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About the Book

Once upon a time, Eden had it all: she was one of the most successful young singers in the UK, and the darling of the pop industry. Life couldn't have been better. But just two years after a sell-out tour, Eden is regarded as a has-been, better known for her drinking and the kiss-and-tell stories that a string of men have sold to the papers.

Desperate to get back in the big time, Eden begins recording a new album with songwriter Jack Steele, a man who drives her crazy for all the wrong reasons. And then she's asked to be a judge on the TV talent show Band Ambition. It's just the break she needs and she's determined not to mess it up, so falling in love with Stevie, a contestant on the show, is probably not a very good idea. But Eden has always followed her heart, and she is sure Stevie is ‘the one’.

But is Eden setting herself up for another fall?
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Then

Eden, Eden, Eden! We want Eden! The crowd were chanting out her name, so loudly that it almost felt to Eden as if the sound was a solid object she could reach out and touch. It was like a surging wave of wanting, of anticipation, and she was not going to disappoint them. She closed her eyes and shook back her long blonde hair, revelling in the chants and in the knowledge that every single person in the packed auditorium was there for her. She felt truly alive, more alive than at any other time. This was what she was born to do. This was what she couldn’t live without. This love, this adulation, this validation. The assistant stage manager nodded at her. Eden stepped forward. It was time.

The stage was plunged into darkness and the crowd let out a roar of excitement as the beat of a drum took over from their chanting. And then, as the lights flashed on again in dazzling formations of pinks, oranges and mauves, mimicking a glorious sunrise, a giant gold scallop shell rose up from the depths of the stage. The shell slowly opened to reveal Eden. She was dressed in a gold sequined body stocking, cleverly designed so that it looked as if she was naked except for a smattering of shimmering sequins. And then her four male dancers, stripped to the waist and dressed in daringly tiny gold shorts, leapt on to the stage and lifted Eden out of the shell, holding her aloft like a queen as she surveyed the crowds in front of her. Let the show begin.

Two and a half hours and six costume changes later, Eden had finished her set. It had been one of the highlights of her career, a glittering performance which had entranced the audience. Her dancers and musicians were gathered in her dressing room to celebrate, drinking champagne and joyfully swapping stories about how the show had gone for them. It was the final night of Eden’s European tour. Everyone was in a state of euphoria, on such a high, and no one more so than the beautiful blonde singer.

‘Guys! Thank you so much,’ Eden exclaimed, raising a bottle of champagne. ‘That was the best ever!’ She took a swig, not caring that it fizzed out of her mouth and cascaded down her dress. ‘I love you all!’ She danced round the room, hugging and kissing everyone.

‘Eden, can I have a word?’

It was Ashley, her tour manager.

‘Sure.’

‘In private,’ Ashley replied. Eden followed her out of the dressing room, certain that Ashley was simply going to complain about the dancers running up too big a bar bill. She kept a very tight rein on expenses and was the most ruthlessly efficient tour manager Eden had ever had.

‘I’ve just had a phone call from your sister.’

Instantly Eden’s stomach clenched in apprehension. ‘Is it about Mum? Is she okay?’

Ashley seemed tense. She tentatively reached out one hand as if to comfort Eden, and then withdrew it; she wasn’t known for her people skills. ‘I’m afraid it’s not good news. Savannah wants you to fly back to London straight away.’ She hesitated. ‘It seems like your mum doesn’t have long.’

No, no, no! This couldn’t be! When Eden’s mum Terri was diagnosed with cancer six months earlier, she had insisted that Eden carry on as normal. She kept saying that she would get better and she didn’t want Eden to put her career on hold. Eden had wanted to cancel the tour but her mum wouldn’t hear of it. ‘I’ll be absolutely fine,’ she had said, over and over, until Eden thought she would scream if she ever heard the word ‘fine’ again.

She leant back against the wall, fearing that her legs were about to give way.

‘There’s a car waiting outside to take you to the airport. I’ll arrange to have your things sent on from the hotel.’

It was a nightmare flight back from Berlin. Eden sat rigidly in her seat, unable to do anything except pray to a God she wasn’t even sure she believed in that she would reach her mum before it was too late. There were so many things she wanted to tell her.

Sadie Park, her manager, was there to meet her at Heathrow. The look on Sadie’s face told Eden everything she needed to know. She was too late.

Sadie enfolded her in her arms. ‘I’m so sorry, honey.’

Eden sobbed, great heart-wrenching sobs. ‘I should have been with Mum! Why didn’t anyone tell me sooner?’

‘But we told Ashley before the concert. She was supposed to tell you … give you the chance to decide what to do.’

‘She didn’t tell me until afterwards! Oh my God, Sadie. If she had, could I have seen Mum?’

Sadie stroked her hair. ‘I honestly don’t know. But you were where Terri would have wanted you to be.’ She paused. ‘And she was very out of it by the end – I don’t think she was aware of who was there.’

‘No! I should have been with her.’

It was so painful, walking into her mum’s elegant house and knowing that, for the first time ever, Terri would not be there to greet her. Eden closed the front door, still half expecting her mum to appear, to hug her, ask how the tour had gone, and demand to know whether she was eating okay. Eden slipped off the high gold sandals that she was still wearing from the show. Terri had a strict shoes-off-in-the-house rule to protect her luxurious cream carpets.

Eden walked slowly up the stairs, hesitating at her mum’s bedroom door before pushing it open. Someone had already cleared away all the bottles of medication that she remembered cluttering up her mum’s pretty bedside table, along with the oxygen tank Terri had needed to help with her breathing. The bedroom was back to how it had been when she was well. Eden walked over to the dressing table and picked up the bottle of Chanel No. 5. She unscrewed the silver cap and breathed in the familiar, exquisite scent. Her eyes swam with tears. Her mum had worn Chanel No. 5 for as long as Eden could remember, and whenever she and her sister tried to get her to try something different, Terri would reply that if it was good enough for Marilyn Monroe then it was good enough for her.

