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For my father, Peter, with all my love.
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‘Fairy tales are more than true; not because they
tell us that dragons exist, but because they tell us
that dragons can be beaten’


G. K. CHESTERSON




Chapter One


Ella Aldridge hadn’t known happiness like it – she felt like she was going to burst. Finally, after years of kissing frogs, she’d met the most perfect man in the world, and she was about to have her happy ever after.


‘You look beautiful,’ Stacey remarked wistfully as she gazed at her step-sister in her wedding dress, and Ella caught her eye. She knew what she was thinking: when they’d been growing up Stacey had always been the pretty one, the one the boys asked out first. But in the last year or so, something had changed. Ella had blossomed – become popular and beautiful and fashionable and sexy – and no matter how much Stacey wanted to hang out with her step-sister, or how much Ella tried to include her, Stacey had got left behind.


Even in her wildest dreams, Ella never could have imagined this whirlwind transformation of her life was possible. Her life had flowered into a glamorous, busy, fun wonderland, and it was all because of Danny. Okay, she’d hit rock bottom when she’d found out Fin had cheated on her, but what nobody had expected – least of all Ella, as she used to be so cynical about happy endings – was that in taking herself off to Thailand, Ella would meet Danny Riding on a beach, and he’d slowly mend her broken heart. In that one moment, everything changed . . . and it kept on changing, right up to when Danny got down on one knee and presented her with a pink diamond solitaire from De Beers. It didn’t matter that Ella hadn’t known Danny for that long. She knew he was the one; he was her Prince Charming.


‘Do you remember when we went to that bridal shop last year, when we thought Jay was going to propose to you?’ Ella asked Stacey as she lightly sprayed her wrists with a custom blend of rose, iris and orange blossom. Danny had insisted she create her own signature scent, and if things went to plan – which they would; why wouldn’t they? – a less expensive, more synthetic version of it would appear up and down the high street the following year. It would still be classy, still be perfect, but it would be obtainable. People could buy a tiny slice of Ella’s lucky magic.


‘Yeah. We tried on those dresses that cost over a grand,’ Stacey said as she pushed her flaming red hair behind her ears and struggled not to sound jealous. ‘Who’d have thought that you’d be the one getting married first? And that you’d be doing it in couture Vivienne Westwood?’


Ella stood before Stacey in a dress so exquisite, so perfect, that she looked like a princess in a fairytale. The bodice was made from antique Chantilly lace speckled with hand-sewn pearls, and it glimmered over the swell of Ella’s small breasts and hugged her lithe, perfect body like a second skin. The boning of the bodice made her waist appear tiny as it clung and dipped in all the right places, and layer upon layer of creamy satin and lace fluted from her hip. Ella couldn’t help spinning around again and again, and when she did the crystals and semi-precious stones glittered as they cascaded down the chapel train.


Neither Ella nor Stacey could ever have imagined wearing a dress like this. Being Danny Riding’s fiancée definitely had perks.


‘And who’d have thought that I wouldn’t be a bridesmaid at your wedding,’ Stacey continued, now unable to keep the bitterness from her voice.


Ella swallowed hard. She’d known this was coming – God, she’d feel the same way if Stacey and Jay were getting married and they excluded her from the ceremony – but she’d hoped Stacey wouldn’t make a big deal about it. She’d campaigned relentlessly for Stacey to be her bridesmaid, but in the end Danny’s manager and agent was having none of it. What Aaron Kohle wanted – and he wanted the bridesmaids to be celebrities, C-list and up – Aaron Kohle got. It was why he was the most powerful football manager in the country . . . and partly why Danny was doing so well. She couldn’t go against his wishes; she just couldn’t. Not when he’d been so good to her.


Ella reached for her step-sister’s hand.


‘Look, you know that you’d be my first choice of bridesmaid if it were down to me,’ Ella said softly, hoping that her eyes wouldn’t fill with tears. She hated letting people down – especially Stacey. ‘But it wasn’t my decision to make. You know it wasn’t.’


Her violet, mesmerising eyes pleaded with Stacey’s, and Stacey knew she had two choices. She could tell Ella exactly what she thought of that – who agreed to a wedding where she couldn’t choose her own bridesmaids? – or she could accept it for what it was. Ella was teetering on the brink of becoming one of the biggest footballers’ wives going – up there with Victoria, Alex and Coleen – and Stacey knew she had to let her step-sister go.


‘I know,’ Stacey said eventually. She caught sight of herself in the mirror and had to look away. She’d got a multi-coloured dress from a department store that had looked amazing in the shop, but next to Ella she looked cheap and tired. It just wasn’t fair. ‘Look,’ Stacey continued, ‘are you sure you want to go through with this?’ Her voice was light, but Ella heard steel behind it, and she felt her good mood start to deflate. ‘This is going to change your life for ever, and, well, you don’t seem like the right sort of person to marry Danny.’


Ella frowned. ‘What do you mean?’ she asked.


‘Well, it’s normally pretty girls who don’t have much in the way of brain power who end up marrying footballers.’


Ella concentrated on her dress again. ‘That’s a stereotype, and you know it,’ she said dismissively.


‘Okay, but have you really thought this through? Ever since I’ve known you you’ve wanted to run your own business, to take the world by storm . . . and you’ve given it all up to be with this man.’


