, Jake,” Amber protested poking him in his side.  “That’s not really respecting someone, is it?”
“Oh Freckles, why didn’t you say something before?” He shook his head at Amber and pulled her into his chest.  “We might’ve moved to third base by now if you had.”  
“Eh?”  Her response was muffled as Jake was holding her so tightly.
“Oh sorry.”  Jake released Amber and held her away from him so that he could look into her eyes.  He wanted her to see deep inside him, and to know that he really wasn’t that sort of man.  “Sadie likes to role play.  That day she was the lady of the house, and I was a gardener.  We were pretending that her husband was on his way home and so we didn’t have long.  Which was why I told her to hurry up.”
“Oh.”  Amber looked up at Jake warily.  “But why didn’t you invite her in?”
“Because she was actually on her way home when she dragged me down the garden.  Sadie and I have been friends for a long time, years in fact.  She’s the drummer in a band that supported us on a tour about seven years ago.”
Amber’s breath caught in her throat.  “Are you still friends?” she asked quietly.
“Yes, we are.  But,” he continued as Amber moved her gaze away from him, “we won’t be intimate friends again.  Not while I’m with you, okay?”
“Okay,” Amber whispered.
Jake pulled her closer to him, enjoying the feel of her cuddling against his chest.  He was glad that they’d figured everything out because now he felt that they could move forward into that scary thing called a relationship.
“Just one thing though,” he said, suddenly perplexed.  “Why didn’t you hate Tom?  He’s had loads of women on the tour too.”
Amber shrugged against Jake’s chest.  “I don’t know.  I know I told you I thought he was handsome and sexy, but he doesn’t make me feel all hot and bothered.”
“What and I do?”  Jake’s grin lit up his face.  “Shit Freckles, you’d have never have guessed it the way you were always bawling me out.”
“It was very deep rooted, believe me,” Amber said with a grin.  “However, much as I hated myself for it, I always thought that you were hot.  Hot and irritating.”
Jake laughed. “I can understand your feelings,” he replied airily.  “Some women think Tom’s dark, brooding eyes, and black hair are attractive, but I think that blondes with blue eyes are definitely the prettiest.”
Amber started to giggle.  She suddenly felt a lot lighter having told Jake.  Finally, she’d shared her pain with someone else - only her mum knew about the baby, she hadn’t even told Luke.
They sat in a relaxed silence for a few minutes until Jake shifted towards her and dropped a kiss onto her nose. .
“Okay Freckles,” he said, “you sit here and I’ll go and make us some lunch. I think even I can manage a sandwich.”
Just at that moment Jake’s phone started to ring.  He took it from his pocket and glanced at the display with a frown.
“You get that,” Amber said, pushing herself up from the sofa.  “I’ll make lunch.”
Jake shook his head and rejected the call.  “Not a chance, I’ll call them back.  Today your boyfriend is going to wait on you.  Is that okay?”
Amber’s breath caught in her throat as Jake’s words sunk in.
“Well,” he said, grinning when he saw the look on her face. “Is it?” 
Amber smiled back and nodded.  “More than okay,” she sighed, grateful that she had finally let Jake break down her barriers.  “In fact it’s perfect,” she said, a huge smile illuminating her face. “Absolutely perfect.”



Chapter 11
 
Jake’s long fingers caressed the strings and flew up and down the fret board of his guitar as effortlessly and elegantly as if they were made of oil. Amber, watching him play, squirmed with desire, and wished that it was her body he was playing instead.
 “What you ogling at, Freckles,” Jake said without looking up.  “Do you fancy a go? “He looked up and raised his eyebrows cheekily. “Of the guitar I mean.”
Amber giggled and moved from the doorway to sit down on a footstool in front of him.  “That’s beautiful, Jake.  What is it?” she asked.
Jake stopped strumming and put his guitar on the sofa next to him.  He gave Amber the brightest smile that she’d ever seen, but there was a pink tinge to his cheeks.  “Don’t ever repeat this to the guys, but it’s Bruno Mars’, ‘Just the Way You Are.’.”
“Why are you embarrassed by playing that?”  Amber moved over and sat on Jake’s knee, wrapping her arms around his shoulders.
“‘Cause it’s not exactly what the lead guitarist from a rock band should be playing,” Jake answered, planting a kiss on the end of her nose.  “Betty got me into it.”  Jake smiled as he thought of Martha’s daughter.  “It was when I was staying here before the tour started during her summer holidays from Uni’.  She played the bloody thing non-stop and I kind of got hooked.
“Aw, you big softie, you played it beautifully anyway.”
“You were my muse, Freckles,” Jake answered winking at Amber.  “I was thinking of you.” 
Amber swallowed as she gazed at Jake.  He may well have been joking, but it was the sweetest thing anyone had ever said to her.  She leaned in and her lips brushed against Jake’s, as she ran her fingers through his hair, softly tugging at it.  As Jake’s heart slammed against his chest, he took Amber’s bottom lip in his teeth and gently pulled at it. 
“God these lips are perfect,” he whispered.
His hands moved up her back and, as Amber let out a soft moan, Jake pushed them under her vest top, desperate for the feel of her soft skin against his fingertips.  As she melted against him, Amber moved one of her hands to the back of Jake’s neck and pushed him into the kiss.  Jake pulled away and slowly kissed a path up Amber’s neck, and pulled her hair to one side and softly caressed her ear with his lips.
“Jake,” Amber gasped, her body on fire. 
Jake moved his mouth down and sucked against her bare shoulder, his teeth gently nipping at her skin.  As the flames grew within Amber and flowed to her core, she lifted her hips and pushed closer to him.  Her fingers curled around the soft fabric of Jake’s t-shirt, pushing it up his body so that she could run her hands across his hard chest.  Jake let out a deep, throaty groan as Amber’s touch stoked his desire and as pressure built in the pit of his stomach, his erection pushed against his sweat pants.  He’d never derived pleasure like this from just a kiss before; it was all encompassing and totally addictive.  Amber’s sweet mouth had him trapped and he loved it.
As they continued to devour each other, the intensity of their kisses continued to grow.  Finally, both breathless and their chests heaving in unison, Jake reluctantly pulled away.  
“Fuck,” he groaned “This is getting pretty intense, Freckles.”
Amber nodded as she slowly ran a finger across her swollen lips.  Jake was right, since their argument and subsequent talk two days before, there had been lots of kissing, and each one had become increasingly hot and heavy.  She wasn’t sure how Jake was managing to hold back, because she wanted him so badly, and felt like a bottle of champagne that had been shaken up and was ready to pop. In fact it wasn’t just a want any longer; it was more a relentless need.  Just looking at him created a throb between her legs and, if her eyes weren’t deceiving her, whenever they kissed Jake was pretty much in a state of constant arousal too.  They’d been back home for over just two weeks now, which if his usual escapades on tour were anything to go by, was the longest Jake had ever gone without sex.  Yet, he was always the one to pull back; always the one to call a halt to their steamy make out sessions.  Amber realised that was probably the sensible thing to do, after all she’d been hurt deeply by Daniel, however, after over a year without sex, not only was the pain of her heartbreak waning, but the frustration was growing.  If Jake hadn’t had sex for at least two weeks, a year was a damn sight longer, and if  he didn’t make a move soon Amber thought that she may well combust, leaving just a pair of singed knickers where she’d been standing.  She knew, however, that having sex with Jake would change things; probably change her feelings for him no matter what she tried to tell herself.  As it was they were growing deeper with every kiss, with every adorable thing he did or said, but for all his talk of a relationship she didn’t think that Jake was in this for the long haul.  So however long this lasted, it would have to be long enough. 
Jake sat back on the sofa, pulling Amber with him, and gave a contented sigh as she placed her head against his chest.  Gently stroking her hair, Jake realised he’d never felt so relaxed –  apart from his resident hard on whenever they were kissing, which wasn’t so relaxing, but he didn’t want to make a wrong move and spoil what was happening between them.  
“You do know that I’m turning into a dork, don’t you?” Jake said as he nuzzled Amber’s neck.
“Why?”
“Because when I wake up in the morning I’m excited about seeing you.”
“Ah that’s so sweet,” Amber replied, stretching her neck to give Jake better access.  “But we’re only apart for the few hours that we’re asleep.  And I’m only two doors away.”
“Yeah, I know,” Jake sighed, thinking about the horny dreams that had him waking with a stupid grin and a hard on every morning.
As Amber cuddled closer to him, Jake thought about why on earth she was sleeping two doors away.  She was gorgeous and sexy, they were two adults alone in the house, he was an uninhibited, no holds barred rock star; so what the hell was his problem?  All he could think about was getting her into his bed, but he respected her too much to try.  Jake, although respectful to the women he slept with, was never particularly anxious to see any of them more than once after getting them into bed as quickly as possible; so these feelings were alien to him.  But, he had to be honest, no one had ever captured his attention like Freckles had, or dare he even think it, captured his heart.  While Jake played with her hair absentmindedly, Amber lifted her head from his chest.  She gazed at him, with wide, silver eyes shining with trepidation.
“Jake,” she whispered.
“Hmm.”
“You do find me attractive, don’t you?”
Jake pulled back and looked at her astonished.  “You’re joking, right?”
“Well no.  Not really.  It’s just that…”  Amber groaned inwardly not sure what to say.
Jake frowned.  “It’s just what?”
Amber blew a strand of hair from her face as her eyes almost disappeared into the top of her head.  “It’s just that while all this kissing it great, it just isn’t cutting it anymore!  I’m not a virgin that you need to treat like bone china.”
Jake sat up poker straight, his eyes as big as saucers.  “Christ, Freckles, you have no idea how much I want you like that too.  I was trying to be gentlemanly, and do this the right way,” he replied cupping Amber’s face.  “I didn’t want you to think you’re not special to me, because you are.”  
Jake blew out a long breath, relief washing over him.  He had been desperate to worship Amber at the altar of his bed, but also wanted it to be different with her.  She wasn’t just some groupie who he would bed after only hours of knowing them.
Amber smiled and nuzzled her cheek against the palm of his hand.  “Thank you for thinking that, but I’m not naïve enough to think that I’m going to be the great love of your life, Jake.”  Amber knew that if she kept telling herself that, it wouldn’t hurt as much when this all finished.  She wondered whether she could make this just about sex, because loving Daniel had only hurt her.  “So, let’s just enjoy wild sex for a while.  No emotions, just fun.”
Jake’s smile dipped slightly and his heart jolted.  He didn’t know why, but he felt a little deflated by her words.  He was definitely turning into a sap - a beautiful woman was practically begging him for sex, and he felt as though he’d just opened the most beautifully wrapped present in the world only to find it was a One Direction CD.  
“I do care about you though, Freckles,”  
“I know you do.”
“And, I’d never want to hurt you,” Jake replied not sure whether he was justifying a relationship based purely on sex or trying to persuade Amber that a bit of fun wasn’t all he wanted.
“I know that.  Anyway, if you do I’ll set my cousin onto you,” she giggled.
Jake smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes.  “Yeah,” he said.  “I need to be scared of Luke…” Jake’s words petered off as he searched Amber’s face, noticing that her smile had faded.  “So, you’re sure you’re ready to take the next step?”
“Well, it’d be nice to see what all the fuss is about.”
Quickly, and with total ease, Jake stood and lifted Amber off her feet, and ran into the hallway with her. 
“Jake,” Amber laughed.  “You’ll drop me.”
“Oh no Freckles, you’re safe with me, don’t you worry.  Now,” he said with one foot on the stairs, “your room or mine?”



 
Chapter 12
 
“Oh. My. God,” Amber gasped as Jake rested his chin on her stomach and grinned up at her like the Cheshire Cat.  “Jake, that was amazing,” she whispered throwing a hand over her eyes.  
That had been Amber’s second orgasm of the morning, and it wasn’t even eight o’clock.  When Jake had carried her up the stairs the night before, she’d expected it to be good, thinking that nobody could have that much experience without picking up some tips along the way – but good just didn’t cover it.  Not only had Amber seen fireworks, but they’d been choreographed to the first movement of Beethoven’s fifth symphony.  Jake had played her body like his precious electric blue Stratocaster, with tenderness, ease and skill, accompanied with a huge smile of pleasure.  It had been the best sex of her life and was pretty much perfect.
Jake was equally satisfied and feeling absolutely in awe of Amber and how she’d made him feel.  She wasn’t his usual sort of partner, all fierce and dominant, determined to show him how dirty she could be.  Neither was she a groupie or a fame hungry lettuce leaf eater who merely wanted to be seen on the arm of a rock star.  No, Amber was soft, gentle, bloody talented and just unbelievably awesome.  They’d played equal parts in their pleasure; neither of them controlling, but both caring about what the other wanted or needed.  If Jake could gauge it against a live performance, it had been moving, flawless and Grammy winning, and worthy of a ten minute standing ovation.
“You enjoy that, Freckles?” he asked, crawling up the bed next to her.
Breathing heavily, Amber merely nodded.  Enjoy it she thought – there wasn’t a word to describe how he’d just made her feel.  Amber wondered how on earth she was going to survive with mediocre sex after their relationship ended.  Because, she realised with a sense of sadness, everything after this would be mediocre.  With her pulse rate slowing down, Amber turned onto her side to face Jake.
“You want some breakfast?” she asked running a finger down his cheek.
“Well, I’ve just e…”
“Jake, no!” Amber scolded, pointing her finger at him.  “Don’t even think about saying it.”
Jake started to laugh and caught Amber’s finger in his mouth, gently biting it.  “You’ve no idea what I was going to say,” he said curling his hand around Amber’s.  “It’s just your dirty mind.”
“Oh, I think I do.”
Jake grinned at Amber and slapped her backside.  “How about I run you a nice bath?”
Amber tilted her head back to get a better look at him.  “Erm, okay, but why?  Do I smell or something?”
“Nooo,” Jake said lowering his head to sniff at her armpit.  “Not at all.”  Jake then screwed up his face and fell onto his back, clutching at his throat.
“Oh, you’re sooo funny Jake.”  Amber shook her head.  “Seriously though, do I smell?”
Jake leaned over and kissed Amber’s nose.  “No, Freckles, not a nasty smell anyway.  I just thought you’d like to soak those aching muscles of yours.”
“What do I smell of then?”  Amber insisted her brow furrowing.
“Summer.”  Jake sighed and closed his eyes.  “Sunshine, daisies and grass.”
“Grass?” Amber cried, slapping Jake’s arm.
Jake’s eyes popped open.  “Yeah, grass.  What’s wrong with that?”
Amber sat up allowing the duvet to slip to her waist.  As she noticed Jake’s eyes focus on her bare breasts, she took hold of his chin forcing his head upwards.  “Focus Jake.  Now tell me on what planet does telling someone that they smell of grass constitute a compliment?”
“My planet.  I love the smell of grass.  Anyway,” Jake said as he pushed himself out of bed.  “I’m gonna run that bath for you.  You wait here and I’ll call you when it’s ready.”  He then disappeared out of the door, and headed along the landing towards the family bathroom.
 
“You never said that it was for both of us,” Amber said, turning slightly so she could look over her shoulder at Jake as they settled into the bath together.
He dropped a kiss on her shoulder and smiled wickedly.  “Well, after such a tremendously active night and morning, I’m feeling a few aches and pains myself.”
Amber smiled and leaned back against Jake’s chest.  “I must admit, it’s pretty nice to have a cushion to lean against.”
“Funny that’s not what Tom said when I got in with him once,” Jake laughed, remembering Tom’s face when he’d once surprised him in the bathroom. “The words that he used were far more vulgar.”
“You’re always being mean to him,” Amber said, playfully slapping his leg. “What did you do?”
Jake grinned.  “It was hilarious.  He was dozing in the bath waiting for his girl from the night before to join him.  So, when I slipped in and started rubbing my hands up his legs he quite enjoyed it at first.”
“Oh no, didn’t he know it was you?”
“Only once he realised that she’d got bigger hands than expected and that her fingers were calloused.”  Jake reached down for the sponge and rubbed it with soap.  “Lean forward,” he said tapping Amber’s back.
Amber’s stomach flipped as Jake started to gently rub the sponge in small circles on her back.  
“God Jake,” she sighed.  “If you’ve never been in a relationship, how on earth do you know how to be such a good boyfriend?  
“You make it easy for me,” he replied, and moved the sponge to her shoulders.
Amber sighed and moved back against Jake’s chest, a small smile of satisfaction on her lips.  “That’s nice,” she whispered.
“Yeah, so are these,” Jake replied as he squeezed the sponge and watched the soapy water cascade down Amber’s breasts.
Amber giggled and shook her head.  “One track mind.”
“Yeah, but,” Jake whispered in her ear.  “It’s the best track you’ve ever been on.”
Jake’s breath against Amber’s neck sent shivers throughout her body, and she knew that she was getting more hooked on him by the minute. 
With Amber lying contentedly against his chest, Jake wondered whether he would be able to keep their relationship emotion free.  He knew Freckles had said it wasn’t anything serious, and that she had no expectations, but she made him want more.  He smiled as he realised that the thought of sharing a bath with someone other than his rubber duck would have normally sent him running a mile.  But here, with her, he felt good and if it wasn’t for going all pruney he would quite happily stay there all day.
Jake suddenly had a thought.  “Hey, Freckles,” he said resting his chin on her shoulder.  “Do you fancy going on a date?”
Amber turned her head up to look at him.  She gave him a wry smile.  “I kind of spoiled the last one.  I’m surprised you want to take me on another one.”
Jake reached up and pushed her damp hair back from her face.  “Put that down to first date nerves,” he said.  “So, for our second date I was thinking a club, and then a night in a hotel.  What do you reckon?”
“Really?” Amber asked gleefully.  “Oh, but what about Ernie?”
Jake thought for a couple of seconds and then poked Amber in the side.  “I know who we can ask.”
“Who?”
“Valerie of course.  She loves Ernie, and it’ll only be for one night.”  Jake then had another idea.  “Okay, maybe two nights.”
“Two nights?  Could we?”
“Yeah, of course.  As long as Val will have Ernie.”  Jake smiled smugly.  He was getting really good at this boyfriend thing.
Amber’s smile failed.  “Oh, but she might say no.  You know, after the present that we left.”
Jake shrugged.  “Hmm maybe, but I’m sure I can charm her.”
“Do you now?” Amber laughed.  “Have you forgotten how hideous that bag of crap smelled?”
“Ah yeah,” Jake replied.  “Oh well, there’s only one thing for it.”
“What’s that?”
“I’ll just have to romance her into submission then.”
Amber grinned and reached up to kiss him, unable to resist his cheeky smile.  
“You do make me laugh,” she said.
“I also make you scream, Freckles, so get yourself out of this bath so I can do it again.”
Amber didn’t need any further prompting.  She stood up, and with a smack to her bottom from Jake, ran back along the landing with him following closely behind.
 



 
Chapter 13
 
“Seriously Jake, you’re kidding me, right?”  Amber dropped her handbag to the floor and stared, open mouthed, around the room.  It was beautiful; decorated in an elegant Edwardian style with thick, plush carpet at her feet and heavy brocade curtains at the large windows.  To Amber’s right was a huge, overstuffed, gold coloured sofa, covered in rich red throw cushions and next to it a winged back chair with matching footstool.  She looked up and gazed at the twinkling chandelier that hung from the ceiling.  Shafts of sunlight slanted through the windows, bounced off the crystals and created a rainbow of colour on the walls.
“It’s just gorgeous,” she whispered, smiling at Jake.
After finally managing to bribe Valerie with the promise of a foot rub, she had agreed to take Ernie for a couple of days, while Jake and Amber were in London.  Jake had thought about whisking Amber off to Paris or maybe Rome, but he didn’t want to come across as too flashy, so he booked the River View Suite at the Savoy instead.
“Is it okay?” Jake asked, genuinely worried that he hadn’t been imaginative enough with his choice of venue.  “I know it’s not Paris, but …”
Amber rushed over and jumped into Jake’s arms, wrapping her legs around his waist.
“It’s perfect,” she said, kissing Jake on the lips. “Thank you, but I’m still mad at you for not letting me pay half.”
“Hey, this is my treat,” Jake said.  
“God, you are such a good boyfriend.”  Amber sighed and leaned in for another kiss.
Jake immediately decided that this kiss was definitely going to another level.  It was getting that the he needed Freckles like he needed food – he was starved without a taste of her.  He gently squeezed the cheeks of her bottom and walked them both back to the suite’s marble corridor and through another door.  
With her mouth never leaving Jake’s, Amber gave a cursory glance around the room.  She was sure that it was just as beautiful as the lounge area, but at that moment all she was concerned with was the mammoth four poster bed.
Jake groaned as Amber’s grip tightened on his shoulders and she bucked her hips against him.  He pulled away from their kiss and trailed his nose along her jaw line and down her neck, breathing her in.
“Christ, Freckles,” he whispered against Amber’s ear.  “Your smell is fucking amazing.”  Jake’s lips followed the same path, as he kissed and licked the way back up to her mouth, before taking it captive with soft and sensual kisses.  He gently lowered Amber to the bed and stared at her hungrily.  With Jake’s intense gaze moving slowly down her body, Amber shivered with anticipation.  Slowly, Jake moved forward and eased Amber’s legs apart, kneeling on the end of the bed in between them.  The strength of his gaze burned into Amber’s skin, and caused heat to radiate from her head to her toes.  Licking his lips, Jake reached forward and took hold of Amber’s hips, pulling her closer to him.
Amber gasped as Jake slipped his fingers into the waist of her jeans, popped the button and slowly unzipped them.  Then, sitting back on his heels, he pulled off her shoes and dragged the jeans down Amber’s legs and tossed them to the floor.  He lifted up her t-shirt to reveal the creamy skin of her stomach. Amber raised herself a little to allow him to pull it over her head, and watched as it joined her jeans in a puddle on the carpet.  Jake’s eyes devoured the view of Amber dressed only in white, lace, underwear. 
“You’re perfect,” he whispered, dropping a kiss on slightly parted lips. 
As he lifted his head, Jake’s gaze intensified, showing no doubt what he wanted and needed.  Flushed with her own want, Amber lowered her eyes.
“Hey, look at me,” Jake said as he gently took her chin and forced Amber to look at him.  “And take the compliment, Freckles, ’cause I mean it.”  
He leaned forward and kissed her mouth, his lips soft and malleable as Amber opened up to him.  With his tongue caressing Amber’s, Jake reached behind her and unclasped her bra, and then slowly slid the straps off her shoulders.  Her full, round breasts sprang free, making Jake’s eyes darken and his breathing grow hoarse and lusty.  Amber shrugged free from the bra and flung it away.
Jake sat back and slowly ran a finger down the centre of Amber’s torso; from her throat, right down to the waist of her knickers, causing Amber’s breast to swell and her breathing to pick up pace.  Slowly, Jake traced along her pubic line, his finger just nudging underneath the lace fabric.
Amber bit down on her bottom lip and arched her back as Jake drew patterns over her underwear, all the time moving lower.  Then, when Amber felt the need to scream for more, Jake hooked his fingers into her knickers and pulled them slowly down her legs.  As he dragged them over her feet, the cool air hit Amber and her need intensified.
“Please, Jake,” she whimpered.
“What Freckles?  What is it that you want?” he asked, his voice low and husky.
“You, I want you.”
Jake didn’t need any further instruction.  He moved off the bed, whipped his top over his head, and then kicking off his boots and socks he slipped out of his jeans, revealing just how much he wanted her too.  Jake stood over Amber and ran his hands down her body, all the way down to her ankles.  His hands made the return journey, slowly, and stopped to cup her breasts, before Jake bent down to clamp his mouth over Amber’s nipple.
Amber writhed under his adoration of her body as every nerve ending came to life.  Every sexual experience before Jake had been almost pitiful compared to this.  She didn’t know that anything could be this good, and she didn’t want it to end.  Amber stilled momentarily as she thought about life without the sexy, desirable man who was currently sending her to great heights.  She mentally shook her head, determined not to think about when Jake realised that a relationship wasn’t for him.  She was going to enjoy it while it lasted – no emotions, just lots of fun and desire.
Amber lifted her hips, silently urging Jake to move onto the next step on his path of pure, unadulterated pleasure.  He moved back off the bed to put on a condom, while all the time they watched each other with deep intensity.  Desire and lust burning in their eyes.  Returning to the bed, Jake pulled Amber until she was right at the edge and held her legs apart.  Jake bent his knees so that he was perfectly positioned to grant her wish, and leaned over to whisper in her ear.
“You want me, Freckles?” he asked before nibbling her earlobe.
“Yes,” Amber gasped looking up at him with pleading eyes as his erection nudged against her wetness.
Jake moaned Amber’s name as he slid inside her.  Hearing it on his lips stabbed at Amber’s heart and took the air away from her lungs.  With Jake standing, the angle at which he took her, filled her and quickly started a fire within her body.  She let out a soft cry with every hard thrust, her fingers pressing deeper into the tight muscles of his back.  Jake’s hands moved to Amber’s hips and he took further control of their pace.  The noises coming from Amber’s sexy mouth were sending his senses reeling and his body was alight and desperate for her.  He knew that nothing had ever been this good.  No one he’d ever had before had ever made him feel like this – as though nothing else in the world mattered, except being inside her.  Jake pushed deeper, harder and faster, careering towards his release.  Amber’s hips pushed back to match his rhythm, and her moans of satisfaction mingled with his own.  With each thrust more pleasure flooded through Jake’s body, and he knew that he had to persuade Amber that this was more than just sex.  He didn’t care what she’d said previously.  This relationship with her was more than that.  Watching Amber beneath him, Jake had no doubt that she was feeling it too; she just wasn’t ready to admit it.
As their rhythm, and the power of Jake’s thrusts increased, Amber felt a daisy chain of electric shocks go off around her body, building up the pressure deep in her core.  Her body began to shake, her thighs quivering against Jake’s hips.  Not wanting the pleasure to end, but desperate to reach her climax, Amber pushed her heels against Jake’s backside, needing more of him.
“Jake!” she cried as she gripped him tightly.  “Harder.”
Jake pushed harder, and Amber cried out as she finally fell over the edge of climax.  Her body quivered and the waves of her orgasm carried Jake to his a few seconds later.  As their spasms waned, they slowly came down from the pinnacle of pleasure.  Heavy, hot, breaths mingled as Jake leaned down and devoured Amber’s mouth with a deep, sensual, kiss.
A few minutes later, after returning from the bathroom to dispose of the condom, Jake gazed down at a sated and sexily ruffled Amber.
“You are amazing” he said, as he moved onto the bed and took Amber into his arms, pulling her to his chest.
“Same to you too.”  Amber replied, her voice lazy and sleepy as the satisfied feeling of great sex swept through her body.  “Thank you,” she said, settling her head into the crook of Jake’s neck.
“No thank you, Freckles.”  Jake kissed the top of Amber’s head and sighed.  “Christ, you’re going to be the death of me.”
Amber giggled quietly and wrapped an arm around Jake’s narrow waist. “Nice way to die though.”
Jake laughed, pulled her even closer, and they lay happily in each other’s arms.  “Hey,” Jake said after a few minutes. “You hungry?” 
Amber nodded.  “Mmm, but I’m too comfy to move.”
Jake smiled.  “Me too. How about this then? We have a nap, and then get some room service before we go clubbing later.  How does that sound?” he asked, gently rubbing Amber’s arm.
Amber’s loud sigh was one of pure satisfaction.  “Perfect.”
“Good,” Jake replied, giving her bottom a gentle pinch.  “Get into bed then sweetheart, and tonight I’ll take you on the best date ever.”
Amber grinned against Jake’s chest.  “I think I’ve just had the best date I could possibly have.”
“Hey, don’t underestimate me, Freckles.  I can do so much better than that.”
Amber felt her insides quiver and her need for Jake start to build again.  Could this man get any more perfect, surely it was impossible?  Even if everything after this paled, she didn’t care, because at that moment, lying in his arms, Amber was pretty sure that there wasn’t a better place on earth.
 



 
Chapter 14
 
As they got out of  the limo, Jake threaded his fingers with Amber’s and led her past the long queue of people at the entrance to Elite, the most exclusive club in town. 
They walked up the steps to the VIP doorway, causing a few of the ‘normal’ clubbers in the queue to moan, while the rest of them quickly pulled out their phones to snap photos of Dirty Riches Lead Guitarist with,  they assumed, his latest one nighter.  
“Brett, my man,” Jake cried, slapping the black suited, wall like back of the monster of a man stood before him.  “How you doin’?”
Brett turned around slowly, with a look in his eyes that would have made most people wither and die on the spot. But when he saw it was Jake, his face broke into a wide grin. “Jake, hey,” he said. “I heard you was back in the U.K., but figured it was duff info’ seeing as you aint been to see us.”  His gaze then slipped to Amber.  “Good evening, Miss.”
“Hi,” Amber replied, smiling and briefly holding up her hand.
“Brett, this,” Jake said, turning to Amber, “is my beautiful girlfriend, Freckles.”
Brett frowned.  “Two things, Jake: Freckles?  And girlfriend?”
Jake nodded and pulled Amber to his side.  “Yeah, I know, I’m a changed man.”
Amber couldn’t help but notice the smirk on Brett’s face as he nodded.
“Never thought I’d see the day.”
“Well, you have, Brett.”  Jake said, his smile dropping as he noticed the disbelief in Brett’s face.  “Anyway, I need to get my gorgeous girlfriend inside.  See you later.”
As Brett bid him goodnight, Jake pulled Amber into the club’s dimly lit foyer. The place had only been open a few months and still smelled fresh and new.  The black and white chequered tile floor was pristine, while the white walls dazzled brightly, even in the half light.  At a black marble desk sat a beautiful blonde woman, her hair pulled into a tight bun on top of her head.  She was wearing a black figure hugging dress and her nails and lips were the colour of fresh blood.  As Jake approached, she spoke into the headset that was hooked around her ear.
“Good evening, Mr Hughes,” she said in a beautifully cultured accent.  “How lovely that you and your guest could join us tonight.”
“Thank you, Lana,” Jake replied, grateful that he was good at remembering names.  He’d only been here a couple of times when their tour had allowed, but he knew that his manners and good memory would get him better service tonight.
Amber, however, stiffened slightly at his side, immediately paranoid, and wondering whether there was some history between Jake and the girl. 
“If you’d like to sign in, Andre will be with you in a couple of minutes.”  The blonde smiled warmly at Amber, putting her at ease.
Jake signed the register.  “I’ll open a tab,” he said, looking up at Lana. “You already have my credit card details, don’t you?” Lana nodded and smiled. At that moment, a tall, black haired man appeared through the etched glass double doors behind Lana’s desk.  He was swarthy with dark eyes and, some would say, handsome, but when Amber looked from him to Jake, she didn’t think that there was any contest.  Jake Hughes wasn’t going to lose the title of sexiest man alive that she’d appointed him anytime soon.
“Mr Hughes,” the man said holding his hand out to Jake.  “I’m Andre, your host for the evening.  Please, if you’d like to follow me I’ll show you and your guest to your table.”
Jake and Amber, hands clasped together again, followed Andre as he made his way through the club.  Amber looked around and marvelled at the finery and tasteful décor.  The bar, at the far end of the room, had a shiny black marble top, and had a deep brown leather facade.  A series of black leather high-backed stools stood in front of it, and behind it were row upon row of glass shelves filled with expensive spirits and glasses of all shapes and sizes.  Dotted around the perimeter of the dance floor were round tables with black and deep brown, leather bucket chairs.  The surroundings, along with the celebrities and elegant clientele sitting around drinking, had elegance and money oozing from every pore. Andre led them to a spiral staircase to the right of the bar, which then took them up to the second floor where there was a series of alcoves that overlooked the floor below.  Halfway along the landing, Andre turned and gestured into one of the alcoves.
“This is your space for the evening,” he announced.  “We call them snugs.”
Inside the snug was a black leather sofa and a low table.  Two high stools, like those at the bar, were stood at a railing from where they commanded a view of the main room downstairs. A silver wine bucket, a bottle of champagne already chilling in it, rested in a stand next to the sofa. 
Andre moved past them and pointed at a series of switches on the wall.
“These are your controls,” he said. “The first is for you to call me, whenever you need anything; drinks, snacks etc., and the second is your sound control.  You can control the volume of the music from the DJ downstairs.” 
Andre smiled at Amber, who tried to hide her amazement at the treatment she and Jake were receiving.  She had never been anywhere so swish before, and Daniel had thought that he moved in moneyed circles – he had no idea.
“The champagne is with our compliments, Mr Hughes.”
“Cheers,” Jake said. “Much appreciated.”
Andre moved back out onto the landing.  “I’ll be back with your drinks.  Your usual beer Mr Hughes, and for you madam?”
“Oh, I’ll have the same please,” Amber said. 
Jake squeezed her hand and grinned.  “You sure you don’t want anything else?” he asked, surprised that she hadn’t asked for an expensive wine or spirit; unlike a lot of the women that he had spent time with in the past.
Amber shook her head.  “No, beer is great.  In fact,” she almost whispered.  “I don’t really like champagne, so that the bottle is a little wasted on me.” 
Jake smiled, kissed Amber and held her to his chest.  “You can take the champagne, Andre,” he said.  “We won’t be needing it.”
Andre nodded and smiled, stepped back into the private room and picked up the ice bucket and bottle.
“I’ll be right back with your drinks,” he said, and left them alone.
As soon as she was sure he’d gone, Amber stepped out of Jake’s arms and grinned.  “This place is amazing, Jake.”
“I know,” Jake replied.  “I’ve been here before with Tom a couple of times.”
“Can we go down and dance?”  Amber asked, leaning over the railing and looking at the heaving dance floor below. 
“You kidding me?” Jake cried, wrapping his arms around Amber’s waist.  “You and I are going to light up that dance floor, Freckles.  In fact, I’m ready to boogie now.”
Amber laughed.  “Who the hell says, ‘boogie’?”
“What’s wrong with boogie?”  Jake pouted.  “It’s a perfectly good word, particularly for my dancing.”
Amber shook her head and groaned.  “Really?  Is it that bad?”
“Oh yeah, baby, it’s that bad.”  Jake winked and, taking Amber’s hand, he dragged her back down the stairs.
 