Eden sat down on the bed and ran her hand over the thick rose-pink velvet cover. Terri always felt the cold and insisted on having the cover over the duvet, even though it drove Al, her fiancé, mad as he was permanently too hot.

‘Oh, Mum,’ she whispered, ‘I’m so sorry I wasn’t with you.’ There was a vase of delicate blue and white freesias on the bedside table, her mum’s favourite flowers. Eden leant over and inhaled their sweet fragrance. If only she hadn’t given in to Terri over the tour, she could have been there for her mum. If only …

She looked up as the door swung open. It was her sister Savannah.

‘So you’ve finally made an appearance, have you? Well, you’re too late. Mum died at seven forty-five. How do I remember the time so exactly? Because I was there with her, holding her hand. Where were you?’

Savannah’s usually perfectly groomed honey-blonde hair was untidy, her blue eyes bloodshot. Eden was shocked by the look of contempt on her sister’s pretty face.

‘I wasn’t given your message until after the concert.’

‘Oh, it’s always someone else’s fault, isn’t it? Precious pop princess Eden couldn’t possibly be to blame for not bothering to be at her mum’s bedside when she died.’

Eden didn’t think she had ever heard her elder sister sound so full of rage.

‘Please, Sav, let’s not argue. I’m sorry I wasn’t here … sorrier than you’ll ever know.’ Eden felt a fresh rush of tears blurring her eyes as she got up and tried to hug her sister.

But Savannah pushed her away and said coldly, ‘After the funeral, I never want to see you again. All Mum ever thought about was you and your career, and you couldn’t even be here for her.’

‘That’s not true! She loved us equally.’

At that moment Al walked into the room. He was unusually pale and looked as if he had aged ten years since the last time Eden saw him. But he rallied to her defence.

‘Eden’s right. Terri loved both of you so much, you were her life.’ How like Al to be the peacekeeper, even in the midst of his own grief.

Savannah pointed at her sister. ‘No, Eden was her life – and she sucked Mum dry. Even when Mum was so ill, she spent all her time worrying about her.’

Eden was about to protest once again that it wasn’t true, but Savannah said bitterly, ‘And now I’m going to arrange the funeral. And why? Because Mum asked me to. She knew Eden wouldn’t be up to it!’ And she stormed out of the room, slamming the door behind her.

Al and Eden looked at each other, then as Eden made to follow her sister, he said, ‘Leave her for now. She’s grieving, she didn’t mean those things.’

But he was wrong. Savannah barely spoke to Eden in the week leading up to the funeral, nor on the day itself. By the time the mourners had left the wake, which was held at her mother’s house, Eden was feeling desperate. She had tried so hard to hold it together but Savannah had blanked her for most of the day, looking at her coldly when she had broken down at the service as if to say, Stop being such a drama queen.

Al and Savannah’s husband, Carl, were in the living room. Eden found Savannah in the kitchen, surrounded by stacks of washing up and plates of uneaten food.

‘Leave that,’ Eden said, as her sister threw a plate of mini quiches into the bin. They had wildly overestimated how much people would eat. ‘We can do it in the morning. You must be knackered.’

She knew that her sister had barely sat down all day; had insisted on overseeing every last detail of the funeral. Savannah ignored her and continued to scrape food into the bin, the knife grating across the crockery in a way that set Eden’s teeth on edge.

‘Sav! You don’t need to do all this now.’

‘Terri liked her kitchen to be tidy.’ Savannah paused for a second and finally looked at Eden. ‘I’ll go in the living room when you’ve gone.’ There it was again, that look of contempt on her face.

Eden bit her lip. Why was Savannah being like this? ‘I was going to stay the night, in my old bedroom.’

‘Well, if you stay, I’m going.’

Eden couldn’t bear it. ‘Please, Savannah! I’ve said I’m sorry and I truly am! Stop blaming me!’ Her voice was raised in distress, causing Al and Carl to come into the kitchen.

‘What’s going on?’ Al asked.

‘Nothing at all,’ Savannah said in a falsely upbeat voice. ‘Actually Eden was just about to leave. She has a busy schedule, as you know, and now that Mum’s funeral is over, there really is no reason for her to stay.’

‘Why won’t you listen to me, Savannah? Please. I know you’re upset. We’re both upset.’

Savannah slammed the plate she was holding down on the table, shattering it. She looked aghast at the broken pieces. ‘That was one of Mum’s favourites.’ She glared at Eden, her eyes blazing with fury. ‘Why don’t you get it? I hate you!’

Eden felt as if she had been struck.

‘Come on, Sav, you didn’t mean that,’ Carl said reasonably. ‘We’re all upset about Terri.’

‘I did mean it. She’s selfish, self-obsessed, spoilt! She ruined Mum’s life and I don’t want her ruining mine.’

Savannah’s cruel words were made all the worse by her calm, measured delivery. It didn’t sound as if they were uttered in the heat of the moment and she would take them back once she’d calmed down. It sounded as if she meant them.

It was too much for Eden. She couldn’t stay to hear any more. Ignoring Al, who called after her, pleading with her to stay, she grabbed her bag and fled.

Back at her own house she ignored all the phone and text messages from her friends and from Al. She took a bottle of wine from the fridge, poured herself a large glass, quickly drank it, poured another, drank that. But even as she drank to blot out the pain, she knew that she had lost her sister as well as her mother …


Now

Chapter One

Eden was not looking forward to the meeting with Sadie. She knew her manager was planning on delivering some home truths that Eden really didn’t want to hear. So she did what she always did whenever she had anything unpleasant coming up: she pretended it wasn’t happening. Which was why this Tuesday afternoon, when she should have been at Sadie’s Wardour Street office hearing all the many reasons why her singing career had stalled and was going absolutely nowhere, she was instead sitting in the Fifth Floor Bar at Harvey Nichols in Knightsbridge.