Ella shrugged. ‘People change,’ she said lightly, and she tried not to think about how her cupcake company had gone under. Everything had started so well – she’d hired the perfect kitchen premises, got her health and safety organised, hired an accountant and had ensured her cakes were divine – but something went wrong. Demand for her cakes wasn’t there, the profit margins were too small, and after two years of working her ass off her business went under. Less than a month later Fin broke her heart. It hadn’t been the best time of her life.


‘Running Sweet Dreams took up all my time, and I’m still exhausted just thinking about it. Danny says I don’t have to work if I don’t want to, and at the moment I don’t; I just want to take a break and be the best wife I can be.’


Stacey bit her lip. ‘But you’re not being true to yourself—’


Ella cut her off. ‘Danny loves me for who I am, not for what I can achieve,’ she said simply, and as she said it her eyes shone. ‘And I love him. Okay, so Danny’s a famous footballer. But that doesn’t mean he wants some bimbo, or someone who pretends to be dumb when she’s not. He wants me – he wants me to be his wife – and that’s what I’m going to become.’


Ella’s voice was calm but Stacey knew her well enough to know when she was getting angry. She knew it was inappropriate to bring up her concerns on a day like this, but she felt like she’d hardly seen Ella since she’d met Danny, and she couldn’t not say how she felt. She just couldn’t.


‘I’m sure you’ve thought about this, and that you’re making the right decision,’ Stacey said eventually, and she forced a bright, fake smile that Ella returned with equal sincerity. ‘I’m sure you’re going to be happy, but don’t forget me when you’re rich and famous, okay? You’re my best friend. And you always will be.’


‘We’re best friends now, you know,’ Chastity smiled delightedly, as they waited outside the Baron’s Hall for the signal that it was time for the ceremony to start. She was talking, chewing gum, and applying an orangey-pink lipstick all at the same time, and Ella wondered how she did it. Even though she was standing still, energy radiated off her. She hoped Chastity wasn’t on drugs.


‘I’m really glad you could be one of my bridesmaids,’ Ella said politely, as she took in Chastity’s dress. The cocktail-length nu-georgette strapless dress was demure enough, but somehow Chastity managed to make it look, well, slutty. Her large breasts strained against the empire-line bodice, and the colour – a firecracker pinky-orange that everyone had insisted she choose because it was apparently ‘the bridesmaid colour of next season’ – clashed terribly with her deep tan. ‘You look great,’ she lied.


‘Yeah, you know, this really isn’t my colour, and normally I wouldn’t be seen dead looking less than a hundred per cent beautiful, but I’ve been told it’s my job not to steal the limelight from you, so for once – and just this once! – I’m going to take a backseat and let you be the star of the show,’ she said seriously. ‘Not that you need any help in that department. You look stunning.’


Ella beamed – she didn’t think she’d ever get bored of being told she looked wonderful – but a tiny part of her wondered if she wanted Chastity Taylor (wife of Freddie Taylor, captain of Kingston United and defender for England) to think she looked good. Chastity was known for her hundreds of fashion faux pas, and regularly topped the ‘worst dressed’ lists in magazines. She told everyone it was because the journalists were jealous that she was married to Freddie. Ella wasn’t so sure.


‘I mean, look at you, you look like something out of a Disney cartoon,’ Chastity continued, oblivious to the huge security guards pacing the corridor. Even though they’d hired the whole of St Immaculata’s Castle deep in the Surrey hills, and there was no way paparazzi could get over the moat – let alone infiltrate the castle walls – Danny and Ella weren’t taking any chances. There was no point trying to be modest. This was one of the most talked-about weddings in ages.


‘You do!’ piped in Krissy, fresh from the set of EastEnders, where she played the part of a teenage single mother. ‘You look gorgeous! I wish I had your skin. How do you get it all dewy and fresh looking?’


Ella couldn’t work out what she should say. Should she admit to a facial peel, or should she just smile and act all coy? She didn’t really know these girls. God, she still couldn’t quite believe that Chastity Taylor and Krissy Hawkes were her bridesmaids. Did that mean that they really were friends, just like Chastity had said? Before she could really consider it, Krissy’s perfect RADA voice – so different from the cockney she’d perfected for the TV – cut through her thoughts.


‘Now, before we go in and make you Mrs Riding, I need to be told my lines.’


Ella looked at Krissy in confusion. ‘Your lines? What do you mean?’


‘Um, yes, my lines,’ Krissy said slowly, as if Ella was stupid. Perhaps she was. Nobody could look that good and be clever, too. ‘You know – what I need to say at the altar. My agent said this was a speaking part.’


Ella was about to smile, to catch Chastity’s eye about how ridiculous Krissy was, when she froze. The excited chattering from inside the Baron’s Hall began to quiet, and trumpets signalled the start of the ceremony. Here she was, standing with a soap star she’d never met before and a WAG she’d really only known for a couple of weeks, and she was about to play centre stage in what Hello! was calling the Wedding Of The Year. Could she do this, really? Everyone always assumed Danny would marry someone as famous as he was – especially as he’d dated so many actresses and pop stars. Instead, she was standing here feeling a bit like Cinderella. She was a wannabe who’d got lucky with a footballer on a beach, for God’s sake, and she wasn’t anyone special.


The heavy oak doors opened, the pianist began to play ‘Clair de Lune’ – which was one of Danny’s favourite pieces of classical music, mainly as it had been in Twilight and he was addicted to vampire shows – and all eyes were on her. Ella knew this was it.


This was her destiny. She was not only about to become a footballer’s wife, but she was going to live happily ever after.


