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Claire Challis has been Editor and Deputy Editor of some of the best-selling women’s magazines in the UK for nearly a decade, from fast-paced weekly celebrity magazines, to glossy fashion monthlies.

She is now a writer and journalist - and voice of the rich, glam and infamous . . .

 




Fabulous has been on the sidelines of the biggest on and off-pitch stories to hit the high-octane world of premiership football - and now she’s ready to share all the glamour, the gossip and the own goals . . .




‘The term “WAG” captured the national imagination during the World Cup in 2006 but premiership footballers’ wives and girlfriends had been enjoying glamorous lifestyles lived in the full glare of the media for many years before that and continue to do so. This story was inspired by these women’s real lives and lifestyles and the authors have drawn upon the insider experiences of “Fabulous” to give the novel authenticity. However, “The Beautiful Game” is a fictional account of the lives of four imaginary WAGs and all the characters in the story are wholly fictitious. No character, football club or event should be understood to refer to any real person, football club or incident and any similarities to a living person is entirely co-incidental. The references to the national team’s manager, captain, squad members and their WAGs do not refer to any actual England manager, captain, team member or their partners either past or present.’




To Lena, who would have found 
it all a right good do.
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Prologue



My name is Louise and I’m a full-time WAG.  
During the past few years I thought I’d seen it all, but nothing  
compares to your best friend’s husband-to-be getting arrested  
outside a brothel - on his wedding morning.  
Poor Jodie. Such romantic plans - but such a sordid day.  
Welcome to my world . . .




 



I tweaked the curtain and peered through the crack, blinking as the June sunshine poured through the huge windows, and took in the madness unfolding below.

A stream of TV satellite vans was snaking its way down the poplar-lined avenue. One after the other, ITV, BBC, Sky News, Five, even CNN satellites were gathering in the ancient courtyard and negotiating with the Hello! security team. Further back, I could see paparazzi zigzagging across the Abbey grounds, climbing up trees, over walls and one even hanging from a tree branch, all intent on getting the money shot.

‘Oh. My. God.’ I breathed deeply, and looked anxiously  back into the room. Jodie was pacing up and down in her champagne-coloured Vera Wang wedding dress, a flute of Laurent Perrier rosé in one hand, and a mobile phone in the other, her voice turning the air blue as she screamed insults down the phone.

‘Do you really think I care what fucking colour the candles are at this point? You’re the bloody wedding planner - sort it!’

She hung up and tossed her phone on to the bed. I turned around slowly and exhaled. ‘Blimey, babe, it’s mental outside! Totally mental.’

She joined me at the window, standing on tiptoes to avoid being spotted by the news crews below.‘Oh, I know, babe, it’s getting worse. It’s like bleeding Armageddon down there. Is nothing else going on in the world or something?’

Despite the four-letter tirade and her furious demeanour, Jodie was still stunning. Her distressed glamour contrasted vividly with the ugly scenes outside - and the unpleasant story being pieced together here in the hotel suite.

I gave her what I hoped was a reassuring smile. ‘Nothing as interesting as you, babe, that’s for sure. You always have been front-page news.’ As I took one last look out the window, I saw a cameraman take a pop at one of the security guards, sadly he was no match for the burly guard, who promptly KO-ed the pap with a sharp left hook and stuck a boot in for good measure.

It was a far cry from how Jodie’s wedding day had started.  I’d tiptoed through from my adjoining room in the converted Abbey at 7 a.m. to wake her up. Drinking a bottle of champagne, we’d sat in her room, me and her mum and dad, all perched on her bed with her still in it, sun streaming in through the window as it lit up the beautiful fourteenth-century bedroom inside.

Jodie had picked up the TV remote and her mum had given her a ‘look’, in that mum kind of way. ‘God, Jodie, you are addicted to that bloody thing! Why don’t you just lie back and enjoy some peace while you can? You won’t get a minute to yourself once the magazine people start pulling you this way and that.’

Clearly, Jodie selling the exclusive pictures of the wedding for a record £1.3 million still jarred with her mum. She was miffed because security concerns, the number of celebrity guests required and the thought of how some of her long-lost relatives might behave had led to some eleventh-hour tactical ‘un-inviting’.

Jodie had batted her hand dismissively. ‘Come on, Mum, I’ve said all week that the only thing I want, is for it to not be raining. I’m just checking the forecast, don’t worry, I’ll keep it on mute.’

Her mum, looking slightly surreal in one of the pink Juicy Couture tracksuits Jodie had had customised with ‘Team Bride’ in silver script on the back, had raised her eyebrows at me. Her dad - already in his suit trousers, worn for the moment with an M&S sweatshirt - had looked out of the  window at what was clearly a blazing hot June day and chuckled indulgently.

‘I think you’re all right on the rain front, darlin’ .’

Suddenly, Gary’s football mug shot filled the screen. ‘Turn it up, babe,’ I said excitedly. ‘Your wedding’s only gone and made the national news!’

Jodie scrabbled for the remote and the newsreader’s clipped tones filled the room.

‘. . . Gary Webber, who has been arrested on the morning of his wedding ...’

We all stared at each other in shock.

‘Hang on,’ I said slowly. ‘Did they just say he’s been arrested?’