She was halfway through a bottle of vintage champagne and deep into pretending that everything in her life was fabulous. She had spent the last two hours burning a hole in her credit card on clothes she didn’t especially want and definitely didn’t need; on an expensive exotic perfume, the overpowering scent of which was already giving her a headache; on presents for her boyfriend, Joel, to make up for the fact that they hadn’t been getting on for the past month – she didn’t know why; and on yet another peace offering for her sister Savannah, which would no doubt be returned to her along with all the other peace offerings Eden had sent.

God, this was all so depressing. She arched a perfectly shaped eyebrow at the bartender; he registered her expression and instantly walked over and topped up her champagne glass. If only all of her problems could be so easily dealt with. She looked down at the glossy designer bags strewn around her bar stool. Why had she blown all that money? She certainly didn’t feel any better for it. There had been no surge of endorphins, no rush of pleasure at each purchase, only a kind of desperation instead, a vain hope that the next thing she bought might make her feel better, might fill the emptiness in her life. It did not. Especially as she had spent the day before having her ear chewed off by her accountant about her spending habits. He had issued her with the stark warning that unless she changed her ways, she was in serious danger of blowing the fortune she had made when she was a successful singer.

Fuck them all, she thought bitterly, draining her glass. No one told Eden Haywood what to do or how to live her life. The bartender once again walked over to her and Eden was about to tell him that she’d had enough when he said discreetly, ‘Actually, Miss Haywood, there’s a phone call for you. It’s Sadie Park.’

Bollocks! How typical of Sadie to track her down. Eden had spent the day ignoring all her calls and texts. But her manager of over seven years knew her very well. She knew that when Eden was feeling blue she always went shopping and then hit the champagne. Eden hesitated, then reluctantly took the phone from the bartender.

‘Get your arse in a taxi now, Eden. Jack Steele, the songwriter, has been waiting for you for the past two hours. This is his only window.’

Sadie didn’t shout, rant or swear. Instead she stayed icily calm, which made Eden realise that she really had pushed her manager too far this time. She had better turn on the charm.

‘Oh my God, Sadie! I had no idea the meeting was today. I don’t think Claude can have put it in my schedule. I’ll be right with you, I promise.’

‘It’s been in your schedule for over a month. Please do not blame anyone else, especially not Claude who is the most efficient PA I have ever had,’ came the terse reply.

And with that Sadie hung up.

‘Shall I get you a car, Miss Haywood?’ the bartender asked helpfully.

‘Yes, and I’ll have another glass of champagne before I go.’

Eden hated being told off. So what if she was a little late for some meeting with a songwriter she had never heard of? Things might be rocky at the moment but she was still the fucking star! Did Jack what’s his name have two gold albums behind him, three MTV awards, two Brit awards, countless others … and even a waxwork in Madame fucking Tussauds?

However, in spite of her outrage at being summoned like a naughty schoolgirl, Eden made an effort to get her act together in the taxi ride from Knightsbridge to Soho. She checked her appearance: applied more black eyeliner to her already smoky eyes, put on a slick of raspberry-coloured lip gloss, and ran a brush through her long platinum blonde hair. She’d had the same signature look since she’d first found fame as a singer at the age of seventeen: a blonde bombshell/beach babe look. And her style of dress hadn’t changed much in the last seven years – she’d always gone for a rock chick look, where she dared to bare.

Today was no exception and she was in one of her favourite outfits: Balmain skinny black leather trousers, wickedly high Jimmy Choo studded leather strappy sandals, a black Burberry quilted biker jacket and tight black vest embellished with a pair of black sequined lips on the front. It was an outfit that showed off Eden’s enviable curves. Unfortunately, it also revealed that although she oozed sex appeal, she had recently put on weight and could do with losing a couple of pounds. Something else that Sadie was sure to comment on.

Eden had been devastated by her mother’s death nearly two years ago and then by her sister’s rejection. Since then her life had spiralled out of control. Grief-stricken, she had drunk too much, partied too hard and had a succession of disastrous relationships. The career that she and Terri had worked so hard to establish went into freefall as Eden outraged fans by cancelling a series of concerts at short notice, and being drunk when she was interviewed on a morning TV show as she’d arrived there straight from a night out clubbing. Two of the men she had gone out with had ended up selling stories about her out-of-control drinking which had further damaged her reputation as a pop princess. She had ended up in rehab.

For about six months afterwards she’d seemed to be back on track but then her record company started being extremely cagey about whether they would offer her another album deal. They were insisting on hearing the new material first before they would commit. It was a situation Eden could hardly bear to think about. Instead of coming up with ways to make the British public fall in love with her all over again, she reverted to her bad old ways of drinking too much and having yet another relationship which everyone else thought was doomed to fail.

She clicked her make-up mirror shut and popped a piece of gum in her mouth. The closer the taxi got to Soho, the more nervous Eden felt. She would never admit it to anyone but actually she was shit scared of what Sadie was going to say to her, terrified that her manager might actually ‘let her go’, or in other words dump her. What the hell would she do then? Bad as things were, she simply could not imagine a life where she wasn’t a singer.

‘Hiya, Claude, love the suit. The PA wears Prada!’ she exclaimed to Sadie’s stunningly good-looking and well-groomed male assistant as she attempted to breeze into the office. Eden hoped that Claude might think it was her four-inch Jimmy Choos that caused her to stagger slightly and clutch his desk for support, and not that she was pissed. She dropped the designer bags on the floor.

‘Good afternoon, Eden, they’re expecting you. And FYI, the suit is Dior,’ Claude replied. ‘Shall I bring you in a black coffee?’ He sounded perfectly polite and utterly professional as ever but had clearly seen straight through her. She was busted.

Claude knew she was drunk and that meant that Sadie would as well. Suddenly Eden regretted the champagne. It was such a stupid and reckless thing to do. But it had become such an ingrained pattern of behaviour that whenever she felt down, she would have a drink. And for a while she felt better … but only for a while, and then the paranoia and self-loathing kicked in.