Ella stretched luxuriously in the golden light of the sun. She was lying on a sun-lounger on the upper deck of the biggest yacht she’d ever seen, and as the sunshine beat down on her already bronzed body, she felt herself relax even more. Things couldn’t be more perfect: she was married to a lovely man, she had a glass of freshly pressed raspberry juice, and she wanted for nothing. She was in heaven.


‘You look like a model in that Gucci bikini.’ Danny grinned, as he pulled himself out of the infinity pool and walked towards her. Ella shielded her eyes and watched him approach. He was so sexy. Danny’s body was tanned and ripped, with every muscle clearly defined, and his piercing green eyes, reddish-brown hair and full lips made thousands of girls weak at the knees. He was gorgeous, so absolutely perfect in every way. And he was her husband. Wow!


Ella looked down at herself. Even though people kept telling her just how hot she was, she was only just starting to come to terms with it, because it hadn’t always been that way. When Danny and Ella had first met, Ella fully admitted she looked like shit. She’d been desperately in love with Fin, so when she found out he’d been cheating on her the whole time they were together, she was devastated. She’d comfort eaten, got bloated, and stopped looking after herself. It was only when she met Danny that she started to gain a bit of self-respect again, and with it came healthy eating, working out, and taking care of herself. Now her long light brown hair had subtle strands of honey running through it, her body was curvy and firm, and her skin was sparkling. She didn’t quite think she was as attractive as Danny was, but she knew they looked good together. The wedding photos that had appeared in Hello! the week before had proved it.


‘I’m all right.’ Ella smiled, as she looked down at her body. She looked so much better with a tan. ‘It’s a great bikini though, isn’t it?’


‘It certainly is,’ came a voice, and both Ella and Danny turned. Aaron.


‘All right, darling? How are my little lovebirds doing today?’ Aaron Kohle said, as he pulled a sun-lounger over and sat between them. Ella felt her heart sink a tiny bit, but she told herself to stop acting so spoilt. They were on Aaron’s yacht, after all, and it had been so good of him to let them use it for their honeymoon. And it wasn’t like they saw him that much – only once every couple of days.


‘We’re great!’ Ella said happily, glancing at Danny as if to check she could speak for both of them. ‘We’re having the best time.’


Aaron smiled, and while Ella was locking eyes with Danny, he let his gaze wander up and down Ella’s body. He’d always taken a very keen interest in everything Danny did – both professionally and personally – and now he had Ella to look after too. Making sure she was in great shape was just part of it.


‘I just wanted to let you both know that the wedding issue of Hello! had record circulation figures,’ Aaron continued, as he ran his hands through his slightly greasy, greying hair. ‘I know you don’t want to think about work stuff on your honeymoon, but I thought you’d like to know. You’re the hottest couple in the UK as of right now, and you’re all anyone can talk about – the normal girl who married the Kingston United footballer is the story of the year. You’re like Kate Middleton marrying Prince William. You, my girl, are it.’


Danny put his arm around his wife and gave her a little squeeze. ‘That’s brilliant,’ he said, his green eyes shining. ‘Absolutely brilliant. Aaron, you’re amazing.’


‘I aim to please,’ Aaron said wryly. ‘Now, the captain tells me we’re on course to Nassau and we should be there in a couple of hours. I’m going to be hitting the casinos, knocking back some drinks and surrounding myself with hot birds. You’re welcome to join me.’


Ella smiled. She wasn’t keen on how Aaron controlled so much of Danny’s life – or hers – but she couldn’t help but like him. He was larger than life, knew everyone in football, and even though he was a little smarmy and sexist, he could still be good fun.


‘We’re having a low-key supper on the beach,’ Ella said, almost shyly. Sometimes she felt a little intimidated by Aaron. He was so powerful. ‘One of the stewards has organised it all for us. We’ve got a spot on the west of the island so we can watch the sunset.’


‘It will be exactly two years since we met on the beach in Thailand, you see,’ Danny added. ‘We wanted to celebrate it by doing something special and private. Just us.’


Aaron rolled his eyes. ‘Are you sure you wouldn’t rather join me in the casinos, Danny-boy? Be in it to win it? Unless . . .’ His voice trailed off, and Ella could see his brain was whirring. ‘I could probably get some paparazzi to record the special moment for you, you know. Sell it to the Daily Mail or Daily World or some rag. Make a bit of money and show everyone how in love you are?’


Danny shook his head. ‘No, tonight’s just for us,’ he said, and Ella smiled. She really did have the best husband.


‘Here’s to us,’ Danny said, raising his glass of champagne as they watched the sun set from Cable Beach. They were sitting on multi-coloured batik cushions behind a low-slung rosewood table, and tiny lanterns surrounded them. It was incredibly romantic.


‘I know that a wedding day is meant to be the best day of your life, but the day I met you on Ko Phangan was mine,’ Danny continued. ‘There you were, looking absolutely miserable, and rather than being polite to me you were absolutely horrible. In that one moment I knew you were special.’ He laughed. ‘You were the first person in years who hadn’t fawned all over me.’


‘That’s partly because I didn’t recognise you,’ Ella explained, ‘but also because I was having a terrible time. I know you’re one of the most famous men in the whole wide world,’ she teased, ‘but I don’t really care about football, or football players. I just thought you were pretending to be concerned about my tears because you were hoping to hit on me. Little did I know how you were about to change my life.’