Amber and Jake danced and danced until Amber felt as though her feet were on fire.  Jake was right though, he did boogie, sending Amber into fits of laughter at first.  She did however, eventually get used to his disco moves – which happened to be the same for every song the DJ played, no matter what beat or rhythm. 
“Oh my God,” Amber groaned.  “My feet are killing me.”  She rested a hand on Jake’s shoulder and lifted a foot out of her shoe.  Her mountainously high nude coloured shoes were definitely not made for dancing for hours on end.
Jake dropped a kiss on Amber’s neck and inhaled the summer scent that he loved so much about her.  She looked gorgeous tonight, in a tight, sleeveless, red dress that hugged her curvy body and showed off her long, toned legs.  With her golden blonde hair flowing down her back, he thought that she was by far the most beautiful woman in the club.
“Do you want to go back up to the snug?” Jake asked, nodding up at the balcony. “Can we? Just for a little while? That last dance just about finished me off.”  
Jake smiled tenderly.  “Come on, sweetheart, I’ll give you a foot rub.”
“Ah, would you?” Amber almost groaned with the thought of the pleasure that it would bring.
“Yeah, of course I will.  I can practice on you for Valerie,” he replied with a grimace.
“Okay,” Amber giggled.  “I’ll just nip to the ladies.”
Jake agreed to wait at the bar for Amber while she tottered off on red hot soles.  Amber was just about to push open the door to the ladies, when a hand grabbed her arm.  She turned around, a huge smile on her face, expecting to see Jake.  The smile immediately faded as Amber eyed the man in front of her.  Her hands began to shake and her breathing quickened, it was so fast that she thought that she must be having a heart attack.
“Daniel,” she whispered.
“Hey Ambs, how are you doing?”
Amber gasped and swivelled around on the spot, pulling away to distance herself from him.  As her body turned, one of her feet tangled with the other causing her to stumble.  Amber staggered forward, her arms flailing, grabbing at fresh air.  Her momentum pushed her forward, while gravity pulled her down to the floor with a yelp.  Amber’s chin hit the floor and jarred her head causing her to bite her tongue.
“Oow,” Amber groaned and held her hand to her mouth.  As she pulled it away, bright red blood was smeared across her palm.
Suddenly the music sound muffled, as though she was listening to it under water, Amber’s eyes rolled up into her head and then she passed out as blackness engulfed her.
 



 
Chapter 15
 
Jake had been waiting for Amber for almost fifteen minutes and was getting a little anxious.  This was a really exclusive club, and not the sort of place where you had to stand in line to pee.  He decided to go and find her, worried that some sleaze was hitting on her and stopping her from getting back to him.
As he opened the door to the hallway where the toilets were, he saw a small crowd of people.  Jake instantly knew that it was Freckles.
“Excuse me,” he shouted pushing through the crowd who didn’t seem to want to move.  “Move out of my way.”  Jake bellowed as he manhandled a big, bearded guy to one side.  
Amber was on the floor, with a dark haired man holding her hand and rubbing her wrist while someone in a bartender’s uniform stood to one side on a ‘walkie talkie’.
“Freckles,” Jake cried throwing himself onto the floor next to Amber’s prone body.  He pulled her hand away from the man holding it and starting to kiss her palm.  “Freckles, sweetheart, are you okay?  What the fuck happened to her?” he cried looking first at the man and then people standing around.  “Tell me!”
“She fell and banged her chin. I think she passed out when she saw the blood.”  The dark haired man spoke but looked at Jake with disdain.  “Is she with you?” he asked.
Jake ignored him and put his arm under Amber’s shoulders and lifted her up, hugging her to his chest.  “Has anyone called an ambulance?” he cried as he stared down at Amber with fear in his eyes.
“He’s talking to someone on that radio,” the man inclined his head towards the bartender.
“Hey sweetheart,” Jake whispered softly.  “You gonna wake up for me?”  He gently kissed her and smoothed her hair away from her face.
Amber stirred and slowly opened her eyes.  “Jake,” she groaned.
“Oh, thank fuck for that,” Jake gasped as he kissed her again.
“I’ve got a first aider on the way down,” the bartender said kneeling down next to Jake.
“She needs an ambulance, not a fucking first aider,” he roared before turning back to Amber.  “Do you have any pain?”
Amber winced as she reached up to put her hand on his shoulder.  
“My chin is sore, and I bit my tongue.”  She flicked out her tongue for Jake to inspect.  “Is it bad?”
Jake looked closely and shook his head.  “It’s still bleeding a little, but I don’t think it’s too bad.  I still want you to go to hospital to get you checked out though.”
“No way, Jake.  I’m fine. Please, I don’t want to go to hospital.”  She looked up at the bartender and shook her head.  
“Are you sure?” he asked.  “I can call an ambulance if you’d prefer.”
“Honestly,” Amber replied.  “I don’t need one.”
“Okay, but I’ll go and get you a bottle of water.”  The bartender stood up and moved away from Amber and Jake.
“You’ve been out cold,” Jake protested his eyes following the bartender.
“It was just the sight of the blood, Jake,” Amber groaned.  “I’m fine, I promise.”
Her eyes then darted to the dark haired man who’d held her hand.  Jake’s brow furrowed as he saw recognition on her face.  
“Freckles?”  Jake looked at the man.  “Does she know you?” he asked.
“Yes, she does,” the man replied 
“And you are?” Jake demanded, his dark eyes narrowed and pinned themselves to the man’s face.
“Jake, baby, it’s fine,” Amber said. 
“Who are you?” Jake asked again ignoring Amber.
“I’m Daniel Armstrong,” Daniel said sniffily, “and who are you.”
Recognising the name, Jake’s grip on Amber tightened. “You’ve got to be kidding me,” he roared, making a move towards Daniel.
“Jake,” Amber cried. “Don’t.”  She threw herself at Jake and held onto him with all her strength, in the hope of stopping him launching himself at Daniel. The force made Jake fall to the floor on his backside and, despite having Amber sprawled on top of him, the rage he felt instinctively made him try to scramble to his feet.
“You fucking wanker,” he yelled, his face black with anger.   “Do you have any idea what you put her through?”
“Please, Jake, don’t do this here,” Amber begged, kneeling in front of him.  “I don’t need this.”
“What the hell is your problem?” Daniel asked pulling his shoulders back.
“You really need to ask, dickwad?” Jake shifted to Amber’s side, and gripped her hand.
“Whatever happened between me and Amber is nothing to do with you,” Daniel replied.  “I’m sure Ambs can fight her own battles.”  
Jake’s eyes narrowed and his breathing quickened.  “Her name is Amber,” he snapped.  “Now back the fuck away from her.”
As the two men stared each other down, a couple of black suited men pushed through the handful of people that had stayed to watch the show.
“What’s going on?” One of the men asked as he stared down between Jake and Daniel.
“This prick is pestering my girlfriend,” Jake answered without taking his eyes away from Daniel.  “He had his hands all over her.”
“Is this true, Miss?” the bouncer asked.  “Because if it is, he will be removed from the club.”  The man mountain smiled kindly at Amber.
“No it’s fine.  He was just trying to help, but can you just move all these people away, please?”  Amber’s cheeks were tinged with crimson as she gazed up at everyone staring at them.  
The bouncer nodded and started ushering people out of the corridor and back into the main part of the club.  While he did, the other bouncer who had been silent so far, leaned down and spoke into Jake’s ear.
“Mr Hughes, can I suggest you and the lady move back upstairs.”
Jake glared at him.  “What about him?  Aren’t you going to do anything about the fact that he’s pestering her?”
Daniel stood up with a sigh and shook his head.  “Your boyfriend is a complete idiot, Ambs,” he said.
On hearing his words Jake’s nostrils flared and he scrambled to get to his feet.
“Jake please leave it,” Amber cried.
“No I won’t fucking leave it, Freckles.”  
Jake was on his haunches ready to pounce and as his fists clenched, Amber started to sob.  It was bad enough seeing Daniel, but to have Jake embarrass her like this just added to her misery.  Her grip on Jake’s shoulders relaxed as she shifted herself back, and leaned against the wall.  Her eyes flicking between Jake and Daniel who were staring at each other like a bull and a matador about to do battle in the midst of a gathering crowd, keen for blood.
“You’ve upset her now, you prick,” Daniel shouted, pointing at Amber.
Jake’s head whipped around towards Amber and he saw her pushed against the wall.  She was hugging her knees tears of mortification slid down her cheeks.  
“Fuck, Freckles.  I’m so sorry,” he said crawling over to Amber’s side.
Amber held her hand out and pushed him away.  “No Jake, don’t.  I can’t even look at you right now.”
Jake’s mouth dropped open.  “What the hell did I do?”
“Well, if you don’t know, then we have a problem,” Amber sobbed.  
“He’s the one you should be mad at,” Jake said, glaring at Daniel.  “Not me.”
The bouncer who had spoken to Jake touched him on the shoulder. 
“What?” Jake snapped without taking his eyes off Amber.
“The first aider is here, do you want her to look at your girlfriend?”
Amber shook her head.  “Thank you, but I’m fine.  But, maybe she should just check my boyfriend out for a missing brain instead.”  
A grin touched the bouncer’s lips as he nodded and moved away to his colleague, who was now talking to Daniel.  Jake sighed and looked over at the three men with a scowl.
“I’m sorry, I just saw red,” he finally said to Amber.
Amber dropped her head and pinched the bridge of her nose.  “Okay,” she sighed.  “But there was no need to react that way.”
“I just hate that he hurt you.”
“That’s still no reason to almost attack him, Jake.  He’s not worth it believe me.”
Jake’s shoulders stiffened.  As far as he was concerned there was every need and Daniel Armstrong was definitely worthy of a punch to the nose.  The dick was responsible for hurting Amber, and worse still abandoning her and his child.  He was obviously a sleaze.  Jake only had to look at his tight black trousers and black shirt, with just one too many buttons undone displaying a gold chain at his neck, to know he was a sleaze.  He’d also bet that he smelled of Old Spice or Brute, or some other 1970’s aftershave, and probably waxed his chest too.  
Jake stood up and held his hand out to Amber.  “I’m sorry that I embarrassed you,” he said, truly meaning it.  
Amber reached up for Jake’s hand, and in one movement he pulled her to her feet and held her to his chest.  He wrapped his arms around Amber’s waist and leaned his forehead against hers.
“As well as hating that he hurt you, I also didn’t like him touching you, Freckles,” he whispered.
Amber gave a watery smile and lifted her hands to Jake’s shoulders.  “Can we go now?” she asked.  She suddenly needed to be away from Daniel, worried that if they didn’t leave Jake’s temper would escalate.
Jake kissed Amber gently and, taking her hand, started to lead her back into the main part of the club.  
“Wait, Ambs,” Daniel called. ”We need to talk.”  He pushed past the two bouncers who had been acting as a barrier between him and Jake.
Jake turned on his heel and moved menacingly towards Daniel.  “She has nothing to say to you, dickhead.”
Daniel drew himself up to his full height and fisted his hands at this side.  “If she doesn’t want you arrested for threatening behaviour she does.”
“Just try it you prick.”  Jake turned to pull Amber away, but from the corner of his eye he saw Daniel’s arm move towards Amber.  “Don’t even think about touching her,” he growled, turning back to face Daniel.
Daniel sneered at him and then let his eyes drift to his fingers that were resting on Amber’s shoulder.  “I meant what I said.”  He turned to Amber and smiled.  “Please Amber, just five minutes, or I will report him; I have plenty of witnesses.”
Jake snarled and took a step forward.  “No Jake,” Amber said softly, shaking her shoulder away from Daniel’s touch. “Let me talk to him.”
“Freckles!”  Jake’s tone was one of warning.
“Five minutes, that’s all.”  Amber reached up and kissed Jake softly on the lips.  “Go and wait upstairs for me.”
Jake stared at Amber and Daniel, fighting everything he had not to just deck Daniel and be done with it.  The way he looked at Amber was unnerving – as though she belonged to him.
Finally, Jake let go of Amber’s hand.  “Five minutes and no longer,” he warned.
Amber nodded, and as Jake slipped back into the club she turned to Daniel.  “Okay, say what you’ve got to say and make it quick.”
 
 
 



 
Chapter 16
 
Any effects of the alcohol that Jake had been drinking were quickly wearing off.  The bright, light mood he’d been in earlier had sunken beneath a rising tide of jealousy and fear.  He leaned over the balcony of the snug and stared down at the club below, his eyes searching the crowd for Amber.  She had been gone for much longer than the five minutes they had agreed, and Jake was tempted to go and look for her, but the possibility of finding her with Daniel all over her made him sick to his stomach. 
Jake groaned and turned away from the balcony, wondering what to do for the best. The snug’s appeal had long since disappeared and now he just wanted to see the back of it – to get Freckles out of this damn club and take her back to the hotel.  He snatched up a bottle of beer from the table and drank it back in two gulps before dropping gloomily onto the sofa.
He knew that she had loved Daniel, but surely she wouldn’t just abandon him here without a word.  She was a kind hearted, loving woman, and wouldn’t do that sort of thing surely.  He looked at his watch to see that she had now been gone almost half an hour.
“Fuck this,” Jake hissed to himself. 
He reached over and pushed the button to call Andre.  Within a couple of minutes, he entered the room.
“How can I help you, Mr Hughes?” he asked with a smile.
Jake stood up and fished his wallet out of the back pocket of his charcoal grey trousers.  
“Here,” he said, thrusting a wad of notes at Andre.  “Take two of those for yourself, and give the rest to Miss Mahoney to get a cab, or a hotel, whatever she wants.” 
Andre, trained to perfection, didn’t flicker at the amount of money he was holding, or the fact that Jake was leaving alone.  “Thank you Mr Hughes, I’ll see she gets it.”
Jake ran a hand through his hair and glanced longingly at the doorway, hoping that Amber would suddenly appear.  “If you don’t find her just share it out between you and Lana.”
“I’ll make sure I find her,” Andre replied with a nod.  “Can I order you a taxi?”
Jake shook his head.  “No, I’ve got a car waiting outside.”  He knew he could send Harry, his driver, back for Amber but he’d be damned if Daniel would benefit from a ride in his limo.  “Just make sure she gets in a licenced taxi…if she’s alone.  If she’s with some greasy looking, dark haired bloke then I don’t really care.”
Jake stormed past Andre, stopping only briefly to give him a single pat on the shoulder and a grunt of thanks.
 
Amber glanced at her watch anxiously.  She’d been talking to Daniel for so long that she had visions of Jake getting angry and coming to look for her soon if she didn’t hurry up and get away. And with her aversion to the sight of blood, she’d seen enough spilt for one night. 
Daniel had droned on about the pressure he had been under when they were together and how much he missed her, not once asking about the baby or how Amber was.  Within minutes Amber was bored and irritated and desperate to get back to Jake. 
“Why are you with him anyway?” Daniel asked as he ran a lazy finger down Amber’s arm.
“Why would I not be with him? He’s adorable, talented, sexy, and I like him…a lot,” she replied.
“He seems like a complete prick to me.  I noticed he’s got tattoos; since when have you liked men with tattoos?”
Amber sighed as she thought of Jake’s tattoos.  He had worn a pair of grey, tailored, skinny trousers and a crisp, white shirt for her tonight, because he knew that she liked him in more formal clothes.  Then when Amber had moaned that she couldn’t see his tattoos, he’d rolled his sleeves up to give her a peek.  She smiled.  He really would do anything to please her. 
“Listen Daniel,” Amber huffed as she pushed away from the wall.  “As much as it’s been great fun catching up outside the
toilets, I need to go.”
“But we’ve not talked properly.”  Daniel grabbed hold of Amber’s wrist and pulled her back against his body.
As their chests collided, Amber held her breath, waiting for the dance company of butterflies that usually performed ‘Riverdance’ in her stomach when he touched her; but nothing happened.  She no longer had any desire for him, whatsoever?  He was dull, boring and smarmy.  As she watched him rake his eyes over her body, she felt nothing but disgust for him. The only person she thought, or cared about was Jake. 
“Oh shit,” Amber groaned with the realisation that, despite all her best efforts, emotions had crept into their relationship.
“What’s wrong, Ambs?”  Daniel’s fingers moved up to her neck.
Amber shivered.  “Please get off me Daniel.  I need to go back to my boyfriend.”
“Why waste time on some bum like him?”  Daniel pursed his lips and moved them closer to Amber’s.
She pushed him away and stepped back.  “What are you doing?”
“Kissing you, what does it look like?” 
Amber pulled a horrified face, and turned to walk away.
“Ambs, you know you don’t want him.  I can give you a good life, what can he give you?”  
Amber started to laugh, realising that Daniel was so self-obsessed that he had no idea who Jake was.  She paused and thought about her feelings for Jake.  Finally, she nodded.
“Love, Daniel,” she said after a moment. “That’s what he can give me.”  Without further comment, she pushed through the door back into the club to find her boyfriend. 
 
As she pushed through the crowds, Amber’s looked up at the floor above.  She couldn’t wait to get back to Jake.  Just as she reached the staircase, Andre came rushing over and placed a hand on her forearm.
“Miss Mahoney.”
“Oh, hi Andre.”  Amber smiled.  “Is everything okay?” 
“Mr Hughes has just left. He asked me to give you this and to see that you got safely into a taxi.”  Andre passed over the wad of notes that Jake had given to him.
Amber frowned and stared at the money in her hand.  “He’s gone?” she repeated, her voice filled with panic.
Andre nodded apologetically. “He left about five minutes ago.”
Amber didn’t wait to hear anymore.  Gripping Jake’s money tightly, she turned around and headed for the exit.  Weaving her way through the host of elegantly dressed people she finally got to the edge of the club.  As she rushed into the foyer, Lana looked up at Amber and smiled.
“Did Jake… I mean did Mr Hughes come this way?” Amber asked with tears brimming in her eyes, unable to believe that he’d left her there alone. 
“Yes, Miss Mahoney.  He left just a couple of minutes ago.  He did wait a short time.”
Without thanking Lana for the information, Amber ran out of the building into the cool night.  The line of people was still quite long, and Brett was still holding guard.  As Amber reached the thick purple rope which cordoned off the entrance to the club from the street, she looked around frantically. 
“Are you okay?”  Brett asked, appearing beside her. Amber shot around to face him.  “Brett, have you seen Jake?”
Brett smiled and pointed in the direction of the black limo parked a few feet away.  Without any thought, Amber swung her leg over the rope and launched herself into the street.  Despite the pain in her feet she ran towards the car and reached it just as it was about to pull out.
“Jake,” she cried, banging on the darkened rear window. “Stop the car!” As the limo continued to edge forward, Amber slammed harder on the window with the palm of her hand.  
“Jake, please.”
Suddenly the car stopped.  Amber was breathing heavily as the door opened and Jake leaned out.
“Get in,” he said, his voice quiet and emotionless.  
Jake moved along the seat and as Amber stooped to get in he took her hand and guided her in.  As soon as she had pulled the door closed, Jake leaned forward and pressed a button on the intercom.
“You can go now, Harry,” he said. 
As the car moved off, neither Jake nor Amber spoke but instead eyed each other warily, aware of the elephant sized cloud of anger that was hanging in the air.  Finally, Jake sighed and ran a hand through his hair.
“Where the fuck were you?” he asked, turning his gaze away from Amber.
“I was talking to Daniel, you know that.”  Amber’s voice faltered.  “But never mind that you were going to leave me stranded in there, you shit,” she cried, thrusting the wad of money against Jake’s chest.
Jake looked down at the money as it fell to his lap.  He sighed, gathered it all together and shoved it into his pocket.
“I thought that you were with him,” Jake said, turning to face her.  “You said you’d be five minutes, but after half an hour you still weren’t back, so what else was I supposed to think?”
“I couldn’t get away,” she cried, throwing her hands in the air.  “I can’t believe you were going to leave me.  You’re just as much a prick as him.”
“Hardly,” Jake snapped.  “You were the one who abandoned me, remember.”
Amber sighed and banged her hand down between them, making a slapping sound on the leather seat.  “I didn’t, I wouldn’t, and you should have realised that.” 
Amber started to cry, her silent tears creating sticky tracks down her cheeks.  
Jake’s face softened. 
“Look,” he said, reaching up to wipe them away. “Please don’t cry. We can talk about it when we get back.”
Amber heaved a sob and pushed Jake’s hand away.  She turned to stare through the window as late night London whizzed past them.
 
Jake walked wearily back into their suite, headed straight for the mini bar, and pulled out a bottle of beer.  He flopped down onto the sofa, and laid his head back against the plump, soft cushion.  Amber had stayed downstairs in the lobby, saying that she needed some time to cool off. Jake had tried to convince her to come up to their suite so they could talk but she was having none of it.
Jake sighed heavily and leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees, his bottle of beer dangling from his fingers between his legs.  He hadn’t meant to fall so hard, he hadn’t wanted to, but somehow Freckles had wormed her way into his head and his heart.  Freckles, had taken him by surprise.  She was like some love Ninja or something.
“Fuck!” Jake sat up straight and shook his head.  “I did not just think the word love,” he muttered to himself.
“First sign of craziness.”
Jake turned around to see Amber standing in the doorway.
“Well, did you manage to cool off?” Jake asked, his tone gentle.
Amber nodded.  “I’m sorry, Jake.  I didn’t mean to embarrass you.  But you should have waited for me.”
“You disappeared for almost half an hour without even a text, so I assumed that you were staying with DD.”
Amber frowned.  “DD?”
Jake allowed a small smile to play at his lips.  “Douchebag Daniel.  DD isn’t such a mouthful.”
Amber sucked on her bottom lip, attempting to hide her smile.  “I never had any intention of staying with him.”
Jake placed his beer bottle on the floor and sat back, eyeing Amber warily.  “You were gone bloody ages.  Did he try anything?”
Amber shrugged.  “What do you think?”
“I don’t want to think, but I’m guessing he did,” Jake said, trying to keep his temper under control. “Did he touch you, or kiss you?”
“He tried to kiss me, but I told him I wasn’t interested.”
Jake let out a sigh of relief.  He watched as Amber moved into the room, and stood in front of him.  The lamplight, behind her, casting a glow around her beautiful blonde hair that was pulled to one side, cascading over one shoulder.  She stood with her hands in front of her, nervously knotting her fingers together.
“Why did you leave me?” she asked, dropping her gaze from Jake.  “Why didn’t you trust me to come back?”
Jake snorted out a laugh.  “Because Freckles like I said, you were gone for at least twenty-five minutes longer than you’d said you’d be.  I didn’t know how long I’d have to sit there alone, like a dick.”
“I admit I should have come back sooner, and I’m sorry about that, but you should have waited, Jake.”  Amber sat down in the wing backed chair opposite Jake. Their knees touched, and immediately her body fizzed with excitement despite the anger still swelling in her chest.  “God knows what Andre thought.  Probably that I’d been off shagging someone and then just came back for the lift home.”
Jake shook his head and frowned.  “Don’t be so ridiculous.  No one could ever think that of you.”
“You’re joking, right?” she cried.  “You gave him money for me, Jake, do you know how that made me feel?”  Amber’s face flushed as she recalled the embarrassment she felt when Andre handed her the wad of cash.  
“I was trying to make sure you got to wherever you were going safely.”  
“Yes, well I felt like a prostitute,” Amber said, her eyes brimming with tears at her humiliation. “It was awful.”
“Did Andre say something?”  Jake asked, leaning forward.  “Because if he did, I’ll have him sacked.”
Amber hit the arm of the chair.  “No, Andre didn’t say anything.  It was you; you upset me, no one else.”
“Yeah well, you upset me too,” Jake replied with a heavy sigh.  “It wasn’t much fun sitting there waiting, not knowing if you were coming back.”
“I wouldn’t have done that to you.”
“Well I didn’t know that.”  Jake growled
Amber sighed and leaned back in the chair, turning her gaze away from Jake’s.
“So, what happens now?” she asked, still not looking at him.
Jake leaned forward and took Amber’s hand from her lap.  “What do you want to happen?” he whispered, a little afraid of what her reply might be.
Amber now turned to look at him.  Jake’s eyes were full of hurt and his usual grin was missing.  “I want to forget about him and what happened,” Amber whispered eventually.  She gave Jake’s hand a squeeze and looked up at him with hopeful eyes.
Jake gazed back at her, and his heart jumped in his chest.  “I’m sorry, Freckles,” he replied.  “I was a bit angry, a bit jealous and a whole lot stupid.  I should’ve just come and looked for you.”
“So, why didn’t you?”
“I was scared of what I’d find,” Jake said, running his thumb over her palm.
Amber gasped.  “Jake, I wouldn’t disrespect you like that.  Even if I had wanted to get back with Daniel, I’d have told you first.”  Amber tried to pull her hand away from Jake’s, but he held it tight.  
“I know you would.”  He lifted her hand and kissed it gently.  “I’m sorry.  I was blinded by jealousy.”
Amber heaved a sigh.  “And I’m sorry too,” she replied.  “I should’ve come back sooner.  It was rude of me not to.”
Jake tugged at Amber’s arm and dragged her across to him, pulling her onto his lap.  As she landed with a bump, Amber giggled and kissed the tip of Jake’s nose.
“We’re really stupid aren’t we?” she said cuddling into his chest.
“Yeah, maybe we need to start being a bit more honest with each other.”  Jake held his breath, wondering whether he actually had the nerve to be honest.
“Yes, maybe,” Amber replied.  She coughed nervously, as the words ‘I think I love you’ hung off the edge of her tongue.  She swallowed and took a deep breath, but nothing would come out.
“So,” Jake said breaking the silence.  “Do you fancy a drink, or you could kick your shoes off and we could carry on dancing here.”
Amber smiled.  “You want me to be honest?” she asked.
Jake nodded.  “Yeah, I do.”
“Your dancing needs a little work.”
Jake put a hand to his chest and pulled an outraged face.  “Shit, Freckles, I’m wounded by that comment.”
Amber laughed and pinched his cheek gently.  “I’m sorry baby, but it does.  Can we just go to bed instead, I’m shattered?”
Jake laughed and, standing up with Amber in his arms, made his way to the bedroom, with their unspoken words hanging in the air.



 
Chapter 17
 
Jake smiled and rolled over.  Amber was still snoring softly next to him, her blonde hair half covering her face.  Jake allowed his gaze to roam down her body, which was uncovered to the waist.
“Shit, Freckles,” he muttered.  “What the hell are you doing to me?”
Amber stirred and rolled onto her side, throwing an arm across Jake.  She pulled herself closer to him and sighed.
Jake’s grin widened as he pushed her hair back from her face, causing Amber’s nose to twitch.  Her hand came up and gently swatted Jake’s.  He chuckled quietly and then dropped a kiss on her slightly parted lips.  Jake was hoping that she’d wake up so that they he could make love to her, but Amber simply snuggled closer to his chest and continued to sleep.
Jake reached down and pulled the covers up over her shoulders.  The room was warm enough, but the more he looked at those beautiful naked breasts of hers, the more his early morning erection grew, and it was painful enough as it was.  With a sigh, Jake moved onto his back and put his hands behind his head.  He stared up at the ceiling and smiled.  The feelings that he had for Freckles were so intense and had just crept up on him.  When she’d said that they were just going to have fun, Jake had to admit he’d been disappointed.  However, a relationship was kind of scary, so he’d decided he could go with that; but now…now Jake knew he wanted much more than fun.  There were three problems though: how did he get Freckles to see he was serious about her?  What was he going to tell Luke?  Luke was one of his best friends, but Jake was still scared.  The man was half Italian and was pretty intense at the best of times, but when family were involved he was prone to turning nuclear.  The third, well the third was the fact that he needed to go back to LA.  He hadn’t had to think about it for the last few weeks, but the recent phone calls and texts had brought it to the forefront of his thoughts again.
Jake sighed and realised that he needed some advice.  He quietly lowered his legs from the bed, pulled on his boxers, picked his mobile up and went into the bathroom.  Sitting on the edge of the bath, Jake dialled Skins’ number.  After a few rings, Skins answered.
“This better be good dick head.  It’s not even eight o’clock and I’ve been up all night,” Skins growled.
“Sorry I just needed to speak to you.  And for the record, I don’t want to know what you and Stace have been getting up to,” Jake laughed.
“Ethan was puking all night, if you must know.”  Skins’ yawned.  “So spill, what do you want?”
“Are you okay to talk?”  Jake asked. 
Skins sighed.  “Seeing as Stace is in with Ethan, then yes.  But I repeat, it better be good.”  
“Sorry man, but I need some advice.”  
“From me?  Why haven’t you called Tom?”
“Because it’s kinda sensitive.”
“Ah right,” Skins said. “So, what is it, crabs or herpes?”
“Neither!” Jake cried.  He scratched at his bare chest and took a deep breath.  “Freckles and I have kinda got it on.”
“Really, is that so,” Skins replied, inevitability weighing heavy in his tone.  “Does Luke know?” 
“No, but he’s not going to like it, is he?” Jake moaned.  “He’s probably going to kick my arse isn’t he?”
“I think he might my friend,” Skins replied, chuckling quietly.  “And if you ever thought otherwise, then you really are more stupid than I gave you credit for.”
“I didn’t.  I know he’s seriously going to spit his dummy?”
“Maybe he won’t?  Skins paused.  “If you’re making her happy then he’ll be fine.  But, if you mess it up and hurt her, we will definitely be looking for a new lead guitarist.”
Jake blew out a long breath.  “That’s what I figured,” he replied.
“So, is that all you wanted to know, whether Luke would be happy with the fact that you’re having sex with his cousin?” 
Jake paused and scratched his head.  “No, not really.”
“What then?” Skins asked impatiently.
“When you met Stace, how did you know that she was the one?”
“Sheesh, it’s that serious?”
“I don’t know!” Jake cried.  “That’s my problem, I have no idea.  I don’t have any experience of a relationship that lasts longer than twenty-four hours.” 
“Okay, ask yourself do you want more than just a regular hook up for the summer?”
Jake didn’t hesitate.  “Yes I do.”
Skins gasped.  “Wow, that’s big coming from you, Jake.  Okay, so tell me how she makes you feel.
Jake hung his head and rubbed a hand along the back of his neck.  “Well, I want to be with her all the time, I want to do things that make her happy, she makes me hard when she’s mad at me, she makes me hard when she’s happy, and the sex is just…shit, it’s unbelievable.”
“Damn, did you hear that?”  Skins asked.
Jake furrowed his brow.  “What?”
“Hearts breaking all over the world.  The great lover man, Jake Hughes is finally off the market.”  Skins laugh was loud and deep on the other end.
“Do you think so?” Jake asked hesitantly.  “Do you think that she’s it for me?”
“Buddy, I can’t answer that for you.  Only you know that, but I’d say you’re pretty much on the way to being in love with her.”
“Yeah?”
“Yeah,” Skins answered with a chuckle.  “How the hell did that happen?”
“I have no bloody idea,” Jake groaned but with a huge grin on his face.
“Does she feel the same, that’s the big question?”
“I don’t know,” Jake replied with a shrug.  “I think so, but she said at the beginning she only wanted fun.”
“Well I guess you need to have that conversation with her then.”
“Yeah I guess so.”  Jake sighed.  “Don’t say anything to anyone else will you, not until Freckles and I have worked out where this is going?”
“Too late mate,” Skins laughed.  “Do you not remember drunk dialling Martha last week?”
“Jake groaned, suddenly remembering.  “So you knew all along.”
Skins laughed.  “Yeah, just waiting for you to ‘fess up.”
“Oh shit, Luke knows already then, why didn’t you say?”
“Because he doesn’t.  Martha knows what Luke’s like, she doesn’t want him stressing out for the rest of the holiday, so hasn’t told him.”
“She will though.  All it will take is for Luke to do some extra special sexy thing on her and she’ll sing like a canary.  That woman is a gibbering wreck when he turns it up a notch.”  Jake heard a noise and chinked open the bathroom door.  Amber was leaving the bedroom, tying the belt of a white towelling robe.  “Shit, Freckles is awake.  I’ve gotta go,” he whispered.  “Please get the girls to promise not to tell Luke.”
“Okay, but you know what those two are like when they drink wine.”  Skins replied.  “Listen, just be sure this is what you really want before you talk to Amber, okay?”
Jake bit at the side of his cheek.  “I have something to sort out in L.A., but once that’s done I’m totally committed,” he replied.
“Jake, what the hell does that mean?  You’re either committed or you’re not.”  Skins sighed heavily, worried that Luke was going to kill Jake.  “What’s so important that you can’t commit now if that’s what you want?”
“Just something I need to do,” Jake hissed worry etched over his face.  “I need to go.  Enjoy the rest of your holiday and I hope Ethan feels better soon.”
 
When Jake wandered into the lounge, Amber was curled up on the sofa. 
“Hey, you okay?” she asked, looking up with sleepy eyes at Jake. 
Jake sat beside her and leaned over to kiss her.  “Yes I was just having a pee.”
“Hmm, nice vision,” Amber giggled.
“Why did you get up? I was coming back to bed.”
“I missed you, and wondered where you were,” she said with a smile. “What are we doing today?”
“I think we should go back to bed for a while,” Jake whispered into her ear.  “We didn’t get to sleep until gone four.”
Amber gave him a knowing smile and nuzzled her cheek against Jake’s lips.  “Hmm I must admit, I’m quite tired.” 
“Well, let’s go back for a couple of hours, because I’ve booked us afternoon tea at The Ritz, followed by some personal shopping at Harrods.”
Amber gasped and flung her arms around Jake’s neck.  “The Ritz, really?”
Jake nodded.  “Yeah, I thought you might like it.”
“Oh Jake, thank you.  That’s a lovely surprise.”  Amber’s face then fell.  “Personal shopping at Harrods though, what does that mean?”
Jake smiled.  “It means I’m going to treat you to something.”
Amber shook her head.  “Nah, not happening, Jake.  I don’t mind going, but there will be no personal shopping.  You’ve spent too much money on me already.”
“Sorry, Freckles, but it is happening.  So deal with it.”
When he saw that Amber was about to protest, Jake took hold of her lips and pinched them together.
“Stop arguing,” he said. “I said it’s happening.”
Amber shook her head while Jake still held her lips.  Jake nodded.  Amber shook her head.
“Oh for God’s sake,” he sighed.
Letting go of Amber’s lips, Jake moved in and kissed her.  It was deep, sensuous and electrifying and by the end of it, Amber had forgotten what she’d been disagreeing with. 



