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“Love isn’t just meant to be, it’s a choice.

My choice is to love you forever.”


PART  ONE

We had known each other since we were children, sometimes we played together in my father’s house in London. Our parents were friends so he had always been in my life, and I didn’t even pay too much attention to that. It was a kid like everybody else to me, skinny, a bit clumsy and shy, and I remembered only his eyes, of a very deep and unique color, similar to sea waves lapping beaches with a wonderful and shaking turquoise light on sunny days.

But I forgot Jamie soon, as I was busy with school, with several relationships I had had as a teenager and with my unrestrainable passion for life and for new experiences.

Only once in a while I heard my parents talking about his family: his father didn’t actually do the best stock exchange’s choices, he had lost quite a lot of money. They had to sell their beautiful house in Sloan Square and they had to move in a slummy small apartment with no balcony in a suburban area. His mother had become an alcoholic... and Jamie had put his great plans for his future aside and he had started working when he was very young to help his family.

They slowly started to visit us less and less, till we ended up sending some Christmas and Easter cards; life went on. It was one of those friendship doomed to end, even though it was nobody’s fault: life and habits change and everything goes fast on the wings of time.

I, on the other hand, considered myself very lucky: my father was the branch manager of Barclays in London, he had never ignored a profitable business in all his life managing to grant his family a good quality life and to send me and my brother to the best schools and colleges of the country.

Since I was very young I had found I had a great passion for travelling, and I had perfected actual strategies to get the money I needed from my parents. I was quite a spoiled child, any of my rather crazy wish came true in a matter of few days. I was born under a lucky star, I had realized that since then. 

That’s me: Jessica Brown, 30 years old career woman, manager of an event planning agency in London, that also plans amazing honeymoons. I’ve got nothing to complain about: I’m tall, slender, I’ve got long brown hair, green eyes many people would kill for, I dress Dior and Prada, I always wear twelve cm high heels, I love going out with friends and I love drinks that smell of vacation and exotic destinations.

When I was in high school I modelled, so you can imagine how many men hover round me like moths around a flame, as I said I’ve always been spoiled by fate and now: guess what? I’m about to marry the sexiest and more powerful man of the City, Christopher Walters, the infamous steel tycoon number one in England!

He’s got the world at his feet, he’s revered and adulated like a king but Chris looks scary at first sight with his thick hair and dark, cold and intimidating eyes, that seem to promise to defeat any enemies. He’s not in his prime anymore, he’s been married already and he got divorced leaving behind two luxurious mansions in Brighton, a wife who became rich at his own expense and two children who will never have to worry about anything in their life but Bridge’s local competitions.

I had met Christopher and his wife in one of the City’s best restaurant when I was celebrating my 28th birthday. It was just Daniel and I, my boyfriend at the time, and they had given the best table to Chris and his wife Amanda by mistake ( there wasn’t actually any mistake, he had booked it the evening before thanks to his highly respected position, while I had to call the restaurant months in advance to book it).

I was completely mad, I had gone to their table and I had made a memorable scene, ending up throwing a glass of champagne on his mad wife’s face. I almost made it to newspapers.

It seems Christopher liked the spoiled girl who knows how to stand up for her right, and most of all he liked the way I confronted his wife( they were already going through the process of divorcing at the time), because he got info on myself through a private detective (so cool, I would have never thought anyone would have had such a crush on me!) and he had been wooing me for almost a year. 

When my father knew about it he almost had a heart attack: on one side there was the foggy and complicated past of one of the most powerful man in England, to whom his bank had lent huge amount of money more than once and, on the other hand, the fame and the huge fortune that made him stand out from all the country’s bachelors. He was definitely well off, there was no doubt about it, but was he my Mr Right?

Both Chris and I had several arguments with my father who wasn’t easy to persuade, but eventually all our acquaintances welcomed our engagement.

I still smile when I think of the rush Chris had to set a wedding date, it should be just two months from today. You can imagine how frantic the arrangements are: I’m very excited as the whole British high society and also some from overseas will attend my wedding. There’s the chance some Royal family members will attend too!