Ella and Danny stared at each other for a moment, and then they both smiled.


‘Ella, I wasn’t looking for a girlfriend or a wife, but after we spent that time together I knew that we were made for each other. We like the same things, have the same sense of humour, and I’d never had a female friend like you. I just love spending time with you.’


‘I do too,’ Ella said softly. And it was true, she did. Whenever she was with Danny they had so much fun. After they’d got bored of the beach they’d gone trekking in the Thai jungle, watched a ladyboy performance in Chiang Mai, and eaten candied insects on the Koh San Road in Bangkok. And after the trip – which Danny had insisted on paying for, as Ella had only left England with enough money to stay in a beach hut – they’d hung out in Ella’s grotty London flat until Danny had to start training again. They watched movies, played games, and never left each other’s side. They had everything in common, and they never got tired of each other. They were best friends.


‘You’re everything I want in a husband, and perhaps most of all,’ Ella said seriously, ‘I know you’d never hurt me, not like Fin did. I know where I am with you, and I’m grateful for that.’


Danny smiled, and he pulled Ella closer towards him. In his arms, Ella felt safe, happy, and secure.


‘We’re going to have a hell of a life, you know,’ Danny whispered, and he gently stroked Ella’s arms as goose bumps appeared. ‘We’re going to have the life that everyone dreams of. And we’re going to make it so, so special. It’s you and me all the way – and we’re going to go further than anyone else ever has. We’re going to be constantly, deliriously happy. It’s going to be perfect.’


Ella sighed contentedly. This was her life now. This was what had been given to her when she’d been down on her luck and down on herself. Danny. He was everything. He was hers.


The sun started to reach the horizon, and both Danny and Ella watched as it hit the dark-blue ocean and then disappeared. It left ghostly whispers of pinks and reds across the sky.




Chapter Two


‘So what do you reckon?’ Danny asked Ella, with one of the trademark cheeky grins that he normally reserved for when he scored a goal with Kingston United. ‘Think this – Castle House – can be our home sweet home?’


It was a bit of a non-question, as Aaron had already bought the mansion for them to stay in, but Ella didn’t really mind not having a say in where they lived. Whatever sort of house they had, she knew she’d love it. It was the start of her brand new life with Danny, and regardless of what the house looked like she knew she could make it a home.


She opened the limo door, and with a final smile at Danny, looked towards Castle House. Only . . . it wasn’t really a house. It was a mansion. And it was absolutely massive. The perfectly symmetrical mock-Georgian manor house gleamed in the sunshine, and Ella could practically smell how new it was. But even though it had clearly just been built, care had been taken to make it look like it was hundreds of years old.


Fragrant honeysuckle crept over the classical columns on either side of the heavy dark grey front door, and Ella’s eyes followed the pale-pink flowers up to the fourth floor of the house and back down again. God, it was stunning. Perhaps not exactly to her taste – she’d always fantasised about living in a little thatched cottage somewhere – but there was no denying that this house, this mansion, was spectacular.


Ella quickly took a look at the long, circular driveway in front of the house – complete with an Italian-style fountain in the middle of it – and then let her eyes trail over to the perfectly manicured grass on either side. Well-tended beds of roses and azaleas bordered the sweeping lawns, and, God, was that a peacock? Ella focused her eyes on a movement behind some pinky-purple rhododendrons, and yes! There they were, two peacocks, displaying their iridescent blue-green plumage as they strutted around. Peacocks. She was about to live in a home that had peacocks in the driveway. It was absolutely mental. It was a palace in the Surrey countryside. She loved it.


‘It’s more than I ever thought we’d have,’ Ella whispered, as she squeezed Danny’s hand. She was utterly awestruck. Was this house really where they were going to live? Really?


‘Me too,’ Danny remarked, as he led her out of the limo that had picked them up at the airport. A valet – where had he come from? – was taking their Louis Vuitton cases up to Castle House, but Danny hadn’t taken any notice of him. Ella, however, was trying not to gawp. Did they have staff?


‘Apparently Aaron had to pay over the odds to get us this place,’ Danny continued, amused at how mesmerised Ella was by their new home. ‘This house is scandalously close to the Chelsea training ground, you see, so Chelsea players normally snap these mansions up. John Terry’s place is just around the corner . . .’


But Ella was barely listening to him. She’d walked up the path to the house, and had gently pushed the front door open.


‘Hey! Wait!’ Danny yelled, jogging over, and it snapped Ella out of her reverie. ‘Don’t go in there!’


Ella turned and stared at her husband.


‘Don’t you know it’s bad luck not to let me carry you over the threshold?’


He effortlessly scooped Ella up in his arms, and carried her into their new home.


Castle House was divine. Everyone said so. Once they’d got settled they had Freddie and Chastity Taylor over for dinner, and Ella took great pride in showing Chastity around.


‘I know it looks Georgian from the outside,’ Ella explained to her new friend, as she started the tour of the house, ‘but it’s actually really modern. Come and take a look at this – it’s amazing. I’ve never seen anything like it.’


Ella had led Chastity through the house to the back garden, and in contrast to the front of the house – which was built from honey-hued brick – the back was a wall of glass and industrial steel joists, overlooking a twinkling swimming pool that was lit by ever-changing rainbow colours. Ella pulled a tiny remote control from her pocket, and with the slightest touch of a button the glass wall instantly turned black. Nobody could see into the house, but whoever was inside could still see out. It was perfect for foiling any paparazzi who managed to get through their top-of-the-range security system.