Feeling incredibly nervous by now, Eden pushed open the door to Sadie’s office. ‘Boudoir’ might have been a better description for it as it was a cosy intimate den. Red velvet curtains hung at the window, the walls were decorated with a rich maroon silk-effect paper, thick purple sheepskin rugs were scattered across the wooden floor, and flickering Diptyque candles filled the room with the musky scent of tuberose. Rather than sit behind her beautiful antique desk inlaid with mother-of-pearl, Sadie conducted most of her meetings lounging on an enormous zebra-print sofa. She was sitting cross-legged on it now, while a scruffy, bearded man sat before her desk. Both of them looked at Eden as she walked in, neither of them seeming especially impressed by her arrival.

Sadie had been a successful singer herself with a series of big hits in the eighties. Realising her singing career was coming to an end, she had cleverly reinvented herself as the manager of a very successful boy band, then she had taken on Eden and, later, Crystal. Now aged forty-nine, her image hadn’t changed since her singing days. With her long honey-blonde hair, heavy black eye make-up, tight jeans, tee-shirts and leather jacket, she was verging on mutton, but it was impossible to imagine Sadie wearing anything else. She totally rocked that look. She could have been Eden’s much older sister.

‘Three hours late – a record even for you,’ Sadie declared by way of greeting. Eden made to walk over and kiss her, but Sadie held up her hand. ‘I might just want to slap you if you come any closer. Eden, this is Jack Steele.’

Jack stood up. At well over six foot, he towered over Eden, who even in heels was only just five foot six. She expected him to give her the typical media industry greeting of two kisses; instead Jack shook her hand. Nor did he give her any of the usual spiel about how lovely it was to meet her, and what a huge fan he was of hers, blah blah blah. He didn’t even smile at her. Instead she was aware of a pair of intensely blue eyes coolly assessing her. They were set in a face which might possibly have been handsome had it not had a week’s worth of stubble on it and been obscured by thick unruly dark brown hair which hid most of his features.

Eden liked her men ultra-groomed, had an eye for a pretty boy. Jack was far too manly for her. Too rough and ready. She didn’t even bother to put on her best flirty, pouty smile for him. Instead, greetings over, she went and sat at the far end of the sofa.

Both Sadie and Jack continued to look at her without saying anything and Eden realised she was going to have to come out with one of her very rare apologies. She put on a fake smile and said, ‘I am so sorry, guys. I genuinely didn’t realise the meeting was today.’

It didn’t go down well with Sadie.

‘Spare us the bullshit, Eden! You knew exactly when the meeting was – you just didn’t want to come! And so you went shopping and got drunk … same old, same old. Which would have been okay, except that Jack – who, by the way, is one of the hottest songwriters in the business right now – has come straight from Heathrow, as soon as he touched down from LA, to be here. So now that you have finally deigned to grace us with your presence, shall we get down to business?’

Eden opened her mouth, ready to protest her innocence yet again, caught sight of the fierce look in Sadie’s usually warm brown eyes, and promptly closed it. And then her manager launched into a detailed and depressing analysis of exactly why Eden’s singing career had stalled, concluding with, ‘Your last album was too samey, too predictable … been there, heard that. There was no buzz about it. We need to generate that sense of excitement around you again. You need a more grown-up sound, to reflect the fact that you’re a woman and no longer a teenager. I want depth. I want experience.’

Sadie spoke with passionate conviction, and part of Eden, the rational side of her, knew that her manager was only being so brutally honest because she cared about her and wanted her career to be a success again. After all, Sadie had been a close friend of Terri’s. But the less rational side of Eden, the emotional side, felt stung by the criticism. And hurt. And defensive.

‘And this is why I’m so thrilled that Jack has agreed to write some new material for you. He’s just worked on Crystal’s third album and it’s fantastic …’

Eden’s gaze strayed over to the huge new black-and-white photograph of Crystal that dominated one of the walls in Sadie’s office. She couldn’t help observing that the photograph of Eden herself, taken at the height of her fame, some three years ago, was considerably smaller. She was no longer Sadie’s leading client. Crystal had certainly come a very long way since she had won Band Ambition, the TV reality show, with her group Lost Angels, and was now a hugely successful solo artist. She was married to the gorgeous and respected photographer Jake Fox, had an adorable three-year-old son, and by the look of her in the recent photo had never been more stunning. She was wearing a long white dress that clung to every curve, a dress that would have had Eden reaching for the Spanx and panicking about breathing in, but Crystal looked effortlessly slim and toned and ready for anything. Beautiful, graceful, she was every inch a star.

Eden couldn’t stop herself from coming out with a bitchy remark. ‘Yeah, but I think the public will always see her as just a reality-show singer, don’t you?’ She said ‘reality-show singer’ as if it was the lowest of the low.

It was an ill-advised comment. ‘Just a reality-show singer who has sold over a million albums,’ Sadie said quietly. ‘Shall I remind you how many your last album sold, and why we’re here? If we don’t get this one right, you may very well not even have a record deal. And then you will be just another washed-up singer, whose moment has passed.’

There, Sadie had said it. Eden felt her guts churn with fear. ‘Sorry, sorry, I didn’t mean it,’ she said lightly, trying to mask the terror that gripped her at the prospect of losing everything. Sadie shook her head. Eden was well and truly in the dog house.

Then Jack spoke. ‘Shall I put on the tracks now? I think I might fall asleep if we don’t do this soon. The jet lag is crippling me.’ He yawned and stretched expansively.

‘Darling, of course!’ Sadie exclaimed. ‘Go ahead. I can’t wait for Eden to hear them.’

Eden frowned and folded her arms defensively. She never liked hearing new material when she was with other people; she needed to be on her own to concentrate, almost to feel rather than to hear the music. As a result, when Jack pressed a key on his laptop and the music filled the room, Eden found herself completely unmoved by it. She was known for her pop anthems – uplifting, catchy numbers that worked their way right inside your head. She had sung some ballads in her time but pop had always been her first love. Jack’s music was slower, the lyrics more complex, and she wasn’t sure it was for her. It didn’t help that he had recorded it with a male vocalist.