 
Chapter 18
 
“Come on then Jake, get on with it.”  Valerie lifted her leg and shoved her foot under Jake’s nose.  “A foot rub was promised, and a foot rub is what I’m going to get.”
Jake grimaced as he stared at Valerie’s foot.  Her second toe was longer than her big toe and her toe nails were a lovely shade of green.
“Are you sure I can’t give you a back rub instead?” Jake asked.
Amber snorted behind him.  “Sorry,” she coughed.  “Something stuck in my throat.”
Jake threw her a look that told her she was going to be in trouble later.  Amber giggled and heat began to flush up her neck and onto her face.  She knew exactly how Jake liked to punish her and it was all she could do not to drag him home now.
“No it’s my feet that need the attention,” Valerie sighed.  “Do you know how many hours I’m on them every day?”
“A lot?” Jake replied, looking warily at Valerie’s foot. 
“Exactly.  A lot.  Plus, I’ve a carbuncle on my back, and if you pop it, well I can guarantee you’ll never eat mayonnaise again.”
As Jake gagged, Amber snorted back a laugh.
“Now,” Valerie said, poking Jake in his shoulder with a bony finger, “do what you promised and take me to heaven.”  Then she winked at Jake and grinned.
Amber saw the look of fear on Jake’s face and bit on her lip to stifle the laughter that was brewing in her chest.  He looked as though he was about to tightrope walk across a canyon filled with man eating sharks.  Looking at Valerie, Amber understood his fear – she definitely looked as though she was ready to eat him alive.
Jake turned to Amber and opened his eyes wide, silently pleading for help.  Amber smiled sweetly.
“Make sure you get in between Valerie’s toes.”  Amber was having far too much fun to help Jake escape the shop keeper’s clutches.
“Here’s some baby lotion,” Valerie said, handing Jake a pink bottle.  “Good job I had another bottle; Trevor and I used a whole bottle last night.”
Jake’s head shot up.  “Sorry?” 
“First Tuesday of the month,” she grinned. ”Sex night.” Valerie sat back in her chair, folded her arms across her chest and closed her eyes, ready for Jake to work his magic. “All right then, get going.”
“Sex night!” Jake mouthed silently to Amber.  “What the...?”
Amber, unable to hold her laughter in any longer, ran from Valerie’s lounge, muttering something about going to the bathroom.
 
“Blah,” Jake groaned as he pretended to heave.  “It was awful, and you were no bloody help.”  He poked Amber gently in the ribs as they walked back to the house.
Amber wiped the tears of laughter from her eyes.  “Oh God, I’ve not laughed so much in ages.  My stomach aches.”
“Yeah well, I’m glad you found it funny, Freckles.”  Jake took Amber’s hand and laced their fingers.  “Her toes were hairy.”  He grimaced and shook his head as if trying to shake the memory of Valerie’s toes out of his brain.  “I think I’d have preferred to take my chances with the carbuncle.”
“Ah, poor baby,” Amber cooed as she reached up to kiss Jake’s cheek.  “Did the nasty lady scare you?”
Jake stopped walking and pulled Amber to his chest.  “Yes she did, and you loved every minute of it,” he said with a grin.  “So, I may have to punish you when we get home.”
Amber melted against him and sighed with satisfaction as Jake’s lips met hers.  The last few weeks had been amazing and were getting better in every way.  Jake was getting really good at being a boyfriend.
After the incident in the club, the rest of their stay in London had been utter bliss.  Afternoon tea at The Ritz was wonderful, and yet strange.  There she was sitting with a tattooed rocker who looked as sexy as hell in dark jeans, a Ramones t-shirt and the obligatory leather jacket, but eating triangle sandwiches and cupcakes from china plates.  When they walked in, Jake’s presence caused a mass of heads to swivel to watch them.  Amber sensed that it wasn’t the fact that he wasn’t dressed for The Ritz that caused people to stare, but his demeanour.  Even if they didn’t know who he was exactly, the way he walked and talked with ease and confidence signposted that he was a star.  Although, she also realised that most of the women looking at him were definitely drooling.
After that they’d gone on to Harrods and, as promised, Jake spoiled her.  Amber had argued and at first refused to try on any of the outfits that the personal shopper had picked out for her.  Jake, however, had other ideas.  When Emily, the personal shopper, went off to find some shoes to match a beautiful lemon and white summer dress, Jake pinned Amber against the changing room wall and gave her the most erotic kiss she’d ever had.  It had left her breathless and begging him for more.  Jake smiled and shook his head, refusing to touch her for the rest of the weekend unless she tried on the clothes.
Amber had been tempted to call his bluff.  However, the way Jake kept looking at her and slowly licking his lips had her hot between the thighs and she couldn’t risk the chance that he might actually keep to his word.  So Amber tried on the clothes and had to admit they were all beautiful and suited her curves – Emily was very good at her job.  She came away with two sundresses, a leather mini skirt, a silver vest top, two pairs of skinny jeans, and a sheer red blouse, a pair of white wedge heel sandals and some stiletto, black leather ankle boots.  Amber had to admit that she was glad that she’d succumbed, particularly when she saw how happy it made Jake to be able to spoil her.
Gently pulling away from her, Jake stroked a finger down Amber’s cheek, bringing her back from her reverie of their weekend. 
“What are you smiling at, Freckles?” he asked dropping a kiss onto the end of Amber’s nose.
“Oh just the weekend, and how great it was.”  Amber threaded her arms around his neck.  “Did I thank you for everything?”
Jake nodded.  “Yeah, you did.  Three times I think it was,” he laughed, recalling how Amber had pounced on him as soon as they’d got back to their suite.
Amber giggled.  “Maybe I need to thank you again,” she replied.
“If you like, I’m not arsed either way,” he said with a shrug of the shoulder and hint of a smile.
Amber hit Jake’s chest and tutted.  “You couldn’t refuse me, no matter how hard you tried.”
“You think?”  Jake leaned back and studied her face. 
Amber nodded.  “Yes, I do.  You don’t have the self-control, Mr Hughes.”
“Is that a challenge Miss Mahoney?  Because if it is, you know that you’ll lose.”
Amber thought for a few seconds and then nodded with confidence.  “Yes, it’s a challenge and I bet I can win.”
Jake left out a snort.  “You have no idea who you’re playing with here, Freckles.  I have so much self-control it’s unbelievable.”
“Okay.  Here’s the bet then.  Whoever caves first and initiates sex, has to act as a slave for the day.”  Amber grinned and held her hand out to Jake.  “Deal?”
Jake hesitated for a second.  “How long does this bet last?  I mean, we’re not talking a whole week or anything are we?” he asked, a little concerned.
“God no!” Amber cried, who despite making the bet wasn’t sure she’d be able to last a day, never mind a week.  “Let’s say, forty-eight hours.”
Jake thought about it and then nodded.  “Okay, deal.”  He shook Amber’s hand and then picked her up and threw her over his shoulder.  “However, sweetheart, it doesn’t start until 8 a.m. tomorrow morning, so until then, you’re all mine.”
Amber heaved a sigh of relief and smacked Jake’s backside.  “Great idea, now hurry up and get home because we’ve only got twelve hours left.
 
As Amber passed Jake on the landing, she looked over her shoulder seductively and winked.  
Jake rubbed a hand down his face and groaned.  “Shit Freckles, if you want to play dirty then game on.”  His gaze wandered up her body, taking in her bare legs and her pert butt cheeks poking out from white lace boy shorts underneath one of his Dirty Riches tour t-shirts.
“What?” Amber protested.  “I’m not doing anything,” she giggled.
“Oh no, of course you’re not.”  Jake gently smacked her backside and walked past her into his room.
“Damn it,” Amber hissed to herself.  “You’ll just have to try harder, Amber.”
It was only eighty-thirty and she was already desperate for a kiss or hug from Jake.  They’d gone straight to bed the night before and enjoyed some amazing sex; wild and fast and slow and tender.  When she’d woken, wrapped tight in Jake’s arms, Amber had been anxious for another round, but realised that their bet had started.  Unfortunately, her longing hadn’t disappeared with the cold shower that she’d taken.  Shaking her head, Amber went to her room to think about her next move.
Jake, in his own room, was struggling just as much, but he was equally as determined not to lose the bet.  He sat down on the edge of his bed and looked around the room for inspiration, but there was nothing.  When the band got back together a couple of years ago, Jake and Tom had started to stay at the house more and more so, Martha had decorated them a room each, to their specifications, in an attempt to make it more like home for them.  Jake’s room was decorated in white and grey with black, high gloss furniture; all very manly and nothing that gave him any inspiration on how to seduce Amber.  Jake laughed to himself.  Since when had he had a problem seducing a woman?  However, this was Freckles, she was stubborn and there was a bet involved.  Then Jake’s eyes landed on his guitars and he had an idea.  Stripping his shirt off, Jake picked up his guitar and made his way downstairs.
 
When Amber went into the kitchen, she expected to see Jake making his breakfast.  She’d peeked into his room on her way past, but he wasn’t there.  With no sign of him, Amber decided to start breakfast for them both.  As she turned on the tap to fill the kettle, she heard the sounds of music coming from the lounge.  
Pushing the door open, Amber stood in the doorway and watched Jake.  He was sitting over by the window.  She drew in a sharp breath and felt her stomach flip and her legs quiver.  He looked beautiful as the morning sunlight beamed through the window, creating an ethereal glow around him.  He was shirtless; the muscles in his arms taut as he plucked at the strings of his acoustic guitar, his eyes were closed with his luxurious long lashes touching his golden cheeks.  Amber held back a groan as he began to sing.  His voice was rich and deep, and evoked images of melted chocolate for Amber.  She watched intently as his full lips formed the words to Joe Cocker’s ‘You Are So Beautiful’, and almost passed out with the desire he was eliciting in her.  With her heart pounding, Amber slowly walked into the room and sat on the sofa opposite to Jake.
As Amber’s scent wafted around him, Jake opened his eyes and gazed at her; his own heart doing a little shuffle at the sight of her in his t-shirt and a pair of denim shorts.  Staring intently into her eyes, Jake carried on singing.  The words were meant for her; they could have been written for her.  The bet momentarily forgotten, Jake simply wanted to convey to Amber how he felt about her – how his feelings for her were changing.
As he finished the last note, Amber sighed dreamily and leaned across to kiss Jake’s lips.
“That was so beautiful,” she whispered, running a hand down his cheek.
Jake blushed and dipped his head.  He groaned inwardly.  Tom would definitely be calling him pussy whipped if he was here now.  What was it about this woman that turned him into a mushy, romantic fool?
“Glad you liked it,” he replied.
Amber reached out and gently prised Jake’s guitar away from him.  As she did, Jake realised that he was possibly about to win the bet.  He didn’t care about it anymore, but couldn’t help the self-satisfied smile.
Unfortunately, Amber noticed it too.  “You dirty, rotten pig!” she cried.  “You sang that just to get me to cave, didn’t you?”  
“I can’t help it if you’re addicted to my penis,” Jake cried indignantly.  “I mean I get why, but it’s not my fault.”
Amber screwed her face up and poked him hard in his stomach.  “God you’re such a slime ball.”
“I’m not a slime ball, and that hurt.”  Jake rubbed at his stomach, flashing puppy dog eyes at Amber.
“Good, and just because your plan didn’t work, it doesn’t mean those eyes will.”  Amber stood up and flounced out of the room.  “And you can make your own breakfast,” she called from the hallway.
Jake groaned and dropped his head into his hands.  This was going to be so much harder than he thought.  He stood up and followed Amber to the kitchen where she was making tea and toast.  A single teabag in a single cup, Jake noticed, no teapot.  So he was definitely making his own breakfast then.
“I’m sorry Freckles, but you started it by playing dirty.  Doesn’t mean I didn’t mean it though; you are beautiful to me.”
“Save it Jake and I did not start it,” Amber said as she buttered her toast.
“Oh yes you did.  Prancing around in little knickers and my t-shirt.  I could see your bum cheeks, and you know what they do to me.”
Amber allowed her hair to fall over her shoulder to shield her face.  She was grinning as that was exactly what she’d planned on – Jake going wild for her bottom.
“Not my fault you’re depraved.”
“Why am I depraved just because I happen to think my girlfriend’s bottom is sexy?” Jake laughed.  “I’m deprived at the moment but not depraved.”
“Deprived?  Bloody hell Jake, you weren’t saying that at four this morning when you woke me up with a huge boner poking my back.”  Amber slammed her tea spoon into the sink and stomped over to the table to sit down.
“Yeah well,” Jake replied, purposefully making a lot of noise as he took a mug and plate from the cupboard.  “You weren’t exactly begging me to stop were you, Miss Mahoney?  ‘Oh Jake, please harder baby,’” Jake mimicked in a high pitched voice. 
Amber simply tutted and took a huge bite out of her toast.
After clattering around while he made his own breakfast, Jake finally sat at the table with Amber.  They ate in silence, surreptitiously looking at each other now and then, and trying to hide their smiles.  Both were plotting their next move.
Finally Amber got up from the table, picked up her plate and mug and took it over to the dishwasher.  She opened the door and then, keeping her legs straight, bent over to put her dishes inside.  She knew that her denim shorts would rise up and give Jake a glimpse of the bottom that he lusted after so much.  Amber did an imaginary victory dance as she heard him groan behind her.  She stood up and faced him, and smiled seductively.
“Ooh, I’ve got jam on my finger,” she gasped as she put her forefinger into her mouth and sucked it.
Jake shifted uncomfortably as his jeans tightened.  She was a dirty little minx, who knew exactly which buttons to press.
“Right,” he said, stretching his arms out and expanding his chest.  “I’ll go up and get showered.”  As Jake stood up, he unfastened the button on his jeans, allowing them to slip down his hips.  “What do you fancy doing today?” he asked as he linked his hands behind his head.
Amber coughed and crossed her arms across her chest, not wishing to reveal just how turned on she was.  “I don’t mind.  What about you?” she almost squeaked as Jake’s hand slowly moved inside his jeans.
“Well, I need to go over to the house at some point, but after that how about we go swimming?”
Amber’s colour heightened. Seeing Jake in swim shorts probably wasn’t a great idea when she was trying to stay away from him.  “Where?”
“Just somewhere I know.”  Jake smiled and walked over to the dishwasher with his own plate and mug, making sure his arm brushed against Amber’s as he passed her. 
Immediately goose bumps sprung up over her flesh, and the electrical current of desire fizzed through her body.  Amber licked her lips.  She could do this.  He might be wearing swim shorts, but she had a gorgeous electric blue bikini that she could entice him with.  Plus, knowing Jake, he was likely to take her to some exclusive gym or health spa, where there would be lots of other people around to distract her from Jake’s body.
“Yes okay.” She nodded.  “When do you want to go?”
“Half an hour?” Jake said as he put his plate into the dishwasher.  Then, as he breezed back past Amber, he bumped hips with her, and smiled as he felt her quiver at the contact. “I’m sure it will be all that you imagine.”
 
“We can’t swim in there,” Amber cried screwing her nose up.  “There’ll be all sorts of creatures in it.”  They were standing in a wooded copse, surrounded by tall oak trees, whose canopy cast speckled shadows across the ground, and on the surface of the water.  Birds called to each other in the trees and bluebells nodded in the gentle breeze. 
“I am not swimming in that!” Amber said.  She pulled at the halter neck of her bikini underneath her clothes.  It would be ruined. 
Jake started to laugh and hung his arm around her shoulder.  “It’s a warm water swimming pool, Freckles.  I wouldn’t make you swim in slime and gunk.”  At the time Jake bought the land, the area that was now the pool had been a huge crater in the ground, so he’d had the idea of making it into a natural looking swimming pool.  “I think it used to be a pond, but I had it built into a swimming pool, and got some conservationists in to create a wildlife pond further in the woods.  Somewhere it wouldn’t be disturbed.”
Amber looked up warily at Jake.  “Really?”
“Yeah, really.”  He turned Amber to the left by her shoulders.  “See that wooden cabin over there, well that’s the changing room and pump house.  Go on, go and check it out,” he said gently nudging her forward.
Amber skipped over to the cabin and pushed open the door.  Inside, two walls were lined with shelves of thick, soft, cream towels, while a bench seat ran along another.  In the corner was a small curtained off cubicle.  As she stepped into the cabin, she felt Jake’s presence behind her.
“Mmm, the floor’s nice and warm,” she said. “Underfloor heating? You thought of everything.”  She turned and gave Jake a huge grin.
“To be fair someone I know in L.A. did something similar, so I can’t take all the credit.” 
Amber moved past him and stood in the doorway, looking out at the pond.  As the sun pushed through the trees, and glistened on the water, it looked absolutely natural.  It was only now that she realised that the water was clear and that there were green tiles all around it and a path leading from the edge to the cabin.  Even the tiles lining the pool were a muddy brown colour, so it didn’t look too incongruous.
“I tried to make it look as unlike a swimming pool as possible,” Jake said, reading Amber’s thoughts.  “The fact that you thought it was a muddy pond proves I managed it.”
“It’s so clever, Jake,” she replied.  “Come on let’s get in.”
After stripping off their clothes, Amber and Jake ran along the path to the pool.  Amber stood at the side, with Jake behind her.
“Are there any steps?” she asked him over her shoulder.
“Nah, it’s only seven feet deep here and then gradually inclines at that end, so that you can get out.”  Jake pointed over her shoulder to the end of the pool, near to the entrance of the woods.
“Okay.”  Amber started to walk towards where Jake was pointing.
“Oh no,” Jake cried grabbing hold of her elbow.  “You’re going in this way.”  With one swift movement, he had Amber in his arms, and with a huge yell jumped into the pool.
As they hit the water, Amber screamed and struggled out of Jake’s arms.  She sank down with her arms and legs kicking out, desperately trying to push herself back to the surface.  She finally managed it, breaking through the warm water with a gasp.
“Jake, you stupid idiot,” she cried splashing at Jake who was already treading water and grinning at her.  “I might’ve drowned.”
Jake swam towards her.  “Ah, I’m sorry sweetheart.  Did I scare you?” he asked, trying hard not to smile.
Amber pushed Jake’s outstretched arms away and pouted. “Prat,” she muttered.
“Ah c’mon Freckles, I’ve said I’m sorry.”  
Amber stroked the water with her arms as she bobbed up and down.  “It took my breath away.”
Jake moved closer and reached out to push Amber’s hair away from her face.  “You take my breath away,” he answered softly.
Amber smiled unable to stay mad at him.  “Well, don’t do it again, you cheesy fool.”
“Hey, cheesy lines are my best asset.”  Jake grinned and beckoned to Amber.  “Now, come here.”
Amber floated into Jake’s arms and wrapped her legs around his waist and clung onto his neck.
“You look pretty in your bikini,” Jake groaned as he placed a kiss on Amber’s shoulder.
“Stop creeping.”
“I’m not, you do look pretty.  Not to mention sexy.”  Jake ran a finger down her breastbone and between her breasts, flicking at the edge of her bikini top.
Amber shifted her position, grinding herself against Jake.  Red hot need stabbed at her body as she felt Jake’s desire grow between her legs.
“God, Freckles,” he moaned.  “Do we really have to keep up with that stupid bet?”
Amber bit her bottom lip seductively and then arched her back, rubbing her bikini clad nipples against Jake’s bare chest.  She reached up and threaded her fingers through his hair.  Leaning forward, she took his earlobe into her mouth and nipped it gently drawing a throaty growl from Jake.  Then she nipped along his jawline, while still tugging at his hair.
“Jake baby,” she whispered, 
“Yeah.”  Jake barely managed to utter.
“You want to forget the bet?”  Amber’s voice was breathy as she spoke, her lips inches from Jake’s.
“Fuck yeah.”  Jake pulled Amber harder against him, his erection pushing against his swim shorts and hitting Amber in just the right place.
Amber ignored the pulsing between her legs and forced a smile.
“That means I win then?”
Jake pulled his head back and looked at her intently.  “You sneaky little witch,” he cried breaking into a smile.  “You tried to seduce me.”
Amber started to giggle as Jake reached up to remove her arms from around his neck.  “Jake, it’s not a failing to give in you know baby.”  Her eyes glistened with mischief as Jake tried to push her away.  “Don’t, I need you.  I might drown without you to hold onto.”
“Doubtful,” Jake hissed but with a smile on his face.  “Witches are supposed to float aren’t they?”
Finally freeing her from his body, Jake pushed Amber away.  He then flicked water at her, landing it right in the face.  Amber laughed and splashed Jake back as he turned and swam back to the edge of the pool.  As he leaned back against the side, his arms outstretched, Jake watched Amber lie on her back and float.  Her beautiful, blonde hair streamed out around her, and her gorgeous breasts stuck perkily in the air.  Jake took in a deep breath and then slowly released it.  She was amazing in every way and he knew that he couldn’t stand the thought of being without her ever again.  The only blight on his future was that he had to go to L.A. for a while.  But, but once he was back Jake was determined that he was going to have a serious talk with Freckles.  He was going to make sure that they were on the same page as far as their relationship was concerned.  He couldn’t let it just be about fun and sex – it was too good and it was deeper than that.  As Amber walked out of the pool at the shallow end, she flicked her hair over her shoulders and stretched languorously.  Jake grinned, knowing exactly what she was trying to do – and shit if she hadn’t succeeded.  Jake pushed himself out of the pool and strode towards her.
“You’re one little tease, you know that don’t you, Freckles?” Jake demanded as he roughly pulled her to him.
Amber smiled up at him.  “I don’t know what you mean,” she whispered, licking her lips.
“Like hell you do.” Jake pulled Amber to his chest, and put his hands under her thighs.  He pulled her up so that she wrapped her legs around his waist and walked them towards the cabin. 
Once inside Jake pinned Amber against the wall and reached up to pull her hands from around his neck.  He held them above her head, holding them at the wrist, while his other hand pushed up her bikini top and caressed her breast.  Amber’s mouth dropped open with a moan, giving Jake the access to her mouth.  As their tongues sparred with each other, Jake thrust his hips against Amber’s pelvis, his erection pushing against her belly.
“You taste amazing,” Jake said as his lips moved from Amber’s mouth down to her nipple, circling it with his tongue.  As Amber pushed herself into him, Jake moved to suck on the pebbled nipple, before he slowly dragged his mouth away.  His teeth gently grazing against the sensitive flesh.
Amber groaned as Jake moved to give the same attention to her other breast.  “Jake, please just fuck me.  Now!” 
Amber gasped as Jake’s hand slipped into her bikini bottoms and between her legs.
“Are you sure?” Jake whispered into her ear.  “Really sure?”
“God, yes!” she cried bucking towards him.
With needing any further encouragement, Jake pulled his hand away from her and yanked down his swimming shorts.  His other hand, still pinning Amber’s hands above her head, loosened their grip slightly.
“All bets are off, Freckles,” he said as he then pulled down her bikini bottoms.  “And I don’t fucking care.”
He thrust into her and as Amber shouted his name Jake lost himself in pure pleasure.



 
Chapter 19
 
Jake paced up and down the lounge, tutting with each smirk or wink that Amber threw his way.  Luke and Martha were due home within the next half hour, and Jake was panicking at the prospect. 
“He’ll kick my head in,” Jake muttered.
“No he won’t.”  Amber stood up and stopped Jake in his tracks, placing her hands on his shoulders.  “But, if you really don’t want to tell him, we don’t have to.”
Jake shook his head.  “No Freckles, we need to tell him, but I have to admit I’m shitting myself.”
Amber pulled Jake into her arms and hugged him.  The last few weeks with him had been magical and although neither of them had said as much, their feelings for each other had moved to another level.  Amber though, was still wary of committing totally to Jake; still scared that he’d wake up one day and realise that having sex with lots of different women was preferable to monogamy.  Jake, however, couldn’t think of anything worse than going back to his old life of a different woman every night.  
“Look,” Amber said as Jake pushed out of her arms and continued pacing.  “Let’s not tell him the minute he walks through the door, give him time to settle in first.”
Jake turned to face Amber, his eyes narrowed.  “Don’t you want to tell him?” he asked.  “Are you chickening out?”
Amber shook her head.  “God no.  I think we should tell him, but we should maybe do it over dinner.”
Jake laughed.  “Fuck, we’re grown adults.  Why the hell are we so scared of telling Luke bloody Mahoney that we’re in a relationship?”
Amber smiled, realising the ridiculousness of the situation.
“I don’t know,” she replied.  “It’s not like he’s my brother, or my dad.  He’s only my cousin.”
“Yeah, I know.  But, I care what he thinks,” Jake replied hugging Amber to him.  “He’s one of my best friends, and I don’t want anything to spoil that.”
“Jake, don’t be silly.  Whatever happens between me and you is exactly that, between me and you.”  Amber tilted her had back to look up at Jake.  “I know he’s protective of me, of all his family.  He has been ever since Dad died, but he’s a big softy underneath it all.”
“You’re right,” Jake cried.  “If we want to be together, then who is he to tell us otherwise?”
“Well I hope you mean that Jake,” Amber said, moving over to the window.  “Because they’re back.”
“Oh shit!”
 
“So you didn’t kill each other then?” Luke asked as Amber passed him a cup of coffee.
“No,” she replied indignantly.  “We behaved like proper grown-ups, Luke.  We even worked out how to use the washing machine and everything.”  Amber sat down next to Jake on the sofa.  “See, we can even sit next to each other.”
Jake took a deep breath as the warmth from Amber’s body permeated through his clothes and flooded his own.  Needing to touch her, Jake put his hand between them and finding Amber’s, linked their little fingers.
“So how was the holiday?” Jake asked, calmed, albeit fractionally, by Amber’s touch.
“Really good thanks.  You should’ve seen Rocco in the pool, he loved it.”  Luke’s eyes lit up at the mention of his son.  “He was kicking his little legs and giggling.”
“What, he was swimming?”  Jake risked taking hold of all of Amber’s hand, as Luke was distracted with talk of Rocco.
“No, but Martha’s going to start taking him regularly, so I don’t think it will be too long before he is.”
“He’s not even nine months old yet,” Amber exclaimed.  “That’s brilliant.”
Luke’s face broke into a huge grin.  “I know, amazing eh?”
“Hey, is that mine?”  Martha appeared in the lounge having just put Rocco down for a nap.  She reached for a cup of coffee from the tray on the coffee table.
“Yes,” Amber replied with a smile.  “You look amazing. The sun did you the world of good.”
Martha smiled lazily.  “It was so lovely. I feel totally refreshed.”
“Where’s Mamma?” Luke asked, squeezing Martha’s hand as she walked past. .
“She’s just unpacking,” Martha said, sitting in an armchair, “then she’ll be down.   She turned to Amber and Jake.  “So, how are you two?”
“Fine.”  Jake smiled weakly at Martha.
“Do you need to puke?” Luke asked Jake.  
Jake shook his head. He swallowed hard.  “No, why?”
“Because you look like you do.”
Feeling Jake’s tension, Amber gently squeezed his hand and turned to Martha.  
“Luke was just saying that Rocco loved the pool.”
Martha grinned and reached into her jeans pocket.  “Yes, he loved it.  I’ve got some photos here.”  She moved over and sat on the arm of the sofa next to Amber, scrolling through her mobile of endless photographs of Rocco splashing around in the pool with her and Luke. 
As Amber and Martha chatted and laughed at the photographs, Luke leaned forward and around the two women, to look at Jake who sat deadly still, staring into thin air.
“Jake, what the hell is wrong with you?”
Jake turned to Luke.  “Nothing, why?”
“Because if you don’t want to puke, then you must be constipated.”
“Luke, leave him alone,” Martha said, nudging Luke’s leg with her foot.  “Maybe he’s tired, eh Jake?”  
Jake nodded and smiled gratefully at Martha.  If Luke kept up his questioning, he’d spill the beans before dinner and he wasn’t sure he was ready yet.
“Yeah, I’m just tired.”
Luke huffed out a laugh.  “Hah, what’s her name then?”
Amber shifted uncomfortably next to Jake and took a huge mouthful of coffee.
“I was down at the house until late, if you must know.” Jake responded. 
“Right, if that’s what you want us to believe,” Luke laughed.  “He didn’t expose you to his dirty man whoring ways did he, Amber?”
Amber shook her head.  “No,” she squeaked.
“Good, because if I find out you’ve been having sex in my house with random women, in front of Amber, I won’t be happy.” 
Jake made a quiet whimpering noise.  Amber drew in a sharp breath.
“Luke, stop being such a misery guts,” Martha said as she walked back to her seat, and ruffled her husband’s hair.  “Ignore him Jake, he’s just being a grouch because he’s tired.”
Luke started to laugh and gazed at Martha.  “Your fault baby.”
Jake groaned.  “Please,” he said, throwing a cushion at Luke.  “We don’t need to know.”
Luke caught the cushion and threw it back at Jake.  “Don’t be jealous because I’m getting it and you’re evidently not.”
“Luke!” Martha snapped.  “Don’t be so crude.”
Luke dipped his head and chuckled.  “Sorry.”
“Ooh, thank goodness that’s all done.”  Lucia announced, gliding into the room and bringing a halt to the banter.  “I hate unpacking, don’t you?”
“Yes, that and the washing,” Amber replied.  “So did you have a good time Auntie Lucia?”
Lucia smiled and sat next to Jake.  “I did darling, it was lovely.  But, we can talk about that later.  Why don’t you tell me all about you and Jake?  What have you been doing while we’ve all been away?”
“Oh nothing special,” Amber replied, glancing quickly at Jake.
“Nothing?” Luke said.  “So, that woman holding his hand and hiding her face with her hair going into Elite, wasn’t you in the “Spotted” section of Heat Magazine then?”
 
Luke’s hands were on his hips and his nostrils were flared as he stared at Jake, who cowered back against the sofa in the pool room.
“I asked you not to make her one of your conquests,” Luke snarled.  “What didn’t you understand about that?”
“It’s not like that,” Jake cried.  “We really like each other…a lot.”
Luke tilted his head and frowned at Jake.  “Jake, don’t forget that I’ve known you a bloody long time, plus you hated each other just six weeks ago,” he said.  “So, you can’t blame me for worrying about it.”
“I understand that, but why can’t you just trust me for once?”
“I know that you think I’m an overbearing dick, but I made a promise to my dad to look after all of the family. And that includes Amber and Auntie Thelma.  So, it’s not just about you and your loose sexual morals.”  Luke grinned and lightly punched Jake in the arm.
“I know,” Jake sighed.  “But you have to trust me, Luke.”
“I do, but she’s been hurt badly before, and I don’t want that happening again.”
The thought of Daniel made Jake’s hands instinctively ball into fists.  “I know all about it,” he said. “She told me.”  Jake took a deep breath.  He needed to calm down and not go off on one about Daniel.  Luke had no idea about the baby and Jake didn’t want to be the one who blurted it out to him.
“Yeah?” Luke asked.  “Well you also have to understand why I worry that you’re the wrong man for her.  You’re not exactly the sort to settle down are you?”
“For fuck’s sake, Luke,” Jake suddenly erupted. He slammed his fist down on the arm of the sofa.  “People can change you know.  And Freckles has changed me.”
Luke took a step back, the break in Jake’s usual sunny demeanour taking him by surprise.  Jake hardly ever lost his smile, even when getting shit from the rest of the band which was pretty much all of the time.
“Okay, okay” Luke replied, raising his hands in mock surrender.  “So tell me, how has my cousin changed you?”
Jake dropped his head into his hands and drew in a long breath, buying himself time to consider his words carefully. He finally looked up at Luke.  
“I want to make her happy,” he said.  “I need to make her happy, and I’ll do whatever it takes to make that happen.”  Jake also wanted to say that he thought he loved her, but wasn’t sure Luke would believe that because, if he was being honest, Jake didn’t quite believe it himself.



 
Chapter 20
 
During Luke and Martha’s first few days at home, Jake and Amber didn’t see much of them.  They were either out walking with Rocco and Ernie, or visiting various family members or friends.  Amber had an inkling that Martha was trying to keep Luke busy and out of the way, even though he did seem to be pretty accepting of her relationship with Jake.
Bedtime, however, had been approached with some trepidation as neither of them were sure how Luke would take to them sharing a bed.  So, after lights out, it had become the norm for Jake to sneak along the landing to Amber’s room.  The fact that on the first night Jake wore a balaclava and some camouflage cargo pants caused much hilarity for Amber.
“Jake, you idiot,” she giggled as he crawled along her bedroom floor, with a small torch taped to his head. 
“Ssh!” Jake hissed.  “He’s probably still awake.”
Amber tutted and reached to turn on her bedside light.  “They went to bed ages ago.”
“Doesn’t mean they’re asleep.”  Jake flicked off the torch and dragged it, and the balaclava, from his head.  “I haven’t heard the bed creaking or Martha moaning yet.”  Jake scrubbed a hand across his already messy hair.
“Please Jake, the image of my cousin having sex is not one I want in my head.”  Amber shuddered and screwed up her face.  “Especially not when you’re just about to get into bed with me.  Ugh.”
Jake laughed quietly.  “We both know that he’s insatiable when it comes to his wife.”  Standing next to the bed, Jake whipped down his trousers, showing that it wasn’t just his moves that were commando.  “They act like a pair of horny teenagers most of the time.”
Blocking out thoughts of Luke and Martha, Amber’s eyes lit up as they landed on Jake’s naked body.  As far as Amber was concerned he was perfection and she really couldn’t get enough of him.
“So, you want a bit of Mister Lover-Lover man, then?”  Jake said noticing Amber’s hungry gaze.  Naked, apart from a huge grin, he stood with his hands on his hips legs apart.
“You idiot,” Amber laughed as she grabbed his hand and pulled him to the bed.  “Just get in.”
“Ugh, you make me feel so used,” he said slipping in next to Amber.  “All you ever want is sex, sex, sex.”
With a sigh, Amber reached up and pulled Jake’s head down.  “Oh just shut up and kiss me,” she said before pressing her mouth against Jake’s with a deep, satisfied sigh. 
 