‘It’s all right,’ Chastity sniffed, and she glanced at her Chopard diamond cube watch. ‘It’s kind of standard, you know. Everyone has that.’


Ella’s face dropped. ‘What do you mean? Everyone has a pool, or . . .?’


‘I mean, everyone has that black-out-the-windows thing. It’s been out for a couple of years. Don’t tell me you’ve not seen it before.’


Ella bit her lip. Since she’d got back from her honeymoon she’d barely heard from any of her friends, and had only spoken to Stacey once. She knew she had to integrate herself with the partners of Danny’s teammates – who better to understand her new life than people who were already living it? – but she wasn’t sure how to do it. They seemed impenetrable. Normally she’d talk about her job, but since Danny had insisted she didn’t need one, she didn’t feel like she had much to talk about. And her first approach, to share the excitement she had about her new home, didn’t seem to be working.


She tried again.


‘And, guess what! Our swimming pool turns into a dance-floor! You touch this button here, on the remote control, and the pool drains and converts itself in ten minutes. It’s amazing. I can’t even begin to imagine what our summer parties are going to be like.’


Chastity eyed Ella and sighed. She looked bored. ‘That’s great babes, really cool. Shall we go and rejoin the boys again?’


Ella tried not to feel disappointed. Just because Chastity took luxury for granted, it didn’t mean she ever would.


‘Do you know what Danny’s got you for a wedding present yet?’ Chastity asked conversationally, as Ella led the way back to the dining room. ‘In our circle, wives normally get gifts a month after the ceremony, depending on how the day went, what sort of press coverage it got, etc. Freddie got me my darling Gus, who I keep in our stables. But I expect Danny won’t have got you a horse. You don’t really have anywhere to keep it and your grounds aren’t quite big enough.’


‘I don’t think we’re doing wedding presents,’ Ella began, but Chastity cut her off.


‘Of course you’re doing wedding presents. Oh darling, I know you’re very new to this still, but you must remember that we have our own way of doing things, and players for Kingston United have their own ideas about stuff, too. I can guarantee that whatever you get it will be big, and Aaron Kohle will have been involved in the gift-advising stage, too.’


Ella was silent for a moment. ‘Am I meant to get Danny a gift? Because I haven’t . . . I didn’t really know I had to.’


Chastity snorted with laugher. ‘Don’t be silly. You don’t need to get Danny anything at all. You’re the wife. It’s not like you have a job, and spending all your time shopping and going to the gym doesn’t exactly pay, does it?’


They walked back into the dining room, where Danny and Freddie were talking about another player’s latest sponsorship deal.


‘Danny,’ Chastity said, rolling her eyes. ‘Why haven’t you given Ella her wedding present yet? She was asking me all about it in the garden.’


‘Um, well, I wasn’t exactly asking about it,’ Ella began. ‘I didn’t know we were doing wedding presents, you see, and . . .’ She trailed off. She felt desperately awkward. She didn’t need anything at all. She had Danny, she was living in this amazing house, and she was blessed. She hated the thought of anyone thinking she ‘deserved’ a present when she was so lucky already.


Danny chuckled. ‘I was planning on giving it to her tonight, just after you both left, but I can see you’re desperate to know what it is, Chas.’


‘It’s Chastity, and I’m not desperate at all. Just looking out for my new friend here.’ Chastity hated anyone shortening her name, and hated the insinuation that she was being nosey. Whatever Danny gave her it wouldn’t be as good as her beautiful thoroughbred colt.


‘Well, it’s outside. Ella, would you like your wedding present now?’


Ella blushed, and took Danny’s outstretched hand. He led her to the front door, and put a blindfold on her. She could feel Chastity and Freddie standing behind them, and then the sweet smell of the evening air as Danny opened the door.


‘Easy now, just a few steps; that’s right.’ Danny led Ella down the gravel path, and she laughed nervously. Where were they going? But as quickly as she wondered how far they were going to walk, they stopped. And Danny whisked off the blindfold.


Ella blinked. She couldn’t quite believe it. Was this for her?


‘What do you think?’ Danny asked easily, as though he was asking how Ella’s supper was. ‘Do you like it?’


‘Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God!’ Ella screamed, and she jumped up and down in excitement.


In front of them was a gleaming, bright-red retro Ferrari, with a large white bow around it. It was beautiful.


‘Thank you for being my wife,’ Danny said, as Ella jumped into his arms and smothered him in kisses.


‘I can’t believe you bought this for me! I can’t believe it!’


‘It’s a recreation of a 1961 convertible Ferrari, no expense spared,’ Danny explained, as Ella began walking around it in exhilaration. It had gorgeous brown leather bucket seats, a silver interior, and was absolutely perfect.


‘Wow,’ Freddie said, as he stared at the car. ‘Those are some wheels.’


‘Yes,’ Chastity agreed, trying to keep the jealousy out of her voice. She only had a Mercedes, and she couldn’t quite believe that little Ella had a better car than she did. She’d have to upgrade, and fast.


‘My wife deserves a carriage good enough for a princess,’ Danny smiled, and Ella’s eyes shone.


‘Danny, I don’t know what to say,’ Ella began, but Danny put a finger to her lips.


‘You don’t need to say anything at all,’ he said. ‘You deserve this, and so much more. And I hope this car makes you as happy as you make me.’


