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A special dedication in this book to Neil, our friend who stewards at Eastbourne's tennis tournament every June. Without Neil's input, the behind-the-scenes detailing would not have happened, and as you all know, I like to be correct in my writing where possible! Thank you, Neil!  
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Another special dedication to Jacky, our friend and a former colleague, who lost her cancer battle in the summer. You'll always be remembered as one of the most colourful characters I ever met.
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Initially, I published the first 'Football Crazy' book to test the market in eBooks. I had no idea when I created it before the World Cup in 2010 that the series would prove more popular than my 'When The Sax Man Plays' series. 

It is my hope that in this time I have not only entertained, but educated my audience. Us, the readers, seek pleasure in losing ourselves in our books – and it is no different as an author. This world into which you have been immersed, I hope has inspired you in your own life, somehow; in some way.

Yvonne. 
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​Chapter 1


[image: ]


The Giants were crushed. There was no other word for it. Having beaten last season's FA Cup performance, this season they had outdone themselves by getting to the quarter-finals. 

Conceding not one but two goals in the last five minutes of the match, it was hard even for Aiden to smile for the press. He knew Justin too felt disappointed in their players; despite their rigorous preparations, they just ran out of steam. 

There had been a huge party prepared for the team and their partners, but Justin didn't feel it was right anymore. He and Aiden had argued weeks before about the team; he'd overridden Aiden's ideas without even giving the notion time to sink in. 

Again today Aiden told him the same: the team needed some faster younger players; to be there when the ball was in the penalty area to knock in the goals. Justin argued that the team was called the London Giants because they were of a higher calibre than the rest of the League teams. 

Aiden had shrugged and walked away from him this time: and that shocked Justin, never had Aiden walked away before. They could still go out and celebrate another league win – they were heading into the First Division having continued to be promoted each season, and Justin hoped they would continue to progress. 

He was aware that the contract he'd given Aiden had now expired. He couldn't imagine not having his brother to manage the team; but had his error given Aiden the wrong signals?

He had an hour to get ready, so he threw himself into his preparations, not surprised when he saw Lynn was ready to go: she was always prepared. She met his smile from across the room, coming closer, wrapping her arms around him and telling him there would be more opportunities. 

He nodded silently; he knew. Tonight, he was determined he would talk with Aiden and they could plot their vision for the team for many seasons to come.

Looking around the room that night, he couldn't see Aiden or Nicole. He waited for another twenty minutes before ringing Aiden's phone: no answer. 

They were calling for his speech, so he duly fulfilled the obligations, informing the awaiting team that their manager had been held up. That at least placated the crowd, he thought wryly. 

Lynn, however, knew something was wrong. “What have you done?” She was frowning at him, unbelieving his excuses.

That was the question – what had he done?
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How could he have broken his promise? Aiden again looked over at her, checking that Nicole was indeed asleep before he crept out of the room to return Justin's call. But it went to his answering machine, so he left a brief message and hung up. 

Nicole had looked after him, so he was returning the favour. Strong, independent and indeed sometimes stubborn Nicole had been replaced by a weeping and wailing woman, and he couldn't leave when she needed him. Not that he knew what to do.. 

She'd been ill before in their relationship, turning moody and almost insufferable; nothing he did pleased her and he'd almost given up trying. This time it was different; she'd clung to him, making him promise not to leave. 

Her moan woke him from restless sleep. Turning over carefully onto his side, he saw she was already awake. 

“It was your big bash tonight, and I ruined it.” She was speaking before he could. “Oh, Aiden! I'm sorry, I..”

“Sshh, it's okay, don't worry.” Gently he kissed her nearest cheek. “You're far more important.” He admitted, glad to see her smile. “Besides, it's not like we won the FA Cup.” He joked, laughing when she did. 

She reached out for him and he knew what to do: shifting closer so that he could hold her properly. 

“But still..”

“But nothing.” He cut her off. “It's fine.” 

She caught the edge to his voice. “What did you fight about?”

He half laughed. “What are you talking about?”

She closed her eyes once more. “You've fallen out with your brother.” 

Aiden was amazed, so much so he pulled away from her a little. 

Nicole pulled him back in close. “You need to make amends.” She said sleepily, but she was asleep before he could reply.