It was the first week in June and the sun was warm and bright, and as Luke and Jake were jamming in Luke’s studio, Martha and Amber had decided to go for a walk.  Rocco was teething and a little grizzly, so Martha thought some fresh air might send him to sleep. 
“So, are you and Jake doing okay?”  Martha asked as she looked over at Amber who was pushing Rocco in his buggy.
Amber shrugged.  “Yes, fine.  We’re having fun,” she replied, leaning down to put Rocco’s dummy back in his mouth.
“Just fun?”  
“Yes, just fun.”  Amber hoped she sounded as though she meant it, because she wasn’t sure it was just fun any longer.  Not on her part anyway.  Jake was acting pretty much like the perfect boyfriend and making it difficult for Amber not to dream about things progressing.  
“So when his house is finally finished, you don’t think you’ll be moving in with him then?” 
Amber shook her head and Martha couldn’t fail to notice Amber’s frown when she shook her head. 
“No, no way,” she replied, forcing a laugh.  “We’re not serious enough for anything like that.”  
Amber’s heart thudded against her rib cage.  Jake’s house wasn’t anywhere near ready, despite the promises of Andy the builder.  However, Amber knew that it would be eventually, and then she’d have to cope without seeing him every day.  She knew that Jake wasn’t ready for that level of commitment, and probably never would be, but she also knew that if by some miracle he did ask her to move in with him, she’d be unpacking before he’d even shut the front door behind them.
“You don’t have to pretend to me, Amber,” Martha said.  “I know you care about him a lot more than you’re letting on.”
Amber huffed impatiently.  “No I don’t.”
“Yes you do.”  Martha pulled to a stop and put her hand on Amber’s.  “I won’t say anything to Luke, or Jake, if that’s what you’re worried about.”
Amber turned to look at the woman who had become her best friend.  She trusted Martha, but this was Jake Hughes they were talking about.
“He’s not ready for me to lay my feelings onto him,” she replied.  “He just wants some fun.”
Martha shook her head.  “I honestly don’t think so, sweetheart.  I think you’re underestimating how he feels about you.  In fact, you’re underestimating Jake.”
Amber shook her head.  “No, he’s not ready.”
“But I think he is,” Martha insisted.  “You’ve only got to see the way he looks at you.  Plus he told Luke he cares about you.”  Martha grinned, knowing that she’d got Amber’s attention. “A lot.”
“What did he say exactly?” Amber asked, trying to ignore the strange sensation of hope and excitement that was swirling in her stomach.
“Just that.  Luke was bawling him out about being in a relationship with you.” She grinned and nudged Amber with her elbow.
“Yeah, I know how overbearing my cousin can be.”
“Well, Jake told him to give him some credit because he cared about you a lot,” she reiterated.
Amber sighed and started walking again.  “I don’t know, Martha.  Sometimes I think we’re at the same place, and then other times I think he just wants some fun.  He’s never intimated that he wants anything more.”
Martha sighed. “Sweetheart, Jake’s just the same as the rest of them; he’s a man-child.”  Martha linked her arm with Amber’s and sighed.  “Sometimes we just have to take control and tell them what they want.”
Amber started to laugh.  “Is that what you did with Luke?”
Martha’s face clouded slightly.  “No, but he had to lose me in order to realise that he couldn’t mess about at this relationship business.”
“Wasn’t he serious before the ‘Rachel incident’ then?”  Amber groaned inwardly as she thought about the lengths Luke’s ex had gone to in order to get him back.  She wondered what sort of psycho drugs a man and takes staged photos.  
“Oh he loved me,” Martha replied.  “But I think being apart made him realise that you can’t take things for granted.  Love isn’t always enough.  You have to work hard, and fight hard, sometimes you have to fight other people, to make each other happy and keep what you’ve got.”
“So you’re saying I should leave and hope Jake comes after me?”  Amber asked, perplexed.
Martha shook her head vehemently.  “That’s not what I’m saying, no way.  I wouldn’t want anyone to go through what we went through.  All I’m saying is tell Jake how you feel about him and that you want something more.”
“What if he rejects me?”
“I don’t think he will, but you’ll never know unless you tell him.  You need to make him think about it.  I do it all the time with Luke.  Take Rocco for instance.”
“What about him?” Amber asked gazing down at the gorgeous sleeping baby in the pushchair.
“Well, we agreed we wanted a baby pretty much straight away once we were married, but once I came off the pill Luke turned into a nervous wreck.  He barely touched me for almost three weeks.”
“What did you do?  Jump his bones?” Amber joked.
“No that would have been too obvious.  I arranged to look after Ethan for the day, and then I suddenly ‘felt ill’ and had to go to bed.”  Martha chuckled. “He had to get on with it.”
Amber joined in with Martha’s laughter.  “Weren’t you worried it would scare him to death?” she asked.
“Of course I was,” Martha replied.  “But I know Luke, and I knew he’d love it, no matter how scary or stressful it was.”
“Well as the little guy is here, I gather it all worked out.   Luke did okay?”
“He did brilliantly; took it all in his stride, despite Ethan peeing all over him.”  Martha grinned, recalling the look of horror on Luke’s face when he went into the bedroom to change.  “After that he was very excited about the prospect of fatherhood.  It still didn’t stop him almost pooping his pants when I got pregnant, but he was still happy about it.”
“You think I should show Jake how good we could be together, then?”
Martha nodded.  “Don’t you think it’s worth a try?”
“I suppose so,” Amber shrugged.  “But what if he doesn’t feel the same way. After all I was the one who suggested we just had fun; maybe that’s enough for him.”
“Well you won’t know unless you ask him will you?
“I don’t want to spoil our relationship though.  It’s great as it is, but telling him I want more could ruin it.”
“So don’t tell him,” Martha replied.  “Maybe you need to show him how lost he’d be without you.  So, how about you, me and Stace go away for a few days, to a spa or something?”
Amber’s eyes lit up at the prospect of a couple of days pampering.  “That does sound good, I must admit.”
Martha nodded.  “Excellent.  I’ll speak to Stace when we get back and sort something out.  Now,” she said as they stopped outside the shop, “fancy an ice lolly?”
“Ooh go on then.  I’ll get them.”
“No,” Martha replied, reaching into Rocco’s pushchair for her purse.  “My treat.  You wait here with Rocco.”
Amber thought about Martha’s words, as she slowly pushed Rocco’s pushchair backwards and forwards.  She was right, she should tell Jake how she felt about him.  She bent down to check on Rocco, and didn’t notice a car pulling up against the pavement.  It was only when she heard the thud of the car door shutting that she looked up.
“Ambs, how are you?”  Daniel Armstrong’s presence dominated the narrow pavement.  He was dressed in a sharp grey suit, white shirt and maroon tie and looked every inch the successful business man.
“Daniel,” Amber gasped.  “What the hell are you doing here?”  With her heart pounding, Amber turned to look over her shoulder, through the shop window, searching for Martha.  She could see that Valerie had her cornered, and so Martha wasn’t about to come out and rescue her any time soon.  “I thought I made it clear last time I saw you that we have nothing to say to each other.”
A smirk touched Daniel’s lips.   “I know what you said, but I figured that was for the benefit of your caveman boyfriend,” he replied, his eyes raking up and down Amber’s body.  “So, how are you, you didn’t answer?”
Amber shook her head.  “And you didn’t answer me either.  How did you know where to find me, anyway?” she asked, pulling Rocco’s pushchair in between them as a barrier.
Daniel’s eyes never left Amber’s face.  “Once I realised who your boyfriend was, it wasn’t difficult to track you down.  I was on my way to see you when I spotted you walking along.”
Amber frowned.  There was no way he could have found her here through Jake, it wasn’t even his house.  Daniel was up to something, she was sure of it.  He had the cocky smirk he always wore when he was about to con someone out of millions when buying their company.
“Okay, so what do you want then?” 
“I wanted to see you and ask you again to forgive me and take me back.”  Daniel reached a hand out to touch Amber’s cheek, but sighed and pushed it into his trouser pocket instead.
Amber groaned aloud at his obviously calculated move.  “Oh stop with the pitiful gestures, Daniel.”
Daniel shrugged, a frown furrowing his brow.  “I don’t understand.”
“Oh stop it,” Amber huffed.  “Just tell me what you want because I’m damn sure it’s not me.”
“I swear Ambs, I want you back.  Seeing you with him made me realise that I was wrong.”  Daniel’s eyes flickered down to Rocco who started to furiously rub at his nose in his sleep.  “Is this mine?” he asked, pointing towards the pushchair.
Amber gasped.  “Excuse me, what did you say?”
“The baby, is it mine?”  Daniel looked at Amber as though she was stupid.  “You were pregnant when you left.”
Amber’s eyes filled with tears as she thought of her baby.  “Is that all you’ve got to say; ‘is it mine’.  God, you really are cold and unemotional aren’t you?”
“Well is it?” 
“No,” she finally snapped.  “Rocco is not yours.”
“His then?”  Daniel’s face hardened.  
“No Daniel, the baby is not his.”
“Whose then?”  Daniel stepped forward and touched Amber’s elbow.  “Are you telling me you were having an affair when we were together?”
Amber’s hand involuntarily clenched into a fist.  “You piece of shit,” she hissed, lowering her voice as a couple of walkers strode past them.  “Rocco is my cousin’s baby.  And it’s no business of yours, but I actually lost our baby.”  Amber pushed a hand to her chest, feeling the rapid drumming of her heart.  She wanted to smack him hard in the face, now wishing that she’d let Jake punch his lights out at the club that night.
“Oh your cousin, Luke,” he said with a huge grin, ignoring the comment about the baby.  “Yeah I found out that he was your cousin, when I realised that the dick you were with at the club was Jake Hughes.”
Amber smiled and shook her head.  And there it was, the reason why he had sought her out.  Daniel was a lot of things, but a social climber and seeker of money were two of his worst attributes.  
“You’ve suddenly realised that my cousin could introduce you to the rich and famous, haven’t you?”
Daniel shook his head.  “No, that’s not true at all.”
“Liar!” Amber cried.  “I’ve told you lots of times that Luke was my cousin, did you ever actually listen to me?” 
“I can’t remember everything you told me.”
Amber shook her head in exasperation.  “You really are something, aren’t you?” 
 “I’m sorry, okay.  So, do you forgive me?” Daniel asked, ignoring the look of astonishment on Amber’s face.  “Shall we give it another go?”
Amber looked at him for a few seconds, and then finally spoke.  “Come here.” She beckoned him to her with a tilt of her chin. 
Daniel gave a satisfied smile and shoved the pushchair out of the way to get to Amber.  When he was in front of her, Amber reached up and threaded her arms around his neck.  She stood on tiptoe and whispered into his ear.
“I’m sorry I had to pull Jake away from you at the club,” she sighed against his cheek as Daniel’s hands gripped at her waist.  “Because I really wish he’d had the chance to do this.”  With one swift movement, Amber lifted her right knee and thrust it into Daniel’s groin.  
Daniel’s hands fell straight to his injured balls, and he doubled over in pain, groaning and cursing.
“You fucking bitch,” he wailed.  “My balls…fuck.” He staggered away from Amber, landing smack bang into Martha who was leaving the shop.  “Move out of my way, you stupid cow,” Daniel hissed, still cupping his prized possessions.
“I beg your pardon,” Martha gasped.  “Who do you think you’re talking to?”
Amber started to giggle as Daniel’s pale face turned towards her.  His brow was beaded with sweat and his eyes were watering.  “You’re a psycho’.”
“Nothing you don’t deserve, Daniel.  Now if you don’t mind just get lost and leave me alone.”
With a final hiss of profanities towards her, Daniel stumbled back to his car, got in and drove off.
“What the hell was going on there?” Martha asked, staring at Daniel’s retreating car.
“That was my ex, Daniel,” Amber replied.  “He wants me back.”
Martha took a step back and her mouth dropped open.  “Oh,” she finally said.  “I’m guessing it was a no from you.”
“Exactly,” Amber replied, taking her ice lolly from Martha’s hand.  “Please don’t tell Jake about this, Martha.”
“Why not?”
“Well,” Amber said as they started walking, “they’ve already had one meeting and it didn’t go well.  Let’s just say, Jake might do something he’d regret if he found out Daniel had been pestering me.”
“Okay, but I think you’d better tell me what happened.”
Amber sighed and as they walked, she talked.



 
Chapter 21
 
When Amber and Martha got back to house, they both went off to find their respective partners.  Amber found Jake on his phone, pacing up and down the lounge.  His voice was low and he was running a hand through his hair distractedly.
“Yes, the earliest possible…you’ll email me the details, great.  Thanks.”  As Jake ended the call he turned to see Amber in the doorway.  A smile touched his lips, but it wasn’t his normal dazzling smile that lit up the room.
“Hey,” he said quietly as he walked towards Amber.  “You been for a walk?”
Amber nodded.  “Yes, we took Rocco down to the shop and had an ice lolly.”  Amber reached up and kissed the tip of Jake’s nose.  “How was the jam session?”
Jake nodded.  “Good.  I’m going up for a shower,” he said, gently holding Amber at arm’s length.  “I’ll see you later.”
“Oh, okay.”  Amber looked at him perplexed.  “Are you okay?  Luke hasn’t been having a go at you about us, has he?”
Jake shook his head.  “No.”
“So are you okay?”  
He turned back and dropped a kiss on her lips.  “Fine, I’ll see you later, Freckles.”
With shoulders slumped, Jake left the room, leaving Amber staring after him.  He’d been in good form this morning. He had been funny and teasing, so what on earth had put him in such a mood. It had to be Luke.
“Luke!”  Amber shouted, storming off to find her cousin.
 
“I swear, I haven’t said anything,” Luke protested.  “I’m cool with it.”
“Like it’s got anything to do with you, anyway,” Amber growled.
“I promised your mum I’d look after you.  So, yes it is my business.”  Luke pointed a finger at Amber.  “Don’t slag me off Amber for caring about my family.  I swear though, I haven’t said a word to him.”
From the look on his face Amber could tell that he was telling the truth.  She huffed and flung her arms around Luke.  “I’m sorry,” she muttered against his chest.  “I just don’t know what’s wrong with him.  He’s never moody.”
Luke stroked Amber’s hair and then kissed the top of her head.  “He’ll be okay.  Just go and speak to him.”  He gently pushed Amber away.  “I know you care about each other ‘a lot’, so it won’t be anything too serious.  Maybe there’s another problem with the house.”
Amber nodded and kissed Luke’s cheek.  “Sorry I shouted at you.”
“No problem, just go and find him.”
Amber pulled her shoulders back and made her way up the stairs.  She had decided that she was going to tell Jake how she felt about him.  That she couldn’t stand the thought of living a life without him, and wanted to make things more permanent.  She wanted to tell him that as soon as he walked into the room, she felt safe and happy.  That when he wasn’t in the room she yearned for him.  That he made her feel special and adored, so it wasn’t just about fun anymore; she loved him and just hoped he felt the same.
 
Jake sat on the end of his bed and sighed, dropping his head into his hands.  How on earth was he going to tell Freckles that he was leaving?  Things were going really well between them, she was everything he could want, but he had to go.  Then when he’d sorted everything, and was able to come home he’d tell her how he felt.  He loved her and fuck if he was going to let her deny she felt the same way.  
As Jake stared down at the floor his mobile rang out.  He looked at the screen and snatched it up from the bed and taking a deep breath swiped the screen to accept the call.
Amber paused at the open door and smiled as she watched Jake sitting on the edge of the bed.  He was still damp from his shower, and wearing just a towel around his slim hips.  She shivered as she thought about what lay beneath it and considered going in and jumping him, leaving the talk until later.  She was just about to push the door open wider, when Jake’s phone rang.  He picked it up and answered it.
“Hey sweetheart,” he said softly into the phone.
Amber stilled and held back a gasp.  Who was it that he was calling sweetheart?  It wasn’t Martha, she was feeding Rocco in his room.  Was it Sadie, or another of his past partners?  Amber knew that she should walk away, but her feet were planted firmly to the floor and her legs were like lead.  Adrenalin pumped through Amber’s veins as morbid fascination fixed her to the spot.
“I know,” Jake continued.  “We’ll be together soon, I promise…on Friday, yes…I love you too so don’t cry, please.  I’ll be with you soon and then life will be brilliant.”  
As Jake laughed quietly, Amber’s heart broke.  He didn’t love her; whoever was on the other end of the phone was who he loved.  Jake was evidently just using her as a fling until he could be back with the woman he was now talking to.  Anger and despair surged through her veins as Amber tried to move into Jake’s room.  She was damned if she was going to stand there and let him talk sweet nothings to someone else.  She lifted her shaking hand to the door, but her feet still wouldn’t move.  Her heart was beating treble time and she felt sick.  How could he do this to her?  As Jake continued to talk softly, Amber drew in a shuddering breath.  She couldn’t do it; she couldn’t talk to him about it.  How could she face him knowing that he had been lying to her?
With tears slowly rolling down her cheeks, Amber tiptoed away back to her room for a date with Rhett and Scarlett. 
 
After dinner, Amber feigned a headache and announced that she was going to bed early.  A concerned Jake followed behind.
“Hey, you want me to get you some water and painkillers?” Jake asked as they reached her bedroom.
With his hand was on the small of Amber’s back, heat radiated throughout her body.
Amber shook her head and couldn’t help but be baffled by his attention to her.  Surely it must mean that he did have some feelings towards her; just not enough.  She also wondered why the hell she hadn’t tackled him about the phone call.  Amber knew she wasn’t normally a weak person.  She appreciated the irony of the fact that she hadn’t been above screaming at him over irrelevant things in the past; yet now she was being a coward.
Before dinner, after she had spent an hour crying, Amber had stormed downstairs determined to slap his face and tell him to go to hell.  As soon as she’d seen him though, her lips fused together and all she could do was stand and gaze as he gently rocked Rocco to sleep while Luke and Martha made dinner.
Her thoughts back to the present, Amber sighed inwardly as Jake pulled her duvet back and indicated for her to get into bed.  Nuzzling into Jake’s hand on her cheek, a thunderbolt hit her in the chest.  She knew why she wasn’t at this very moment screaming at him.  Apart from not wanting to hear the truth, it was because she wanted just a little bit more time with the beautiful man in front of her. She needed more of his cuddles, his smiles, and the loving glances before it was all over.  Plus, she was hoping against hope that he would suddenly tell her all about the phone call.  That he would come up with a reasonable excuse for calling someone else sweetheart and promising life would be brilliant once they were together.  Amber also knew that if Luke found out, then Dirty Riches would more than likely be looking for a new lead guitarist.  There was no way she was going to be responsible for thousands of devastated fans.
“Come on, Freckles,” Jake ushered.  “Get in.”
Amber kicked off her flip flops and climbed into bed, fully clothed in leggings and one of Jake’s t-shirts.  
“Are you sure you don’t need anything?” he asked pulling the covers up to Amber’s chin.
“No, I’m fine.  I just need some sleep.”  Amber turned to her side.  
Jake dropped to his knees so that their faces were inches apart.  He reached up and curled Amber’s hair around his finger and deeply inhaled her scent.  He marvelled at her beauty as the thought of leaving chipped away at his heart; but he had to go.  As much as he loved Freckles, he loved Abbie too, and he had made her a promise.  Jake dipped his head and kissed Amber’s full lips.  He almost threw the covers back and got in with her, but he knew that she needed sleep.  He gazed down as Amber’s eyes started to flutter shut and he decided that once he and Luke got back from their TV interview tomorrow he’d tell her about going back to LA.  He just hoped that she didn’t ask too many questions.
“Night, Freckles,” he whispered and kissed her forehead.
“Night Jake,” Amber replied turning away from him so that he couldn’t see the tears that were now crawling down her cheeks.
 



 
Chapter 22
 
Amber was alone in the house, packing her suitcase and making ready to leave.  She had lain awake since three in the morning, contemplating what to do and the only conclusion was for her to go away and try and forget Jake.  Unfortunately, running away also meant leaving her family and job behind too.  
Today was a good day to leave as no one was at home.  Martha had taken Rocco and Lucia to London to see Betty and Noah for a couple of days; and Luke, Jake and Skins were in Manchester to do a TV interview.  Amber knew that if anyone had been home she’d have either chickened out or they’d have persuaded her to stay so, with a heavy sadness weighing on her shoulders, she made her plans quickly.
She knew that it was all probably a little dramatic, and cowardly.  She knew that she should just have a frank conversation with Jake.  She should be able to hear the words that would break her, split up with him, cry and then act like adults and get on with things, but she couldn’t.  Amber also knew that it would kill her to be around Jake and his ‘sweetheart’ or whoever else he took into his bed.  She couldn’t be adult about someone else enjoying Jake’s smiles, his jokes and his tenderness.
Shuddering back a sob, tears dropped onto Amber’s clothes in the case.  She scrubbed her hand across her face, but as soon as it was dried more tears of despair fell, making it wet again.  She felt more dismal than she had when she’d left Daniel, if that was even possible.  The difference was Daniel never, ever made her feel like Jake did.  He never made her feel special and cared for; he very rarely did anything specifically to make her happy – not like Jake.
With a sigh, Amber closed her suitcase and picked it up, pulling it downstairs into the hallway.  Reaching into her handbag she pulled out two envelopes, one addressed to Jake and the other to Luke.  She propped them up against the mirror above the hall table, and then fished her mobile out of her jeans pocket.  After dialling a number. she waited a few seconds for it to be answered.
“What?”  The voice on the other end was gruff and offhand.
“Daniel, we need to talk.”
 
She was gone and it hurt like hell.  His stomach flip flopped over and over and the pain in his chest felt like a hammer was battering against his heart.  Jake ran a hand through his hair and re-read Amber’s words, just in case he had missed anything.
 
Dear Jake,
I know this is a coward’s way of doing this, but I am a coward and really can’t face you.  I’ve loved every minute of our time together, but it’s made me realise that while it’s been fun, it isn’t what I had with Daniel.  So, there’s only one thing to do and that’s to find him and see if we can get back what we once had.
I know you probably think that I’m being stupid by doing this, but I have to give it a go.
Be happy and keep up with the cooking, you really are getting better.
Amber xx
p.s. I hope the house gets finished soon
 
Jake groaned.  There was no mention of whether she loved him or even cared about him, just that they’d had fun.  He also couldn’t believe the fact she said that she wanted to be with Daniel.  If Jake didn’t know better, he would think that she had been kidnapped and forced to write such a letter.  It wasn’t particularly cold, but it certainly didn’t show the warm, loving and tender Freckles that he’d spent the last couple of months with.  He wondered if he had got it all wrong, whether he had misjudged how they were starting to feel about each other.  As Jake flopped back onto his bed, clutching the letter to his chest, there was a knock on his door.  Jake shook his head in disbelief, wondering why Luke hadn’t just barged in, like the arrogant tool he knew and loved.
“Come in,” he called sitting up ready for Luke’s onslaught. 
“You okay, bud?” Luke asked, standing in the doorway.
Jake’s mouth dropped in surprise.  “What, you’re not going to punch my lights out?”
Luke shook his head and waved Amber’s letter to him in the air.  “Nope.  You know she’s gone back to that douche Daniel?” 
“To the point as ever, Luke.  But yeah, I know,” Jake replied with a heavy sigh, holding up his own letter.  “I just don’t get it.”
“Me neither.  I spoke to Martha and according to her, Amber told her yesterday that she wanted to be with you, then that Daniel dick turned up.”
Jake stood up and stalked towards Luke, stopping toe to toe with him.  “When?  The fucking piece of shit.”  His face screwed into a scowl as he snatched the letter from Luke’s fingers.  Jake’s eyes scanned it quickly, but it didn’t tell him anything other than his own letter did. 
Luke gently laid a hand on Jake’s shoulder.  “It doesn’t mention it in there.  Apparently, it was outside the shop, but Martha reckons Amber gave him a swift knee to the bollocks.”  Luke sighed.  “It just doesn’t add up, why would she do that and then leave to be with him?”
Jake turned away and paced towards the bedroom window, staring out at the beautifully manicured garden below.  He thought about how sudden it was - they were both happy as far as Jake was concerned.  He acknowledged that his plan to go to L.A. had muddied his own mood for a while, but Freckles had seemed fine.
“I must admit, I didn’t buy that headache she said she had last night,” Luke said interrupting Jake’s thoughts.  “You sure you didn’t upset her?”
Jake swung around to face Luke.  “No, I was in a bit of a mood, but it was nothing to do with Freckles.”
“Well, she thought it was.  She came and busted my chops, accusing me of upsetting you.”
“What did you say?” Jake asked, rubbing the back of his neck.  He knew it would have been when she got back from her walk, when he’d just finished booking his flight to L.A. – she had asked him then if he was okay.  Surely that hadn’t made her run.
“I told her to talk to you.”
Jake shook his head.  “Well she didn’t.”
“And how was she when you sneaked into her room later?” Luke asked with a small smile.
Jake took a step back and looked at him in astonishment.  “You knew?”
Luke nodded and laughed quietly.  “Yep, we have a baby remember.  I’m a light sleeper these days.”
Jake blew out a long breath.  “She was asleep and looked so peaceful that I didn’t stay.  I just kissed her and left.”
Luke moved to sit on the edge of Jake’s bed.  “She give you a forwarding address or anything?” he asked hopefully.
“No, you neither I take it?”
Luke shook his head.  Jake moved back to the window and rested his forehead against the cool glass.  He just had to face it, Freckles was gone, and he wasn’t who she wanted.  At least that meant he wouldn’t have to worry about the situation in L.A.  He was needed there and he wasn’t sure for how long.  Jake knew that he would have to make a choice about where to be at some point, and he wasn’t sure he could.
Suddenly Jake turned to Luke.  “I have to go back to L.A. for a while.”
“Hey come on Jake, don’t leave.  I know I gave you shit about you hooking up with Amber, but I don’t blame you for her leaving.  I’m just mad that she left without talking to any of us about it.”
Jake shook his head.  “No, I was going anyway.  There’s some stuff I need to sort out.”
“Are you okay though?”  Luke asked, standing up.   “I know you liked her ‘a lot’.” He smiled, remembering Jake’s words.
“Yep, I’m fine.  I can’t force her to stay if she wants to be with him.  And, yeah, I did like her a lot, but it’s not like we were falling in love or anything.”  Jake coughed to get rid of the lump of sadness that had risen in his throat.  “I mean me, fall in love?  Nah.  It was just fun while it lasted.”
Luke sighed and gently punched Jake’s arm.  “Okay, but don’t feel as though you have to go.”
“No, I don’t dude, seriously.  I just have stuff I need to sort.”  Jake hugged Luke and tried to feel positive that at least now Freckles wouldn’t be distracting him.  He had made a promise and now he could fulfil that without worry or guilt.
 



 
Chapter 23
 
It had been almost five months since Amber had left Jake and every day had been just as hard as the day before.  She had hoped that the aching yearning for him would subside with time, but it hadn’t.  It had only increased.
After just a week, Amber had realised that she’d done the wrong thing.  She knew that she should have stayed and confronted him; told him how she felt about him and maybe he would have told her he felt the same.  But as she considered the possibility of going back, Amber remembered the phone call that she had overheard, and knew that going back wasn’t an option.
“Bloody hell, I’m knackered.”  Marnie, Amber’s young colleague, flopped down onto a chair behind the hotel reception desk. 
Amber smiled knowingly.  “Late night?” she asked.
Marnie grinned and wiggled her eyebrows.  “Yeah, but totally worth it darl’.”
Amber laughed and continued working through the guests’ bills.  She had been working at the Regina Hotel in Margate for four months and, aside from missing Jake, had loved every minute of it.  The other two daytime receptionists, Marnie and Steph, had made Amber feel welcome from the minute she had walked through the door.  They were both in their early twenties; Marnie blonde and busty and Steph, brunette and petite, and were two of the kindest girls Amber had ever met.  They’d immediately invited her out for a night at the cinema and then dinner, and an ongoing invitation to Friday night drinks.
“You on the eight o clock finish today?”  Amber asked. Marnie was resting her head on one hand and had her eyes closed.
“Ugh, don’t remind me,” she groaned without opening her eyes.  “What about you?”
“Four today.  I am so ready for three days off too.”
“Mmm, make the most of it, because once December gets here all the regulars will be arriving for their month long bloody Christmas holiday.”
Marnie sighed and she settled further down into her chair.  After a few minutes, the silence was broken when Steph rushed into the reception.
“OMG, to say I’m gutted is an understatement,” she cried, slamming an open magazine down on the reception desk.
“And hello to you too,” Amber replied with raised eyebrows.  “What are you so gutted about anyway?”
“Huh,” Marnie groaned.  “Probably nothing important.”  She sat up and frowned at Steph.  “Some of us were trying to sleep.”
Amber smiled.  “And some of us were actually trying to work.”
“Oh don’t be so boring you two.”  Steph lifted up the flap of the reception desk and joined her colleagues.  “This is far more important than sleep or work.”  She pushed past Marnie’s chair and stabbed her finger at the open page of the magazine.  “Look!”
Amber shook her head and carried on working while Marnie heaved herself out of the chair and moved over to Steph.
“See, how shit is that?” Steph groaned.
Marnie spent a couple of minutes reading the offending article, tutting intermittently.
“Well,” Amber said after a few minutes.  “Is it the end of the world?”
Marnie huffed and pushed the magazine towards Amber.  “For Steph it is.”
Amber looked down at the well-thumbed page.  As soon as she read the headline the breath gusted from her lungs and her hands started to shake.  Trying not to appear affected by the words swimming in front of her eyes, Amber held onto the desk, leaning against it for support.
“Can you believe it?” Steph asked.  “I know Luke and Skins are married, but now Jake as well.  It’s the beginning of the end of Dirty Riches...again!  Now he’ll never be mine.”
Amber held her breath because she was sure if she didn’t a sob would burst out.  According to the article, Jake was close to marrying his girlfriend, the Hollywood actress, Abbie Sinclair.
“Oh please,” Marnie groaned.  “For one, it doesn’t mean it’s the end of the band and two, you were never going to have a chance of even sharing the same air with him, never mind the same bed.” 
“You can’t say that.”  Steph flounced down into the chair that Marnie had vacated. “This is tragic.”
“Tragic my arse,” Marnie muttered, pulling the magazine from under Amber’s gaze.  “Tragic is the old bloke in room 515 who thinks that wig on his head looks like real hair.”
“What do you think??” Steph asked, poking Amber with her foot. 
Amber turned and tried to formulate a response, but her lips were glued together and there was a lump the size of a tennis ball lodged in her throat.
“Amber, like me, doesn’t care,” Marnie scoffed, dropping the magazine into the waste paper bin.
“Amber?”
“No,” Amber managed.  “I have no opinion.”  Coughing to try and hide the break in her voice, Amber moved past Marnie.  “I’m just off to the ladies.”
Steph giggled.  “How many times is that today?”
Amber gave a thin lipped smile and left her two colleagues discussing the imminent demise of Dirty Riches. 
 
Once safely locked inside a cubicle, Amber allowed the tears to fall.  She had never told the girls about Jake, or even that Luke was her cousin for that matter.  It didn’t seem important when she first started working with them.  Then when Steph had started raving about Dirty Riches, and particularly Jake, Amber felt it would only sound boastful if she suddenly announced her relationship with the band.  Also, if they were privy to that information, human nature would only lead them to asking lots of questions, and Amber didn’t think she’d be able to talk about Jake without breaking down.
Wiping her face, Amber recalled the words and pictures in the magazine.  There were a couple of photographs of Jake holding Abbie’s hand, and one of him leaving her apartment early one morning.  The article said that they had been seen together constantly in the recent months since Jake had returned to L.A.  It hurt Amber to think he had obviously not given her a second thought once she had left.
Reading about him now had been a huge shock, because Amber had avoided any gossip about the band the last few months, purposely ignoring magazines, and turning the TV and radio off if Dirty Riches were mentioned at any point.  She had been in touch with Luke and Martha regularly, but there was an unspoken agreement between them that Jake was not to be a topic of conversation.  Maybe it was because they didn’t want to open Amber’s still fresh wounds, or maybe it was because Amber was still keeping up the pretence that she and Daniel were back together.  
She knew that it was a ridiculous lie, but then no one would guess why she’d really left.  It meant that Luke wouldn’t lose it with Jake, and Jake wouldn’t realise that he had broken her heart, so in some small way her pride was still intact.  Amber had called Daniel, but only to ask for her share of the money that she had paid for their apartment, and money for the furniture that she had left behind.  Daniel had laughed at her at first, but once Amber threatened to let his wife know about their affair, he relented.  
Blowing out a long breath, Amber reached down and rubbed her swollen stomach.
“Oh well baby,” she whispered.  “It’s definitely just you and me now.  Daddy is getting on with his life, so we’ll have to as well.” 