‘. . . Webber was picked up outside a brothel in the early hours of the morning ...’

I looked at Jodie. She’d gone as white as a sheet. Her mum reached for the remote and switched it on to mute again. Images of Jodie and Gary posing for pictures at some red-carpet do flicked silently across the screen. Jodie reached across the bed for her mobile. No one said anything - all we could hear was the dial tone of the phone Jodie was ringing. There was a click as it was answered.

‘Jodie? What you doing phoning me? You should be getting all tarted up for your big day!’ I cringed. Peter Quick, Gary’s agent, was a right oily prat.

‘Peter, what’s happened to Gary?’ said Jodie flatly.

Peter snorted with laughter. ‘I dunno, Jodie. Last I heard  he was tucked up at home yesterday evening. Whassup? - Can’t you live without him until this afternoon? There’s only a few more hours to go until you’ve got him for life, babe!’

‘It says on the TV news that he’s been arrested,’ said Jodie, again in a monotone voice.

There was a stunned silence.When Peter finally spoke, he was brisk and businesslike. ‘Right, leave it with me.’ He hung up.

Jodie stared at us blankly. ‘Well, that’s an interesting start to what’s supposed to be the best day of my life. Jeez, I need a fag.’

Blimey, I thought to myself, was that all she was going to say? I shrugged helplessly. The hotel was all non-smoking - and the terms of her contract with Hello! meant she wasn’t allowed outside this morning, in case she was photographed by a crafty pap. Hanging out of the window with a ciggie was clearly not an option. Jodie laughed shrilly. ‘So what now?’

Her mum stood up decisively. ‘Well, you, young lady, are going to get in the bath. Hair and make-up’s arriving in half an hour, and until we know exactly what’s happened, there’s no point getting upset, is there? We might as well carry on as planned.’

She nodded at me over Jodie’s head. ‘Meanwhile, Louise here can try and find out from her young man what he knows about everything.’

I nodded, glad of something to do. ‘Yeah, of course. I’ll give Ad a call and get to the bottom of it.You know what the press are like - in the absence of a real story, they just make it up!’ I said brightly, wanting desperately to believe it was true.

As her mum plucked Jodie’s champagne glass out of her hand and ushered her towards the bathroom, I dialled Adam’s number. I’d be lucky if he was up, I thought, even with the prospect of being Gary’s best man in front of him.

To my surprise, Adam answered almost immediately.

‘Adam, have you heard about Gary?’ I whispered urgently.

‘Yes, babe, calm down, it’s OK - I know what’s going on,’ he said calmly. ‘Gary’s been arrested but we’re gonna get him out.’

‘Well, this is just fucking great, isn’t it?’ I hissed back. ‘Adam, I don’t know what world you’re living in, but Gary getting arrested on his wedding day is definitely not OK. And nor’ - I took a deep breath, trying to control my temper - ‘is Jodie being left to find out about it on the frigging news! Why were we the last people to hear?’ (As usual, I added under my breath.)

‘He couldn’t call her - he was only allowed one call so he rang me, the daft git. And he wanted me to call Raymond Moore straight away.’

My heart sank. Raymond Moore, PR guru and tabloid aficionado, known as ‘the Silver Fox’, had been involved in most of the biggest tabloid scandals over the past twenty  years or so - and, allegedly, was responsible for burying even more to protect his clients. The fact that he was involved showed exactly how explosive this situation was.

‘The cops’ve taken Gary’s belt, his shoes, his phone - everything,’ continued Adam.‘I was waiting to find out more before I called you. I’m just going down there now.’

‘Not before you’ve told me what’s going on.’ I heard Adam sigh and I bristled. ‘And I want the truth, Adam, not some sugar-coated fiancée-friendly version you and Gary’ve dreamed up.’

‘I wouldn’t do that!’ he protested.‘Look, I heard that Gary was at home having dinner with his mum and dad when Mitch rang up, pissed out of his head, saying he couldn’t be best man. Gary went off on one about it, saying Jodie was going to do her nut - but Mitch wouldn’t have any of it. So Gary’s dad says go and get him, bring him back, sober him up and he’ll be right as rain tomorrow.’

I groaned with frustration. I should’ve known Mitch, Gary’s wayward brother-in-law and the second best man, had something to do with this.

‘Go on,Adam, I haven’t got all day,’ I said impatiently, then felt guilty for getting narky. It wasn’t Adam’s fault, after all.

Adam paused. ‘So, Gary goes to Mitch’s favourite dodgy cop-off joint and asks the bouncers if Mitch is in there, and they tell him he’s left ten minutes before. Gal can tell they’re lying, but while he’s there arguing the toss, he hears this ‘click  click click’ and realises he’s been done - someone’s tipped off a journalist and a pap photographer. So Gal sees red, picks this photographer up by the scruff of his neck and punches his lights out. The journo calls the cops and Gary’s hauled in for ABH. He’s innocent, babe - well, of being in a brothel, at any rate.’

I sighed and rubbed my temples.

‘All right, Adam - well you’d better get down there. Keep me posted.’

‘Will do. And don’t let Jodie speak to anyone until Raymond calls. Not even Hello! I love you!’ He hung up.