If only it was that easy, Aiden thought to himself. 
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“I need a change of scene.” She began the moment Aiden reappeared. He almost dropped the tray with their breakfast on it, she saw. “Come with me, Aiden.”

She could see he was choosing his words carefully. “Where would you like to go?”

Nicole shrugged. “Somewhere on the coast.” She struggled to pull herself to sit up against the pillows, realising that she'd become used to having him help her. Yesterday, she'd pushed away his help – and it had sent a clear signal to him that she was feeling better. 

Two weeks ago, she'd pleaded with him to not leave her; she'd grown so weak she had eventually given in to Aiden's insistence on calling a doctor. After a double course of antibiotics for an infection, colour was starting to come back to her face. 

“I'll look into it.”

She looked up at him in surprise. “You will?”

He almost laughed at her shock. “Yes.” He leant over to kiss her head. “It sounds quite appealing going to the coast. I haven't left London for years, I could do with a change myself.” He paused, watching her face for her reaction. “I can drive anywhere you..”

She cut him off. “Absolutely not! This is your holiday too, you aren't driving anywhere. We'll get a car to take us.” She was wearing her most stubborn expression he saw, and he knew there was no point in arguing. 

He recalled their conversation, months ago now, where she'd told him that she wasn't a big fan of football, tennis was her preferred sport. The grass court season was coming up, with Wimbledon on the horizon. Perhaps he could work their holiday around the timetabling of the major event.. 

Not long into his research later that day, he discovered there was an International tennis tournament at Eastbourne, a week before the prestigious Wimbledon event. There were still tickets available, even at this late stage; on the West stand of Centre Court. 

Clicking onto the Eastbourne website, he read it was on the Sunshine coast, and that made his mind up – they'd take in the tournament while they were there.

He'd never seen Nicole so excited when he relayed his idea; she told him that she'd always wanted to go to Eastbourne! 

It was perfect timing, as they were now in the football offseason – Justin had apologised for his misdemeanours and given him another three year contract to manage the Giants, promising to take onboard Aiden's ideas for getting the club to run at full potential. 

There were six weeks between now and the next pre-season matches for the Giants: Justin had told him to take as much time as he needed, informing him he'd list potential new team members and start the Giants pre-season training in four weeks' time without him. Aiden had laughed, telling him that he'd be away only a few weeks; but Justin reiterated that he could take more time if he wanted.

Part of Aiden wondered what was going on; part of him already knew that Justin needed him to steer the team. Lynn too would have persuaded Justin to see sense: Aiden's experience was invaluable, and he should listen to any ideas put forward, whether he agreed with them personally or not. 
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The Queen's Hotel hadn't been Nicole's choice – she wanted to stay at The Grand, Eastbourne's premier hotel. Yet again, it was a part of Aiden's down-to-earth thinking, she realised. 

The hotel was right on the seafront, two minutes from the Pier, so their room overlooked the sea. Not too far away stood the Victorian bandstand: music from the concerts drifted on the wind, enticing people to walk over and stop to listen for a while, no matter who was performing. 

It was perfect because it was cosy and just a little bit pretentious, which pleased Nicole's inner princess. The hotel had a television history – being the scene for an episode of Poirot; one that Nicole could recount with amazing clarity. 

They'd arrived a week before the tournament was due to start, but in the last few days they'd strolled by players who had arrived early for the qualifying rounds. 

Nicole pointed them out to him, naming them as they ran past; greeting them as if they were good friends. Aiden was a little bemused by all of this, wondering if anyone would recognise him amongst the tennis stars.. 

The England football team were currently away in South America playing their part in World Cup history; pubs displayed boards inviting passersby to watch the games live. Aiden didn't dare look up as they went by, knowing he'd be drawn into the crowds to make predictions before he blinked. He didn't fancy becoming this year's Paul the Octopus!

As the sun shone on the sea's white horses rolling onto the shingle beach, Nicole couldn't help but marvel at the beauty of nature. Eastbourne's seafront promenade was laid in practical brick and concrete on two levels, making their walks far easier than she'd expected. Between the lower promenade and the road was a beautifully landscaped slope, dulling the traffic noise, not that there was much. Eastbourne had a peaceful vibe, even in the height of summer. 