After three tracks he pressed pause. ‘That’s a flavour of it. I’ve still got two more tracks to write.’

Sadie turned to Eden. ‘Well, I absolutely love it, and I think it is perfect for the new sound we want for you. What do you think?’

Eden felt completely underwhelmed. ‘Um, it’s hard for me to say right now. I need to listen to it some more. But I’m not so sure it’s me …’

Sadie shot her a WTF look. ‘I know what I’m doing, Eden. It is completely you. And this is what is going to happen – Jack is going to give you a CD and you are going to go away and listen to it, then we’re going to meet up in the studio at the end of next week and record one of the tracks. The sooner we get moving on this the better.’

‘Okay then, Sadie, you know best,’ Eden said, unable to hide her reluctance. As far as she was concerned the meeting was over. She wanted to get the hell out of there, go back to her house and see Joel in the hope that he might somehow make her feel better. It was doing her head in, spending time with Sadie when she was being so bossy, never mind the skanky songwriter who wanted her to sing his miserable, depressing songs. Time to change the record and feel like she called the shots.

Eden got up from the sofa. The champagne had given her a pounding headache and her mouth felt horribly dry. If she didn’t have something else to drink she would end up with a shocking hangover, and there was nothing more depressing than a hangover that kicked in late-afternoon.

‘Nice to meet you, Jack,’ she said half-heartedly.

‘You too, Eden. See you in the studio. Call me, text me, email me if you want to go through anything. I’m completely at your disposal.’ Jack leant across the table and handed her his business card.

‘Cheers.’ Eden stuffed the card into her jacket pocket. Like she would need to speak to him! Unless it was to advise him which hairdresser to go to.

‘In fact, we’ll all meet up at the party next week,’ Sadie put in, finally getting up from the sofa and giving Eden a quick hug. ‘And before you ask, it is in your schedule. And, yes, you are fucking going, whether you like it or not! Wear something fabulous, you need to do some serious schmoozing.’ She lowered her voice. ‘And get to the gym, Eden, you could do with toning up.’

Eden rolled her eyes. Sadie was always so straight talking and Eden couldn’t deal with it at the moment. Could she do nothing right?

But Jack had overheard. ‘Oh, I don’t know, Sadie. I think Eden looks pretty damn fine in those leather trousers.’

Eden glanced over at him and he flashed her a wicked smile as he looked her up and down. He resembled the Big Bad Wolf and – ew! – Eden really didn’t like the compliment coming from this furball. Who did he think he was to make a comment about her appearance?

She was still fuming about the meeting when she arrived back home in Notting Hill. Eden loved her three-storey Georgian town house, which was painted pale pink and situated on one of the most expensive roads in the area, or indeed London. Her accountant had warned her that she might need to think about selling up for something considerably smaller if record sales didn’t pick up and she didn’t cut back on her spending, but Eden chose to ignore the warning. She had bought this house with the proceeds of her first record deal and it was precious to her as a result. This was part of her history, it was her sanctuary; there was no way she was ever going to sell.

She closed the front door and instantly breathed a sigh of relief. The cleaners had obviously been in and the jumble of clothes, magazines, wine glasses and coffee cups Eden had left strewn across the hall and up the stairs had all been cleared away. Everything was in its place, everything looked clean and fresh.

She put her door keys down on the hall table, which was dominated by a beautiful arrangement of white flowers. Eden had to have fresh flowers in every room. She had overruled the accountant on that as well. So what if she spent several hundred pounds a week on them? They were essential for her well-being, soothed her soul and helped her to relax. How could you put a price restriction on that? Compared to him she was frugal! She dropped her shopping bags on the black-and-white marble tiled floor. Now she just had to find Joel.

‘Babe, I’m back,’ she called out. No reply. Where the hell was he? She ran upstairs, hoping to find him in the bedroom. He wasn’t there or in any of the other upstairs rooms. She ran back downstairs. He was not in the kitchen, dining room or living room. She checked her phone. No messages. Finally she thought to look in the basement, where she’d recently had a sauna, swimming pool and steam room installed – against her accountant’s advice, of course. And there, in the shimmering black marble-tiled pool with her initials picked out in mother-of-pearl on the bottom, she found Joel, performing a flashy front crawl. She took a few seconds to register his gorgeous physique: his broad shoulders, lean legs, tight bum, and smooth brown skin. Then he noticed her and swam over to the side.

He wiped the water from his face as he said, ‘You’ve been ages. How did the meeting go? Are you going to get your record deal?’

Eden shrugged. ‘I don’t want to talk about it. How about we have a glass of champagne, a swim and a steam?’ And then, she thought to herself, you fuck my brains out and I might be able to forget all the shit in my life right now.

‘You never want to talk about anything serious with me,’ Joel said, a petulant edge to his voice. ‘I’m perfectly capable of understanding what goes on in the music business. Just because I’m a model, it doesn’t mean I don’t have a brain. Sometimes it would be nice if you’d acknowledge that.’

Joel’s brain had never been the part of his anatomy that most attracted Eden. However, it seemed that to get what she wanted out of him, she had better play nice.

‘Please, babe, there really is nothing to say about this afternoon. Sadie was a bitch and there was some soap-dodging songwriter hanging around. I just want to forget about it and have a good time with you.’ She kicked off her heels.

The comparison between her sexy Joel and scruffy Jack was making her feel especially affectionate towards her boyfriend.

‘Okay, I guess it could be an early celebration.’

Eden was so preoccupied that she didn’t register the comment. She was already opening the mini-fridge and reaching for a bottle of champagne. Once she had drained a glass, she stripped naked and dived into the pool. She swam up to Joel and twined her body round his. She was already feeling turned on by the thought of having sex with him, but it didn’t escape her that he didn’t seem to share her enthusiasm. This had happened several times in the last few weeks. Joel only seemed to come alive in certain departments when Eden told him how fit he was. So she kissed him deeply and murmured, ‘You looked so good when I saw you swimming. I want you so much, baby. You’re so hot and sexy.’

‘Tell me what you’re going to do,’ he murmured back.