If it happens, in a few years my husband will definitely be appointed with a title and I will become, let’s say, countess. What if Kate and I will become good friends, who knows what it could happen?? Maybe my children...will have the chance to take the throne! I absolutely have to ask Amaranta, the girl who sometimes reads coffee grounds for me, if she sees something like that in my future and if there’s some sort of spell to make it happen faster.

I demanded my agency to plan everything, down to the last detail, as my wedding has to be the best ever and, to be sure about it, I also invested half of my savings on it. It will be the wedding of the century, you’ll see, and my father will be very proud to have raised a future duchess!

As today I took the afternoon off to check some Idea Sposa’s brochure just delivered from Germany and as the weather is quite gloomy as it usually happens in April in London, I’m in my home office determined to choose and order an amazing wedding dress once and for all. 

I was leafing through a nice brochure with glossy pages when I realized I’ve run out of my favorite chocolate mint bars, there isn’t any in my minibar and they’re the only treat I allow myself to before the wedding to ease the stress. Damn, today of all days, when Indira, my maid, has got her afternoon off. And my parents have gone to Southampton to check a holiday house.

How come I forgot to buy Fitowaves this month? It means I’m really caught up in planning my wedding, it’s really a crazy time.

I’ve got two options: going to the grocery store in the close neighbourhood where I’m sure I’ll find my bars, or stuffing my face up with Snickers for the whole afternoon and break the strict diet claiming to make me lose five kilos in just two months. You have to know there are only these damn five kilos between myself and the most perfect bride in the whole universe, they don’t want to go in spite of all the diets I’ve been on since I’ve known I will marry Chris. To be honest I seriously don’t want to read headlines such as “ the wife of the famous tycoon looked like she had just shot a scene from “The whale and the Beast”.

It would be too much even for me, even though I’m used to be mocked by media sometimes because of the unique events my agency plans all around the country.

Ehm yes, I think I have no choice.

You have to know another thing about me: if any other girls would break the diet for just one day, I wouldn’t. My father taught me to be very disciplined so things like “don’t do tomorrow what you can do today” or “strict diet before the wedding” are really important to me. 

Cursing in my mind to Indira and her day off, I get on my father’s old Jeep and after half an hour I’m at Sainsbury’s, my favorite grocery store, where I fill up a basket with so many light bars to last for two years.

While I’m queueing up at the counter I quickly text Chris back: he wants us to immediately meet tonight at the same restaurant we had first met, the one where I threw a glass of champagne on his ex-wife’s dress. He’s got something very important to tell me, and I can feel butterflies in my tummy: has he maybe decided where we’re going on our honeymoon at last?

We’ve been arguing about it for months:  I definitely want to go to an exotic place while he insists to go to Paris or New York, beautiful but very crowded and well known places, I’ve been there hundreds of times.

Chris has got a tiny fault: he totally lacks of imagination. It seems his brain is made of the same material he works with: steel.

I understand he’s a very powerful and determined business man, but I’m not much different and sometimes his being so firm gets on my nerves. Sometimes I wish he was more...accommodating. Ok, maybe I even mean subdued.

Actually there was an article by a famous American psychologist on career women with a strong personality who always end up with a “man-slave”. Not literally...not the whole day. Only when we have to take important decisions.

“Excuse me, ma’am, are you paying cash or with card?”

I startle and I get back to reality and I’ve got a bit of a shock: a pair of blue eyes are staring at me as if they want to take my clothes off, framed by thick blond hair reaching his neck making me think of Kevin Costner in the movie “Dances with wolves”. He’s got a laid back smile, so white it could be in a toothpaste advert and underneath the basic t-shirt he’s wearing I can see his chest muscles that, for some reason, make my mouth water. The t-shirt is see through, how come they let them wear these kind of clothes in public places? I mean, nowadays grocery store’s employees are dressed in all kind of ways, luckily he hasn’t got a nose or tongue piercing. Thinking of his tongue makes me slightly shiver and I realize I’m blushing like a fool. 