‘Love you too,’ I said to the silent phone.

I trotted over to the bathroom door and knocked tentatively.

‘Jodie? Babe?’ I opened the door a crack. Through the steam I could see her reclining in the enormous freestanding bath, up to her neck in Molton Brown bubbles.

She smiled and raised her champagne glass to me. ‘Only good news allowed, babe.’

I took a deep breath. ‘Well, Adam reckons Gary hasn’t done anything wrong other than - well, choose the wrong best man.’

Jodie snorted. ‘I told him that weeks ago! That’s why he ended up having two, of ’em!’

I smiled in what I hoped was a calming manner. ‘Yes, I know. Well, it seems Mitch went out on a bender, and called Gary saying he was pulling out. Gary went off to the brothel  to find him and he got himself arrested for lashing out at a pap.’

Jodie sneered derisively. ‘How fucking convenient for Gary. Though I have to commend the boys on coming up with that story so quickly. It’s almost plausible. I don’t think Raymond bloody Moore could have done any better.’

I coughed nervously. ‘Well, actually, I think Adam has  called Raymond - apparently he’s on the case with the papers. He says don’t speak to anyone - not even Hello! - until he’s called you.’

Jodie laughed bitterly.‘Oh does he indeed? Well, that’s just fucking perfect, isn’t it? After years of sniffing around for business, the Silver Fox finally gets his mitts on Gary - on his wedding day. It’s almost bloody poetic.’

I sighed. ‘Look, Jodie, maybe you should wait before you judge Gary too harshly. Adam wouldn’t lie to me.’

Jodie looked at me pityingly.‘Look and learn, Louise, look and learn.The question isn’t if they’ll spin you a line at some point in their sorry little lives - it’s when.’

Just then there was a knock at the door and Jodie’s dad opened it to the hair and make-up girls - friends from Jodie’s days as a national soap star - who rushed into the room, pulling their kit cases behind them.

‘Omigod, you should see what’s going on down there! It’s totally unbelievable!’

‘They reckon the TV people are all sending helicopters over and everything!’

‘Where’s Jodie, is she all right?’

Behind them, a porter was struggling under the weight of a huge delivery of flowers. Not, as I’d expected, our bouquets and the buttonholes, but two enormous posies from separate TV companies, obviously hoping to get an interview with the bride-to-be. I took them from him, and busied myself ordering room service coffees, getting the girls set up and the flowers out of the way.

Just as I was rummaging around to find a plug socket for the hair dryer, the bathroom door swung open. Jodie was stood there, wrapped only in a towel, another one swept around her head, turban-style.

Suddenly she darted across the room, and stood staring at the TV screen curiously.

‘Oh my God. That’s my first ever drama teacher!’

On the TV screen, a heavily made-up woman with henna-dyed hair and impressive jowls was talking self-importantly about Jodie. ‘You know, Jodie’s a lovely girl, and I’m sure she’ll come through this,’ she was saying earnestly.

Jodie shrieked, clutching at her towel turban. ‘I haven’t seen her for over twenty years! What the bleeding hell does she know about me?’

The camera moved over to someone else on the couch, a skinny, chavvy-looking woman with lank, dirty-blonde hair and a hangdog expression. Jodie let out another ear-piercing shriek.

‘Ha! I went to school with her. She was the class bike . . . I haven’t seen her for years either!’ She grinned at me wickedly. ‘Wow, time hasn’t been kind to her, eh, babe?’

The woman was talking in a broad Cockney accent about what a lovely couple Gary and Jodie were, and how she wished she was going to the wedding.The bizarreness of the whole situation seemed to appeal to Jodie, and she cheered up a bit. Well, a lot actually. It was almost as though she realised how, in the grand scheme of how life dealt out luck, she hadn’t done too badly. Not to mention the fact that she, not Gary, was now the centre of attention, even if her moment of glory had come at a price.

‘Come on, Jodie, let’s get going,’ said the hair stylist firmly. ‘I don’t care whether you do go through with it or you don’t go through with it.You’re gonna have great hair for it.’

Jodie grinned and flopped into a chair. As the hair straighteners heated, and an assistant set about steaming our dresses, it seemed like a normal scene being played out on the morning of any girl’s big day.

Suddenly Jodie’s phone rang in her lap. She looked around at us, horrified. ‘It’s Gary!’

The make-up girl backed off and, after a moment’s pause, Jodie answered it, looking round at us bullishly.

‘What’s going on, Gary?’ she said, calmly but coldly, picking at an imaginary hair on her white towelling robe.

Gary’s voice, tinny from the phone reception, rang out around the room.

‘Jodie sweetheart, it’s nothing like what they’re saying ...’

She looked up at the ceiling. ‘Whatever it is, I just don’t believe you. How can I? What kind of disrespectful twat does this to his bride on HER FUCKING WEDDING DAY?’

She stood up, scattering pins and curlers around her, and stalked around the room. Lunging for the nearest breakable - a crystal vase containing an elaborate flower arrangement - and flung it against the wall. We all flinched as it smashed into smithereens, sending grasses, petals and water flying.

‘Aw, c’mon, darling, ask Adam. Ask Mitch.’