Eden shook back her hair and put on the husky, sexy voice that she usually reserved for the bedroom. ‘I’m going to kneel in front of you and suck your beautiful hard cock.’ That seemed to be doing the trick. She could feel it stirring against her. This was more like it.

‘Let’s go upstairs. I want to look at you in the mirror while I fuck you.’

*

Or rather, Eden thought some time later, Joel had wanted to look at himself. Now he lay sprawled out on the bed. She snuggled up to him and waited for him to say something, anything, to make her feel good about herself. To her the sex had seemed mechanical rather than passionate. It had not made her feel any better, only more aware of the gulf that was opening between them.

Joel yawned widely and scratched his chest. ‘God, I’m knackered!’ he exclaimed.

‘You are so gorgeous,’ she murmured, kissing his neck. Again she waited in vain for him to say something tender in reply. She realised that it had been a long while since Joel had said anything complimentary to her at all. He just gave a small smile as if she had been acknowledging the obvious.

‘I’ve bought you something wicked. I can’t wait to see you in it.’ She lay back on the bed and stretched her arms over her head. ‘Why don’t you go downstairs and get it?’ Maybe once he had seen his gift he would tell her he loved her. She tried not to wonder if that meant she was buying his love.

Joel usually did pretty much whatever she wanted, so it was a surprise when he curled his lip and said, ‘Christ! It’s a bit much, even by your standards, that I have to go and get my own birthday present.’

‘But it’s not a birthday present, Joel, it’s just a little gift.’ Eden was still expecting him to get up and trot obediently downstairs, collect the shopping bags and then be sweetly grateful when he opened up the box meant for him and found the wildly expensive Theo Fennell diamond skull pendant inside.

He sat up in bed. ‘You’ve forgotten, haven’t you? I don’t believe it! My birthday is on Friday!’

Fuck! She had completely forgotten. Eden tried to think on her feet, not easy after the half-bottle of champagne she had just consumed on top of the earlier one. ‘I haven’t forgotten, sweetie, this is just an early present.’ She could give Pinocchio a run for his money.

‘Really?’ Joel turned to face her. Now she had his attention.

‘Really. And, babe, I’ll go and get your present myself.’ Eden managed to pull herself out of bed, and slipped on a flowing black silk kimono. Her headache had returned with a vengeance. At the top of the stairs she caught sight of her reflection in the ornate Venetian glass mirror. Her eyes were bloodshot, her face looked puffy, her hair was all over the place. She looked rough. She felt rough. No wonder Joel hadn’t been forthcoming with any compliments. It’s okay, she told herself, I’ll cut back on the drinking again. It’ll be fine. It was only when she reached the hall and picked up the Theo Fennell bag that she realised Joel’s birthday was bound to involve a heavy session. I’ll get back on track at the weekend, I’m sure I can do it, she told herself.

Eden did not allow herself to reflect that it was always the day after or the weekend after with her, and somehow those days never seemed to come around.


Chapter Two

For the rest of the week Eden felt unsettled by her meeting with Sadie and Jack. She knew her career was on the line now, but found it almost impossible to sit down and listen to the music and give it her full attention. Partly it was the fear of failing that made her put it off, but she was also preoccupied with her relationship with Joel, which seemed to be going badly. She had been burying her head in the sand, pretending that everything was fine, but now she had to face the truth. He didn’t seem interested in her in the way he had once been; it was almost as if he could take her or leave her.

She’d suggested they should go away to a luxury country hotel for his birthday, or she could whisk him off to Paris. Surely that romantic city would reignite the sparkle in their relationship? But Joel said he had arranged to go out with his friends. Nor did he suggest that they went away together another time instead. He claimed that he had modelling bookings every day that week, and in the evenings he was seeing his personal trainer as it was the only chance he had. And when Eden protested that surely he could have one night off from the gym, he insisted he had to keep in shape for work. It seemed to Eden that he was taking her for granted. They had barely been together for six months and already Joel was treating her as if they were six years into their relationship. The thought depressed her.

‘But I’ve hardly seen you,’ she told him on Thursday morning, after she had yet again asked him if he would go out with her that night, only to have him insist that he had to go to the gym.

‘So why don’t you come with me and have a session with my trainer? You said you wanted to get fit again but you’ve done fuck all about it.’ Could he sound any more judgemental?

‘Big wow, the gym?’ Eden said sulkily. ‘I think I’ll see Tanya instead.’

And so while Joel hit the gym, Eden sat having cocktails with Tanya, her best friend, at the swanky Light Bar at St Martin’s Lane Hotel. Eden was on the signature Raspassion Martinis. She’d had a couple of alcohol-free days and figured that she deserved a few drinks after Joel’s recent off-hand treatment of her.

She had known her friend for over five years. They had met when Tanya was a dancer on one of Eden’s music videos, and they had hit it off when both of them suffered wardrobe malfunctions in the outrageously tight PVC catsuits that the director had decreed they should wear. Tanya’s had split at the crotch early on in the dance routine as she performed some smouldering hip-wiggling moves, and Eden’s had split under one arm when she had waved it above her head a little too enthusiastically. It had taken all the stylist’s ingenuity and black masking tape to repair both, given that they had to finish shooting that day. Eden and Tanya had found the whole situation hilarious, and whereas many people were wary of Eden because she was such a big star, Tanya had seen through the image and realised that Eden was just another girl.

Tanya had started out as a runway model when she was fifteen, before she had developed some serious curves. She had tried the extreme dieting route but it left her feeling miserable and ill. And then she became a plus-size model, which in reality meant she was an extremely toned size 14. She was absolutely knockout gorgeous with lustrous brown hair, huge hazel eyes, a very pretty face, and a figure that could only be described as hour-glass. It made any woman she was standing next to suddenly realise that there was more to life than dieting, and any man want to declare undying love to her. Tanya was warm, funny and very straight talking. In fact, she was the only person close to Eden, apart from Sadie, who dared to speak her mind to her. Eden had just spent the first ten minutes of their evening filling Tanya in on what had been going on in her life, especially with Joel. And as she talked about him she suddenly realised just how bad things sounded. She seemed to be describing a relationship on its last legs.