I run my finger through my hair as if I was about to answer a million dollar question, and for a neverending moment I stare at his amazing and deep eyes, without being able to say or think anything.

It’s definitely one of those encounters of third kind, when two souls that knew each other in one of their past lives recognize each other but this time they can’t do anything about it because everything gets in between: the counter, me being highly strung, having lost my money.

Or something like that, Amaranta can explain it better than me.

I make a huge effort to get back to reality and I rummage in my daypack, painfully aware of how awful my wet hair looks, of my mascara probably smudged all over my red cheeks and of my hands shaking out of control. What the hell is happening to me?

Oh no. No, no, noooo. I forgot home my wallet, credit cards and driving licence ...I forgot everything. What an idiot.

What do I do now?

“Ehm...the thing is...I know you won’t believe me but...I was in a rush and I forgot my wallet”  I foolishly say.

He obviously looks at me as if I was an idiot, and soon after that his eyes stop on my shoes that are more expensive than about a thousand chocolate bars wrapped up in golden aluminium foil.

“Ehhmmmm I’ll go get my wallet, I live at about thirty minutes from here.” Why do I feel so guilty and I justify myself so much with the counter guy? For god’s sake Jessica, you’ve probably meet thousands of them in all your life, put yourself together!

“No problem, ma’am” Mr Blue Eyes adds (I wonder if he’s ever thought of acting? He wouldn’t be bothered by Paul Newman or Kevin Costner). He glances at my basket full of bars with an amused look in his eyes (Damn, I’ve actually bought a thousand of them. Thank god I didn’t add lots of pads), and he goes on: “we can keep your stuff here till you’re back.”

What? That would mean...no, no I wouldn’t be at the restaurant in two hours, and let’s not forget I’ll have to get ready for Chris! I need my bars now! 

I can feel adrenaline rising in my blood just like a junkie without cocaine, I can’t live without my bars!

Do you think this guy would understand if I explain to him the reason why, according to my therapist, my blood flows to my brain at light speed when I’m very stressed, and I could kill someone if I don’t immediately eat something sugary? It’s already happened with my cat in the past, I almost chocked him. Too tragic to tell. 

“I’m sorry, but I seriously can’t” I say crossing my arms.

“It’s an emergency...I really need these bars. You can check from any computer: my name is Jessica Brown and I’m the owner of “Weddings, champagne and cupcakes” on Carnaby Street, my photo is on top of my website. Tonight I’ve got a very, very important date and I just can’t...you know how it is...I’ll send you the money as soon as possible...it’s really an emergency...”

His eyes make me feel like a first grade child who can’t live without her favorite doll, and that makes me even more upset. Why is this guy making me so nervous and why does he make me feel so dumb?

As soon as he hears my name his expression definitely changes. I could literally say his jaw dropped.

He seems seriously impressed, does that mean my name is famous even for a grocery store guy? Wow. Or maybe it crosses my mind he needs to plan his honeymoon, and I tighten my lips.

“If that’s the case you don’t have to worry dear Jessica, I can personally give you a lift home” I hear him saying, and it’s like he slapped me in my face. Whaaaat? “So we can get the money” he goes on calmly patting his leg. Ahah he’s definitely making fun of me, no doubt about it.

There are about ten people queueing behind me. This is totally crazy.

“No, I can’t possibly accep...”

I haven’t even ended the sentence when I hear Blue Eyes calling a co-worker to be replaced.

“But...but you absolutely don’t...” I hear him say, and for some strange reason I blush again. He grabs me by my elbow and he briskly says: “I’m sorry, it’s the store policy against thieves and terrorists, don’t you know how it is nowadays? Let’s go, Jessica.”

The warmth in his eyes could melt an ice age’s iceberg. For the same reason why today everything is going wrong, I feel weak and powerless as if I was still fifteen years old and this was my first crush.