 
Chapter 24
 
When Amber woke, she stretched lazily and turned to look at the clock.  It was almost midday and she hadn’t meant to sleep so late.  She had slept for over twelve hours and, while she still felt exhausted, she couldn’t waste the day in bed. So with a groan, she shoved her legs from under the duvet and manoeuvred herself to a sitting position.  
As she sat on the edge of the bed, Amber looked down at her stomach.  Stretching her vest over it, she rubbed it gently and smiled. 
“Good morning little one,” she whispered.
Despite her situation, which wasn’t ideal, Amber was full of joy about the baby.  She knew that getting preganant a second time, without planning it, and with another man who’d let her down, probably made her look pretty stupid in anyone’s book, but she didn’t care.  Her baby was growing healthily and she loved it unconditionally.
She had realised that she was pregnant just two weeks into starting her job, and that realisation had hit her like a wrecking ball.  At first, Amber had tried to deny even the possibility that she might be pregnant – she and Jake had always been so careful.  She’d spent hours thinking long and hard about when it could have happened, but nothing came to mind.  Then she remembered the day at Jake’s swimming pool; the day that they were supposed to be abstaining because of their bet; the day that she had enticed him into dragging her inside the cabin and making love to her.  It was only then that she realised that she didn’t remember Jake using a condom.  Obviously they had been so lost in the moment that it hadn’t registered with either of them.  It was only when she stared at the pregnancy test and saw the words - Pregnant 3-4 weeks – she allowed herself to believe it was true.  
As Amber sat and thought about that day, a knock at the door jolted her from her memories.
“Oh shit,” she hissed, pushing herself up from the bed.  She’d forgotten that her mum was coming round for the afternoon.
She pulled her dressing gown around her and padded over to the door. 
“Hi Mum,” she said breezily as she opened the door.
“Alright darlin’,” Thelma replied in the cockney accent that she hadn’t lost in all the years she’d lived away from the capital.  “You had a lie in sweetheart?”  Thelma frowned as her eyes took in Amber’s state of undress.
“Yes, I overslept.”  She pushed the door closed and followed her mum through to the lounge.  “I’d planned on nipping to the shops to get something for lunch.”
“Ah, great minds.”  Thelma held up a plastic shopping bag and smiled.   “Crusty bread, Cheshire cheese and pickles.”
Amber grinned.  Her mouth was already watering at the mere thought of pickles steeped in vinegar.  She had craved them for the past couple of months, and had managed to devour nearly two jars a week.
“You want a cuppa, Mum?”
“Please, darlin’.  I’m bloody spittin’ feathers.  The bus was packed and I had to stand most of the way.”  
“I don’t know why you don’t drive,” Amber called from the kitchen.
“I take the bus because you can’t bleedin’ park around here, that’s why.”  
Amber lived in the ground floor flat of a converted Victorian house just off the seafront, and as far as she was concerned it was pretty much perfect except for the lack of parking for her mother.  The rooms were light and airy, especially the lounge with its huge, dual aspect, corner bay window.  Plus, if you put a chair on the balcony, stood on it and leaned out over the railings you could even see the sea.  After a few minutes, Thelma joined Amber in the kitchen and sat on one of the stools at the breakfast bar. 
“So, how you feelin’?” she asked.
Amber instinctively rubbed her stomach before wrapping her arms around it protectively.  “Fine, we’re both fine.”
“That’s good.  You been sleepin’ better?”
“Yes, much better thanks.”  Amber handed her mum a mug of tea and then heaved herself onto a stool next to her.  “So come on then, let’s get the lecture over.”
“What?” Thelma cried.  “There’ll be no lecture from me.”
Amber paused, the mug of hot tea at her mouth.  “Yes there will, you can’t help it.”
Thelma sighed and took a drink from her own mug.  The silence was deafening for a few minutes while Amber waited, a knowing smile on her lips.
Finally Thelma spoke.  “I just think you should tell him, that’s all.”
Amber laughed softly at the inevitability of her mother’s words.  “I know you do, and I’ve told you – not yet.”
“When then?  In eighteen years when it’s not your choice anymore?” Thelma shook her head and put her mug down.  “It’s not fair to him, or that child,” she said, pointing to Amber’s stomach.
Amber dropped her head and played with the belt of her dressing gown, wrapping it around her fingers.  After finding out she was pregnant, she knew that her window of opportunity to go back had pretty much vanished, no matter how much she wanted to.  Jake would merely think that she was only going back for help with the baby; for his money.  She was also scared that he would want the baby but reject her, but then she’d be forced to see him because of the baby and if he was with someone else that would be unbearable.  Now…well now it was impossible to go back.  Jake was happy with his Hollywood star and was about to get married if the rumours were true, so no, she wouldn’t be telling him anytime soon.
“Jake’s getting married,” she whispered, not looking up.  “He’s marrying Abbie Sinclair, the actress.”
Thelma’s mouth dropped and she took Amber’s hand in hers.  “Oh darlin’, I’m so sorry.  Who told you, Martha?”
Amber shook her head.  “No, it was in Steph’s magazine.”
Thelma started to laugh.  “A bleedin’ magazine.  Amber, I thought you had more sense than that.”
“What?  It was there in black and white.  Plus there were photographs of them together.”  She stared at Thelma wide eyed.  “This is not a joke.”
“Hasn’t having a famous cousin taught you anythin’?  How many times have you seen a load of old rubbish about Luke in the papers?”  Thelma shook her head and tutted.  “A bloody magazine, I ask you.”
“Mum, he’s been in L.A. for months,” Amber replied.  “And there are pictures of them holding hands and him leaving her apartment.”  Angry tears welled in Amber’s eyes.  She was angry at not having it out with Jake, angry with herself for not going back before, and angry at being so stupid to leave in the first place.  
“Doesn’t mean he’s marryin’ her.  You should’ve gone back before now.  Don’t know why you left in the first place, to be honest,” Thelma moaned, echoing Amber’s own thoughts.
“I told you, he was in a relationship with someone else.  I heard him on the phone, and it must have been her…Abbie.”  Amber held her breath, trying hard to control her emotions.  She really didn’t want to talk about Jake anymore, it hurt too much.
“Sweetheart, you never asked him did you?  You should’ve stayed and tackled him about it.”  Thelma squeezed Amber’s hand gently.  “A feisty thing like you, just runnin’ away.  I don’t get it.”
Amber looked up with teary eyes and smiled sadly.  “I was scared that he’d say I was nothing to him, that our time together had just been a distraction.  I couldn’t take another rejection like that, Mum.”
“So you just ran instead.  He may have been seeing her as well, but there could have been some other explanation.”  
Amber’s shoulder’s stiffened as she stretched herself up.  “Like what?  I heard him, Mum.  He called her sweetheart and said they’d be together soon, and that magazine just proves that I was right.”
“I just don’t get it though, because from what Lucia told me, Jake was really upset when you left.”
“I don’t know.”   Amber shrugged.  “I honestly thought he cared about me, but when I think back maybe it was just about the sex.  We hardly ever had a serious conversation, never mind him being serious about me.”
Amber really didn’t know what had been going on in Jake’s head.  The way he’d treated her was always loving and tender, despite his constant joking around.  At no point did she ever think that there could be someone else, but she could never have imagined that Daniel had a wife either.
“Okay,” Thelma sighed.  “So, why you didn’t tackle him about it.  Why didn’t you have his balls for it?”
“I was worried what Luke would do too.  If he knew, he’d drop Jake from the band or punch him at the very least.  I can’t be responsible for that.”  Amber’s bottom lip trembled as she took a deep breath.  “I had my pride too.  I’d rather he thought it was my decision, and not that I was hurt.”
“Which I suppose is why you’re keepin’ up this bloody stupid lie that you’re with the other idiot, Daniel.”  Thelma shook her head and pinched the bridge of her nose.  “Do you know how hard it is lying to Lucia?  Bleedin’ terrible.”
Amber pushed the heels of her hands into her eyes.  “Please, Mum.  I don’t want to talk about this anymore.”
With a sigh, Thelma leaned forward and rubbed her daughter’s shoulder.  “Okay, I’ll drop it for now,” she replied.  “Go and get dressed, and I’ll get lunch ready.  Then maybe we can go and do some Christmas shopping.”
Amber tentatively lowered herself down from the stool and made her way back to her bedroom, wishing that she could just go back to bed and forget everything about Jake Hughes. 
 
 



 
Chapter 25
 
Amber was only five weeks away from giving birth, and she was utterly bored with being pregnant.  Not only was she was anxious to meet her baby, but the swollen ankles, aching back and lack of sleep were not helping her mood one bit.  
Christmas had been pretty wretched.  Neither she nor her mum could spend time with the family as they usually would, because they were still in the dark about the baby, and there was no way she’d have been able to pass over her large, but neat, bump as the result of one too many mince pies.  So, Amber and Thelma had shared a chicken and pulled a cracker with each other, both of them feeling miserable.  If that wasn’t bad enough, New Year’s Eve turned out to be just awful.  It hadn’t started well when Amber saw more pictures of Jake and Abbie in the gossip column of the daily paper.  They were shopping in a grocery store and Jake had his hand placed protectively in the small of Abbie’s back, while she gazed up at him lovingly.  Someone had also leaked a photograph of a document that Abbie had signed as Abbie Hughes, thus proving that despite their ‘no comment’ response and lack of wedding bands, that Abbie and Jake were married.  Amber had then spent the evening alone, crying while eating far too much chocolate ice cream and pickles – sometimes in the same mouthful.
“You okay?” Steph nudged Amber gently.  “You were miles away.”
Amber smiled and shrugged.  “Just thinking about the baby,” she replied with a small smile.
“Not long now, eh?”  Steph rubbed Amber’s arm gently “Anyway, don’t forget we’ll pick you up in the taxi at nine tomorrow morning,” she said, turning back to her computer.  Amber looked at her and giggled.  “I’ve overslept once on a working day, but you won’t let me forget it, will you?”
“Hah,” Steph scoffed.  “Once maybe, but by four hours.  Even Marnie banging on your front door and shouting through your letter box didn’t stir you.”
“Yes, but you didn’t have to call the police to break the door down.”  Amber shook her head recalling the large PC with a thick beard who had shaken her awake.  “You were lucky they didn’t charge you with wasting police time.”
“We were worried about you,” Steph cried.  “So, just make sure you don’t sleep in tomorrow.”
Marnie and Steph were taking Amber into London for the day.  They had a special treat arranged as a gift before she went off on maternity leave.  Amber had tried to point out that she wasn’t exactly in the right condition to go traipsing around London sightseeing, but they had assured her that it was nothing energetic and a black cab would be taken whenever required.
“Well, I gave Marnie a spare key so at least you won’t need to call the police this time,” Amber said as she closed down her computer.  “Right, that’s me finished for the day.”
“Okay,” Steph said, pulling her into a hug.  “Get a good night’s sleep and we’ll see you in the morning.”
Amber returned Steph’s hug and then waddled off, glad that she had such good friends, but wishing that she didn’t have to endure a trip to London.
 
Amber took a deep breath as she settled into the seat of the black cab.  The last time she’d been in London was with Jake, and that had been a weekend she would never forget.  When Marnie and Steph had told her about the trip, Amber’s biggest worry had been her aching back and swollen ankles, so when the memories of her time with Jake came flooding back, they had taken her by complete surprise.  As soon as they’d stepped out of the station onto the busy street, she’d felt the air rush from her lungs and a heart wrenching loneliness engulf her.  It wasn’t as though she and Jake had spent a great deal of time here; she wasn’t catching images of him at every corner.  It was the mere fact that the last time she was here, she had been happy, and starting to fall in love.  Now that was all over. 
“You okay, Amber?” Marnie asked.  “You look a bit grey.”
“Oh shit, you’re not having contractions are you?”  Steph paled as she stared at Amber’s stomach.
“No,” Amber laughed.  “I’m fine.  Probably just ready for a drink.  It was hot on the train.”
Steph and Marnie grinned at each other, a secret shining in their eyes.
“Go on tell her,” Steph urged, giving Marnie a nudge with her elbow. .
“Tell me what?” Amber asked.
“What your treat is,” Marnie explained.  “I hope you like it.”
“I’m sure I will,” Amber replied, giving them a warm smile.  “So go on tell me.”
“Ooh I’m so excited.”  Steph started to bounce up and down on the seat.  “Go on Marnie.”
“Okay.”  Marnie took hold of Amber’s hand and squeezed it.  “Well, we’re going to The Ritz for afternoon tea.”
Amber felt as though the bottom of her stomach had dropped to her boots.  A chill swept through her entire body.  “No!” she cried.
Marnie and Steph both shrank back and stared.
Being in London was bad enough but The Ritz, for afternoon tea, where Jake had taken her – she just couldn’t do it.  Amber stared at her friends, her eyes darting from one to the other.  They were motionless, eying each other warily as Amber’s heavy breathing filled the silence.
“Amber, what’s wrong?” Marnie finally asked. 
Amber dropped her head, suddenly embarrassed at her outburst.  She’d had one afternoon there with Jake - that was all.  She was being stupid.
“It’s just too much,” she whispered.  “I can’t accept that.”  It was the only excuse that she could think of. 
“Oh God, don’t be silly,” Steph replied with a sigh of relief.  “You deserve a lovely treat.”
“But you’ve not known me that long,” Amber said, desperately trying to pull herself together.  “At least let me pay towards it.”
“No way, missy.  This is our treat, isn’t it Steph?”
“Yes, and as for not knowing you long, well it’s quality not quantity.”
“Yeah,” Marnie agreed.  “Now stop being silly and just think about all those lovely cakes you’re going to be eating.”
Amber forced a smile and sat back against the seat, hoping that she could hold herself together for just a couple more hours.
 



 
Chapter 26
 
“Oh my God, this is gorgeous,” Steph hissed.  “I feel proper posh.”
“I know,” Marnie replied, sitting back in her chair and gazing around the room.  “It’s all so elegant.”
Amber had to agree.  But, this wasn’t her first time in the Palm Court, with its high walls of gleaming mirrors and intricate gilded ceiling adorned with beautiful birdcage chandeliers.  She had sat at one of these tables before.  That day however, she and Jake only had eyes for each other, and Amber had failed to fully appreciate how spectacular her surroundings were.
“Not exactly where you’d expect to find us three,” said Steph with a smile.  “No offence Amber. I know you’re a lot more refined than us.”
Amber grinned.  “None taken,” she said before taking a bite of her tiny ham sandwich.  “It’s been lovely, thank you.”
After her initial melt down, and the threat of tears when they arrived, Amber had finally managed to calm herself down.  Once at their table, she took a deep breath and concentrated on her visit now, and not the last one. The girls had been kind enough to arrange the treat for her, so she was determined to at least try and enjoy it.
“I can’t wait to crack into the cakes,” Steph said, peering at the china cake stand in the middle of the table.  “That strawberry meringue thing has my name all over it.”
“Mine’s the cream slice,” Marnie said, almost having to fold her tongue back into her mouth. “Oh, and the scone…and maybe a macaroon.”  She was practically salivating.
“I guess mine is the chocolate fondant cake then,” Amber said.  “You two will be as fat as me by the time we leave.”
“I’ll be working mine off later,” Marnie replied, winking at Amber.
Steph shook her head and stood up.  “As much as I’d love to hear about Declan’s prowess in the bedroom again, I need to visit the little girl’s room.  Won’t be long.”
“Oh thanks,” Amber said, poking Steph’s arm.  “Now I have to listen to the blow by blow account of Marnie’s night of passion all on my own.”
“Literally blow by blow.”  Marnie grinned and pulled her chair closer to Amber.  “Okay, where shall I start?”
 
As Jake looked around the reception area, he was glad that it was almost empty and that no one had recognised either him or Abbie, apart from perhaps the pretty brunette standing and staring at them.  However, she looked too shocked to even move never mind draw anyone else’s attention to him.  He and Abbie had flown in this morning and stupidly he’d asked Neil, the band’s manager, to book him a suite for an overnight stay.  Unfortunately, when he wasn’t spending his own money, Neil liked to spend big, so here they were; The Ritz.  Jake groaned quietly and rubbed a hand over his face.  Why here, a place that held happy memories of Freckles?  He shuddered with relief that at least it hadn’t been The Savoy, in the suite he’d shared with her on their weekend trip. 
“I’m sorry Mr Hughes,” the uniformed male receptionist said.  “Your suite isn’t quite ready.  Can we offer yourself and Miss Sinclair some complimentary afternoon tea, in The Palm Court, while you wait?”
Jake took a sharp intake of breath and was just about to categorically decline, when Abbie’s hand clutched his forearm.
“Oh Jake, could we?” she gushed before turning back to the receptionist.  “That would be amazing.”
Jake looked at her expectant face and knew that he couldn’t deny her.  “Sure.  That would be great, thanks.”
Abbie reached up on tiptoe and kissed his cheek.  “Oh thank you.  This is so cool.”
“Excellent,” the man behind reception replied.  “If you’d like to check in now, you can go straight up once your suite is ready.”
“Great,” Jake sighed, trying to banish the images of Amber that were suddenly swimming before his eyes.
 
“What’s wrong?”  Marnie asked as Steph came back to the table.  “You look as though you’ve seen a ghost.”
Steph pulled her chair out and flopped down.  She didn’t say anything, but stared towards the marble steps that she’d just climbed.  Her eyes were wide and her mouth gaped open, occasionally closing only to drop wide again.
“Steph?”  Amber leaned over and squeezed her friend’s shoulder.  “What’s wrong?”
Steph gulped and then turned to Amber.  “He’s here.”
“Who is?” Marnie asked.
Steph turned to her and pointed back to the steps.  “Jake Hughes.  He’s in reception, and he’s coming in here because his suite isn’t ready.”
If Steph thought she was shocked, she had nothing on Amber.  As her hand shook uncontrollably, her tea cup dropped from her fingers, smashing onto her plate.  Tea and broken china; a sad metaphor of Amber’s heart.
“Oh God, Amber.  Are you okay?”  Marnie moved across and started to dab at the tea that was splashed all down Amber’s blouse.  “Has it burned you?”
Amber wrapped her arms around herself and shook her head.  “No I’m fine; I just went a little woozy.  I think I just need some fresh air,” she gasped.  She had to get the hell out of there before Jake came in.    
“Do you need to go now, or can you wait for a few minutes?”  Marnie nodded across at a zombified Steph.  “I’m not sure she’s entirely with it at the moment.”
“I need to go now,” Amber said, already on her feet.  “I’ll be fine.  You stay with Steph.”
“No, you can’t go alone.”  Marnie was obviously torn between her two friends as she looked from one to the other.
“Marnie, stay with Steph.  I’ll find somewhere to sit down outside.  Just text me when you’re finished.”
“We’ll come now.”
Amber closed her eyes and sighed quietly.  “Please Marnie,” she insisted.  “Finish your cakes and then come and find me.  Besides, she’ll never forgive you if you drag her away before…before Jake comes in.”  Amber’s heart stuttered as his name crossed her lips.
“If you’re sure?”
Amber nodded.  With shaking hands, she pulled on her coat and her Butcher Boy hat, and dragged the peak down over her eyes before rushing from the room as fast as her condition and jelly like legs would allow.  
With her head down, Amber made her way out of the hotel.  She didn’t see Jake as he passed her with Abbie at his side.  She felt him though.  Her skin prickled and her heart jumped as they moved within inches of each other.  If only she’d looked up, she would have seen Jake react too.  He didn’t know why, but as he passed the woman with her head down, searching through her handbag, his nerve endings lit up and his breathing momentarily stopped.  He turned around to look at her, but she was already gone, and Abbie was tugging at his hand.  Not sure what had just happened, Jake shook his head and carried on, wishing he could be somewhere else. 
 
 



 
Chapter 27
 
As Jake pulled up outside Luke’s house, he glanced at Abbie sleeping in the seat next to him.  She looked so beautiful, but better than that, she looked peaceful.  Jake sighed. There hadn’t been much peace in their lives over the last five months.  Unclipping his seatbelt, he reached over and shook her gently.
“Abbie, sweetheart.  We’re here.”
Stretching slowly, Abbie yawned and opened her eyes.  “I was so tired. Guess I’m still jet lagged.  Did I sleep all the way?”
Jake grinned back at her.  “Yeah, pretty much.  So, are you ready to meet everyone?”
“Sure am.”  Abbie yawned again and reached down into the foot well for her bag.  “I just hope that they like me.”
“They will,” Jake replied.  “Martha is awesome and will love you straight away.”
“And what about Luke?” Abbie asked, looking at Jake expectantly.  “He’s gonna be fine too, right?” she said in her Californian drawl.
Jake wasn’t sure that Luke would be fine.  Not specifically because of Abbie, but because Jake had been in L.A. for so long.  There had been a couple of T.V appearances that he’d had to replace Jake on, and he had not been happy about it.  There was also the fact that with Jake out of the country, Luke had somehow found himself responsible for overseeing the work on Jake’s house. A project fraught with problems to say the least.
“Jake,” Abbie asked again. ”Will Luke be okay with me staying here?”  
Jake smiled.  “Oh yeah,” he replied with his fingers crossed.  “He’ll be peachy.”
 
“Jake!” Martha cried as he walked into the kitchen.  “You’re early.” She rushed over to him and, shifting Rocco onto her hip, hugged Jake to her.
“Hey my little cherub, you missed me?” 
“I have, and Rocco has missed his uncle Jake too, haven’t you?”
Jake grinned widely and took Rocco from Martha.  His heart warmed as the little boy, dressed in black jeans and a miniature Dirty Riches t-shirt, chuckled and, despite only seeing Jake via facetime for the last five months, smothered him with wet kisses.
“Hey buddy,” Jake cooed.  "I’m sorry I missed your birthday and Christmas, but I’ve brought you lots of presents back from L.A.”  Jake turned to Martha.  “Did he have a good day?” 
“He did,” she replied.  “Of course he was spoiled rotten.  In fact we had to have words with Uncle Tom who decided an extremely expensive motorised car was appropriate for a one year old.”  Martha smiled and shook her head.
“The douche.  Does he know nothing?” Jake responded.
“Yeah well, at least he was here.”  Luke appeared in the doorway.  His arms were firmly crossed and his eyes narrow.
“Oh dear Rocco, looks like daddy is grumpy today.”  Jake grinned and handed the baby back to Martha.  “Hey Luke, good to see you too.”  
Luke walked slowly over and stood inches away from Jake.  “Don’t ever make me do a T.V. music quiz for you again.  I hated every minute of it.  I can’t be funny like you.”  Luke’s frown fell away as he grabbed Jake into a hug.  “Glad you’re back.  How’ve you been?”
“Good.  And you?”
“Okay, apart from the quiz and your fucking house.”
“Luke!”  Martha cried, pointing at Rocco.  “He’s started saying some words,” she said to Jake.  “And it appears he’s his father’s son because b.u.g.g.e.r. and s.h.i.t. are his favourites.”
Jake laughed and ruffled Rocco’s unruly hair, which was also just like his father’s.  “Nice one, Rocco.”
Luke joined in with Jake’s laughter as Martha frowned at the pair of them.
“It is not ‘nice one’,” she growled.
As if on cue, Rocco started waving his arms around, shouting what was just discernible as ‘bugger’.
Luke and Jake’s laughter grew louder, and Martha’s frown deeper.
“Rocco.  Naughty,” she scolded, giving him a stern look, which she then turned on Jake and Luke.  “You two are so childish.”
As Jake and Luke continued giggling like two naughty school boys, a quiet cough behind them alerted Jake’s attention.
“Oh shit, sorry,” he said, stepping backwards to reveal Abbie.
“Yit.” Rocco agreed.
“Oh dear,” Abbie said.  “It appears that uncle Jake is a bad influence.  Hi, I’m Abbie.”  Abbie thrust her hand towards Luke and flashed Martha a gleaming white Californian smile.
Still shaking Abbie’s hand, Luke looked at Jake.  “The rumours were true then?”
“Depends which ones,” Jake muttered.
“Hi Abbie.”  Martha moved towards her and poked Luke in the ribs as she passed him.  “Lovely to meet you,” she said, enveloping Abbie in a one armed hug.
“Why thank you, it’s so great to be here.”  Abbie stooped down to Rocco’s eye level.  “And aren’t you just the cutest little guy.  A real miniature rock star.”
Luke raised his eyebrows and stared at Jake.  Jake smiled and shook his head.  He knew that Luke would find Abbie’s valley girl persona strange.  However, she was a real sweetheart underneath the veneers, hair extensions and false nails.  Okay, she had her demons too, but he loved her.
“Listen,” Martha said.  “I need to put this monster down for a nap, so shall I show you to your room, Abbie.”
Abbie nodded and smiled, almost blinding Martha in the process.  “That would be awesome,” she gushed.
Once Martha and Abbie had disappeared from the kitchen, Luke turned to Jake.
“Gee, she’s like totally awesome,” Luke mocked.  “What the hell?  How did you end up with her?” he asked bewildered.  “You didn’t waste much time after Amber, did you? And you certainly went for the opposite end of the spectrum.”
Jake sighed and rubbed the back of his neck.  “It’s not what you think,” he said.  “She really is a lovely girl and once you get to know her you’ll love her as much as I do.”
Luke walked over to the cupboard and took some mugs out.  “I’m not being funny, Jake, but she is so not your type.  I don’t dispute that she’s a nice girl, but the shit you gave me for seeing Rachel because half of her was manufactured in China.”
Jake couldn’t help but laugh.  “I know, but it really isn’t what you think.”
“Tell me then what is it?”
Before he had chance to explain, Martha came back into the kitchen looking shell shocked.
“Jake, why didn’t you tell us that Abbie was your sister?”
“Sister?” Luke almost dropped the mug he was holding.  “What?”
“Yeah,” Jake replied, leaning nonchalantly back against the table.  “She’s my sister, so totally not what you think.”
 



 
Chapter 28
 
“Where’s Abbie now?” Jake asked Martha, who stood and stared at him with her mouth open.
“She’s taking a shower and then a nap.”  A bewildered Martha finally replied.  “Why didn’t you tell us?  I automatically showed her to your room.  The poor girl didn’t know what to say when I said I guess you don’t mind sharing with Jake.”
Jake laughed as he tried to imagine who was more embarrassed, Abbie or Martha once she realised her mistake.
“I’m sorry guys,” he said.  “I should’ve told you, but we’ve had to keep it top secret.”
“Why?” Luke asked.  “We’re practically family.  And how the hell does she get to be your sister anyway?”
Jake sat down and rubbed a hand down his face.  It was a long story, but he was glad he was now able to tell it.  The last few months had been some of the best and worst of his life.  The best because he’d got to spend time with his little sister, getting to know her, but the worst because of what she’d been going through.  Plus it had been months without Freckles, and that hadn’t got any easier.
They all sat around the table, drinking tea and eating Martha’s homemade biscuits while Jake explained how Abbie was the product of one of his dad’s affairs, 
“It was when my dad
was a session musician in San Francisco.  I found out about Abbie while I was packing up my stuff in L.A., when I came across some of his paperwork.” 

“So your dad never told you personally?” Luke asked.
Jake shook his head.  “Nope.  I was given a load of his stuff when he died, but never had the inclination to look at it.  You know what I thought about him – nothing.”
Luke nodded and smiled sympathetically.  
“Well,” Jake continued, “when I was leaving I figured I should junk it all.  Tom suggested I read the paperwork first, just in case by some miracle my dad had left me a legacy or something.”
“Blimey, that’s sensible for Tom,” Martha joked.
“Yeah I know, who’d have thought it?  Anyway, I did what he suggested and found a letter from Abbie’s mum telling my dad he had a daughter.”
“Shit, how did you feel?”
“Crap to be honest, Luke.  The letter was dated 1988, the year that Abbie was born. So he’d known for over twenty years before he died and never thought to tell me.”
“Oh my God, Jake,” Martha gasped.  “You have a sister, and she’s a famous actress.  I can’t believe it.”
Jake scratched the back of his head and sighed.  “Weird eh?  The bastard obviously had a few good genes to produce two successful kids?”
“I can’t believe he never told you though,” Martha said.
“He had no idea who she was, otherwise I’m damn sure he’d have tried to sponge off her like he did me.”
“How did you find out then?” Luke asked.
“I hired a private investigator.  He found her over a year ago.  So, when we had the Christmas tour break I went to see her mum.”  Jake leaned back in his chair and rested his hands behind his head.  “I have never been so nervous in all my life.”
“Christ buddy, how did she take it, you turning up like that?  In fact how did she take it being you – Jake Hughes?”  Jake smiled, remembering how tongue tied Abbie’s mum had been when she opened the door.  “She was okay, but she had no idea that Abbie and I shared the same father.  When I told her why I was there, she was shocked.  Shocked at not only who my dad was, but also that I had no idea who my sister was.”
“Did her name not ring a bell?” Martha asked.
Jake shook his head.  “No, because I was looking for Abigail Humblekirk; Sinclair is just a stage name.”
Luke laughed.  “No wonder she changed her name.”
“So did her mum tell you who she was straight away?”
“No, not straight away.  I told her that I wanted to meet Abigail and help them out financially because I was damn sure my dad hadn’t given any child support over the years.
“What did she say to that?” Luke asked, still with a bewildered frown.
“She politely refused the offer.  Although, I have to admit when I saw where they lived I kind of got the impression they didn’t need it,” Jake replied.  “They live in a huge house and aren’t exactly on the poverty line.”
“But was she okay about you turning up like that?”  Luke rubbed a hand across his head.  “Because personally, I don’t know how I’d feel if some long lost brother of Betty’s turned up.”
Martha took his hand and squeezed it.  She knew that Luke thought of Betty as his own, but sometimes worried about her real father turning up. 
“She was fine about it,” Jake continued.  “Abbie knows her dad isn’t her dad.  When she was sixteen, Abbie heard them discussing whether to tell her or not.”
“So she already had Abbie when she met her husband then.” Martha said as she poured more tea.
Jake shook his head.  “Oh no, she was married to him when she met my dad.  Let’s just say Mr Humblekirk is one very forgiving man.”
“Shit!” Luke gasped.  “No way.”
“Yeah.  Pretty amazing man eh?”
Luke and Martha both nodded in unison.
“So, that’s one of the reasons that Abbie didn’t want it to get out in the media.  To respect Mr Humblekirk, and also because he’s standing for Mayor of the town where they live.”
“And obviously the fact that his wife had an affair wouldn’t help his campaign,” Martha stated.
“No my little cherub, it wouldn’t.  It’s not a very liberal thinking town by all accounts.”  Jake sighed and took a drink of his tea.  “Anyway, he didn’t want people bad mouthing Abbie’s mum either, so that’s why we’ve not commented in the media about our relationship.”
“Why be so public about it then?” Luke asked.  “I mean, you know the deal Jake.  What the press don’t know they’ll make up, or Photoshop.”
Jake thought carefully about whether he should tell his friends everything.  But he knew deep down he ought to.  Although it wasn’t exactly his place, he knew that Abbie wouldn’t mind.  They’d already discussed it and agreed that if she was going to get past her problems then she would need all the support she could get.
“Okay,” Jake said through a sigh.  “The thing is Abbie was in rehab the first time I met her, and for the following six months.”
“Rehab?” Martha echoed.
Jake nodded.  “Yep, crack is her drug of choice, that and sleeping pills.”
Jake glanced at Luke whose face had blanched.  “Crack?”
“Yeah,” Jake replied.  “She had a pretty bad habit.  She got out just over seven months ago, and I figured after what we’d experienced with Skins, I could help.”
“So that’s why you went over there after Amber left?” Luke said.
Jake swallowed and nodded.  The mere mention of Amber made his heart skip.
“It’s been a long hard road to recovery,” he said.  “The press frenzy first started when I picked her up from rehab and we were spotted going into her apartment by a National Enquirer reporter.  After that they just wouldn’t leave us alone.”
“So why didn’t you just come home, Jake.  You could have brought her here.”  Martha reached for Jake’s hand.  “We’re your family, we’d have helped.”
“I know,” Jake replied, giving her a grateful smile.  “But there were a few reasons why I didn’t come back.  For one, it was part of her release conditions that she did community work twice a week for four months, and it had to be in California State.  Plus…well plus, after what happened to Luke when Skins OD’d I didn’t think it was fair to bring that to your door again.”  
Jake looked down at the table, not wanting them to see the hurt in his eyes.  Because the third reason was that being away from here meant he didn’t hurt so much about Freckles.  Having to concentrate on getting Abbie better had kept him occupied, and kept his mind from wandering – from remembering.
Luke gently scuffed the top of Jake’s head.  “This is different, dude.  Plus I’m different, I’ve got Martha now.”  Luke’s voice broke as he remembered how he’d shut off his emotions when his best friend was going through a nightmare.  So much so that it had caused him to have chronic stage fright, only getting over it when Martha came into his life.
“I know,” Jake replied almost in a whisper.  “But she’s my little sister and I wanted to help her, to be there for her.  And obviously her addiction had to be kept out of the press, so them pursuing the idea we were a couple seemed to divert them from the real issue.”
“And now?” Luke asked.
“Well now I kick Andy’s arse, get my sodding house finished and then Abbie is going to stay with me for a while.  She needs to be out of L.A. and away from her vulture of a manager.”
“He’s no good for her?”
“She Luke, she’s no good for her.  Pretty much fed Abbie’s habit by organising to put her dealer on the payroll.  Bitch!” he spat, his face contorted in anger.  “Anyway, Abbie’s happy to take a break from films for a while; in fact I wouldn’t be surprised if she doesn’t give up totally.”
Luke shifted in his seat.  “Well I don’t want to be rude buddy, but her films do pretty much suck.”
Jake turned and glared at Luke.  “What did you say?”
Luke held his hands up.  “I’m sorry, but they do.”
Jake’s face broke into a smile.  “Yeah I know,” he said.  “But please don’t tell her that, although I’m pretty sure she is aware there are no classics in her portfolio.  She’s talked about going back to college and training to be a drama teacher, but she’s not sure.”
“Well she has plenty of time,” Martha replied standing up.  “But in the meantime, you go and get unpacked and chill out for a while, and you,” she said pointing at Luke, “go and get your son up while I go and pick your mum up from the station.”
“Hey yeah,” Jake cried.  “Where is my favourite woman?”
Luke and Martha eyed each other warily.
“What?” Jake asked, noticing the shifty looks.
“Well, she’s been staying with Auntie Thelma for a couple of days.”  Luke didn’t look at Jake as he picked the mugs up from the table.
“Oh, right.  Freckles’ mum, Thelma, right?”
“Yeah, right,” Luke replied. 
“So how is Freckles, is she doing okay?”
“Yes, I think so,” Martha said also without making eye contact with Jake.  “We don’t really hear much of her to be honest.”
“No, how come?”  Jake felt as though his heart was hammering in his throat. He hadn’t realised just how much he’d missed until they’d started talking about her.
Martha shrugged.  “We just don’t.”
“Still with Douchebag Daniel then?”
Martha gave him a sympathetic smile and nodded.
Jake took in a deep breath and wondered at that moment whether he’d made the biggest mistake of his life by coming back.
 