Jodie snorted. Her disregard for Mitch was well known.

‘You know what really gets me, Gal?’ she said dangerously. ‘It’s not the fact that you could be so bloody stupid on such an important day. It’s not even being there in front of all our friends, family and GOD vowing till death us do part. It’s the prospect of doing our first dance to ‘Angels’ when you’ve just spent the witching hour with a bunch of SLAGS!’

Gary’s voice turned falsely bright. ‘I swear on your life, I’ve done nothing wrong.’

Jodie’s face darkened. ‘Don’t swear on my life, you selfish bastard,’ she hollered.‘I know you’re lying to me, just like you always do.’

Gary stuttered with panic. ‘N-no, babe! I swear, not this time!’

I winced.

‘WHAT DOYOU MEAN, NOT THIS TIME?’ bellowed Jodie, her face almost purple with rage. ‘For Christ’s sake,  Gary, can you not even get an apology fucking right?’

There was a momentary pause, and then Gary spoke again, this time in a soothing tone. ‘Look, come on, darling, we’re getting married! We’re gonna go party, we’re gonna go off on honeymoon, have us a bit of sun and fun, come back and start a family. It’s gonna be great!’

I shook my head silently. For Gary to pull the family card, I knew he must be desperate. Jodie’d been on at him for years to have kids.

‘So I’m gonna get ready, and go to the church - I’ll even be there on time!’ Gary continued. No one laughed. Suddenly his voice broke. ‘The thing is, darling - are you  gonna be there?’

There was a long, long silence. Jodie carried on picking at her robe. Finally she looked up and round at us all. ‘I just don’t know, Gary. I haven’t decided yet. You’re just gonna have to turn up and see if I’m there, aren’t you?’ She chucked the phone at me dismissively. ‘Right, who’s for more champagne?’

I looked uncertainly at her dad. As usual, Jodie hadn’t eaten a scrap but this must be at least her fourth glass of bubbly. He shrugged as if to say ‘whatever makes her feel better’.

Phones were now ringing all over the room as journalists tried to get an exclusive interview. The Hello! team, who already had all our numbers in their contract, were persistently calling us one after the other.

Jodie’s phone rang again.‘It’s Tara,’ I said, handing it to her, then immediately regretted it.

‘Tara, don’t cry - I haven’t cried yet! You’ll start me off !’ she wailed. After only a couple of minutes she handed the phone back to me. ‘Don’t let me talk to anyone else, babe - I can’t cope. Turn it off.’

‘So, what you gonna do, babe?’ I said lightly.

‘I dunno,’ said Jodie, looking at me uncertainly. ‘What d’you reckon?’

I sighed. ‘Babe - I hate to say it, but I think you’ve got to believe Gary. Ad swears he’s done nothing wrong. Think about all those misunderstandings that happen thanks to the press.’

I twiddled my own Tiffany diamond solitaire engagement ring and thought of all the dramas that me and Adam had been through - and survived. Just.

‘Maybe it’s not his fault?’

She looked at me sagely. ‘Or maybe it is. Y’know, babe, that’s the difference between you and me. You’re a believer in happy ever after. I’ve got used to looking at the worst-case scenario. Life with Gary has taught me that.’

I shook my head at her sadly.‘But he loves you, Jodie, and you love him, don’t you? That’s all that matters.’

She snorted derisively. ‘Babe, if only. There are other things that exist outside your cloud-cuckoo land of hearts and flowers. Like self-respect, and pride.There comes a point when even the big houses and the flash cars and’ - she looked  around her defeatedly - ‘the fancy weddings don’t compensate for losing those. Or at least, they shouldn’t.’

‘But you don’t have to lose any of it, babe. Just believe in the man you love.’

I looked back into the room at our dresses hanging up in the corner. Her gorgeous strapless one with swathes of ivory taffeta, and my dark red one, the exact same colour as the velvety red roses that would make up her bouquet.

She followed my gaze, and wandered over to her dress, fingering the fabric thoughtfully. She turned to me, touching her sparkling engagement ring, an odd, far-away look in her eyes.

‘I’ll tell you what, babe. I’ll get my make-up done, put my dress on, get gorgeous and see how I feel. That’s what it’s all about, isn’t it?’

Suddenly I felt sick, but nodded mutely. ‘Yes, babe. That’s what it’s all about.’




Chapter 1

Kick Off

The close-up of the sports presenter flicked over to live footage of the Reebok Humber Park stadium. On the TV screen, Adam - my Adam! - stood suited and booted, all cute and clean-shaven and looking a bit bashful, surrounded by men whose wide, wolfish smiles seemed at odds with their sombre dark blue suits and ties. Blinking in the glare of the flashbulbs,Adam was holding up a Leeds City club T-shirt for the cameras. To his left, his new boss went to shake his hand and Adam, a bit bewildered, let go of the shirt and nearly dropped it.

I giggled and turned to my mum next to me on the sofa. ‘Oh, bless, Mum, look at him. He’s all nervous!’