Nicole was looking forward to seeing the players in action, having never actually physically been to any match. She knew the players by their pictures, therefore she knew their names as they crossed paths. In the past, she had looked into going to Wimbledon, but it was too challenging to face alone so she had given up. 

The look on Aiden's face had been priceless when she'd informed him she was more into tennis than football: she wondered if he too would look into going with her to Wimbledon. It was possible, after all, just a daunting concept on your own. Like just about everything else. She sighed.

“What was that sigh for?” He stopped walking, looking directly at her.

She smiled at his handsome, serious face. “Life without you.” She shook her head. “You make everything better, Aiden. Everything.” She watched the smile light his face, smiling when he leant over to kiss her, meeting his kiss. 

“You're too kind.”

She shook her head. “I mean it.” She sighed again, glad when he hugged her. “There were some days I never got up, there didn't seem any point.” She smiled at him. “But there is now. You've given my life purpose, and direction; you've given me a reason to live.”

“Oh, Nicky.” He gave her a gentle squeeze. “I had no idea you felt like that.” He kissed her again.

After a moment or two of silence between them, Nicole confessed: “I also feel like writing again.”

Aiden pulled away from her, astonished. Nicole's last book had been published five years ago, she hadn't felt the urge since. 

“I know.” She laughed at his reaction. “I feel the same.” She leant up to kiss him again. “It's thanks to you: you've reignited my fire.” 

The smile across his face turned to a beam. 

As they began again to make their way towards the pier, the bandstand loomed large in their sights. There was currently no performance dominating the landmark, so the general public were allowed free access. 

“It's beautiful, isn't it?” Nicole breathed, running her hands along the marbled pillars. 

Aiden turned around, looking at the rows of seats, smiling at her. “We should come to a concert here, I bet the acoustics are fantastic.”

“As long as it's not windy.” Nicole half joked, shivering with the thought. “What's on?” 

Aiden walked over to the Bandstand timetable. “There are several over the next two weeks, including a firework spectacular tonight. What do you fancy seeing?” 

Nicole's eyes lit up as she saw Mercury were playing. “Mercury is the best Queen tribute band ever. They always get rave reviews.”

“I didn't know you were a Queen fan?”

Nicole smiled at him. “There's a lot about me you don't know, Aiden Lewis.” She teased.

“That might be so, but I intend to find out.” He teased back, kissing her again. 

“Good. I was hoping you'd say that.” She gave him an almost-shy smile. 

“Nicky, I wouldn't be here now if I thought our futures went in different directions.” He waited for her response: she nodded. “I want to know everything about you.”

Nicole's eyes widened. “Everything?”

Aiden nodded solemnly. “And I want to share everything with you.”

Slowly, she nodded. “So, you'll introduce me to your daughters, and your son?”

“Yes, of course. But when the time is right.”

Nicole frowned. “What do you mean 'when the time is right?' Surely the time is right?”

Aiden nodded. “I mean, it's a lot for you and it's a lot for them to take onboard.” His smile was wry. “I have a feeling Harry won't react in the same way as the girls will.” 

He told her of his Sunday lunch with Harry, Ava and Christine - Ava's mother - not so many months ago.

Nicole nodded understandingly. “The girls will think I'm trying to take Leah's place.”

Aiden blew out his sigh, relieved that she understood the delicacy of the situation.

“But I am, really.” She hesitated. “I'll never be their mother, but I will be their step-mother. That's a lot to get used to.” 

Aiden nodded again. “I don't want them to blow everything out of proportion; I don't want them to upset you. If anything, I want them to blame me, not you.” He sighed.

“So talk to them. Sadie and Ella aren't children anymore, Aiden.”

He shook his head and shrugged. “I will.” He sighed again, pausing. “I just hope you'll all get along.”

“Don't worry about it until you have to.” Nicole slipped her hand into his, squeezing it when she saw his attention wander to the horizon and remain there. “Justin and I didn't get off to the best start, I know, but it's fine now.”

He nodded. 

Nicole sensed he was distant from her, although he was standing by her side. There was a lot to Aiden that she didn't yet know, and she suspected there would be a lot that would remain a secret to her.
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Aiden had remained distant for the rest of the day, and she couldn't snap him from it. If she was honest, it had almost ruined the day for her. 