After hearing Eden’s catalogue of woes, Tanya sighed, ‘I have to tell you, babe, it doesn’t look good. I thought you said it was fun being with him? It doesn’t sound like fun from where I’m sitting. Has he been doing his big leaving number again?’

Several times in the last two months, after they had rowed, Joel had packed his bags, gone round to a mate’s, drunk too much, calmed down, sobered up and then come back.

‘He stormed out the other week,’ Eden admitted. ‘Maybe we’ve just hit a rough patch.’ Though surely they should still be at the honeymoon, can’t-keep-their-hands-off-each-other stage?

‘Or maybe it’s his true character coming out – that he is sulky and self-obsessed, cares more about himself than you? You don’t need someone like that in your life, Eden, it’s not good for you.’

But Eden hated being on her own, especially since her mum had died. And she had made a habit of going from one relationship to the next, with barely a break between. It was invariably her who did the dumping – but only when she had the next man lined up. And always she was hoping that the next one would be ‘the one’, and that he would make her feel good about herself, make her feel happy, complete. Would take away the darkness that threatened to take over at times . . .

She didn’t tell Tanya any of this, close as she was to her, but instead tried to play it cool and keep it light. ‘But he’s great in bed, Tanya!’ she joked, which wasn’t strictly true, he was only okay in bed. But she couldn’t imagine not having someone next to her, feared being alone. Cue eye roll from Tanya.

‘Buy yourself a Rampant Rabbit. It won’t break your heart or answer back, but it will go the distance and it will never be too pissed to perform, or need anything more in return than new batteries.’

Eden rolled her eyes back. ‘I’ve got one. You bought it for me, remember? It’s not the same.’

‘No! It’s way better! Tyler has hidden mine because he claims I was getting too obsessed with using it. I think it made him feel a bit inadequate!’ Tanya laughed and then looked serious as she said, ‘Face it, Eden, Joel is too high-maintenance. He’s practically a girl. Last time we all went out together, I swear he spent most of the time looking at himself in the mirror.’

‘He’s a model, what do you expect?’

‘Someone better for you, that’s for sure.’

‘No, everything will be fine, it’s just a phase.’ Eden couldn’t allow herself to admit that Tanya was right. It would mean that she would have to do something about the situation, and she didn’t know if she was strong enough. She had to keep up the pretence that everything would be okay. ‘Maybe he’s just touchy about getting older.’

This earned another eye roll from Tanya. ‘He’s going to be twenty-three!’

‘Yeah, but it’s tough being a model, isn’t it?’

‘It’s tougher being a model’s girlfriend,’ Tanya muttered. ‘You’ve got to ask yourself if he’s really worth it.’

That did it for Eden; she had to change the subject after that.

But her concerns about Joel didn’t go away. And even on his birthday Eden could not ignore the cracks that were developing in their relationship. He barely thanked her for his J12 Chanel watch that had set her back some four grand. When she took him to Zuma for lunch, which served divine Japanese cuisine and was usually Joel’s favourite place, he spent most of the time checking messages on his iPhone. And when she asked him what was so important, he snapped back that he was expecting an email from his agent, and didn’t she realise he had a career too?

Depressed by what was happening to them, Eden ended up drinking too much and eating too little. When she suggested they should go back to the house and spend the rest of the afternoon in bed, Joel replied that he had arranged to meet up with his mum to go shopping for his birthday present. FFS, he had chosen spending time with his mum over a hot shag!

And so by the time they went out clubbing with Joel and his friends, Eden was in a foul mood. She was bored and drunk as she sat in the VIP room – a lethal combination. What the hell was she doing here, surrounded by people she barely knew, with a boyfriend who hardly acknowledged her presence? All Joel’s friends were models or worked in the fashion industry, and all of them were up themselves, in her opinion. And there was one particular friend, a stunning model called Bliss, who had seriously pissed Eden off by flirting with Joel. Well, that’s what Eden had decided after the many, many cocktails she had consumed. She sat back on the sofa, drumming her fingernails against the leather arm rest, and glared moodily around. She’d decided that when Joel came back from one of the dance floors she would tell him they had to go. She deserved a bloody medal for putting up with all his friends for so long as it was.

‘So, Joel told me that you’re working on a new album with Jack Steele.’ Bliss appeared and sat down uninvited next to Eden. She was extremely slim, with slender tanned legs that seemed to go on forever and long glossy black hair.

‘Yeah, that’s right. I’ll have to see how it goes, I’m not sure Jack’s material is going to be right for me. I was thinking of writing some songs of my own.’ The latter part was a complete lie. Eden was a hugely talented singer but had zero talent for songwriting; but being next to someone as beautiful as Bliss was making her feel that she needed to big herself up.

‘Wow, that’s awesome. It must be wonderful working with such talented people as Jack Steele. Joel Googled him and said he’s worked with everyone. And I’ve seen his picture and he’s so good-looking, he could easily have been a star himself,’ Bliss said enthusiastically. She sniffed several times and rubbed her nose. Eden recognised the tell-tale signs of someone who’d just taken coke. Thank God that was one route she had never gone down herself.

Eden gave a snort of laughter. ‘Excuse me! If you like hairy scruff bags, then yeah. But, perlease, Jack Steele does nothing for me.’

‘But Joel was saying that you needed to work with Jack to get your next record deal, because things haven’t been going so well for you creatively.’ Bliss must have been aware of how hurtful her words were, but she gave Eden a butter-wouldn’t-melt-in-her-mouth smile and then sniffed again.

Eden really should have been able to rise above the barbed comment; it was hardly the first time that someone had made a bitchy remark to her. But she felt hurt and insecure that Joel had been talking about her to this beautiful model with the stupid name but the body to die for. And, more to the point, when exactly had Joel been talking to beautiful Bliss? Jealousy, insecurity and paranoia got to work inside Eden.