 
Chapter 29
 
Jake couldn’t sleep. He’d tossed and turned for hours and was no nearer closing his eyes.  Thoughts tossed around his mind like bricks in a washing machine.  He couldn’t stop thinking about Amber; wondering what on earth she was doing with Daniel, and what he might have done differently when they were together.
And that was what stumped him.  As far as Jake was concerned he’d tried to be the perfect boyfriend, and it hadn’t even been a chore for him.  Cherishing her, treating her like a princess had come so naturally, so easily because she had deserved it, and he had enjoyed every minute of it. 
Then before he knew it she was gone.  Back to Douchebag Daniel without even leaving a decent ‘Dear John’ letter.  None of it made any sense, especially as the day before, according to Martha, Amber had been angry enough to give her knee a swift and powerful introduction to his family jewels.   
Jake huffed out a breath and rearranged his pillows for the twentieth time, but still it did not help. “Fuck this,” he groaned, and swung his legs out of bed.  
He pulled on a t-shirt and some sweat pants and padded through the quiet darkness of the house, making his way downstairs and wondering if a drink would help him sleep.  As he moved across the hall towards the dining room, and Luke’s Jack Daniel’s stash, he noticed a light under the kitchen door.  Someone else couldn’t sleep.  The slap of his bare feet on the wood block floor the only sound, Jake went to investigate.  
As he pushed the door open he saw Lucia standing at the cooker in her dressing gown, boiling something in a pan.
“Hey Mamma,” Jake whispered, careful not to scare her.
“Oh, hi Jake.’  She beamed at him.  “You can’t sleep either?”
Jake shook his head.  “Nope.  And it’s driving me mad.  What you cooking?”
“Hot chocolate, would you like some?  It’ll help, I promise.”  Without waiting for Jake’s reply, Lucia reached over and took another mug from the cupboard.  “Sit down, I’ll bring it over.”
A few minutes later, they were both sipping away, enjoying a warm, comfortable blanket of silence.
“So,” Lucia finally spoke.  “How are you really doing?  I know at dinner you said everything was good, but I can sense that you’re not very happy.”
Jake raised his eyebrows and laughed.  “What makes you say that?” he asked.
“Oh Jake, I’ve known you a long time dear.  You’re like a son to me, so what sort of mamma would I be if I didn’t know when one of my boys was hurting, hmm?”
“I’m okay, seriously.  What?” he said as Lucia now arched an eyebrow at him.  “I am.”
“Jake, please don’t try and fool me.  And I’ve figured out it’s to do with my niece.”
Jake shifted uncomfortably in his seat, and lifted his mug to avoid having to speak.
“I can wait Jake, after all neither of us can sleep,” Lucia sighed.
“Okay, okay,” Jake replied.  “I miss her, alright?”
“So, do something about it.”  Lucia blew on her drink as she eyed Jake over the rim of her mug.  “Go and find her and bring her home.”
“Well the fact that she’s with Daniel kind of puts the kybosh on that one Mamma.”
“That’s if she really is with him,” Lucia scoffed. “I don’t believe that story one bit.”
Jake put his mug down and leaned closer.  “What do you mean?  Last time she spoke to Martha she said she was.  Why would she lie about something like that?”
“Oh Jake, you have a lot to learn about women.”
“I do?”  Jake smirked, thinking about all the things he had learned about women over the years – but maybe Lucia wasn’t thinking on the same lines.
“Yes you do.  For starters, Thelma was very cagey about the whole thing.”
“In what way?” Jake asked, intrigued.
“One minute she said she’d visited Amber, and then the next conversation we had she told me she hadn’t been to London in years.  But, that’s where Amber and Daniel live.”
“Maybe Amber went to her?”
Lucia shook her head.  “No, she definitely told me she went to see Amber at her flat.
Jake thought about what Lucia was saying.  She could be right, Thelma may have been lying.  “They could have moved.”
“Oh no, Thelma definitely said they were living in the same apartment; in London.”
Jake rubbed at his temples.  It was all giving him a headache.
“I have another theory anyway,” Lucia added.
“What’s that, Mamma?” Jake sighed.
“You’re a rock star who can have any women he desires, and Amber is a young woman who was rejected, had her heart broken and her confidence shattered.”
Jake nodded his head slowly.  “Yeah, but that’s no reason to lie about Daniel, or leave in the first place.  We were getting on really well.”
Lucia smiled and patted Jake’s hand.  “I know dear, according to Martha you were doing the whole boyfriend thing very well.”
Jake grinned.   “One does one’s best,” he joked.
“So, maybe she’d actually fallen in love with you…”
“But…”Jake started to speak, but Lucia held up her hand.
“Ah, let me finish.  I’ll tell you when you can ask questions.  So, as I said maybe she’d fallen in love with you.  Then Amber sees Daniel, he says something to upset her, and she reacts violently.”   
Jake grinned as he thought of Daniel clutching his family jewels.
“We don’t know what he said to her,” Lucia continued.  “So, maybe he said something to make her doubt how you felt about her.   Therefore, in Amber’s mind the best option was to leave before you broke her heart, and what better way to maintain her pride than to tell you she’d gone back to Daniel?  Right,” Lucia said triumphantly, “you may now ask questions.”
Jake pushed the heels of his hands into his eyes and groaned.  “God when did relationships turn so complicated?”
“When love is involved.  Next question?”
“Whoa, who said anything about love?” Jake held his hands up in the air.  
“Jake, please,” Lucia tutted.  “Why do I have to keep telling you boys, I’m old, not stupid?  So do you think Amber might have felt insecure?” 
Jake dropped his head into his hands and sighed.  “No,” he finally replied.  “I didn’t give her any reason to, she had my full attention.  Anyway, she’d have said something if she wasn’t sure about my feelings.  Freckles was never one to play nice with me just for the sake of it.”
“But you were hiding your relationship with Abbie from her, Jake.”  Lucia replied.  “I know you kept it from everyone, but maybe Amber realised that you were keeping something from her.  Plus if Daniel did say something, then it would have made her more insecure.”
Jake thought back to the day that she’d left.  It had been the day he’d heard that Abbie was coming out of rehab, and needed him in L.A.
“I was a bit moody that day,” he conceded.  “I’d just found out that had to go to L.A.  She did pick up on that, and asked me if I was okay.”
“There you go,” Lucia said with a nod.  “That must be it.  I’d bet my life she’s not with Daniel.”
Jake cocked his head.  “You can’t be certain that’s it, surely?”
“No, I can’t, but I wouldn’t mind betting on it.”
He frowned. There was something about Lucia’s argument that was starting to convince him. Maybe it was because he wanted to be convinced; being without Freckles was horrible.  Even after all these months there was a constant ache in the pit of his stomach and around his heart.  In fact he had actually bought some of her perfume while in L.A., just to be reminded of her smell.
Banging his palms on the table, Jake pushed his chair back and stood up.  “Right,” he said, “you’ve convinced me, Mamma.  I’m going to see Thelma and she’s going to tell me exactly where her bloody daughter is.” 
 



 
Chapter 30
 
Jake banged on Thelma’s door one more time, but there was still no reply. He had been there for almost ten minutes and was at the point of breaking the damn thing down.  Now that he’d got it into his head that Amber had to come home, as was typically Jake, it had to happen immediately.  Thelma obviously knew where he could find her, and his patience was wearing thinner than cheap toilet paper. 
“Thelma isn’t there,” a voice from the garden to the left shouted.  “She’s gone out for the day.” 
Jake looked across the neat postage stamp lawn towards the voice.  A short, rotund man was leaning against the fence.  “You know what time she’ll be back?” Jake asked. 
“I do as a matter of fact,” the little man said with a smug grin. 
Jake waited for him to continue. When he didn’t, Jake waved him on. “And?” he said. “What time will she be back?”
The man looked thoughtfully upwards. “Well,” he began. “My wife, Deidre is on the same trip, you see. They’ve gone to Leeds Castle for the day. It’s a coach trip with the flower arranging club and…”
Jake sucked his impatience loudly through his nose. He cleared his throat. “Look, I’m sorry to be rude but this is important. When will they be back?”
“Oh,” the man said. He looked slightly offended, and then continued in his nasal, reedy whine. “Well, the coach is due back in town at eighteen thirty, and it’s a ten minute walk from the bus station so I would estimate that…”
“Twenty to seven,” Jake finished for him. “Great. Thanks.”
He started to walk back down the garden path to where he’d parked his car.
“Who shall I say called?” the man shouted.
“Santa Claus.”  Jake lifted his hand to gesture his goodbye before getting into the car and slamming the door shut.
“Fuck!” he cursed as he hit the steering wheel with the palm of his hand.  Jake was now at a loss as to what to do.  He had to find Freckles today. He had no idea of where she might be and couldn’t wait for Thelma to come home.  Then he had an idea.  He jumped out of the car and ran to Thelma’s neighbour’s garden gate.  Before he even had chance to lift up its latch, the front door opened and the neighbour appeared.
“Is there a problem, Nicholas?” he asked with a smirk on his face.
“Yeah, sorry I’m…” Jake paused. “Wait. What?”
The neighbour walked down the path towards Jake, clearly pleased with himself. “You said you were Santa Claus,” he said. “So I called you Nicholas because of…”
“Oh I get it,” Jake said, waving him down. “Saint Nick, right?”
The neighbour nodded, his grin stretching most of the way round his globe of a head. “That’s right.”
“Very good,” Jake said.
“Thank you,” said the neighbour.”
“Look, I’m sorry if I was a bit…’smart’ back then, I’m just very keen to speak to Thelma.” He gave the neighbour a weak smile, and hoped that his rudeness hadn’t upset him too much. “I was wondering, you haven’t seen anything of her daughter recently, have you?”
“Amber?”  
“Yeah, Amber.”  Jake smiled. 
The man shook his head.  “No, not for a long time.  Last thing Deirdre heard from Thelma was that Amber was working for that boy band her cousin is in.”
Jake opened his mouth to protest that they were nothing like a boy band.  For one they had never, ever, all sat on stools to sing only to rise in unison at the key change.  Secondly, and most importantly, they all played their own instruments.
“Okay,” he said instead.  “Thanks for your help.”
“Keith.”  He held his hand out to Jake.  “Keith Hopkins.”
Jake took Keith’s hand and shook it.  “Cheers, Keith.”
“Shall I tell Thelma you called?”
“No, don’t worry about it.  Thanks.”  Jake shook his head and turned back to his car.  He knew without a doubt that there was no way Keith would keep news of his visit from Thelma. 
Jake pulled away, hoping to find somewhere else to park while he thought.  Knowing that Keith’s curtain was still twitching, Jake didn’t think it would be long before Keith was back out offering him tea and biscuits, or worse, words of wisdom. 
After a few minutes driving, Jake pulled into a pub car park, turned off the ignition and closed his eyes.
“Where the hell are you, Freckles?” he whispered. 
He thought back through all their conversations, trying to remember some snippet of information that might help him.  Then his eyes snapped open. He’d had an idea. 
He picked up his phone, punched in Martha’s number and waited for her to answer. 
“Jake, where are you?” she asked without preamble.
“Broadstairs.  I’ve come to see Thelma.”
“Broadstairs?  What…” 
“I’ll explain everything when I get back,” Jake said with an impatient sigh, ”but I need to ask a favour.” 
“What do you need?” Martha asked.
“I need you to find out the name of the company that Freckles worked for.”
“You think she’s working there again?”
“Nope, but Armstrong is, and he’s going to tell me where I can find her.”
“Oh Jake,” Martha groaned.  “Please don’t do anything stupid.  Amber told me what happened last time you met him.”
“Yeah, well I should have punched him when I had the chance.”  Jake rubbed his hand down his face and let out a deep breath.  “Please my little cherub, find out for me.  I’m desperate.”
“Okay, but promise me you won’t hit him.”
Jake laughed and crossed his fingers.  “I promise.”  
 



 
Chapter 31
 
The lobby of Blake and Harrington’s office in Canary Wharf was stark and sterile, with glass walls reaching four storeys high, and every sound echoed.  There were no paintings or soft furnishings to take away the edge. It was cold, uninviting, and smacked of professionalism. Jake tapped his foot impatiently while he waited for the stick thin, ceramic faced receptionist to finish her call.
“I’m sorry about that sir,” she said at last. “How can I help you?”  She looked up at Jake and flushed.  “Oh,” she gasped, before quickly turning on her most professional smile.
Jake knew that she’d recognised him, but had evidently been trained not to react like a mad fan if a famous client walked through the door.
“I’m here to see Daniel Armstrong,” Jake said. 
“Do you have an appointment?” she asked, having just about managed to pull herself together. 
“No,” Jake replied. “But I’m sure he’ll be okay to see me.”
“I’ll ring his P.A.  If you could give me a minute.”
Jake took a step back from the reception desk, and prepared to offer merchandise, autographs, photographs, even a dinner date if it got him up to see Daniel.
After a few moments, the receptionist put the phone down and smiled at Jake.  
“Mr Armstrong is in meetings all day…”
“You need to try again,” Jake insisted, leaning against the desk.  “Please.”
A smirk appeared on the receptionist’s lips as she held her hand up to silence Jake.  “But, if you go up his P.A. will see if she can slot you in for five minutes. He’s on the third floor.”
Jake guessed that the P.A. was probably a fan with no intention of ‘slotting him in’ – not to see Daniel at least.  Ultimately he didn’t care; if it meant he got outside Daniel’s office, then he could use his own guile and charm to get inside it.
“Thank you,” he said, turning towards the lifts.
 
When the lift stopped at the third floor, Jake strode out purposefully.  He was getting in to see Daniel if it killed him.  The doors opened into another reception area, which had an entirely different atmosphere to that of the lobby downstairs.  It was all dark wood and thick beige carpets; old school stuffy.  In front of Jake was a large mahogany desk, behind which sat a beautiful blonde.  Jake shook his head and tutted quietly.  Daniel obviously had a type; this girl could have passed for Freckle’s, not quite as beautiful sister.  She had the same long hair, the same curvy figure; she just didn’t have that gorgeous, talented sexy mouth and those cute freckles.
“Mr Hughes,” she said, standing up with her hand towards Jake.  “What a pleasure to meet you.  I’m Sammy, Mr Armstrong’s P.A.”
Jake took her hand and shook it, not failing to notice the way that her thumb rubbed the back of his hand.  He quickly pulled away from her.
“So, can I go in and see him?” he asked, nodding towards a dark coloured wood door to the right of Sammy’s desk.
“Well the thing is.”  Her tone was teasing as she flicked her tongue out and licked her top lip slowly.  “He’s really very busy.  Perhaps if you’d like to take a seat for a while.”  Sammy pointed to a chestnut coloured Chesterfield couch.
Jake shook his head. “No, I really need to see him as soon as possible.”
“There’s not much I can do, sorry.”  Sammy took a deep breath that caused the buttons on her blouse to strain.
Jake almost laughed in her face.  She was coming across as a caricature of a ‘Carry On’ film secretary; all breathy and flirty.  If he wasn’t careful, she would snag her clothes on the filing cabinet next and then giggle when they all fell off, leaving her running around in her underwear.
“Listen Sammy, I know you only allowed me up here to get a good look at me.”  Frustrated, Jake dragged a hand through his hair.  “But, much as I enjoy bonding with our fans, I really don’t have time for this.”
Sammy smiled and shook her head.  “I don’t know what you mean,” she said seductively.
“Oh I think you do.”  Jake puffed out a breath.  “Just ring him and tell him I’m here.”
“I can’t, he’s busy.”
Just at that moment, the Gods shone down on Jake as Daniel’s office door opened.
“Sammy, sweetheart…”  As soon as he saw Jake, Daniel stopped in his tracks.  “What the hell are you doing here?”
Before he had time to say anything else, Jake had taken three long strides and pushed Daniel back into his office, shutting the door behind them both.
“Who do you think you are, just barging in here?” he asked.
Jake gently pushed Daniel by the shoulders, towards his chair.  “Sit down,” he commanded.”
“I’m going to call security.”  Daniel sat in his chair and reached for his desk phone.
Jake quickly took the receiver from him and replaced it in the cradle.  “Don’t bother.  I just want to talk to you, and you will talk back.”
“Oh will I?” Daniel asked pushing his chair back.
“Yes, because if you don’t I may just have to let Mrs Armstrong know all about your penchant for your P.A., and I don’t just mean Amber.”
Jake had guessed, correctly judging by the scarlet flush that had touched Daniel’s face, that the boss and the secretary were familiar on more than just the professional level. 
“So, what do you want to talk about?”  Daniel’s sneer returned to his face as he stared at Jake.
“Where’s Amber?”  Jake leaned across the desk, looking directly into Daniel’s eyes.
Daniel looked slightly surprised at the question, and Jake knew instantly that Lucia had been correct – Freckles wasn’t with Armstrong.
“She’s dumped you has she?”  Daniel leaned back in his chair, steepling his fingers in front of him.  “What happened, did she find you screwing a fan?”
“No she did not,” Jake hissed, leaning even closer to Daniel.  “It’s none of your business what happened; all I want to know is if you know where she is.”
Daniel was silent for a few moments, contemplating his answer.  Finally he spoke.  “I have no idea.”
“You’d
better not be lying to me,” Jake said.
“I’m not.  Now, if you’ll excuse me; I have work to do.”
Jake moved around the desk and turned Daniel’s chair.  He leaned down, a hand on each arm and moved into Daniel’s personal space.
“When did you last speak to her?”
“You don’t frighten me,” Daniel spluttered.  He tried to wheel his chair back, but Jake had a firm grip and it wouldn’t budge.
Jake took a deep breath and gritted his teeth.  He was slowly losing his patience, because he knew that Freckles had been upset by Armstrong last time she’d seen him.  So it was reasonable that the douche might not only know why she left, but where she had gone to.
“Listen,” Jake said quietly.  “I know she kneed you in your tiny little testicles the day before she left, so don’t bother lying to me.  I’ll ask you again, when did you last speak to her?”
“If you know about that, why are you asking me?” Daniel replied, smirking at Jake.
“Because I want to know if that was the last time, and also what you said to her.  And for the record, she may have brought you to your knees, but that is nothing compared to what I will do if you don’t start talking.”  A vein throbbed in Jake’s temple as his face hardened.
 Daniel stared at Jakes hard eyes for a long moment. Eventually he sighed. “I asked her to take me back.”
“No wonder she kneed you, you dick,” Jake snarled.  “So was that all you said?”
“Yes,” Daniel nodded.  “But, she did ring me the day after that and asked me for some money,” he replied.
“How much money, and what for?”
Daniel coughed nervously before answering.  “Money that she’d put into our apartment.  She said she needed it, so I wrote her a cheque.”
Still gripping the chair, Jake nodded.  “Okay and where did you send the cheque?”
“Her mother’s address.”
Jake breathed a sigh of relief.  So Thelma did know where she was.  Keith the neighbour said Freckles hadn’t been home for a while, so that must mean Thelma went to her to give her the cheque Jake glanced at the digital clock on Daniel’s desk.  He still had four hours until Thelma was back, just under two by the time he got back to Broadstairs.  Jake didn’t care though, it didn’t matter how long he had to sit outside her house.  He was going to find out exactly where Freckles was and then take her home.
“You’re an idiot you know,” Daniel said as he stood up and moved a step towards Jake.  “It’s only your money that she wants.”
Jake swivelled around and glared at Daniel.  “What did you say?”
“I said she’s not worth it.  She’s a manipulative, money grabbing…”
Daniel didn’t have time to finish whatever it was he was about to say as Jake was back in front of him.  He drew back his arm and smashed his fist into Daniel’s stomach.  The air whooshed from Daniel as then, without a seconds thought, Jake landed another blow to his side.  Daniel grunted and rocked on his feet as Jake stared him down and flexed his fingers.
“You ever fucking speak about her like that again, and that will feel like a girly slap compared to what you’ll get.”
“I’ll have security on you before you step one foot out of this building,” Daniel puffed out between heavy and laboured breaths
“Just try it, and I promise you Mrs Armstrong will get to know every sordid little detail of what you get up to with the hired help.”  
As Daniel flopped back into his chair, Jake gave him once last look of disdain and calmly walked from the room.



 
Chapter 32
 
“Finally,” Jake muttered. 
He stepped out of the car and slammed the door behind him, causing Thelma to spin around just as she was about to open her garden gate. Her face fell when she saw Jake.  “Oh shit,” she groaned. 
“Yeah, oh shit,” Jake echoed.  “I think you and I need to have a little chat and a cup of tea.”
 
Despite his desire to shake the truth out of Thelma, he sat back in the armchair and smiled warmly as she passed him a mug of tea.  “Don’t bullshit me, Thelma,” he said.  “I’ve seen Armstrong, so I know that she’s not really with him.”
“She don’t want to see you, Jake. I don’t think it’s right, but it’s her decision darlin’.”  Thelma’s lips drew into a thin, but not unsympathetic smile as she sat down.
“Please Thelma,” Jake pleaded.  “I need her back home.”
“She made it clear she doesn’t want you to know where she is.”
“If she doesn’t want me to find her because she doesn’t care about me, then tell me and I’ll move on. But it’s been driving me crazy not knowing the real reason for her leaving. I thought we had something special, but if she doesn’t feel the same then I’ll have to deal with it. I’m a big boy. It will be difficult but I can take it.”
Thelma shook her head.  “It’s not that, Jake.”
“So what is it then?” 
Thelma shook her head. “It’s not for me to say.”
Jake sighed. The impatience growing inside him again. “Well at least tell me where she is so I can ask her myself.”
“I can’t, Jake. She’d never forgive me.”
“But why? What did I do that’s so wrong?”
Thelma raised her eyebrows. “What did you do? You broke her heart; that’s what you did.  She found out about you and your new wife.  That’s why she left. She overheard you on the phone.”
Jake placed his mug on the floor and dropped his head into his hands.  If he had told Freckles about Abbie, then none of this would have happened. .
“Talking of which, does your new wife know that you’re so adamant about finding my daughter?”  Thelma asked, a little hardness entering her tone.
Jake shook his head.  “No, no, no,” he groaned.  “Abbie and me, it’s nothing like that.  I promise you.”
“So what is it like?  I know the papers get these things wrong, but pictures don’t lie.  Amber’s seen all the photos of you and Abbie in L.A. You’ve hurt her, Jake.”  Thelma’s voice broke as she turned her gaze to a photograph of Amber on the bookcase.
Jake’s eyes followed Thelma’s and he swallowed a knot in his throat as he saw what she was looking at.  Freckles looked beautiful in the picture; smiling and happy before either he or Armstrong had messed her life up.
“Thelma, Abbie is my sister,” he said.  “We have the same dad, so I went to L.A. to spend time with her, to get to know her better.”
Thelma’s mouth dropped open.  “Your sister?”
Jake nodded.  “Yeah.  I couldn’t tell anyone because she didn’t want the paparazzi finding out.  Her father is standing for Mayor, and it wouldn’t look good.  Abbie being the product of an extra-marital affair could be damaging to his campaign.  Plus she didn’t want it to her affect her career either.”
“Not much of a reason to keep it from Amber though, is it?”
Jake thought about Thelma’s words, and had to agree with her.  He knew that he should have trusted her.  She would have understood the need for secrecy.
“I know,” he replied.  “And it’s something that I regret more than you will ever know.”
“You silly bugger,” Thelma said as she leaned closer to Jake.  “What is it about you youngsters keeping secrets?”
“I was going to tell her that I was going to L.A. but then she left,” Jake replied. 
“But not that Abbie was your sister?” Thelma asked with a sigh.
Jake shook his head as guilt stabbed in his gut.  “I was just going to say it was a work thing,” he admitted.
“Well you should have told her,” Thelma said.  “And why did you stay away so long?  Why are you only trying to find her now?”
“Because I thought she was with Daniel.  It was only when Lucia told me she didn’t believe she was with him that I knew I had to find out for sure.”
“If you hadn’t stayed so long in bloody L.A. you might have figured that out sooner,” Thelma said.
“I had to be there for Abbie,” Jake said.  “She’s been through a tough time herself.  If Freckles hadn’t left I would have told her eventually.  I would have flown her out to be with me.”
Thelma crossed her arms.  “So, she wasn’t just a fling then?”
“No, she wasn’t,” Jake answered, shaking his head.  “I was falling in love with her.”
“And how do you feel about her now?” Thelma asked, running a finger around the rim of her mug.
Jake pondered his response, but he didn’t know why he was even having to think about it.  He knew exactly how he felt.
“I love her, Thelma.  I miss her so much it makes my bloody guts ache.  I’ve only got through the last months because I had Abbie to concentrate on.”
Thelma put her mug down, stood up and started pacing up and down the lounge.  “If I tell you where to find her, you have to promise me something,” Thelma finally said as she stopped in front of Jake.
He looked up at her.  “Anything,” he replied.
“You hear her out and you listen to her explanation.”
Jake looked perplexed.  “Well yeah I will, but what would she need to explain about?”
“Just listen to her, Jake.”  Thelma moved over to a sideboard and opened a drawer.  She took out a pad and pen, and scribbled something down.  She turned to Jake and held out the piece of paper. 
“Right, this is her work address…”
“Thank you so much,” Jake interrupted, snatching it out of her hand. 
Thelma shook her head.  “Wait, there’s a condition.  She won’t be there now, so I want you to stay here tonight, and go over in the morning.”
“Just give me her home address then,” Jake said, standing to face Thelma.  “I’ll go there now.”
“No, Jake.  She needs a good night’s sleep, and so do you.  I want you to sleep on it and be sure it’s what you want before you go over there.  I won’t have her heart broken again.”
“Christ Thelma, I’ve slept on this for bloody months.  I want her to come home.”
“So, another few hours won’t hurt.  Her work address is the best you’re going to get darlin’, so it’s your choice.”
Jake linked his hands behind his neck and stared up at the ceiling.  “Okay,” he said.  “I don’t like it, but I don’t have much choice do I?” 
“Good lad,” Thelma said, patting his back.  “Now, sit down and I’ll make you some dinner.”
Jake smiled and flopped back into the chair. He was so close to having her back in his arms, and he wasn’t going to mess it up now.  
 



 
Chapter 33
 
Thelma made Jake eat a full cooked breakfast before she would give him back the car keys that he hadn’t even realised she had hidden.  Jake had never scoffed down a plate of food so quickly.  He was desperate to get to Amber, and was frustrated at the sausage and bacon that stood in his way.
As he pulled up on the hotel car park, Jake’s stomach flipped.  He hoped it was nerves and not the half a pig that Thelma had served up.  He looked up at the façade and sighed.  It had definitely seen better days; the paint on the windows was peeling, and the wooden sign displaying the name Regina Hotel, which swung to and fro in the breeze, looked as though it was rotten.  He just hoped that the inside was better, and that Freckles wasn’t working in a flea pit of a boarding house.
With a deep breath, Jake got out of the car and walked to the front of the hotel.  Looking through the revolving doors, he could see the reception desk. Behind it stood a uniformed brunette woman who was talking animatedly to an elderly guest.   
As he started to push the door open, anxiety gripped him.  What if Freckles wasn’t there, or worse, what if she didn’t want to see him?  Jake could feel the hammering thud of his heart and knew that what happened in the next few minutes could either break him or turn him into a grinning fool.  Determined, he pushed forward into the reception, adamant that he would not leave until she’d forgiven him.
The brunette was still busy with the guest, and was apparently trying to explain the intricacies of the Broadstairs area train timetable; so Jake took the opportunity to look around. The inside of the hotel was an infinite improvement on its exterior.  It was obviously dated, with its wood panelling and blue and gold patterned carpet, but it was clean, well kept, and smelled of lavender and furniture polish.  Finally, the elderly lady, still staring in some confusion at the train timetable in her hand, moved away towards the lifts, and Jake walked over to the desk.
When Jake stopped in front of her, Steph almost fainted on the spot.  Excitement pumped up from her lungs and manifested itself as a squeal that was so high pitched it must have sent all the dogs within a five mile radius into spasms of furious barking.  
Jake grimaced and stuck a finger in his ear.  “Wow, they’re some pipes you’ve got there,” he said.
“Oh. My. God,” Steph gasped.  “You’re here.  In Margate.”
Jake smiled and suddenly wondered whether he should have just waited outside until Freckles left work.  “Hi,” he replied. Then he paused and looked at Steph intently.  She seemed familiar, but he couldn’t quite place her.
Steph’s mouth opened and shut as she put a shaking hand to her chest.
“Are you okay?” Jake asked.
Steph nodded, her mouth still open.
“Oookay,” he said, not really sure she was.  “Well, I’m here to see Amber Mahoney, is she around?”
Steph gulped and gripped hold of the desk.  “Amber,” she repeated.
Jake nodded.  “Yeah, Amber.  She is working today isn’t she?”
“Yes.”  Steph’s reply was breathy as her eyes gazed up and down Jake.  “You’re Jake Hughes.”
“Yes I am.  Look…”  Jake peered at her name badge.  “Stephanie, I don’t want to appear rude, but is there any chance that you can get her for me?”
Steph nodded but didn’t move and continued to stare open mouthed at Jake.  
“Stephanie,” Jake waved his hand in front of her face.  “Can you get her, like, now?” 
Steph nodded and picked up the phone and pressed a button.  “Can you come to reception?” she asked after a few seconds.  “Thanks.”  Robotically she replaced the receiver and stared at Jake.
Jake smiled warmly at her.  He had seen fans react like this before, which if he had to be honest, was preferable to those that threw their knickers at him or stuffed their bras down his shirt.  He thrust his hands into his pockets, stood back and waited.  When the door behind the reception desk finally flew open, the blonde that pushed through it wasn’t the one that he was expecting.  This was one was taller and a lot more well-endowed on top.
Marnie stopped suddenly as she saw Jake, before her head swivelled to a gawping Steph.  “Oh,” she gasped.
Jake couldn’t help but laugh, more from frustration than humour.  “This isn’t Amber,” he said.  “Is she here, because if she isn’t then can you just tell me when she will be?”
Marnie, not as affected by the appearance of Jake as Steph, smiled and nodded.  “Yes, she is here, is she expecting you?”
“No, she isn’t.”  Jake turned to look at Steph.  “Is your friend okay, only she looks a bit, erm…?”
“Gormless,” Marnie replied as she turned and shoved Steph.  “Steph, pull yourself together.  Sorry,” she said turning back to Jake.  “She’s a big fan.”
“No problem.  Like I told her, I don’t want to come across as a rude or anything, but can you just get Amber for me, please?”
Marnie smiled, wondering what on earth Jake Hughes wanted Amber for.  It appeared that he knew her, but Amber had never said.  Suddenly realisation dawned – Amber Mahoney, she must be related to Luke Mahoney.  Then Marnie remembered afternoon tea at The Ritz and how Amber had quickly disappeared at the mention of Jake being there.  Jake Hughes might want to see Amber, but she wasn’t sure Amber wanted to see him.
“She’s just popped out,” she said to Jake.  “I’ll text her and find out when she’s back.  Would you like to take a seat?”  She nodded towards a wing backed chair next to a huge, potted palm.
Jake looked at the chair and then with a deep sigh nodded.
As he sat down, Marnie moved over to Steph, who was still statue-like staring at Jake.
“Steph,” she hissed.  “Where’s Amber?”  Marnie had been helping Mr Hedges, the hotel manager, with some admin’ when Steph had called her.
“Toilet,” Steph replied, finally turning her eyes away from Jake who was tapping away on his phone.  “What do you think he wants her for?” she asked.
“No idea.”  Marnie chewed at the corner of her bottom lip and pulled her mobile out of her jacket pocket.
“She’s been gone a while, she should be back soon.”  Steph flopped down into a chair.  “Shit, Jake Hughes,” she said, shaking her head.
“Yeah, and I have a feeling Amber won’t want to see him.”  Her thumbs flashed across the screen of her phone, as Marnie typed out a text to Amber.
 
Marnie: Can’t believe this but Jake Hughes in reception for you – aaaah!!
 
A few seconds later, a text came back.  Marnie glanced at Jake and smiled as he looked up, alerted by the beeping of Marnie’s phone.
 
Amber: I’m in the loo.  Tell him I don’t work here anymore
 
Marnie:  Sorry already told him you popped out.  You didn’t say you knew him!!!
 
Amber: Long story.  Can’t see him.  Send him away – PLEASE!
 
Amber sank down onto the closed toilet seat and held her head in her hands.  What the hell was Jake doing here, and how had he found her?  It could only have been her mother, and if it was she would never forgive her.  Amber felt the grip of anxiety tighten around her chest. “Shit,” she hissed.  “What am I going to do?”
Just then her phone beeped again. 
 
Marnie: I’m struggling to put him off.  He is pacing up and down and insisting on seeing Mr Hedges if you don’t get here soon!!
 
“Damn stupid, arrogant, prick,” Amber huffed as yet another text came in.
 
Marnie:  Seriously you need to come out.  He looks upset and Steph is pretty much catatonic and no help at all.  You can explain later about how you know him!!
 
Amber stared at her phone, wondering what to do.  She knew it wasn’t fair on Marnie to leave her to deal with Jake, especially if Steph had gone all ‘fan girl’ on her.  But the thought of seeing him make her feel sick.  She had missed him so much, wanted him more than she had wanted anything in the world, but he had Abbie Sinclair and Amber didn’t think she could handle that.  The mere thought of it enveloped her in a shroud of grief.  Then of course there was the baby.  Once he saw her and her pregnant stomach, what would he say?  He might assume it was Daniel’s, but Amber knew she wouldn’t let him think that.  Daniel didn’t deserve that accolade of providing her with something so precious.  So, with a deep sigh, Amber pushed her phone back into her pocket, and hauled herself up to go and face Jake.
 