Mum smiled and patted me on the knee as she got up to go. ‘Well, love, he’d better get used to the attention. There’s no more quiet life for you two now!’ She bent over to kiss me on the head. ‘We’d better get off - I need to get your father’s tea on.’ She turned to my dad, sitting on the opposite  sofa, still engrossed in the sports news. The story had now moved on to a test match and Dad seemed totally absorbed. ‘Come on, Malcolm. Lou, we’ll see you tomorrow at some point, no doubt.’

I smiled up at her as she bustled off and stretched contentedly out into the space she’d left on the sofa. Mum and Dad only lived a ten-minute drive away from our three-bed new-build semi on a posh new estate just outside of town, and popped in most days. Despite Adam’s success as a midfielder for Cardiff Rovers, and our lovely new home, we still only lived around the corner from all our family and old friends, so even though people might assume our lives had totally changed when Adam signed for the club eighteen months ago, in reality we were still nearly the same Adam and Louise we’d always been.

I say nearly, because obviously the money had changed things a little bit. I still couldn’t get my head around it, really. Our families had never had much - not that we were poor or anything, but they scrimped and saved like anyone else. When we started going out with each other at school, neither me nor Adam had ever had any cash to speak of - just the odd few quid from my Saturday job at the beautician’s.Adam was always too busy with training and try-outs to get a Saturday job. But then, just as I went full-time, he got signed up and it seemed we didn’t have to worry any more. Not that we were mad with our money - but it meant when we moved out of home, we could afford to buy our  own place instead of renting a poky little flat like most of our friends. We found our dream house - only small, but it was really exciting, and to me it was all I had ever wanted. Me, Adam and our own perfect, lush little home. We got to choose all the furniture for it, and not even by saving up madly and buying things on the never-never like our parents - we just bought it all outright. If, say, we wanted a table, or a new sofa, I’d be like ‘Can we afford it?’ And Adam would laugh and say, ‘Well, yeah, babe - let’s get it!’

It was a bit beyond me still - but it wasn’t just the house. It really did seem that anything we wanted, we could have. One minute I was going to work by bus, and the next minute Adam gave me this car - a brand-new Vauxhall Corsa from the team’s sponsors. Instead of going into New Look and just choosing one top, I could now go into Warehouse and Miss Selfridge and choose anything I liked (even though at the till I was always scared someone was going to tell me my card wouldn’t work or that I was buying too much). I’d even sneak a couple of bits in for my best mate from school, Sara, so she didn’t feel left out! Me and Sara’d known each other since we were three, and she was so excited for me. And we started going out to restaurants every now and again, and instead of worrying about how much, say, a steak was, we could just have it - and a bottle of champagne too! I couldn’t stop pinching myself, even eighteen months on.

It wasn’t just the material stuff, though - me and Adam  were really in love, and though I’d often get a ‘look’ when I told salon clients I was living with a footballer, he was nothing like the players you read about in the papers. Mostly Adam just liked coming home and snuggling down in front of a DVD with me, or having a family Sunday lunch round his mum’s house. People always said we were dead cute together. And it was true: not only did we look like we belonged together - both tall, me with long brown hair and blue eyes and him with slightly darker hair and dark brown Labrador eyes - but we were so obviously in love it seemed to be infectious, and you’d often catch people looking at us and smiling to themselves. I still worked part-time in the beauty salon (not Saturdays any more - they were match days!) and was doing a sports therapy course. I loved testing out my new massage techniques on him after college. But most of all I loved keeping the house nice for him and making our own little nest. He’d leave little romantic Post-it notes all over the house for me, and buy me flowers and stuff. It was just all so perfect.

I sat up and hugged my knees, with a sudden pang of - I wasn’t sure. Nerves? Excitement? Fear? Because now, Adam had been signed to a major club up north - the biggest break he’d had yet in his career. It meant he was going to be playing in the Premiership, and he was going to be earning mega-bucks. It also meant moving our perfect life somewhere else, away from our family and schoolfriends, away from Sara and our girly chats, and away from our cosy little house. I looked  around the living room longingly and took in the squashy Ikea sofas, the Habitat coffee table, the Marks and Spencer’s side lamps and the Laura Ashley curtains and matching cushions. I loved this house - silly, but we always said it loved us too - and the thought of leaving it made me feel unbearably and unfathomably sad. Adam had said we could keep it, but that just seemed crazy - I mean, who has two houses at the same time? It wasn’t as if Cardiff was a place for a holiday home - and whenever we came back to visit, we could stay with our parents, after all.

Suddenly my mobile rang, my latest Sugababes ringtone overriding the background murmur of the TV. It was Adam. My heart leapt.

‘Ad! How are you, babe? We’ve just been watching you on the news!’

‘Hiya, gorgeous, I’m cool, I’m cool. How was I? How’d I look? I felt like a right prat with all those football bigwigs around me!’

‘You were great, baby, just great. Mum and Dad came round to see you too - we’re all so proud of you!’

‘I nearly dropped the bloody shirt. What an idiot. Did it look stupid?’

‘Babe! No one noticed!’ I cringed at the fib. ‘You looked like the superstar footballer I know you are - and now the whole world is gonna know it too!’

‘That’s the whole point, Lou,’ snapped Adam. I flinched - I wasn’t used to him being mean to me. ‘The whole world  was watching.Well, six million people at least. If you noticed, you can guarantee someone else did!’