For a public figure, she was beginning to realise he was a very private person. Much like she had been: only, he had broken her reclusiveness, so she was determined to be the one to break his. 

Really, she had been surprised how similar they were; she hoped this meant they would connect on more than one level and she had been pleasantly surprised by how easily Aiden's life had fitted with her own. Sure, she had to make sacrifices, but so had he - that was how relationships functioned.

That night the weather turned, so they watched the fireworks from the comfort of their sea facing room, ooh-ing and ahh-ing together as the wind took a break to let the fireworks decorate the inky black sky over the bandstand. 

It was truly beautiful in Eastbourne. The notion struck Nicole that she could easily live here. The town had everything they might need. The clean air was full of health benefits, and the people were so genuinely friendly and helpful. It was such a change from London: she'd fallen in love with the place instantly. But she knew she'd have to stay in London if she was to stay with Aiden, and she couldn't even think of being without him now. It was too soon in the relationship to lose her heart, she knew, but the damage had already been done. 

The very idea of the promise ring had been so cheesy it had made her cringe; nonetheless, it was one that felt right, and sent him the right signal, so it had been worth it. She'd noticed a week or so afterwards Aiden was wearing her ring with his wedding ring on the chain around his neck, and that was a good sign – or so she hoped.  

On their walk this morning, several of the bigger names in tennis had been jogging past: Nicole's excitement arose. 

She filled Aiden in once they were out of earshot, listing their name, country, ranking and recent achievements; the information tripped off her tongue as easily as the titles of her books. 

Tomorrow the qualifying rounds began, and she'd explained to him that the top ranked players wouldn't play until Tuesday, much in the manner of Premier League teams entering the FA Cup at the Third Round Proper stage. 

Aiden laughed at her explaining it to him in football terms, realising then that Nicole was the breath of fresh air he needed in his life. As they neared the bandstand – this time on the upper level, not the lower as yesterday – impulse grabbed him, and he knew the time was right. 

He cursed his lack of preparations, something that was most unlike him, but he just had to do it now. 

“You said yesterday that I'd reignited your fire,” he paused, taking in her smile; the sparkle in her eyes. “I've been thinking about it, Nicky, and I feel the same. I want to make you the same promise you made me. I want, no; I need you in my life. It isn't worth living without you.” Taking her hands, he went down on one knee before her, to her shock. “My path ended when I lost Lee, and I know now, with you, you've shown me that all is not lost.” She saw the tears well in his eyes, and found hers were the same. “You and I, we were two lost souls, but now we have each other, our lives are complete.” He drew in a deep breath. “I know the answer to this question already, but I want to make it official. Nicole Adams, I want to dream my dreams with you, and only you. Will you marry me?” 

Nicole was speechless. She'd dreamt for years about this: the man that she loved, on one knee, showering her with love and compliments, completing her life like nobody else ever could. 

Swallowing hard, she tried to hold back her tears, nodding and bursting into tears of happiness at the same time. Aiden hugged her, also with tears streaming down his face.

“Yes, I will. I will, of course I will.” She whispered in his ear, sniffing back a fresh batch of tears. She was confused however, when he laughed.

“I'm so sorry, Nicky, I haven't got a ring. Not yet, but we'll get one.” He gave her a gentle squeeze before he let her go. “I want you to choose it.”

“Me?” Nicole sounded horrified, so he pulled away to look into her face.

“Why not?” He smiled. 

“But, Aiden..” The end of her argument tailed off.

“We'll do it together.” His smile widened as the answer presented itself to him. “As we shall tackle every other decision we make.”

“I rather like that idea.” She kissed him, surprised when he met her kiss with a passion he hadn't displayed before.

At the jewellers, they had the shop to themselves. Aiden could tell Nicole felt overwhelmed by choice. 

The manager himself was serving them, establishing that price was no object – an assumption he'd made the second he saw his famous customer. His staff were overawed to have such an important customer, and so he'd sent them all away. 

“How about something a little different?” He suggested.

“How different?” Nicole found her voice, watching as he retrieved the ring and placed it in front of her on the counter.

“The designer is Le Vian. Created from 14 carat strawberry gold, the oval-shaped ruby is set in diamonds, with chocolate diamond and rhodolite shoulders.”  

For the second time in one day, Nicole was speechless.