In reception, Jake was indeed pacing a furrow in the carpet.  He had tried to insist that Marnie call the hotel manager, Mr Hedges.  As far as Jake was concerned, if Amber wouldn’t come to him, then he would go to her, and the manager could take him.  Marnie had explained that Amber was out, but Jake knew that she was lying.  He had seen her frantically tapping at her phone and had heard texts come in, so guessed it was probably Freckles refusing to see him.  Jake, however, was nothing if determined and was not about to give up.
“Look, I’ll wait here all day if I have to,” he said leaning against the desk.  “I have nowhere else I’d rather be.”
“He’s here.”  Steph who had been silently staring at Jake, suddenly stirred and turned to Marnie.  “Jake Hughes is here.”
Marnie groaned and rubbed a hand down her face.  What on earth had he done to upset Amber so much?  While she was sympathetic to her friend’s obvious desire to avoid Jake, Marnie knew that if she didn’t come out soon Jake would probably go looking for her, with or without Mr Hedges consent.  Plus Steph was acting all weird and possibly needed a slap across the face to bring her out of the state she was in.
“Listen,” Marnie cried.  “I can’t make her get here any quicker.  So, as much as I like to ensure our guests requirements are met, I can’t help you.  It’s not as though you’re a guest anyway.”
“Okay,” Jake said putting his mobile on the desk and reaching into the back pocket of his jeans for his wallet.  “How much is it for a room?  Whatever you’ve got is fine.”  He pulled out his credit card and slapped it down.
“You can’t buy me, Jake.”  Amber’s voice stopped everyone dead in their tracks.
Jake took a sharp intake of breath, Marnie sighed and Steph said, “Jake Hughes is here.”
“Freckles.”  Jake’s gaze was pinned to Amber’s face as she moved forward.  “God, I’ve missed you.”
Amber coughed nervously and wrapped her arms around herself; as best she could with a huge baby bump.
As she did Jake’s eyes moved down from her face and stopped as they reached her stomach.  He took a step back and ran a hand through his hair.
“What the..?”
“Hi Jake,” she replied as her hand instinctively went to her bulge.  “I suppose we need to talk.”
Jake shook his head.  “You’re not kidding.  Why didn’t you tell me?”
Amber took in a deep breath as she tried to push back the tears that were threatening to spring.  “Come through,” she said, and lifted up the flap on the reception desk.
With his eyes fixed to Amber’s stomach, Jake moved forward.  His hands were shaking and his breath was fast and shallow as he tried to take in what he was seeing.  This was the last thing that he was expecting, and wondered why she had kept it from him.  The way Amber was looking at him warily, Jake had no doubt that the baby she was carrying was his.  That, and the feeling in his gut.  She was too pregnant for it to be anyone else’s and he knew that she would never have cheated on him when they were together.  He followed Amber through a door and down a corridor.  Eventually they stopped at the door to the staff room. 
“Come in,” Amber said, holding the door open with one hand, while the other rubbed at her back.
Amber walked over to an armchair and slowly lowered herself into it.  Jake watched her carefully, his excitement at seeing her overtaken by astonishment.  Once she was seated, Jake sat at the table next to her.  For a couple of minutes neither of them spoke, but just stared at each other.  Amber was the first one to drop her gaze.
“What the hell, Freckles,” Jake said, leaning forward and resting his elbows on the table.  “Why didn’t you tell me?”
Amber gave a small smile, conscious that it really hadn’t occurred to him that the child wasn’t his.  She didn’t know whether to feel relieved that he trusted her, or to think he was an egotistical idiot for not even considering that she hadn’t met someone else. 
“Well?” Jake’s eyes widened, pleading with Amber to answer.
“I did what I thought was best.  By the time I found out you’d gone back to L.A.”
“You could’ve called me,” Jake replied, his eyes firmly fixed to Amber’s bump.  Suddenly he looked up.  “Did Luke or Martha know?”
Amber shook her head.  “No, no one did, except my mum.  I didn’t want you to think I wanted or needed your money.”  Amber dropped her head, not wanting to see the disappointment in Jake’s eyes.  She knotted her fingers together on her lap.  She hadn’t expected being in the same room with him again to be so painful.  Despite some dark circles around his eyes, he was as gorgeous as ever, but while his aquamarine eyes were still bright there was a sadness behind them too.
“How are you?” he asked.  “I mean you’re not ill or anything?”
Amber gave a soft laugh.  “No Jake, just pregnant.”
“Shit, Freckles.  I can’t believe this.  How could you not tell me?”  
Jake ran a hand through his hair and sat back in his chair to look at her.  His brain just couldn’t compute what was happening.  He was going to be a father, pretty soon by the look of it, and if he hadn’t come looking for Freckles he would be none the wiser.  Hot and furious blood started to pump inside him.
“I’m going to be a dad,” he cried, “and you weren’t even going to tell me.  What sort of screwed up idea is that?” 
“You have Abbie Sinclair.  I didn’t want to spoil that for you,” Amber retaliated, only half telling the truth.  She didn’t want to spoil it for him, but she didn’t want to have to watch on the side-lines while he lived the perfect life with his beautiful new wife either.
“Abbie and I are not together; she’s my sister.”  Jake stood up and stalked towards Amber.  He knelt down in front of her.  “If you hadn’t run away you’d have known that.”
Amber flinched, as if the words had a physical impact on her. “What?” She frowned. “So why didn’t you tell me?   I heard you on the phone calling someone sweetheart.  So, was that Abbie?”
Jake nodded.  “Yeah, so why didn’t you ask me about it instead of running away and letting me think you were with Armstrong?   
“I was hurt, Jake.  I thought you had someone else and I had my pride.”  Amber’s voice broke. 
“What sort of person did you think I was, Amber?  After you told me what happened with him, you thought I would do the same thing.  You really don’t know me at all do you?”
Amber bit on her bottom lip and stared up at Jake.  Her heart was beating double time, pounding loudly in her ears.  
“What did you expect me to think?  You said we were having fun, and then I heard the phone call, so I put two and two together.”
“Yeah and made fucking fifty,” Jake spat.  “And let’s be clear about this, you were the one who said we were just having fun.  I only agreed because it was what you wanted. It doesn’t mean that my feelings were the same.”
“I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have kept this from you and I understand why you’re mad.  But, look at it from my point of view, Jake.”
Jake clutched at his hair, and looked up at the ceiling.  “You ran away, Amber.  You didn’t give me an opportunity to explain anything.”
Amber dropped her head and sighed.  Jake wasn’t saying anything that her mum hadn’t already said.  In fact he wasn’t saying anything that she herself hadn’t already thought.  She should have stayed and asked him about the phone call; or at least contacted him about the baby.
“I know,” she whispered.  “And I am so sorry.”
Jake took a step towards Amber before stopping in front of her.  He looked around the room as he tried to calm himself.  “I thought at least you had someone taking care of you, but you were on your own. I could have been looking after you, making sure that you had everything you needed,” he said softly.
Amber’s eyes blazed.  “That’s exactly what I didn’t want.  I didn’t want you to feel obligated.”
“Obligated?  Is that what you thought I would feel about my own baby? Christ, you do have a low opinion of me.”
“I don’t, I just didn’t want you to think that…” Amber suddenly stopped.  Her hand went to her back and then moved to her stomach.  “Shit,” she hissed.
Jake move forwards and kneeled in front of her again.  “What’s wrong?”
Amber shook her head.  “Nothing,” she managed to say through gritted teeth.
“Don’t lie to me Freckles, what’s wrong? Are you in pain?”
He reached up and stroked her hair.  “Please, Freckles, you’ve got to tell me what’s going on.”
Another pain shot through Amber’s back and then she felt her stomach harden again.  She slowly exhaled and looked up at Jake.  “I’ve been having pains for the past three hours.”
“Three hours?  Why didn’t you tell someone…tell me?”  Jake’s hands cradled her face.  “All right, sit tight and I’ll call an ambulance.  Okay?”
Amber nodded and winced as another pain hit.
Jake stood up and put his hand in his pocket for his mobile.  “Shit, I’ve left my mobile on the desk.  Okay I’ll be one minute,” he shouted over his shoulder as he rushed through the room.
Amber gripped the arms of the chair as another pain flashed through her body.
“Okay baby,” she said, looking down at her stomach.  “You shouldn’t be coming yet, but looks like you’ve got your daddy’s level of patience.”  Amber gently rubbed her stomach. Tears rolled off her chin and onto her hands.
She was petrified that something could be wrong.  The baby wasn’t due for another four weeks.  The doctor had told her that everything was fine, and the baby was a good healthy size, and she had read that anything from four to six weeks early wasn’t too damaging to the baby, but fear still engulfed her.  
Jake suddenly shot back into the room, with Marnie and Steph close behind.
“Okay,” he said, moving over to Amber.  “The ambulance is five minutes away.  Can you stand up?” he asked, putting his arm around Amber’s shoulder.
She nodded and allowed him to help her out of the chair.
“You should have heard him on the phone,” Marnie said as she moved to Amber’s other side.  “They wanted you to get there by yourself, but Jake told them what they could do with that suggestion.”
Amber laughed and winced at the same time.  “Yeah, he can be a bit bossy when he wants to be.”
“I am not,” Jake scoffed as he guided Amber towards the door.  “I made it clear what I expected, that’s all.  Plus, I told them that you’d been having pains since five last night.”
“Jake!  That’s a lie,” Amber cried. 
“Oh I must have misheard; I could have sworn you said five last night.”  Jake gave a cheeky grin as he winked at Amber.  He could see that she was frightened – he wasn’t exactly feeling too calm himself, but he knew she needed to try and relax.
“What shall I do?” Steph suddenly piped up.
Marnie turned to her and smiled.  “You man the desk and dream about meeting your hero.”
Steph blushed and quickly looked at Jake.  “Sorry for acting so weird before,” she said.
Jake shook his head.  “Think nothing of it.”
“Okay, Freckles,” he said, landing a kiss onto her cheek.  “Let’s go and bring our baby into the world.  Okay?”
Amber nodded, grateful that he was here and that her mum had gone against her wishes.  This was going to be a special time in her life, and there wasn’t anyone she would rather share it with than Jake.
“Excellent,” Jake replied.  “Now let’s do this.”
 



 
Chapter 34
 
“Really, Amber it happens all the time,” the midwife said as she washed her hands at the sink.  “No need to be embarrassed.”
Amber hid her face with her hands and groaned.  “I should have known it was a false alarm.”
“Why would you sweetheart, if it’s your first.”
Jake’s eyes darted to Amber to watch her reaction.  He couldn’t believe that the midwife hadn’t read her notes, and known that Amber had given birth before.  He placed a hand on Amber’s shoulder and squeezed it gently.
“You okay, Freckles?” he asked.
Seeing understanding in his eyes, tears pricked at Amber’s lashes.  She nodded and gave him a small smile.
“Okay Amber you can go whenever you’re ready.  Just get yourself dressed.”  The midwife said as she moved to the door.  “I’ll be back in a few minutes.”
Once the door closed behind her, Jake sat on the edge of the bed and took Amber’s hand in his.
“Right, don’t even think about arguing with me on this, but you’re coming back with me.”
Amber opened her mouth to protest and Jake shook his head.
“I said no, arguing.  Apart from the fact that I need to know that you and my child are okay, we need to talk.  And, as much as your mum makes a great cooked breakfast, albeit a bit on the big side, I don’t want to stay there until you give birth.”  Jake took a sigh and pinched the bridge of his nose.  “Please Freckles, just humour me on this.”
“What’s there to talk about, Jake?” Amber asked in a small voice.
Jake’s eyes widened.  “What the fuck do you think we need to talk about?”  He pointed to Amber’s swollen stomach.  “The baby that you have in there for starters, never mind the fact that you ran away.”
“I explained that to you,” Amber protested swinging her legs off the bed.
“Yeah, well I need to hear more.”  Jake stood up and grabbed hold of Amber’s hand.  “You are coming home with me, I will look after you and we will talk.  Now get dressed, I’ll wait outside.”
As Jake left the room, Amber felt her heart flutter as Jake’s domineering tone reawakened her desire for him.
“Oh God,” she groaned.  “I’m in so much trouble.”
 
When Jake’s car drove past the gates to Luke’s house, Amber turned and put her hand on his arm.
“Where are we going?” she asked.
Jake gave her a dazzling smile before turning his eyes back to the road.  “The house is finished…finally.”
“Really, oh wow,” Amber exclaimed.  “I can’t wait to see it.”  She gulped back the lump forming in her throat as she thought about Jake’s house.  Once upon a time she had hoped that she would stay there with him as his girlfriend; maybe even live there.  Now it would just be as a guest.
“Did you think we were going back to Luke’s?”  Jake glanced at her again, his brow creasing into a frown.  “I can’t stand the thought of you going into labour and me not being there.  So, it has to be this way, I’m sorry.”
“No, its fine,” she said. “But I did think we were going to Luke’s.  I spoke to him on the phone yesterday, and he was telling me about all the problems he’d had to deal with while you were in L.A.  So, I just assumed it was still a mess.”
Jake gave a snort of laughter.  “Yeah well, let’s say Andy and the boys have just put in an extra-long shift.”  
As soon as Jake had left Amber at her flat to pack up some of her things, he had contacted Andy his builder and told him in no uncertain terms what had to happen.  At that point, Jake hadn’t actually decided that Amber was going to stay at his house, but with the imminent arrival of their child he knew that it had to be finished.  It was only once Luke had checked everything for him, and was satisfied, that Jake had made the decision to bring Amber, and eventually his child, here.
“Will Abbie be here?” Amber asked cautiously.  “Only Martha told me that she’s been staying with you?”
Jake groaned inwardly.  It shouldn’t have been down to Martha to tell her about Abbie staying.  Wasn’t keeping quiet about his sister what had got them to this point in the first place?  “Yeah, sorry Freckles, I should’ve said.  She’s staying with me for a while.  What else did Martha say?” Jake asked, knowing that he should tell her the full story.
“Nothing just that Abbie wanted to get away from Hollywood for a while.”
“Yeah, it’s not a good place for her to be,” Jake replied.  “You see what Martha hasn’t said is that Abbie has just come out of rehab.  That’s why I had to go to L.A. and why I couldn’t tell you about her.”
“Oh my God,” she whispered.  “Is she okay?”
Jake smiled and his heart lurched.  He wouldn’t have blamed Freckles if she’d had some residual dislike of Abbie, because of the situation; but she didn’t, she was concerned about his sister. 
“She will be.  But until I can be certain, I need her to be here.  Is that okay?”  Jake reached his hand across and gently squeezed Amber’s fingers.
Amber held back a gasp as his touch lit up her insides and sent her mind reeling.  She’d missed the feel of his hands on her body, she’d missed his hugs and cuddles.  She’d missed him.
“Of course it is,” she stammered, dragging her senses back together.  “It’s your house, Jake.  She has more right to be there than I do.  We’re only going to be there for a short time.”
Jake’s heart dropped to his stomach at her words.  The mixture of emotions that he was feeling was tearing him apart.  His anger and hurt was slowly dissipating, but he still wasn’t sure that he could move past the fact that she’d kept the baby from him. Plus Freckles evidently didn’t even want his help, and that caused a pain in his chest.  It felt as though he had a block of concrete constantly weighed down on it, making it difficult to breathe.
Turning his concentration back to the road, they continued the last mile of the journey in silence. When Jake turned into the pebbled driveway, Amber leaned forward in her seat and gasped.  Everything had changed so much since the last time she’d been here.  The muddy, building site was now a carefully manicured lawn either side of the curved drive, with a beautiful white, stucco house standing pride of place at the end.  The roof tiles were dark grey, with matching window sills and either side of the front door were two bay trees in dark grey pots.  The whole effect was stunning. 
“Jake, it’s gorgeous,” she said as she looked up through the car window.  “They’ve done a brilliant job.”
“I know,” Jake replied as they drew to a stop.  “Eventually.”
He beamed with pride, glad that he had leaned on Andy and offered him ridiculous amounts of money to get it finished.  Despite being constantly on Andy’s case, Jake knew that not all of the six month delay was due to his builder.  There had been issues with the drains; the electrics had blown due to a faulty part in the pool filtering system and the company providing the oak flooring for upstairs had gone bankrupt.  However, once Jake knew about the baby the house had to be finished no matter what the cost or whoever was to blame for the problems.
“I’ll get your stuff out,” Jake said as he unclipped his seat belt. 
Amber simply nodded, unable to speak due to the ball of emotion stuck in her throat.  She knew that if things had been different, this beautiful place may have been her home too.
As Jake lifted Amber’s case from the back of the car, Amber went around to the boot to collect the case with items for the baby in it.
“Hey no,” Jake said as he shut the car door.  “I’ll get the rest once we’ve got you settled.”
“I’m fine Jake,” Amber protested.
Jake’s eyes narrowed, a look that left Amber in no doubt that he didn’t want to argue about it. “Okay,” she sighed.
As they moved toward the front door, it suddenly burst open and Abbie rushed towards them with open arms.
“You’re here,” she cried hugging Amber to her chest.  “It’s so great to meet you, I’m Abbie.”
Amber’s arms flailed at her sides as Abbie embraced her tightly.
“Abs, let her go,” Jake said with a hint of humour.  “She needs to be able to breath.”
“Oh wow, I’m so sorry.”  Abbie turned to Jake and clapped her hands together excitedly.  “And is this my new niece or nephew?”  She placed a hand on Amber’s stomach and then turned to Jake.  “She’s so beautiful, Jake.”
Jake smiled at his sister and nodded.  “Yeah, she is.”
“Come on in,” Abbie said as she took hold of Amber’s hand.  “I’ve made some coffee and sandwiches.  I guessed you’d be hungry after your journey.  Are you allowed to drink coffee? I guess I should know, I played a pregnant woman in a T.V. movie once…” Abbie chattered on, animatedly, as Amber followed her into the house.
As she walked inside, Amber felt her heart start to drum rapidly.  The hallway had been decorated just as she’d suggested.  It was all white apart from the back wall which was a beautiful pale oatmeal, and in the middle was a round, glass table with a huge vase of lilies on it.  When she followed Abbie into the main living area, Amber just about managed to stifle a sob.  Jake had painted this to her suggestion too, white with hints of grey and turquoise in the soft furnishings and pictures.  
Hearing Amber’s gasp, Jake rested a hand on her shoulder and bent his head to her ear.
“They were good ideas, Freckles,” he whispered.  “Of course I was going to do what you suggested.”
Amber turned to him, leaving their lips inches apart.  She gulped as Jake’s breath faltered momentarily. She was sure he must be able to hear her heart, it was drumming so loudly in her ears, how could he not?  Jake licked his bottom lip and then smiled softly before giving a nervous cough.  
“Do you need to freshen up before you eat?” he asked.
Amber simply nodded, as Jake’s gaze had stolen away her power of speech.
“I’ll take you up and show you your room then.”  
Jake dragged his eyes away from Amber’s face and looked for Abbie to ask her to hold the food.  She was leaning against the grey sofa, her arms crossed and a huge grin on her face.
Jake’s eyebrows almost disappeared into his hairline as he asked her silently what the grin was all about.  Abbie laughed softly and shook her head.
“You go and do what you have to do,” she said waving them away with her hand.  “I can make a fresh pot of coffee.”
Jake hesitated, still wondering what she found so amusing.
“Go on, go.”  Abbie smiled at her brother and walked away to the kitchen, leaving him staring after her.
 
“Oh my God, Jake,” Amber gasped.  “It’s absolutely beautiful.”  She stood in the middle of the baby’s room, pivoting around to take everything in.  They had been on the way past to her room, when Amber saw it through the open door.  She insisted that Jake show it to her before they went anywhere else.
The walls were a soft lemon except for one that was painted with a forest scene.  It was full of detail and enchanting, with rabbits playing, while fairies flew above them playing a game of tag.  In the middle was painted a pond, with two frogs perched on lily pads watching as an otter floated past them on its back, and through the trees Amber spotted a, turreted castle.  There were also two horses rubbing against each other, while a Jack Russell dog that looked decidedly like Ernie, sat next to them.  Amber’s mouth dropped open wondering whether Jake had been thinking of their first date when he had commissioned the mural.
At the windows were white shutters, and on the white, wooden floor a huge fluffy lemon rug.  All the furniture was white, including a rocking chair with lemon, gingham cushions on it.
Amber swiped at the tear trickling down her cheek as she turned to Jake, who was leaning against the door frame.
“Jake,” she whispered.  “I don’t know what to say.”
“The wall’s still a bit wet. Max, the guy who did it, only finished it this morning.”
“Well it’s beautiful, the whole room is.  Our baby is very lucky.”  Amber gave a contented sigh.
“I didn’t know whether you’ll want the baby in with you at first,” Jake said dropping his gaze.  “So, there’s a cot in your room too.”
“Thank you.  You’ve been so thoughtful.”
“Anything for my child,” he replied with an edge to his voice.
Amber coughed nervously knowing that keeping his child from him, had hurt Jake immensely.  “So do you want to show me my room now?” she asked, trying to ease the tension.
Jake sighed and nodded, standing back to allow Amber to leave the room first.  As she passed him, Amber’s arm brushed against his.  Jake’s body heated and prickled with longing.  She looked so beautiful, her eyes were bright and cheeks lightly flushed, and those pouty lips of hers were driving him to distraction.
“It’s the next door on the right,” Jake said quickly.  “I’ve put you in the room next door.”
Amber stared up at him through her lashes and nodded.  “Okay, thank you.  That’s a good idea.”
“Yeah, and I’m just opposite.”
Amber gulped, wondering how she would cope knowing Jake was only feet away every damn night.
 



 
Chapter 35
 
Over the next few days, Amber and Jake fell into a routine.  Every morning they would eat breakfast together, followed by an hour or two reading the newspapers while they waited for Abbie to get out of bed.  Once she was up and about they’d chat with her for a while before Jake went down to Luke’s where the band were working on some new material.  If Amber didn’t go with him, she would stay behind and spend the day with Abbie.  It was all perfectly pleasant and polite.
At no point however, did they have the discussion that they both knew was necessary.  Despite it being something that he had insisted on, Jake was avoiding it more than Amber.  He didn’t want them to argue and thus stress Amber out, plus he was finding it hard being around her, because one minute he wanted to scream at her for leaving him, and the next he was desperate to take her into his arms and kiss her.
Jake didn’t realise, but Amber had also silently decided to postpone their chat, for pretty much the same reasons.  She was feeling equally as frustrated, but in a different way.  Despite being only weeks away from childbirth, she was so hot for him that she felt as though steam was coming out of her ears.  She had also been having erotic dreams about him; dreams that left her gasping when she woke up.  Amber also knew, however, that despite her longing for him, if they talked they would end up arguing.  An argument that would surely be so fierce and passionate that she had no doubt would lead her to beg him to take her to bed, and she wasn’t sure she could take the rejection.  Jake only wanted her here because of their child; there was nothing more to it than that.
She had been staying at Jake’s for almost a week, and every day she grew more and more anxious.  While she knew that she loved Jake, she knew that he was angry still, and the baby had to be her priority.  If she stayed until after the baby came, it would be to too hard for her to leave.  So, with trepidation, she decided to raise the subject with Jake.
“Hey, Freckles.”  Jake was slouched on the sofa, and was taking his headphones off as Amber walked into the lounge.  “I was just listening to some new songs Luke’s written. What you up to?”
“I wanted to talk to you,” she said anxiously.  “About me and the baby staying here.”  She sat down on the sofa next to him.
Jake looked at her and frowned. He leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees.  “What about it?”
“Well, I think I need to go home.”
Jake’s face fell and he shook his head.  “No, not a chance.  You’re not going back to Margate, it’s too far away.”  He went cold at the thought of her leaving.  He couldn’t stand the idea of not seeing his child, or her, every day.  
“I know, so I’m going to move back in with Luke,” Amber replied.
“You’ve already spoken to him?”
Amber nodded.  “Yes, and when you’ve finished your break, I’ll go back to being his P.A.  That way you’ll see the baby all the time.”
Jake ran a hand through his hair and sighed.  “You could stay here, both of you.  There’s more room and the nursery is all set up.”
“I know, and that’s really good of you, but it’s probably best if we go back to Luke’s.”
Jake shook his head.  “Why is it?  We’re getting on okay, we’ve not killed each other yet.”
“I know, but there’s still the big elephant in the room.”
“Being?” Jake asked.
“The fact that I kept the news about the baby from you.  We need to talk about
it,
but all I can tell you is that I’m sorry for what I did.  I’m sorry that I hurt you.  But, I’m not sure that me saying sorry is enough for you.”  Amber said and smiled sadly.
Jake sighed.  “And you can’t get past me not telling you about Abbie, can you?”
Amber shrugged.  “I don’t know.  Some days I think I’m fine with it, and then others not so much. That’s why I think we need to take a step back from things.”
“What do you mean?” Jake asked anxiously.
“We both have to get on with our lives; separately.”  Amber closed her eyes to stop the tears that were threatening to fall.  “As much I’d love for us to get back to how we were, I think we have to realise that it’s too soon.”
“What does that mean?” Jake demanded, his eyes suddenly dark and angry.  
“Come on Jake, we were only together a couple of months, and now after months apart we have a baby on the way.  It’s hardly the basis for a solid relationship.”  Even though she said the words Amber, didn’t really feel them.  In her heart she knew that Jake was it for her, but her child had to be her priority now.
“We won’t ever know if you disappear again will we?” Jake responded angrily, standing up in front of her.
“I’m not disappearing.”  Amber’s tone was pleading.  “I’ll be ten minutes down the road.  You’ll see the baby every day.”
Jake’s gaze softened on her.  “What about you?” he asked.  “Will I see you?”
Amber stood to face him.  “Of course you will.  I’ll see you when you pick him or her up or when I bring them over.”  Amber swallowed back her emotions, wishing that she could throw caution to the wind and stay. 
“That’s not what I meant Freckles, and you know it.”  Jake thrust his hands to his hips.  “You’re important to me too.  We had something good going, until I stuffed it up, and I think we could have that again.”
“Jake, we both made mistakes, which is why I think we need to take a step back.  Having a baby is life changing, for both of us,” Amber replied.  “I don’t want you, or me, to mix up the emotions we are feeling about that with what we feel for each other.”
Jake ran a hand down his face and sighed.  “I guess you’re right; as usual,” he said with a quiet laugh.  “Our child has to be our priority.”
“They do Jake.  You know better than anyone what it’s like living with two parents who don’t really belong together.  I don’t want that for our child.”
Jake’s face fell.  “You don’t think we belong together?”
Amber moved towards him and took his hand.  “That’s not what I said.  I just think we need to take some time out, concentrate on being parents and then see how we feel.”
Taking a calming breath, Jake reached up and tucked a strand of hair behind Amber’s ear, letting his fingers linger on her cheek.
“Okay.  But you promise you won’t disappear on me again?” Jake implored.
“I promise you’ll see us all the time.  You’re my child’s daddy and you need to be with each other.”
Jake pulled her into a tight hug.  “When will you go?” he asked.
“I thought tomorrow.” 
“I’ll miss you both,” Jake whispered into Amber’s hair as he gently rubbed her bump.
“I know, and we’ll miss you too.”
“So why are we doing this then?”
“Because it’s what’s best for now.”
They both sighed and clung to each other, knowing that for now, at least, this was how it had to be.



 
Chapter 36
 
“What the fuck do you mean, Tom has taken you to a hotel and his car has broken down?”  Jake bawled down the phone at Abbie.  “Why the hell has he done that?”
“We were just supposed to be getting your birthday present,” Abbie replied.  “But he suggested that we come here for lunch.”
“Well call the breakdown then.”  Jake had no desire to get out of his bed to trek halfway across the county to pick Abbie up.  “And why the hell did you go all that way to get me a birthday present?”
“Please Jake,” she hissed down the line.  “I’m not sure I feel real comfortable with him.”  
Jake immediately shot out of bed, pulling his jeans on.
“Okay, sweetheart.  Tell that prick if he touches you I will demolish him.”
“Thanks, Jake,” Abbie sniffed.
 
“Oh Amber, I’m really sorry, you don’t mind do you?” Martha eyes pleaded with Amber.  “I promised Jake that we wouldn’t leave you alone.”
Amber groaned inwardly.  With just over two weeks to go before the birth, she was supposed to be enjoying a day with her feet up watching DVDs, but her Auntie Lucia had just called Martha to say she needed picking up from a holiday cottage that she had been staying at with a friend, who had been suddenly called away on a family emergency. .  
“Isn’t Luke around?” Amber sighed.  “Can’t he keep an eye on me, if Jake insists I’m treated like a child?”
“He’s gone to a record company meeting with the guys.” Martha replied.  “Please Amber, if I leave you here alone Jake will have a fit.”
“Okay,” Amber said resignedly.  “I’ll just get my jacket.”
 
As Martha parked on the drive, Amber stirred in the seat next to her, having fallen asleep ten minutes into the journey.
“Hey sleepy head,” Martha said giving her a gentle shake.  “We’re here.”
“Oh okay.”  Amber let out a big yawn.  “Sorry, I didn’t mean to fall asleep on you.”
“Don’t be silly, it’s your body getting ready for the hard work to come.”  Martha unclipped her seat belt and opened her door.  “Why don’t you come in and we’ll get a cuppa before we head back.”
“That would be nice,” Amber replied and got out of the car.  
Amber stretched and looked up at the cottage.  It was a tiny and stood at the end of a long dirt track. It was surrounded by fields, and there was nothing else in sight except for a couple of brick outhouses adjoining it. She couldn’t imagine why anyone would want to holiday somewhere so remote.  With another yawn, Amber followed Martha and walked towards the house.  
Martha knocked on the door and stepped back to look up at the ivy clad house.  
“This place is lovely, don’t you think Amber?”
Amber nodded, thinking that as nice as it may be it was not as lovely as her bed, which was where she would much rather be.  As Amber was contemplating the outlook, Lucia opened the door. 
“Oh girls you’re here.” Lucia said as she pulled Martha and Amber into the house by their hands.  “Thank you so much for coming.  Marian, my friend, had to rush home to her husband.  Amber, darling, you look tired.”  Lucia looked at Martha.  “Is she okay, Martha?”
Martha nodded.  “Yes, but I think a cup of tea before we head back would be good.”
“Great idea,” Lucia agreed.  “Amber, why don’t you go and make us one while Martha helps me get my bags.”
Not given the option to refuse, Lucia pushed Amber into a huge farmhouse style kitchen, while she and Martha disappeared towards the stairs.
Amber put her bag down and took three mugs from a shelf and teabags from a jar before flicking on the kettle.  While she waited for it to boil, Amber sat down at a rustic, wooden table and took out her mobile, thinking that she would text her mum, but there was no signal.  With a sigh she pushed it back into her pocket and then glanced at her watch, wondering what Martha and her aunt were doing.  They had been gone almost ten minutes; how long did it take to collect an overnight bag?
After a further ten minutes Amber was beginning to get annoyed.  She walked back into the lounge and went to the door leading to the stairs.
“Auntie Lucia, Martha,” she called up the stairs.  “Are you okay?”  There was no response.  Confused, Amber walked over to the lounge window, wondering if they were putting Lucia’s bags into the car.  
“What the hell?”  Amber moved to the front door and flung it open. “The bloody car’s gone!” As fast as her pregnant belly would allow, she shuffled down the drive.  She could just see the back of Martha’s car disappearing down the track. 
“Martha!” she cried, waving frantically.  “Martha wait!”  Amber continued shouting and waving until the car went out of sight around the bend.  
Tears pricked Amber’s eyes as she swivelled around on the spot, looking for some sort of explanation, but all she could see was a vast expanse of nothing.  Not sure what to do, Amber went back inside the house.  With her chest heaving, she leaned with her back against the wall and tried to compose herself, but the sounds of her blood singing in her ears scrambled her brain and made it impossible to think.   
“It’s just a mistake,” she whispered to herself.  “She’ll come back soon.”
Amber fished around in her pocket and pulled out her phone again, but there was still no signal.  She wondered whether she ought to call the police, but had no idea what she would say - “Oh my aunt and cousin’s wife just drove off and left me and I’m two weeks off giving birth.”  Amber thought that would either get her arrested for wasting police time, or Lucia and Martha for neglect of a pregnant woman.  No, she decided, the only thing for it was to sit and wait for them to come back.
After a few more minutes, Amber heard a car pull up outside the house.  She ran to the front door and swung it open, expecting to see an embarrassed Martha.  As the driver got out, Amber felt her heart stutter.
“Jake!” she gasped, halting to a stop on the threshold.  “What are you doing here, did Martha ask you to come and get me?”
Jake frowned and looked at her quizzically.  “No, I’ve come to get Abbie.  She said she and Tom were stuck here.” He looked up at the cottage with his hands planted on his hips.  “She also said it was a hotel.”  Amber stood aside and let Jake into the house.  As he passed her, his arm brushed against her breasts, sending a shiver of longing throughout her body.
“Where the hell is she?”  Jake looked around the room, and then ducked his head to peer into the kitchen.  “Did she call you too?”
A puzzled Amber shook her head and steeled herself to walk towards him.  Despite the annoyance at being stranded gnawing at her guts, Amber couldn’t help but think how delicious Jake looked with his worn jeans, black leather jacket and beanie hat on.  He looked tired, but still beautiful.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.  I came with Martha to get Auntie Lucia, but they went off and left me.  And aren’t you supposed to be at a meeting?”
Jake put both his hands on her shoulders and stooped down to look her in the eye.
“No, and I have no idea what you mean; they left you here?  What the hell was Martha thinking?”  He ran his hands down her arms.  “Are you okay?”
Amber gazed up into his aquamarine eyes that looked so kind and gentle, and nodded.  She opened her mouth to ask him what was going on, when they heard a car on the drive.  They rushed to the front door and opened it to see Jake’s car being driven away by someone wearing a baseball cap and dark glasses.
“Hey, that’s my car!” Jake shouted, pushing past Amber.
“What?”  
Amber followed as Jake ran out with onto the drive, watching the back end of his Land Rover disappearing down the dirt track.
“Shit, my phone was in the car.  The fuckers, wait until I get my hands on them.”  He kicked at the stones on the drive.
“Jake, I’m scared,” Amber said grabbing hold of Jake’s hand.  “What’s going on?”
Jake’s eyes narrowed as he thought about Amber’s rushed words.  “I don’t know.  What did Martha and Lucia say before they left?”
Amber shook her head.  “Nothing.  They asked me to make some tea while they got Lucia’s bags, and then they just left.
“Let’s get inside,” Jake replied placing his hand in the small of Amber’s back, ushering her in.
Once inside he slammed the door shut and cursed under his breath.  
“Do you think we’re in danger?” Amber asked looking up at Jake with teary eyes.
Jake pulled her into a hug.  “No, Freckles, but someone will be when we get back.”  He smoothed down her hair before dropping a kiss to her forehead.  “I don’t know what the hell they think they are doing, but they shouldn’t be fucking messing around with you so near to giving birth.”
“What are you talking about?”
“I think we’ve been stitched up.”
“By Auntie Lucia and Martha?”  Amber was perplexed.
“Hmm, but I’m betting your cousin had something to do with it as well.  In fact, I’m guessing the whole bloody lot of them are in on it.  Do you have your mobile with you?” 
“Yes, but there’s no signal, except for the emergency services.”
“Yeah well it would serve them right if I called the police.  Stupid fuckers,” Jake spat.
Amber winced and rubbed her back.
“Are you okay?” Jake asked.
“Hmm just back ache.”  Amber squeezed Jake’s hand to assure him.  “So, what do we do now?” 
“I’ll take a look around,” Jake sighed.  “Because if I know my band mates, if they had anything to do with this they’ll be anxious to let us know.”
“How?”
“Oh there’ll be a note or something.  The stupid, boastful fuckers won’t be able to help themselves.”  Threading his fingers with Amber’s, Jake pulled her hand to his lips and kissed it.  “You sit down in here sweetheart.  Take the weight off.”  
“No, I’m fine.  I’d rather be with you.” 
Jake took in a deep breath as Amber gave him a shy smile.
“Okay, if you’re sure.  We’ll try upstairs first.”
“Oh Jake, is this just a big plan of yours to get me upstairs?” Amber giggled.
“Hah, no.  I’d love to take the credit, Freckles, but I think more stupid forces are at work here,” Jake replied giving her a cheeky grin.
As they reached the top step, Jake paused.  The cottage was so small there were only two doors, so he pushed open the one nearest to them – it was a small, but clean bathroom with no surprises.  
“Okay, nothing in the bathroom,” he muttered and pushed open the second door.  “What the..?”
“Jake?”  Amber stepped forward to Jake’s side to look in the room.  “Look,” she gasped.  “It’s beautiful.”
The curtains were closed at the window and the room was filled with lit candles, of all shapes and sizes their flames twinkling in the half light, casting shadows on the walls.  The bed was strewn with rose petals, their sweet smell infusing the room, and on the dressing table a silver bucket in which stood a bottle of champagne.  Next to it were two glasses with an envelope propped against them. 
“It’s addressed to me,” he said and still holding Amber’s hand, Jake strode forward and picked it up.  “What did I tell you?”
“Open it,” Amber urged.
Letting go of her, Jake ripped open the envelope and read the note aloud.
 
We couldn’t take any more of you two moping around like lovesick teenagers for the last week, so we decided that you needed some time together.  Sorry for leaving Amber, but she was never really alone.  Abbie was hiding outside until we were sure that you were there.  It was Abbie that took your car, so don’t worry about it …
 
Amber groaned.  “My own auntie tricked me.”
Jake tutted and carried on reading.
 
…You’ve got 24 hours to sort your lives out and to realise what everyone else already does – you’re meant to be together.
Luke
p.s. There is no signal, so don’t even try and ring for help, unless it’s the police and I’d like to hear you try and explain that one.
 
“Fuckers,” Jake muttered.