I flushed bright red. Why was he being like this?

‘Babe, honestly. I hardly even saw it - and no one will have been looking at you as closely as me! Everyone else will have just been looking at you lined up alongside all those important people and being dead impressed by you!’

Adam grunted. I took a deep breath - he was obviously just nervous and needing some TLC.

‘As if anyone’s going to even clock a little thing like that when you’ve just signed a mega-bucks deal for a Premiership team! You’re one of the top footballers in the country - no, the world, now.You’re living every bloke’s dream out there, babe!’

I felt Adam relax over the phone.

‘Good. Because this is it, babe. This is the big time. And it’s gonna be everything we’ve ever dreamed of.’

 



I reached the hotel in Leeds flustered and close to tears after having got lost a couple of times. It was right in the middle of the city centre, and I found all the one-way systems and dual carriageways really confusing. I’d only ever really driven around Cardiff before. It didn’t help that all my bags stacked up in the back of the car meant my view through the rear window wasn’t the clearest . . .

Not sure of where to leave the car, I pulled up outside the imposing front entrance and a man in a top hat and tails  approached the driver’s door. I opened the window, startled.

He smiled warmly and doffed his hat. ‘Madam. Are you a guest here?’

I smiled back distractedly. ‘No. I mean, yes. I’m going to be living here for a couple of months. My boyfriend is already here.’

I cringed. I sounded naive and young even to my own ears!

He smiled. ‘Well then, madam, if you’d be so kind as to give me your keys, I can arrange for your luggage to be brought in and for the valet to park your car for you.’ He looked over my shoulder at the piles of bags behind me (I hadn’t had enough cases for all my stuff, so some of my bits were packed into carrier bags).

I smiled, suddenly relieved. ‘That would be great, thanks.’ Handing him the keys, I practically skipped through the revolving doors and across the marble floor to the grand mahogany reception desk. A five-star hotel - and it was home for the next few weeks! How cool was that?

Adam had been up here for a couple of weeks, tying up legal issues and getting fitted with kit and stuff. I hadn’t wanted to let down the salon at the last minute so had worked a couple of weeks’ notice before leaving Cardiff. Ad’s phone calls were full of how amazing the hotel was - the gym, the pool and the people. I hardly got a word in at all! It was apparently not just the hub of all club meetings and business deals, but a celebrity favourite that drew movers and  shakers from almost every industry. He kept texting me with famous faces he’d seen (I hadn’t heard of half the people, but I got excited for him regardless!).

But now, my excitement didn’t last very long. The receptionist couldn’t find me on the system and there was no record anywhere that I was expected.

Close to tears again, I tried to call Adam. The call went straight through to voice mail - not surprisingly. Pre-season training had started in earnest, and he was working out every waking moment to make sure he was as fit as possible for his first few sessions with his new team-mates. He seemed a bit paranoid about fitting in and measuring up to everyone else. I guess I could understand it - I mean, he was playing with all his present-day heroes now. I’d got here early on purpose - I’d wanted to surprise him by being in the room and unpacked and settled by the time he got back, instead of arriving mid-evening like he was expecting. He’d promised he’d make sure the hotel knew I was coming, though.

I turned back to the receptionist. ‘Look, please. Our room was reserved by Leeds City Football Club. They know I’m arriving at some point today, just not the exact time. You must have a number for the person who booked it?’

The receptionist shook her head pleasantly but firmly. ‘I’m so sorry, but our policy is not to let unauthorised persons into rooms booked by the club. As I’m sure you can  imagine,’ she looked at me knowingly, ‘we get quite a few young women trying to find their way into footballers’ bedrooms.’ She held a hand up apologetically as I opened my mouth to object.‘Now I’m sure you are just exactly who you say you are, but if you wouldn’t mind waiting in the lounge until Mr Jones gets back, I’m sure we can have all this cleared up in no time. We can look after your . . .’ she cleared her throat as she looked at the tower of bags precariously piled on the brass luggage trolley, ‘baggage until then.’

I glared at her angrily, powerless to do anything but what she said. In a futile act of fury, I pulled several of the carrier bags off the trolley as if to show I didn’t trust anyone with them, and stomped through to the lounge, where I flopped into a high-backed armchair, blood boiling.

As I sat, furiously texting Adam about my plight, I was aware of someone staring down at me. I looked up and saw a stocky, rugged-looking man standing in front of me. He was black, in his mid-thirties and wearing expensive baggy jeans, white T-shirt and designer tracksuit top and trainers. Although I was sure I recognised him, I couldn’t place him. ‘You don’t look like someone who’s happy to be here,’ he said kindly, eyes twinkling.‘Someone should tell the manager - I’m sure it’s against hotel policy.’

I snorted angrily. ‘It’s because of hotel policy I’m here in the first place,’ I ranted. ‘My boyfriend has been here for a few weeks, the club knows I’m coming, but just because  their flaming computer system hasn’t got the right information on it, they won’t let me into my room. Or any of my stuff,’ I finished lamely, waving a weak hand at the bags that surrounded me, flinching as I noticed that at least two were from the local corner shop in Cardiff. Class. ‘I look like some kind of bloomin’ bag lady!’