‘I’m glad you’re home and not out shopping,’ Aaron said insultingly, his eyes fixed to Ella’s breasts as she poured him a cup of tea. ‘One of my meetings fell through at the last minute – stupid fools, I won’t agree to see them again – and as I was in the area it seemed like the perfect time to drop in.’


Ella smiled as brightly as she could. Okay, so she had been thinking about going to the shops to kill some time, but just because she didn’t have a job it didn’t mean she was some vacuous bimbo obsessed with clothes. Yes, she liked clothes, but she thought she had a bit more depth than that.


‘I’m pleased to see you,’ Ella said charmingly, hoping her murderous thoughts weren’t reflected in her expression. ‘It’s been ages since I saw you last.’


‘Quite,’ Aaron said, and he stretched out on the sofa as if he owned the place. In a way, Ella thought, he did. ‘I hope you’re settling in okay in this house? And I heard you loved your wedding present.’


‘Oh God, that was such a surprise!’ Ella exclaimed, and this time her smile was genuine. ‘It was so generous of Danny. I drove it over to my step-sister’s house, and her eyes nearly popped out of her head. She couldn’t believe it!’ Which was true, she supposed. As Stacey stood next to her beat-up VW Polo and checked out Ella’s Ferrari she had struggled, hard, not to appear sick with jealousy.


Aaron smiled. ‘Danny wanted to get you a car, and I suggested something a little different. So many footballers’ wives drive around in Mercedes, Porsches or four by fours, and I think it’s important that you stand out from the crowd, don’t you? I thought it was important to get you a classy little number.’


Ella beamed. She wasn’t quite sure what to say. She knew her car made a statement – she just wasn’t sure what statement Aaron thought it conveyed. Could a car that ostentatious be classy? Really?


‘Which brings me to what I want to talk to you about. When Danny first introduced you to me, I thought you were perfect for my plans, and since you’ve been back from your honeymoon, I can see that I was right.’


‘Your plans?’ Ella asked with interest. ‘How am I involved in them?’ Aaron was Danny’s agent – or manager, as he liked to call himself – and while he mainly brokered marketing and sponsorship deals, Ella knew that Aaron took more of an interest in Danny than other agents did with their clients. He controlled his image – his brand.


‘Quite simply, darling, I’m going to make Danny Riding a superstar – bigger than Rooney, Gerrard and even Beckham – and you’re going to help me do it.’


Ella took a deep breath. She knew Aaron was ambitious, but it was the first time she’d seen him in action. When he talked about Danny, his whole demeanour changed. His brown eyes narrowed, his facial expressions became more intense, and even his body language became more overt. He became the man that intimidated the fuck out of Ella – but she was determined not to let him see it.


‘Aaron, when I first met you – after Danny and I got engaged – you talked a bit about the obvious benefits of Danny having a wife. I married Danny because I love him, and I don’t mind doing the media things, like having our wedding in magazines and doing interviews sometimes, because I know it goes with the territory . . . but I don’t know what else I can do to make Danny even more famous.’


Aaron smirked knowingly, sat back on the sofa, and let his eyes slowly wander over the girl in front of him. Ella looked sensationally sexy. She was wearing a gaudy, floral fitted Dolce and Gabbana dress with cap sleeves, and it fitted her so closely that it looked as though it had been made just for her.


‘I don’t want you to be just another footballer’s wife.’ Aaron remarked matter-of-factly, and Ella took a sip of her tea to steady herself. What was he saying, exactly?


‘I want you to be the footballer’s wife. I want you to be better than all the others, and I want you to be something different. Something amazing.’


Ella bit her lip uncertainly. ‘What do you mean?’ she asked.


‘Well, look at what you’re wearing, to start with. Where did you get that dress?’


‘Chastity and I went shopping in town last week,’ Ella began, and Aaron jumped to his feet.


‘Exactly! You went shopping with Chastity and bought this dress because it’s what footballers’ wives are supposed to wear. Everyone’s the same. They want to look as sexy as possible to try to keep their man, but as a result they go overboard and end up looking trashy.’


‘I don’t understand.’


‘Think about it. You’re married to a footballer who has girls throwing themselves at him all the time, so when you’re a wife you make more of an effort to keep your husband interested. You wear revealing designer clothes and get manicures and pedicures and funny face treatments that freeze your face. You get your eyebrows over-plucked, your eyelashes tinted, and you always wear full make-up, even when you go to bed, because you can’t stand the thought of your husband seeing the “unpolished” you,’ Aaron exclaimed. God, Ella thought. He was intense.


‘You go to the gym five times a week and lose your curves in an effort to stay thin, you get your pussy waxed to nothing, and you get boob jobs, your bum bleached, and shiny white veneers.’ Aaron’s eyes flashed angrily, and Ella tried not to flinch at his language. Truly, he could be disgusting.


‘But Aaron, I hardly do any of those things, and I’m not about to start,’ Ella said, hoping she sounded stronger than she felt. Nobody dared talk back to Aaron Kohle, ever. He was a former boxer and he looked like it. ‘I know that Danny won’t leave me or stray – we both know he wouldn’t – so why would I do any of those things?’


‘Exactly!’ Aaron practically yelled. ‘Why would you? So why are you dressing like Chastity? Why are you already conforming to type?’


Ella looked down at her outfit. Okay, so the dress was slightly revealing, and her Louboutins were quite high for an afternoon of doing practically nothing, but so what? She wanted to look nice for her husband, and prove she was a good enough wife for him. She wasn’t going to extremes.