 
Chapter 37
 
“So, what do we do now?” Amber dragged her hands through her hair, and looked up at Jake.
“I’ll kill them,” Jake groaned as he moved over to the window.  His fingers gripped the window sill as he stared out.  “How dare they mess with our lives, and what’s worse is that they’ve dragged you into this so close to having the baby.”
“Jake, I said what do we do now?” Amber pressed.
Jake turned around and leaned against the sill.  He folded his arms firmly across his chest, and crossed his legs at the ankles.  
“Well it doesn’t look as though we’ve got much choice but to stay,” he finally replied as he pushed his beanie back, allowing his hair to fall onto his furrowed brow.
“But I can’t stay here.”  Amber plopped down onto the edge of the bed and fished her mobile out of her pocket.  “Still no bloody signal.” 
Jake pushed away from his position against the window, and dropped to his haunches in front of her.  “It’ll be okay, Freckles,” he said taking Amber’s hands in his.  “We’ll sit it out then I’ll kick all their arses, I promise.”
Amber looked up at him with tearful eyes and nodded.  “I can’t Jake.  Please, we need to get out of here.”
Jake rubbed his thumbs gently on her hands that he was still gripping tightly, and gazed intently at her adorable, but sad face.  He took a deep breath as the reality of exactly how much he’d missed her in the week since she had gone back to Luke’s.  It hit him like a sledge hammer to the chest.  
“Come on,” Jake coaxed as he got to his feet.  “I know you don’t want to be here with me, but we don’t have much choice.”
Amber stared up at him open mouthed.  “What?  No, it’s not that.  I just think we should be nearer to home.”
Jake shrugged as he pulled Amber to her feet.  “I know and I understand your worry, but I don’t see that we have much choice.  Do you?”
Amber shook her head.  “I suppose not.”
“So we’ll see if they’ve left us something to eat, and then talk about what to do next.”
“Okay,” Amber swallowed hard.  She knew Jake was right, they didn’t have much choice.  She also knew that their families were only trying to help, but unfortunately if her aching back and tightening stomach were anything to go by, this could be the worst thing that they could have done.
 
After eating some bacon and eggs, cooked by Jake, who had been practicing his cooking, they sat in silence at the table both nursing a mug of tea.  They’d been quiet for a few minutes, having exhausted talk of Dirty Riches’ new material, the weather and of course their ridiculously, stupid family and friends.  It was Jake who spoke first after draining the last of his tea.
“So, do you think we should talk about us?” he said pushing his mug away.  “You know, as the family think we should.”
Amber nodded and looked at him with fear etched across her face.
“Don’t look so worried,” Jake laughed softly.  “What on earth do you think I’m going to say?”
Amber coughed trying to free the tension in her throat.  “I’m not sure.  Maybe that …” her voice tailed off as she stared down at her hands spread on the table.
“That..?” Jake encouraged her to continue.
Amber looked up and chewed at her top lip.  “That you’re moving back to L.A.,” she finally replied.
“No Freckles, that’s not going to happen.” Jake gave her a small smile.  “I’m done with that place.  Anyway, my home is wherever the baby is.”
Amber heaved a sigh of relief, but still felt her stomach drop that it was only their child keeping him here.
“That’s good.”  Amber dropped her head, allowing her hair to curtain her face that was tinged with a blush.  “A child needs its father around.”
Jake watched Amber carefully, noting the slope of her shoulders and the defeat in her voice.  Jake could sense that she was as unhappy as he was, and he had never felt so miserable.  He sighed as he thought about what they could have had, if only he had been more open and honest and she had been a little more trusting of him.  Thinking about all the months he’d been without Freckles, Jake realised that enough was enough.  Jake’s hands reached out and took hold of Amber’s.  
“What about you, Freckles?  Do you need me around too?” he asked ducking his head to look up at Amber who was still staring at the table.
Amber’s lips parted as she slowly lifted her head to meet Jake’s gaze.  Jake gripped Amber’s hands tighter as the sight of her slightly parted lips woke up his dick like a shrilling alarm clock.  He shifted in his seat as the start of his erection pushed against his jeans.  As his eyes roamed her face he smiled.  
“Would you miss me?” he repeated the question and looked at Amber expectantly.
Amber looked up at him and lost herself in his eyes.  She saw openness and honesty reflected in them, and she knew that the time for games was over.  No matter how Jake responded she needed to tell him the truth.  
“Of course I would,” she replied softly.  “I...shit!”  Amber cried and gripped the edge of the table.
“Freckles?”  Jake pushed up from his chair and moved to Amber’s side.  “Sweetheart, please don’t tell me it’s time.”
Amber looked up at Jake with fear in her eyes.  “I think it is Jake.   Oooow, that really hurts.”
“Could it be a false alarm again?”
Amber shook her head and gave him a tight smile.  “Nope, not this time.”
“Are you sure?” Jake asked as he rubbed Amber’s back.
“Yep.  My water’s just broke.”



 
Chapter 38
 
As they pushed Amber’s wheelchair into the delivery room, Jake ran beside her.  He really had no other choice because she hadn’t let go of his hand since the ambulance had arrived.  The paramedics had examined Amber and decided that, although the birth was imminent, there was enough time to get to the local hospital.
Once Amber was settled on the bed, Jake resumed his position next to her and took her hand in his again.
“Hold on to me,” Jake said as Amber winced when another contraction hit her.
She gripped his hand harder.  “Ooh that was a big one.”
Jake grimaced as his knuckles crunched together.  “Just do your breathing as you’ve practiced and you’ll be fine.”
“Easy for you to say,” Amber groaned.  
“I know, and I’m sorry.”  Jake reached up and kissed Amber’s cheek.  “You sure you don’t want any drugs?  ”
Amber shook her head.  “No, I can do this.”
“If anyone can, you can.”  Jake’s face crumpled as he saw a wave of tears roll down her face.  
“JAKE!”  Amber cried and tugged at his hand.  “Shit, that hurts.”
 
Come on Freckles,” Jake whispered into Amber’s ear.  “You’ve been amazing so far.”
Amber looked at him, her face red and sweating from the last three hours’ exertions.  “I can’t.  Please, just let me have a little sleep,” she groaned.
“No sleeping, Freckles.  Just a couple more pushes, that’s all.”  Jake rubbed Amber’s back.  “You can do this.  Not long to go now.”
“Come on Amber,” the plump, jolly midwife, chimed.  “Let’s have another big push.”
Amber bore down and pushed with all the energy and strength that she could muster.  Clenching her teeth together, she let out a guttural groan from deep within her chest.
“Excellent, good girl.”  The midwife patted Amber’s legs once she had finished.  “The head’s out.  You want to look Dad?” she grinned at Jake.
Jake paled and shook his head.  “No, I’m fine up here thanks.”  He looked at Amber who had flopped back against her pillow to have a breather.  She had been a warrior, and if he thought he loved her before, it was a microscopic speck of what he felt for her now.  
“Okay dokey,” the midwife said.  “Here we go, one last time and then baby will be here.  Give me everything you’ve got.”
Grabbing hold of Jake’s t-shirt with one hand and the bed sheet with the other, Amber gave one all mighty push.
“Go on, push sweetheart.”  Jake’s voice broke as the enormity of the situation suddenly hit him.  His life was about to change forever, and he was as excited as he was scared at the prospect.  He was determined too; determined to be a better father than his own had been.  Swallowing back the sob that was trying to push its way out of his throat, Jake dropped a kiss on Amber’s head.
“Aargh, bloody hell.”  Amber tightened her grip on the neck of Jake’s t-shirt, almost strangling him in the process.
She gave one more push and then the midwife cried out.  “Well done, Mummy and Daddy, you have a beautiful baby girl.”  As if on cue, the air was filled with the thin, sweet wailing of a new born baby.
“Oh my God,” Jake whispered.  “We have a daughter, Freckles.”  He smoothed Amber’s hair back from her face. 
Amber lifted her hand and cupped Jake’s face.  “A daughter.”
Jake nodded.  “Yeah, and you were bloody amazing.”
“Are you cutting the cord, Daddy?” the midwife asked, proffering a pair of surgical scissors.
Jake looked at Amber, who nodded her head.  Jake grinned, took the scissors, and as he moved down to the other end of the bed, his gaze found that of his daughter.  Her face was all red and angry as she bawled her little lungs out.
“Is she okay?” Amber asked.  
Jake turned his head and looked at Amber, a huge smile lighting up his face.  “She’s perfect.  She’s beautiful.”
While Jake cut the cord, Amber rested her head back on her pillow and allowed tears of joy to crawl down her cheeks.
The midwife handed Jake the baby, which was tightly wrapped in a towel. He held the tiny bundle in his arms and marvelled at her.  He had never seen anything more beautiful in his life.  This was his child and his heart was already full of love for her.  Sitting carefully on the edge of the bed he passed their daughter to Amber.
“Here’s Mummy,” he cooed.
Carefully Amber took the baby from him and unwrapped her from the towel.  She counted her fingers and toes and then gently ran a finger down her nose, and along her tiny little pointy chin that was just like her own.  “She really is perfect,” she sighed, looking up at Jake.
Jake rubbed a hand across his face, wiping away his own tears of joy.  “She certainly is.”
“So,” the midwife said.  “Do we have a name for this perfect little bundle?”
Jake stared at her, and shifted slightly.  He had no idea, they’d never discussed names.
“Yes,” Amber said, looking up at Jake.  “Eliza Scarlett.”
Jake took a deep shuddering breath, as his eyes filled with tears.  The fact that Freckles wanted to name their daughter Eliza, after his mother, broke him.
“Are you sure?” he whispered.
Amber nodded.  “Yes, she was always going to be Eliza, and Jacob if she had been a little boy.”  Amber reached up and wiped the tears from Jake’s cheeks.  “I am so sorry. Please forgive me. I know I was wrong.”  
Jake shook his head.  He stood up and kissed the top of Amber’s head, before dropping a kiss on Eliza’s.
“I know,” he muttered.  “It doesn’t matter anymore.  She’s all that matters, her and moving forward.”
 
Jake stood outside Amber’s hospital room door and pressed his forehead to the glass.  He let out a long sigh.  Martha sat next to the bed, reading a magazine, Luke stood leaning against the wall texting on his phone, and Amber slept. Just the sight of her stirred Jake’s heart.  Every sigh, every thought of her, made his pulse quicken and his nerve endings fire.  With a quiet groan, Jake’s eyes wandered to the other side of the bed, where his beautiful daughter lay in her Perspex cot.  His mouth curved into a huge smile as the word ‘daughter’ registered in his brain.  
“Shit,” he muttered.  “I’m a dad.”
The fact that he had helped to create the most precious person in the world filled Jake with pride, but he was scared too.  He was scared that he wouldn’t be a good enough father; that he would mess it up, just like his own dad had.  However, unlike his father, Jake was determined to put his child first and love her unconditionally.  So, straightening his shoulders, he pushed open the door and strode into the room anxious to push past his own feelings for the sake of his daughter.
“So, do you come in peace?” Martha looked up from her magazine with a smirk.  “Or are we in big trouble?”
“Yeah, you’re in trouble.  Pulling a stunt like that when she was so close.”  Jake leaned down and kissed her cheek.  “But, as I’m feeling pretty much the happiest man in the world right now, I’ll let it go.”
Luke moved towards Jake with an outstretched hand.  “Congratulations.”
Jake took Luke’s hand and shook it.  “I’m guessing that you were the brains behind the idiotic plan,” he said with a smile.
Luke grinned.  “I know it was stupid, but we didn’t think the baby would come early and we just want you both to be happy.  So, Project Knob Head was born.”
Jake laughed.  “You fuckers.  I suppose I’m the Knob Head?”
“Obviously,” Luke replied.  “So did you manage to talk and sort things out?”
“We didn’t really have much time.  You know, we had a baby to deliver.”  Jake tutted and shook his head.
“We are sorry, Jake,” Martha said looking up at him.  “But Amber would never have been stranded there, Abbie was close by until you turned up.”
“You still stole my car.”
Luke looked at Jake shame faced.  “Yeah, maybe we didn’t think that out properly.  But like I said we just didn’t expect Eliza to be so impatient.”
Jake waved his hand at Luke to dismiss his apology.  “Forget it.  Eliza and Amber are more important than any shit head plan you losers dreamed up.”
“You two certainly make beautiful babies,” Luke said gazing down at Eliza.  “She looks just like Amber.”
Jake’s eyes shone with pride and adoration as he gazed at first Amber and then Eliza.  “I know.  She’s pretty much perfect.”
Martha stood up and taking Luke’s hand nodded towards the door.
“We’re going to go,” she said to Jake.  “Give you three a little time alone.”
“Thanks,” Jake said distractedly, his eyes never leaving the face of his sleeping child.
“You want us to bring anything when we come over tomorrow?” Martha asked as they made for the door.
Jake shook his head, and as they disappeared, he heaved a sigh of relief.  He loved Luke and Martha, but he really wanted to be alone with his girls.  Rubbing a hand over his head, Jake continued to watch Eliza, a wide smile lighting up his face as he watched her chest rise and fall with small, steady breaths.  He breathed in deeply, taking in her fresh, almost creamy scent, and marvelled at her beauty.  She had her mother’s nose and chin, and on her head was a thin covering of downy blonde hair.  Jake’s arms ached with a need to hold his baby, so he leaned over and gently lifted her up.  He gazed down at the tiny, delicate little girl as he held her out in front of him.  Eliza’s arm flexed involuntarily and Jake held his breath, not wanting to wake either her or Amber.  She gave a little whimper but then settled back into a contented sleep, so Jake manoeuvred her carefully to nestle her in his arms, and moved over to the chair that Martha had been sitting in.  He lowered himself down slowly with his eyes constantly on his daughter.
“Hey, you’re back,” a soft voice whispered.
Jake looked up and met Amber’s tired eyes.  He smiled.  “I got here about ten minutes ago,” he said.  “Martha and Luke are coming back tomorrow.”
Amber struggled to pull herself into a sitting position and winced slightly.
“Are you feeling sore?” Jake asked.  “Do you need me to call a nurse?”
“No, I’m fine.  Is she still asleep?” Amber craned her neck to catch a glimpse of her baby.
“Yeah, fast asleep.”  Jake said, looking down at Eliza, his eyes shining with love and adoration.  Amber’s heart skipped at the sight of them together.
“Give her a few minutes,” she said with a quiet laugh.  “It’s been almost two hours since she last had a feed.”
“She’s a greedy girl,” Jake said with a grin. 
“Hmm, just a bit.  Hopefully it will mean that she sleeps well though.”
“You know, it’s weird but we haven’t really talked about how it happened, have we?” Jake said suddenly.
Amber had a trace of a smile hinting at her lips.  “Well if you don’t know by now, Jake.”
Jake laughed softly.  “You know what I mean.”
“Yes, I do. I’m pretty sure it was the day down by the pool.”
“Oh yeah,” Jake said, smiling at the memory.  “You got me pretty hot and bothered if I recall.  It never even entered my head.  I’m sorry.”
Amber bit her bottom lip and studied Jake carefully.  “I wouldn’t have it any other way,” she whispered.
“Me either, but I’m sorry for not being more responsible.”
A comfortable silence fell, as Jake cradled his daughter and Amber gazed at them both lovingly.  Finally, Eliza woke and shattered the serenity with a piercing cry.  
“Here, pass her to me,” Amber said, unbuttoning her night shirt.  
After a couple of minutes of Amber adjusting herself and Eliza giving little mewling sounds, she finally latched on and started to feed.  Amber glanced across at Jake and was surprised to see him wiping tears from his cheeks with the back of his hand.
“Hey, are you okay?” she asked. 
Jake looked up at her and smiled.  It was dazzling and lit up the room, never mind his face.  “Yep.  It’s just so amazing.  Such a beautiful sight.”
 
Once Eliza had been fed and burped, Amber settled back against her pillows and gave a contented sigh.
“You okay, Freckles?” Jake asked lowering himself into the chair next to the bed.
“Yes, I feel great.  A little sore, but otherwise great.”
Jake grinned and took her hand in his.  “Me too.  I was so proud of you today.”
“Ah it was nothing,” Amber scoffed jokingly.
Jake’s lips turned up into a smile as he thought back to what Amber had done.  She had barely made a noise, while the woman giving birth in the room next door had used the whole range of expletives from A to Z.  
“No, you were amazing,” he replied.
Amber pulled Jake’s hand onto her lap, tightened her grip and took a huge breath.
“Jake, I missed you every day that I was apart from you, and I don’t want to miss you anymore."
As Amber said the words a small smile lit up Jake’s face and instantly he felt as though he could breathe again.  “What does that mean?” he asked, needing her confirmation.
“It means, that if you’ll have me, I want to come home with you.”
“So I can help out with Eliza for a while?”
Amber shook her head.  “No.  So we can be a family.  I don’t want to take it slowly, I don’t want to see how things go.  This last week, being so close to you yet not together has been worse than all those months apart.  I want to be with you.  You and Eliza.”
Jake looked excited and with the light shining from his eyes, even more gorgeous than usual.  “That’s what I want too,” he replied.  “But I also need to say I’m sorry for not telling you about Abbie.  I should’ve trusted you.”
Amber shook her head.  “No, you were right it wasn’t your secret to tell.”
“Yes, but I could’ve told you something to put your mind at rest.  I understand how it must have sounded – my telephone conversation with her – but you still should’ve stayed and talked to me.”  Jake looked at Amber earnestly.
“I know.”  She swallowed hard.  “And I’m sorry too; for not telling you about Eliza earlier.  I would’ve done, I promise, I would never have kept you from her forever.  You do know that don’t you?”  Her eyes pleaded with Jake, desperate for him to hear the truth in her words.
“Yep, I do.” 
“Really?” Amber asked.
Jake nodded without hesitation.  “Really I do, Freckles.  I can see why you would think Abbie and I were together.  What with the phone call you overheard, and the stuff in the press.”
“If I could redo everything I would,” Amber replied.  “I should have stayed and I certainly shouldn’t have lied about Daniel.”
Jake gave a humourless laugh.  “Less said about that dick the better.  All I know is that being around you again and not being able to touch you sent me crazy.  Then when you said we should take a step back from each other...I felt as though my heart had been ripped from my chest.  It hurt so much.”
Amber leaned forward and touched his cheek.  “God, I am so sorry.  It wasn’t really what I wanted.  I just thought it was the right thing to do.”
“It doesn’t matter now.  None of it does.”  Staring into her eyes, Jake took a strand of Amber’s hair and curled it around his fingers.  “I wish I’d just told you about Abbie, and then we wouldn’t have wasted all this time.”
Amber shook her head.  “No, Jake don’t.  We’ve both made mistakes, but they’re in the past.”
“So,” Jake cleared his throat, “What about your future?  Is it with me?”
Amber’s chin trembled as she gazed at him with a huge smile.  “Yes, as long as that’s what you want,” she said shakily.  
Jake reached forward across the bed and pulled Amber to him.  His mouth found hers and he gave her a soft and gentle kiss, his fingers caressing her neck.
Finally pulling away, Jake stroked Amber’s cheek.  “I’ve missed you so fucking much.” he said his voice breaking.  “Don’t you ever leave me again, okay?”
“I won’t, I promise.  I love you.” 
Jake got up onto the bed and wrapped his arms around Amber, holding her tightly.  “And I love you too.  So, are we going to do this?  Are we going to be different than Scarlett and Rhett and get our shit together?”
Amber laughed remembering Jake’s words about her favourite film.  She nodded and snuggled into Jake’s hard chest.
“Good,” he replied.  “No more secrets or running away without talking to each other.  Is that a deal?”
“Yes, Mr Hughes it’s a deal.”  Amber replied.
“Good, but one thing, Freckles,” Jake said as peered down Amber’s nightgown at her nursing bra.  “Once Eliza is on the bottle, that ugly thing has to go.”
Amber followed Jake’s gaze and laughed.  She held his face between her hands.  “Anything for you baby.  But, for now, don’t forget I need to be kissed and often, and by someone who knows how.”
“I do know that.” Jake grinned 
“Well shut up and do it then.”
Not needing any further encouragement, Jake held Amber tightly and kissed her like only he knew how.
 
 
 



 
Epilogue
 
Jake thought that his heart would burst with pride as he took his beautiful wife into his arms.  As she looked up at him with her big silver eyes, he knew he’d never been happier.  Today, their wedding day, had been the best day of his life, apart from the birth of Eliza two years earlier.
Amber had taken his breath away as she’d walked down the aisle on Luke’s arm.  Her ivory lace gown that had a vintage feel to it was backless with a small train.  It accentuated her curvy figure and it had taken all of Jake’s willpower not to stride towards her, throw aside her bouquet of coral coloured roses and take her in his arms.  She looked beyond beautiful with her hair taken up at the sides, away from her face, showing off her beautiful eyes and cute freckles. 
“You happy Mrs Hughes?” he asked dropping a kiss onto Amber’s full, pouty lips.  
Amber nodded and clutched at Jake’s shirt as she stood on tiptoe to give him a deeper kiss.
He smelled divine and looked even better.  He’d been more than happy to wear a black, slim fitting suit, white shirt and coral tie, when she’d suggested it.  Amber had expected a bit of a fight, but Jake agreed that he probably needed to think a little more conservatively for his wedding attire.  Amber was pleased, but knew he’d have looked magnificent whatever he’d worn. Today had been magical and perfect, although Amber had thought nothing could be as perfect as Jake’s proposal.
The band and Jake’s sister, Abbie, were all spending New Year together at Jake and Amber’s house.  Once they’d got all the kids to bed they decided to sit down and watch Jools Holland’s New Year’s Eve show.  It had been recorded at television centre earlier in the week, and Dirty Riches were playing two songs.  When their second performance of the show came on, Jake started getting restless on the sofa next to Amber; his bouncing leg annoying her.  However, as soon as they began to perform, Amber understood why; Jake, not Luke was singing.  They performed a rock version of Bruno Mars’ ‘Just the Way You Are’, adding a thumping drum beat and guitar riff, which although not to Jake’s standard was played extremely well by Luke.  Jake’s voice wasn’t perfect, but it was rich and deep bringing a whole new sound to the song.
“Wow,” Amber said.  “You kept that a surprise.”  Everyone turned to stare at her and smiled.
“Ssh,” Jake replied taking her chin in his thumb and forefinger, and turning her head back to the T.V.
As the song drew to a close Amber clapped her hands, her eyes still fixed on her gorgeous boyfriend on the T.V.  Then as Jake sang the last note, his bandmates each held up a sign behind him that read out – ‘Freckles. Please. Marry Him.’.  Amber turned to Jake, who was holding out a beautiful ring that he’d designed for her.  It was a clear, emerald cut diamond with two baguette rubies either side, and Amber adored it.  Obviously she said yes, and that was when the party really began.
Breaking Amber from her reverie, a pair of hands suddenly prised them apart and Tom’s head pushed in between them.
“Hey, you two, it’s speech time,” he said with a laugh, knowing that his speech as best man was going to embarrass Jake – something that had never happened before.
Jake stared at him with narrowed eyes.  “You dare say anything that either you or I regret,” he warned.  “And if you upset Freckles there’ll be trouble.”
“Me?”  Tom shrugged and walked away still laughing.
“Don’t worry,” Amber said as she pinched Jake’s backside.  “I think I know every sordid little detail of your single life.  I was on tour with you for nearly a year don’t forget.”
“Erm yeah, I guess so.”  Jake turned away not wanting Amber to see the fear in his eyes. 
 
“So, when Jake finished the farmer said to him, “She enjoyed that, you can come back,”.  Tom turned to Jake amidst the roars of laughter for his speech and grinned.  After all Jake’s years of piss taking and shit stirring, Tom knew that he had finally brought down the great joker.
“You’re dead,” Jake mouthed to Tom before turning to Amber.  “Seriously Freckles, I was pissed as a wheel and had no idea; it was dark.”
Amber tried to look angry, but this was Jake and she wouldn’t change him for anything.  Her smile was a mile wide and full of love.  “You can apologise and grovel later,” she whispered seductively into Jake’s ear.  “And maybe show me some of those moves Tom was talking about.”
Jake blew out a sigh of relief.  God he loved this woman, but he was still going to kill Tom.
“Seriously though,” Tom cried above the laughter.  “You will never meet a man as good as Jake, well you probably will but he wouldn’t agree.  He’s a pain in the rear most of the time, but when he loves you, he loves you with passion and will protect you with his life.  That’s why poor Amber is saddled with him.  He loves her and Eliza more than anything in this world, and lucky for Jake she seems to feel the same about him.  So ladies and gentleman, can we please toast the bride and groom…Jake and Amber.” Tom raised his glass and smiled over at Jake’s sister, Abbie, she knew exactly what a good man Jake was.  “Now, I do believe it’s time to hear from the great man himself.  I give you Mr Hughes.”
Jake gave Amber a kiss on her cheek and then got to his feet.  He’d performed in front of millions of people over the years, but he didn’t think he’d ever felt so nervous.  He looked over at the table where the rest of Dirty Riches sat and was instantly calmed.  Martha and Stacey looking stunning in their coral bridesmaid dresses, both gave him a thumbs up.  Skins made some lewd hand gesture to indicate that Jake’s backside must be twitching, while Luke pointed to his own groin and mouthed “your zips undone, we can see your junk.”  Jake shook his head and took a deep breath.
“Okay, so this is pretty scary,” he said into the microphone.
“You should see the view we’ve got,” Luke called earning himself a slap on the arm from Martha.
Jake shook his head and relaxed as Amber’s tiny hand suddenly grabbed his and squeezed it tightly.
“Well, first of all, and it pains me to do so, I have to thank the bunch of idiots that make up the rest of the band.  I love you guys, you’re my best friends, my family and without you and yours I’d be nothing and still messing around with my life.”  Jake kissed his fisted hand and banged it twice against his chest as he looked in their direction.  “Special love goes to Martha and Stace, you pair of interfering witches knew from the start that Freckles and I were made for each other.  You were determined that we’d figure it out too and I’m pretty sure that you were the brains behind ‘Project Knob Head’, and not as he likes to make out, Luke.” Jake grinned at his bandmates and wives and then turned to Amber.  “Whoever had the idea though, it doesn’t matter.  I just thank God we did figure it out.  Also, much love to Ethan and Rocco, you little guys are best buddies, but you always make sure that Eliza has someone to play pirates with, even though she’s a girl.”
Jake’s gaze landed on the kids all smiling back at him; two miniature rock stars with their spiky hair and his blonde haired, blue eyed princess.  Their table was full of party food, cars, toy pirates and wrestling action figures, not a single doll in sight.  His baby surely was a tomboy.  Even though she was only two, she’d really battled with Amber over wearing a bridesmaid dress today.  Eliza had finally agreed as long as she could wear her cute little pair of purple Doc Martens as well – she was definitely her father’s daughter.
“To my sister Abbie, we may not have found each other until we were adults, but I love you heaps sweetheart.  I’m so proud of you.”  Jake’s voice cracked as he looked over at Abbie, also in a coral bridesmaid dress.  She looked, happy and radiant, but most of all healthy and he was proud to think he had helped with that.  
“Tom, my buddy and best man,” he continued.  “Thanks for your kind words - I think.  I love you Sugar Tits, I really do, but, you have to know that I am actually going to kill you.  Probably in your sleep, so I’d be careful if I were you.”
“Just letting everyone know the truth, Jake.”  Tom cried as everyone laughed again recalling Tom’s speech.
Jake shook his head and then turned to Amber.  “Finally, to my beautiful wife, Freckles.”  Jake paused as he blew out a breath.  “Shit, how do I say this without losing my reputation as a bad ass rocker…ah shove it, I don’t care?  I love you so much that sometimes it physically hurts to breathe, and to quote the great Mr Jerry Maguire ‘you complete me’.  I can’t imagine my life without you, not for one minute.  We didn’t exactly hit it off at first, and to be honest you scared the shit out of me, but we got there in the end, and God I’m so glad we did.  I never want to be without you, Freckles.  I promise to keep kissing you often, as only I know how, as long as you promise to never ever leave me.”
“Jake,” Amber gasped but couldn’t help grinning.  “You idiot.”
“I know, I’m sorry, but I’m your idiot.  You and Eliza are the best things to ever happen to me, and life is only going to get better now that we’re in it together.  So please everyone join me in a toast to my gorgeous, kind, loving, sometimes angry, sexy, wife Freckles.  To Mrs Hughes.”
Everyone stood and followed Jake in the toast to his wife as Amber stood and snaked her arms around his neck and kissed him passionately.  Finally, as cheers and jeers rang out, Amber pulled away, a shy smile at her lips.
“Sorry,” she said taking the microphone from Jake.  “I got a bit carried away, but as I’m up here on my feet, I’d like to say something.”
“Oh shit,” Jake groaned.  “You’re not going to tell everyone our bedroom secrets are you?”
“No baby, I’m not.”  Amber ran a hand down Jake’s cheek and turned towards their guests.  “I know it’s not normally tradition for the bride to speak, but then not every bride marries one of the hottest rock stars on the planet.”  Jake coughed making Amber giggle.  “Sorry, the hottest rock star on the planet.  I just want to thank all of you, especially my mum who has always done her very best for me.  But the best thing she ever did was tell Jake where to find me when I stupidly thought that we shouldn’t be together.  Thank you, Mum.”  Amber smiled over at her mother sitting at a table with her family: Auntie Lucia, Gabriella, Dom, Noah and Betty.  Thelma wiped her tears from her face and blew a kiss to her daughter.  “I also want to say how great all my family are, and not just those who are related by blood and marriage, but Skins, Stace and Tom too.  You are my family now, as well as Jake’s, and I can’t thank you enough for everything you’ve done for him, and for us.  I would also like to thank Hugo, sorry Luke.”  Amber laughed as she looked over at Luke.
Luke shook his head and took a long gulp of his drink while everyone else in the band roared with laughter at their private joke.
“If it weren't for him, I wouldn’t be stood here now having just married Jake, so wherever you are Hugo, thanks, buddy.”
“He’s in Luke’s room,” Tom shouted earning a flip of the finger from Luke.
Amber smiled and continued once the laughter had died down.  “Steph and Marnie, my two wonderful friends who helped me through one of the hardest times.”  Amber smiled at them both grinning widely.  “Thank you, I love you girls.”  She sighed and then turned to Jake.  “Finally, my beautiful, sexy, kind husband.  I love you baby and don’t think I can ever express how much.  You are my life, you and Eliza, and every day I say thanks that you love me back.”  Amber wiped the tears from her cheek and stooped to kiss Jake’s cheek.  “Anyway, Eliza has a little present for you.  Come on baby, give Daddy his present.”  Amber held her hand out to Eliza, who came running towards her.
Amber bent down and retrieved a small, package wrapped in silver paper and gave it to Eliza.  As she took the parcel in her tiny hands, Amber whispered something into her ear.  Eliza nodded, her golden curls bouncing against her shoulders.  She moved to Jake with her arms out and laughed as he whisked her up into his embrace, pulling her tightly against his chest.  Amber then handed the microphone to Eliza.
“You gonna speak, Princess?” Jake asked tweaking his daughter’s nose.
Eliza nodded and then kissed Jake’s cheek, causing an en masse ‘ah’ from everyone.
“I wuv you Daddy.  You the best daddy in the world.”  Even with the microphone her tiny baby voice could barely be heard.
Jake drew in a shuddering breath as his tiny daughter filled his heart with joy.  “Thank you, Princess, and you’re the best little girl in the world.  I love you too.”
“Here pwesent.”  Eliza pushed the parcel against Jake’s chest and then flung her arms around his neck and squeezed tightly.  “I go now,” she said pushing out of Jake’s arms.
As the guests all watched her, Eliza skipped back to Ethan and Rocco to carry on their play.  Jake sat back down and blew out a breath as their guests continued to chatter and drink again.
“You not opening that?”  Amber asked as she plonked herself on Jake’s knee.
“Oh yeah, sorry.”  Jake looked up at her and frowned.  “Am I going to like it?” he asked.
Amber nodded.  “Oh yes, I think so.”
Reaching his arms around Amber’s waist, Jake ripped at the paper.  Inside was cream tissue paper that he unfolded carefully.  As the gift was revealed, Jake roared with laughter.  Inside, along with a matching thong, was a pretty, delicate, pale pink bra, with thin shoestring straps.
“Wow,” Jake said.  “You know exactly what I like Freckles.”
“There’s a note inside.”
Jake searched through the paper and found a small, hand-written note from Amber.
 
I hope that this one is pretty enough for you, because I know how you rock stars hate ugly bras.  If you’re a good boy, I’ll wear it for you later.
I love you today, tomorrow and always,
Freckles xx
 
“Well?” Amber asked.  “Is it pretty enough for you?”
Jake nodded and pulled her into a deep, passionate kiss.  Pouring every bit of the love he had for her into it.  At that moment, he needed Freckles to know exactly how deep his feelings for her were.  He wasn’t a poet like Luke, he couldn’t write a song to tell her, all he could do was show her, just as she’d said, and just as their matching tattoos that they both had running down their ribs said – today, tomorrow and always.
“Never mind later,” Jake groaned finally pulling away from Amber.  “How about you model it for me now.”
“We’ve got guests, Jake.”  Amber giggled.
Jake pushed Amber gently from his knee and stood up.  He grabbed her hand and moved towards the door.
Amber halted and Jake turned around to face her.
“We can’t,” she hissed.
“We can.  I’m a rock star and not only don’t I like ugly bras, but I don’t like waiting either.”  Jake smacked Amber’s backside.  “Now get up to that room Freckles and just show me how much you love me.”
Without any further cajoling, they ran for the exit, both of them determined to leave the other with no uncertainty of how much they were loved. 



More Books by Nikki Ashton
 
Guess Who I Pulled Last Night?
No Bra Required
Get Your Kit Off
Rock Stars Don’t Like Big Knickers
 
All books are standalone stories, with ‘guest’ appearances from characters in the previous book
 
Please visit Nikki’s Facebook page Nikki Ashton’s Books for news, snippets and pictures
 
You can also follow Nikki on Twitter @nikkerash
 
 



Table of Contents
Acknowledgments
Chapter 1
Chapter 2
Chapter 3
Chapter 4
Chapter 5
Chapter 6
Chapter 7
Chapter 8
Chapter 9
Chapter 10
Chapter 11
Chapter 12
Chapter 13
Chapter 14
Chapter 15
Chapter 16
Chapter 17
Chapter 18
Chapter 19
Chapter 20
Chapter 21
Chapter 22
Chapter 23
Chapter 24
Chapter 25
Chapter 26
Chapter 27
Chapter 28
Chapter 29
Chapter 30
Chapter 31
Chapter 32
Chapter 33
Chapter 34
Chapter 35
Chapter 36
Chapter 37
Chapter 38
Epilogue
More Books by Nikki Ashton


cover.jpeg