The man laughed. ‘You must be Adam Jones’s missus. It’s Louise, right?’ I looked up at him, startled that he knew of me. ‘I’m Gary Webber, one of his team-mates.’

‘Oh, right - of course,’ I said, suddenly feeling really stupid as I realised who he was. Gary Webber was one of Adam’s idols - he had been around for ever, but even though pundits kept predicting his retirement, he always seemed to produce amazing form just in time, and get re-signed. ‘Sorry, I didn’t recognise you.’

He laughed even louder at that. ‘Oh, no. Oooooh, no.’ I gazed up at him, puzzled. He was cracking up, and shaking his head as he looked at me.

‘What?’ I said, frowning and suddenly feeling really self-conscious all over again.

‘I’ve just realised how well you’re going to get on with my other half, Jodie,’ he said, still chuckling. ‘I think me and Adam could be in for some trouble. I must tell her to look out for you at the match on Saturday. I’m off now, but I’m going to get you a drink before I go and have a word at reception on my way out. Should all be sorted in no time. See you Saturday, gorgeous.’

With that, he gave me a wink, flicked the top of my head affectionately and sauntered off. I watched him wander down the bar, flabbergasted. Well, at least some people around here were friendly!

Within minutes I had a flute of champagne fizzing away in front of me, a bowl of olives, and a shiny door card sitting snugly in its cardboard wallet. Hallelujah! I took a deep sip of the champagne and got up, suddenly feeling much happier. So what if it had all got off to an awful start? It could only get better from now on. I quickly sent my mum a text about meeting Gary. She had to tell my dad - he’d be well impressed! Then, gathering my bags around me, I stood up, leaving the rest of my drink. Wouldn’t do to greet Adam stinking of booze, after all . . .

Smiling to myself, I walked over to the lift and tried to press the call button without putting any of my bags down, but failed. As a trainer spilled out and landed on my foot, I swore under my breath. However, before I could put the bags down, a tanned, toned, muscular forearm reached over my shoulder and pressed the button for me. I turned round in surprise to say thanks, but shock made me speechless. Before me, dressed in white T-shirt, lemon Pringle jumper, grey combat trousers and trainers was Jonnie Renton. The  Jonnie Renton, no less - club captain, up-and-coming England player and heartthrob of all my friends back home. Instead of thanks, no noise came out of my mouth, and so I stood dumbfounded, gaping gormlessly like a goldfish.

‘Been shopping?’ he said, giving me a sexy wonky smile and nodding at the bags.

‘No - I’m, er - I’m just moving in,’ I stammered, praying for the lift to arrive.

His eyes danced in amusement. ‘Oh, right. Don’t you generally need removal men for that?’

I laughed awkwardly, feeling like a right prat. ‘Yes - no - I mean . . . I’m Adam Jones’s girlfriend, Louise.We’re staying here until we find somewhere more permanent.’

‘Oh, right!’ he repeated. There it was again, that wonky smile. I felt myself starting to get flustered and my nervous rash was threatening to appear at my throat. ‘Then no doubt my wife Tara will be in touch with you very soon. She takes her role as head of the wives and girlfriends very seriously. She’s probably already sorting you out store discounts as we speak!’ I looked over his shoulder nervously. How would it look if someone saw me chatting to Jonnie? I’d heard how possessive some footballers’ wives could be (it always sounded a bit OTT to me, but who was I to judge!).Where was the bloody lift?

As if by magic, the lift appeared and I gratefully stepped into it, dragging the bags with me. I looked up to thank Jonnie, and to my horror he was leaning on the door to prevent it shutting.

‘So where are you thinking of looking to live?’ he continued conversationally. ‘I guess it’s early days for you, but we’ve been here a while now and can probably give you  some pointers. I mean, what’s your priority? Good nightlife, good schools, proximity to the club? There’re loads of great places within—’

I looked at him in horror as he chattered away. This couldn’t be happening to me. I was standing in a lift with a load of corner-shop carrier bags and a nervous rash, all dishevelled after a five-hour drive and a row with reception, and Jonnie Renton was propping the door open and advising me on property?

Jonnie shifted on to the other leg and the lift door started to close. He stuck his foot in to stop it, but it kept closing. In panic, I shoved one of the carrier bags against it, which worked - to a point. The lift door now was opening and shutting insistently on Jonnie’s foot and my carrier bag, while he, seemingly unperturbed, carried on chatting and smiling his wonky smile. Suddenly he stopped and looked searchingly at me.

‘Look, Louise, why don’t I help you carry these up to your room?’

He leant forward as if to get in the lift. I was in a quandary. What if someone saw him getting in with me? What would they think? I wasn’t sure why, but again I had the instinctive feeling that it wouldn’t be good.

‘No! I mean, thanks so much. But you know, I’ll be fine - and Adam’ll be back soon, and I really want to get showered and . . .’ I stopped short. What on earth was I babbling on about?

He winked at me, and I thought I was going to pass out. ‘No worries, babe.’ He stepped out of the lift and the doors shut behind him. I had leant back against the wall and was heaving an exaggerated sigh of relief when all of a sudden the doors only went and opened again! Jonnie was still standing there, still smiling that ridiculously sexy smile. ‘See you Saturday.’The doors shut again - this time, for good.