‘I didn’t think I was,’ Ella said eventually. ‘I just thought it was a nice dress.’


‘Ella, think about it. If you’re married to a footballer, if you’re a WAG, people don’t take you seriously. You’re seen as a shopaholic who doesn’t have a proper career and whiles away her days spending ridiculous amounts of money and getting beauty treatments. People think WAGs are a joke, and to a point, they’re right. Why should women who are married to footballers be famous? What have they ever done to get that sort of attention?’


Ella frowned. She didn’t know what to say. She’d never thought badly of WAGs – in fact, when she was going out with Fin she used to love reading about them in trashy magazines – but she also knew he had a point. WAGs were thought of quite badly. He was right.


‘Sweetheart, I don’t want people to ever think badly of you – not when you and Danny make such a good couple, and, more importantly, when Danny is teetering on the edge of being one of the all-time greats.’


‘So what are you suggesting?’


‘I want to make you the anti-WAG,’ Aaron said triumphantly, and Ella could have laughed out loud. What was he on about?


‘I want you to lose the bimbo image you’re starting to unconsciously adopt. You’re not stupid – I heard you ran your own little cake business a while ago – and I want to make you classy, respected, and someone who has every right to be famous . . . and not just famous because they’re married to a footballer. I’m thinking Princess Diana meets Carla Bruni-Sarkozy meets Michelle Obama. I want to make you a role model.’


Ella’s eyes widened. ‘You sound like a fairy godmother,’ she said, and as Aaron sat down she relaxed. She could handle the calm version of Aaron, coarse and crude as he was, but she felt a little freaked out by the manic side of him. ‘But why would you do this for me? I don’t understand.’


Aaron shot her a big, wolfish grin – one that showed off his perfect teeth. ‘I’m doing this for my career, and for Danny’s. Like I said earlier, I want Danny to be bigger than David Beckham, and everything needs to be in place to do that. He has the dream house, and a gorgeous wife, but darling – and excuse me for saying this – you’re lacking ever so slightly. You’re a beautiful girl with a great body, but that’s all people know about you. I want to make you so dazzling, so incredible, that it will reflect well on Danny. It’s my job to make him the best, and that means I need to make you the best, too.’


Ella was sitting by the pool when Danny came home, and he was buoyed up with energy from a training practice. Kingston United were playing Arsenal that weekend, and Danny wanted to get a hat-trick against them. He loved being a footballer, and genuinely believed that if he worked hard enough, he could achieve anything. It was one of the things Ella loved about him. He was so determined.


‘Hi honey, I’m home,’ he called, in a camp impression of a 1950s husband. ‘Did you miss me?’


Ella grinned. She always did. And now that her real friends – the ones she’d grown up with, like Stacey – were melting away, he was the person closest to her. ‘Of course I did. But guess what: Aaron came to see me today. Did you know?’


Danny looked slightly uncomfortable, but only for a moment. ‘He did mention it, yes. What do you think of his plans?’


Ella shrugged. ‘I’m not really sure. He was going on about making me into a role model, but he didn’t say exactly how he was going to do it. Do you have any ideas about what he’s thinking of?’


Danny shook his head. ‘No, not really. But you don’t mind, do you?’ he asked gently. ‘I’m so used to Aaron controlling my image – right down to what suits I wear – that I forget what he can be like sometimes. It’s natural that he’s taking an interest in you, too. I’m Danny Riding, striker for Kingston United, but together we can be The Ridings. We could be a brand.’


‘I know,’ Ella said. ‘That’s what Aaron said. But can we be, really? I mean, you’re an amazing footballer, but I’m nothing special. Maybe you should be married to an Oscar-wining actress or something.’


Danny sighed, and took Ella’s hands in his. ‘Ella, you are special. You agreed to be my wife, for one thing – and I know that can’t have been easy for you.’


Ella laughed. ‘Are you kidding me? You have thousands of girls after you who’d kill to be in my position.’


‘Well, yes.’ Danny raised an eyebrow. ‘But the point is, I wanted to marry you, and being married to a footballer isn’t exactly plain-sailing. My schedule isn’t like other people’s, and I appreciate that you’ve given up on your career dreams so that you’re at home more.’


‘But it was my choice to do that, and I’m happy with it,’ Ella said firmly. ‘Working all hours and trying to get a business off the ground really affected my relationship with Fin, and I’m choosing not to do that to us, to you. Getting ahead used to be so important to me, but . . . I don’t know. I just don’t feel that drive any more. I want to support you. I don’t care that you’re a footballer, or that your agent wants to turn me into some modern-day saint. I just want us to keep being happy, and if doing things like “being a brand” makes our relationship stronger, then I’ll do it.’


Danny raised Ella’s hands to his lips and kissed them. ‘You’re an angel, you know. I don’t know what I did to deserve you.’


‘What, apart from helping me get my self-respect back after being dumped, taking me on trips in an exotic country, and then making me the happiest girl in the world? No, I can’t possibly think what you’ve done,’ she teased.


Danny smiled. ‘So you’re cool with Aaron’s plans, really?’


Ella nodded. ‘I’m your wife, and if it helps with your career, you know I’ll do it. We’re in this together, you and I, and don’t you forget it.’


‘Ella, I never will.’