‘So when did Joel tell you all this?’ She tried to sound casual.

‘Oh, I don’t remember. We were together all this week on an underwear shoot. Didn’t he tell you?’ Bliss giggled coyly.

She was such a bitch! And Joel hadn’t said a word. ‘Of course he told me. We don’t have any secrets from each other.’ Liar.

‘So he told you how embarrassing it was when he got a hard on when we were being photographed together – well, embarrassing for him! Flattering for me, I guess. We blamed it on my black lace thong. It was very revealing! It took a while for the photographer to be able to get the shots.’ Another giggle, and Bliss swished back her glossy hair.

If it had been nothing more than an embarrassing moment, surely Joel would have told Eden? The fact that he hadn’t meant only one thing. He had a guilty conscience.

‘Sounds hilarious,’ Eden managed to say through gritted teeth. Now she really wanted to go home.

‘It was! Anyway, good luck working with Jack Steele. He’s got the Midas touch when it comes to songs, so hopefully he’ll be able to write some hits for you.’ Bliss paused momentarily before delivering the drop kick.

‘When exactly was your last hit? Was it 2006 or 2005?’

Eden had underestimated her! She was a fucking super-bitch! She could give other bitches bitching lessons! It was time to retaliate.

‘And you’re an expert on the music industry, are you? Aren’t you too busy trying not to eat and stuffing coke up your nose at every opportunity? I wouldn’t have thought that left you much time for anything else … except for coming up with a pretentious name like Bliss.’

Eden should have been able to ignore the other girl but she couldn’t. Maybe it was because Bliss was younger and thinner than she was, who knows? But Eden had the devil inside her now.

Once again she had underestimated her opponent. Bliss simply smiled and looked pointedly at Eden’s cleavage that was threatening to burst out of her black sequined designer dress, and at her stomach which was being held in by a pair of control briefs that were killing her and which she was sure left a tell-tale roll of flab at her waist. ‘Perhaps you should take a leaf out of my book sometime, Eden. And I could give you the name of my personal trainer. You’ll need to work at it if you ever want to squeeze into one of your famous leather catsuits again. Joel said you were worried that you had put on weight. It was brave of you to wear that dress. I didn’t know Hervé Leger made dresses in a size 14. Did you get it off your plus-size, aka lardy, friend Tanya?’

Maybe Eden might have been able to restrain herself if the comments had been directed solely against her, but Bliss slagging off her best friend was a dig too far. Eden saw red.

‘Fuck you! You’re nobody.’

And she stood up and threw her Mojito straight into Bliss’s beautiful, smug face.

‘Fat bitch!’ she spluttered back and, launching herself at Eden, yanked at her hair and lashed out at her.

What followed next was a very undignified scrap in which Eden tried frantically to push Bliss off her, and had her face slapped and dress ripped in the process. For someone so skinny and calorie-deprived, the model sure packed a punch. And while Eden struggled to get away from Bliss’s slaps and vicious nails a group formed around the warring girls. Instead of trying to pull them apart, Eden could hear cheers and exclamations of delight. ‘Bitch-slapping fest!’ ‘Girl on girl action!’ This was so not what she needed! And where the hell was Joel? Why wasn’t he here to help her out? It took a good five minutes before the bouncers intervened and brought the spectacle to an end.

‘She assaulted me!’ Bliss shrieked, as she was pulled away from Eden. ‘Call the police! I’m going to press charges against the bitch!’

‘Give it a rest!’ Eden panted. ‘You attacked me, you fucking psycho twiglet! I’m sure the police would love to interview you about your little sniff-sniff habit.’

Bliss made no further attempt to lunge at Eden, but the bouncers still held her back. And then Greg, the suave club manager, appeared on the scene. Eden had known him for years and had always got on well with him.

‘Why don’t you come up to my office, Eden?’ he said smoothly. ‘I’m sure we can sort this out. And Joel, you had better come along too.’

Finally Joel had pitched up. He looked shocked by the state of Eden and Bliss. ‘What the hell happened to you?’ he asked.

‘Isn’t it obvious! Your fucking nutcase friend.’ Eden pointed at Bliss, provoking her to screech out again, ‘Call the police!’

But Greg was already swiftly leading Eden and Joel away to the privacy of his upstairs office. Once there he poured out two generous measures of brandy and handed the glasses to Eden and Joel. He was clearly practised in the art of crisis management.

‘I don’t like brandy,’ Joel commented, but Eden gratefully took a large gulp of hers. She was shocked by Bliss’s attack. She winced as she gingerly felt her forehead where she was sure a large bruise was forming.

‘God, Joel, why the hell are you friends with her? She completely overreacted to me accidentally spilling my drink over her.’ Yes, this was her story, she would try and stick to it and just pray that no one else had seen what had actually happened.

‘That doesn’t sound like Bliss,’ he replied. ‘I’ve known her for years and she’s never done anything like that before.’ He didn’t seem at all concerned that Eden had been hurt. She took a look at herself in the mirror and almost gasped in horror. Her hair looked as if she’d been dragged through a hedge backwards, her eye make-up was smudged, her lip was bleeding, a bruise was indeed blooming across her forehead, one of the straps to her dress had been ripped causing a major wardrobe malfunction. Eden’s right boob, in all its La Perla black lace glory, was on display.

‘Well, you’re never going to see her again, are you?’ Eden said, not at all appreciating Joel’s lack of sympathy. She was bleeding and bruised for God’s sake!

‘What do you mean?’ he demanded. ‘I’ve just told you, she’s one of my oldest friends.’

Eden was about to come out with all the many, many reasons why it was obvious that Joel couldn’t possibly see Bliss again when Greg intervened.

‘I’m going to arrange a car to take you both home. You can go out the back way, to avoid the paps. And I’ll call Sadie. I’m sure she will want to put out a press statement about this, even if it’s to say “No comment”.’

Oh, that was just perfect! Sadie would be absolutely furious with Eden. Hadn’t she told her to
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