I couldn’t ever remember being so relieved.

 



Adam and I lay on our king-size bed, surrounded by bags, clothes, toiletry bags and room-service debris. Unfortunately, the bed was the only thing that was king-size - the room was tiny, and with both of us and all our stuff in it, on top of the bed was the only place you could actually move.

He leaned over and touched my face softly. ‘I’m sorry again it was such a trauma for you getting in here,’ he said. ‘I really did tell them to expect you.’

I rolled over and gave him a tender kiss on the lips. ‘I know that, silly. Anyway, this lot has made up for it!’ I giggled as I looked at the unfinished plates of Thai prawns, dim sum and sushi, and the bottle of champagne, huge bunch of flowers and cute card that Adam had left waiting for me in the room, telling me how much he loved me and how much he’d missed me whilst we’d been apart.

He kissed me back and looked searchingly at me.

‘I’d never want to hurt or upset you, babe, you know that, don’t you? You know I really love you?’

I looked at him, confused. ‘Of course I do, Ad. What’s wrong?’

He frowned and lay back, looking up at the ceiling.

‘Nothing. It’s just hard, y’know.The rest of the players are so good. I’m worried I won’t keep up. I’m worried I won’t fit in.’

I hugged him tightly. ‘Babe, you’re just as good as them - if not better! And of course you’re going to fit in. You’ll be one of them before you know it.’

I didn’t realise just how right I was.




Chapter 2

‘OK, Jodie, I’ll see you in half an hour.’

I ended the call to Jodie, pulled off my new Marni blouse and threw it on the floor in frustration. I looked around our hotel room at the chaos surrounding me and felt hot tears well up in my eyes. Clothes were everywhere - spilling out of drawers, hanging over the wardrobe doors, and strewn over the as-yet-unmade bed. Under the discarded outfits, piles of neatly folded T-shirts and jumpers jostled for floor space with designer shopping bags and shoe boxes. How on earth was I meant to pull together a look in this kind of chaos?

I sat down on the bed, defeated, as the incessant chatter of morning TV enveloped me and threatened to drive me even further over the edge. I was loving our new life, I really was. Adam was doing really well at the club, I’d got two new friends, Tara and Jodie, and I wanted for nothing. Clothes, shoes, beauty treatments - I’d even started having my nails done instead of doing them myself (the biggest kind of splurge, considering I was a trained beautician!).

But - and it sounds really spoilt - I was missing our little house in Cardiff. Constantly. I was fed up with the four walls of the hotel room and I’d had enough of Adam telling me off every time I went shopping, or when I went back to Cardiff and brought back something that reminded me of home. ‘Don’t buy any more clothes!’ was the last thing he’d say before he went out to the club every morning - not because he was being tight with his money, but because there was no room to put anything else! I was sick of living in one tiny room, sick of spending loads of time on my own every day watching boring daytime TV meant for housewives, and sick of eating room service. I mean, sometimes you just want beans on toast, don’t you? I’d even grown to resent all the fabulous people hanging out on my ‘doorstep’ - I couldn’t nip to Sainsbury’s for some normal-price water or some magazines without staff and guests knowing my business.Yep, I’d had enough all right - even if our current dose of five-star luxury was all being paid for by the club.

Although Adam wouldn’t admit it, I knew he’d had enough too.We’d been here six weeks now, and although he got out of the hotel more than me, for training, it was still his home once he got back after his nutritionally controlled lunch at the club every day (the club insisted the team ate in the posh café there so they could make sure they were eating all the right stuff - I thought it would be more helpful just to tell us girls what to cook, but we didn’t seem to figure  very much in the grand scheme of things - it was all about the boys). I could tell it was getting on top of Adam. Not only that, but he felt like he was living under Big Brother. In the past when he felt a bit low, he’d always liked to sit in front of the telly with milk and cookies - but as it turned out, with the club paying our bills, they were also checking out what we were eating, drinking, and doing. Chocolate biscuits weren’t on Adam’s diet plan - so he’d had his knuckles rapped, good and proper.

And there was another pressure. Our all-expenses-paid time was running out - and fast. The club had promised to pay for bed and board for two months, when we would either have to move out into our own place or start paying our own hotel bills. The problem was, I hadn’t got a clue where or how to start looking. It might sound stupid, but it was really scary having to find the perfect place for us to live in a town I didn’t know. The club employed a ‘fixer’ to help new players find somewhere to live, but there were several other new players who needed homes - including two foreigners - and because Adam was a new, relatively unknown UK player, we were way down the waiting list for assistance.

I was just no good at this house-hunting thing. I didn’t have a clue what the ‘right’ kind of place was for a successful footballer like my Adam. So instead of getting out and looking around properties in the mornings like I was meant to, I’d wander the streets miserably for a while before heading  back to the hotel to wait until Adam finished training so he could come with me. Like the other footballers, he normally liked to have a little nap after training, but with the room in such a state and no prospect of finding a home any time soon, he was now having to spend most afternoons traipsing around town, going from house to house with me. It wasn’t doing our relationship any favours and we’d started bickering for the first time ever - even about what houses we liked!
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