(Did I actually say crush? For god’s sake!) my heart is pounding and my hands are sweating, I swear I don’t understand what’s happening to me.

Kevin Costner II purposefully takes my cart and I have no choice but following him to the exit speechless and confused. How could I agree to let this stranger get in my car and calmly ask for my address?

Maybe they’re spraying drugs inside that grocery store, because once we get out I start to come to my senses. What if he’s going to kidnap me? With my own car?

I don’t have time to think about it because we hear an unknown noise coming from the engine, there are two jolts and it’s over. 

To my horror I understand the engine of my old Jeep has broken down, or maybe I ran out of gas and I’m on my own in the rain, with no money, with a weird stranger and with no chance to get home safely. And to top it all it seems I’ve totally lost control of my mind and body. Great.

“You’re definitely out of luck today, aren’t you Jessica?” Blue Eyes says with an obvious shade of irony but with something else in his look I can’t quite put my finger on. Maybe I’m having hallucination because my sugar level is low, but he’s staring at me making me want to shrink away in the car seat or to become a fly and fly away out of the window.

All of a sudden he slightly touches my elbow as to reassure me. Oh my god, I almost moan.

“Don’t worry, we’ll take my car, it’s parked few meters away...”

Thank you, now I’m really relaxed. Actually I’ll read my daily horoscope to check if my luck takes a turn for the best while he will drive me in the middle of nowhere in a dingy place where someone will slit my throat.

“No! I have to go!” I say with an effort, and for a very long moment I really don’t know what to do. All I know is I have to run away from this man, as far as I can.

“Don’t be ridiculous, Jessica, where do you want to go?” He points at the rain that is now pouring.

“Come on, I know you’re a bit scared but I swear nothing will happen to you and you’re safe with me. I just want to get the money of your stuff to avoid any problem with my boss, okay?”

He’s staring at me in such a way that I have a funny feeling in my stomach and I try not to stare back at him as much as I can. I’m very aware my cheeks are bright red and that makes my freckles stand out, my skin feels so hot like a heater in winter. I’m giving off heat like the engine of a rocket.

Come on Jessica, no matter how much you like this young and better than the original Robert Redford, you sure can’t get into his car!

Wait a minute, there’s always Jill.

Of course, why didn’t I think about it before? My father’s driver who’s got his day off today, he’s been working for us since I was a child, I’ll call him and ask him to pick me up with Taylor’s car! My brother is in Australia with his girlfriend and he would kill me if he knew I borrowed his Porsche but he will never know, won’t he?

“I’m sorry Mr...what’s your name” I say abruptly breathing in deeply “but I really can’t...come with you like that, without knowing anything about you. I’d rather give up on my bars, they weren’t that important after all. (Aaargh) and I’ll be glad to talk about the grocery store’s policy with your boss, else I’ll go buy my groceries somewhere else!”

Good job Jessica, you’re back to have the situation in your pocket like you’ve always had since you were born. Don’t ever give in to a man, not even to the one with the most beautiful eyes you’ve ever seen!

“No problem ma’am, you can keep your groceries” I hear him saying calmly. 

I look at him shocked: is he fine?

It’s all so surreal I feel like laughing hysterically. Maybe I’m the unlucky victim of the first London’s terrorist attack and in few moments masked mercenaries with briefcases packed with bullets will ask me to...

“Our grocery store sure can’t afford to lose a customer like her” Robert Redford adds in a way I don’t understand, I would say he’s in awe but his blue gaze says otherwise. “I hope these bars will help you be in great shape for the most awaited wedding of the country...good evening and I apologize if I create any problems!”

He gets out of my car vanishing under the rain, leaving me gobsmacked.

So he knows about the wedding, he knows everything about me!

But most of all I’ve got a very strange and amazing feeling of having already met this man somewhere, a long time ago. 

.................................................................................................

––––––––

I’ve just managed to tell Jill what happened, and he shook his head in disbelief too. He’s never heard anything like that, the grocery store guy offering to go home with customers to get money back, but to be honest I had never gone buying groceries with no money.
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