Chapter Three


Ella stood in the doorway of her huge, mirrored, walk-in wardrobe, and stared in astonishment. True to his word, Aaron had started his ‘Ella Riding Makeover’ project, and the first thing he’d done was get rid of all her clothes. Gone were her cute summer dresses from Topshop, her perfectly fitting jeans from Wrangler, and comfortable jogging bottoms and hoodies from Hollister. And in their place were . . . well, Ella wasn’t really sure. All she could see were boxes and boxes of new clothes, from stores like Pringle, Hermès, Nicole Farhi and Michael Kors.


‘Aren’t you going to open them?’ a voice said from behind her, and Ella turned to see Danny leaning against the wall in the hall. He’d been working out in their gym, had his top off, and was glistening with sweat. He looked so hot; Ella knew that a million girls would have killed then and there to take her place.


‘Aaron made sure that everything is in your size. All you need to do is work out which pieces you want, and someone will come to collect the rest. You can keep whatever you like, and send back what you don’t.’


Ella spun around again and stared at all the boxes. She wasn’t sure where to begin, as there were so many. She tentatively opened up one from Lanvin, not knowing what to expect, but when a flash of ivory silk peeped through the tissue paper her heart raced. She pulled out a beautifully demure shift dress, with a high neck and a sweet bow around the waist, and when Ella turned it around, she saw the back had draped panels that would swing seductively when she walked. It was sophisticated, elegant, but also very sexy. If this was Aaron’s idea of classy, she was excited. Very excited.


She opened the next one. Fendi: a draped, v-front dress in a juicy papaya crepe. And then there was a package from Marc Jacobs containing an opulent antique rose and gold embroidered jacquard dress that would fall just to the knee. Next was a canary silk cocktail dress from Alberta Ferretti. Cream silk-blend wide-leg trousers from Chloé. A belted navy origami dress by Roland Mouret. Black crepe, slim-leg trousers by Vanessa Bruno. And a stunning, floor-length Zac Posen gown in a deep indigo. The clothes were so beautiful, so classic and so stylish that Ella couldn’t quite believe they were for her. They were so grown up.


‘Or, you can keep everything and not send back a single piece,’ Danny remarked in amusement, as he caught sight of Ella’s expression. She looked like she was in heaven.


‘It’s too much,’ she whispered. ‘It’s just all too much.’


Just when she thought her life was utterly perfect, it got better and better and better.


‘The next stage of your anti-WAG makeover is to sort your hair out,’ Aaron said to Ella distractedly as he played with his Blackberry. ‘You look great, darling, but we really need to sort out your barnet.’


Ella fingered a strand of her light-brown hair. She’d got it highlighted at Michaeljohn just before the wedding, and she thought it looked pretty perfect. What was wrong with it?


‘WAGs all have that hair-extension, Barbie-doll thing going on again,’ Aaron explained, as if he were reading Ella’s mind. ‘Apart from Victoria Beckham. This week. She’s probably the only one to have something a bit more avant-garde, but then, she’s really old so she can get away with it.’


Ella opened her mouth to speak, but nothing came out.


‘We’re positioning you as a self-assured, self-confident young lady, so we need to chop your hair off,’ Aaron said, and he looked up from his hundreds of emails. He stared at Ella as if challenging her.


‘So I don’t look like the other wives?’ Ella guessed, and Aaron nodded.


‘Partly. But have you ever thought about why all those girls have such long, porn-star hair? It’s to keep their man. They think their husbands won’t cheat if they look as perfect as possible, and they think having long hair’s sexy.’


Ella bit her lip. She was confused. ‘But long hair is sexy, isn’t it?’


Aaron let out a little snort of laughter. ‘On a normal girl it is. On a WAG it just looks desperate. Don’t worry, we’re not going to get all your hair chopped off – I want it just off the shoulders. I want you to look fresh. Modern. Smart. And not at all desperate to keep your man. You’ll see what I mean.’


After Ella had her haircut, she did. Her gorgeous long hair was now cut to just above her shoulders, in a sexy, messy bob. Her heart-shaped face looked slimmer, her violet eyes sparkled, and she looked cool and chic. She loved it . . . and when she popped into Aaron’s office just around the corner from the exclusive salon she’d visited in Mayfair, Aaron did, too.


‘Wow,’ he said, as he looked her up and down approvingly. She was wearing an olive-green Stella McCartney chiffon dress, Yves Saint Laurent braided sandals, and was carrying a suede and crystal Marni clutch. With her choppy new haircut, she looked like someone special – like someone who led the fashion pack, and didn’t care what anyone thought of her. She appeared effortlessly sexy, unfussy, and if you saw her on the street you’d think she was a magazine editor or someone important in her own right. Not a footballer’s wife. ‘You look sensational.’


Ella blushed under her new fringe. She knew she looked good, but she couldn’t quite come to terms with her appearance. Where was the girl who’d sat at Heathrow airport when Fin had broken her heart? Back then she’d worn jogging bottoms and a ratty old vest top, and she’d not cared about split ends, her spare tyre, or what she looked like. How had that girl transformed into the woman she was now? She couldn’t quite believe how Aaron had worked his magic on her.


‘Thank you so much,’ Ella said simply, as her eyes shone with happiness. Words couldn’t really describe just how grateful she was to Aaron for everything he’d done for her. She knew, deep down, that he was only doing his job, and that he’d be this generous with whoever Danny Riding had chosen to settle down with, but it didn’t make any difference to her. She was so blissfully happy with Danny and her new life, and a lot of that was due to Aaron’s relentless organisation and care.
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