“The brand has proven popularity in Hollywood.” He added, seeing that she was enraptured. Carefully he handed it over, suggesting she try it for size. 

“Oh no, I don't think so.” Nicole began.

“Why not?” Aiden frowned. “It's perfect.” Again he knelt before her, taking her left hand in his and slipping the ring over her finger. “It fits. It's meant to be.” He beamed at her. 

“It is beautiful.” The words were out of her mouth before she could stop herself.

“Just like you.” Aiden kissed her. “Thank you, we'll take it.”

The manager's eyebrows raised. “You wouldn't like to browse the selection?” He looked between them, pausing.

Aiden looked to Nicole, but her gaze was still transfixed on the ring. He chuckled. “There's no need, it's perfect, just like Nicole.” 

While the manager was filling out the paperwork for the transaction, Nicole watched as Aiden unclipped the chain around his neck and slipped her ring off it before he reattached the fastening. Holding it out to her, she saw a mischievous expression on his face she hadn't seen before.

“Fair's fair after all.” He said. 

She smiled as she took the ring from him, placing it on his finger as she had done when she'd presented it to him on New Year's Eve.  
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There were seven of the top ten women's professional tennis players in the main draw, Nicole informed him. The men's event ran alongside the women's, although it hadn't always been a mixed tournament. 

Secretly, Aiden wasn't sure about spending a whole week watching tennis. Any one-sided match might be boring. Nicole sensed this, informing him that doubles matches always drew more of a crowd as they were shorter and generally easier for spectators to get into. 

She made a mental note to not spend their time at any one match, trying to broaden Aiden's horizons. Whereas a football match was 90 minutes plus stoppage time, tennis players sometimes battled for three or four hours before the match was won. Personally, Nicole loved this type of match and wondered how many of these she'd get to see while they were here.

They got talking with all the stewards on each court, finding the man on Number 1 court, Neil, the friendliest. Aiden took a back seat in match conversations, not knowing which players they were conversing about. 

Nicole explained to Neil that this was the first time Aiden had been to a tennis tournament – Neil nodded wisely, knowing, as virtually everyone did, who he was. He took the time to give Aiden a few pointers to look out for in a match to spark his interest. 

There wasn't much shelter in the grounds of Devonshire Park, be it from the harsh bright sunshine or dreary rain showers. Neil informed them that in recent years they had lost two or three days to the rain, but they'd still completed the tournament before the Saturday finals. 

The weather forecast for the week, yet again, was a mixed one – Neil pointed out several places where they could seek shelter without attracting much attention, something they were both grateful for.

Searching through the order of play for a name that meant something to him, Aiden was struck by how many different countries were represented. The programme contained interviews from players past and present, all praising the tournament; saying how relaxed it was and how it was such great preparation for the upcoming Grand Slam at Wimbledon.  

Nicole explained there were other tournaments at the same time in different locations around the world, and also that different tournaments had different rankings. The top players on the men's and women's tours were determined by the highest collected ranking points; she also explained several tournaments had a definitive 'must attend' status. Any non-attendees, if they weren't injured or ill, had points deducted for pulling out of such events. It made sense, even to Aiden's uninitiated mind.

Eastbourne had an interesting history, in that most years one of the finalists had been a qualifier. That was quite an achievement, to play and win eight matches throughout the week for a prized position in the final. Aiden smiled to himself, remembering the old adage that everyone loved an underdog.

As they took shelter for a rain delay later that afternoon, Nicole pointed something out to him that Aiden hadn't taken much notice of. 

There were lots of photographers: some were press, earmarked by the fluorescent bibs they had to wear - but not one camera focused solely on him! The event was televised, and they had no doubt he had been picked out in the crowd with Nicole, but it was a refreshing change to be out of the spotlight. 

Devonshire Park was a fantastic venue with a buzzing, friendly atmosphere throughout the grounds. Aiden had seen Wimbledon briefly on TV and everything seemed so far away; but here they were within touching distance of the players. Each court had security, but it hardly seemed necessary. No wonder the players all agreed it was a peaceful week for them. 

He'd planned to take Nicole to Wimbledon, and already had their tickets, almost unable to wait to tell her what he had planned. Now he wondered how different it would be..

By mid week, he was starting to get into it, and although tennis would never replace football in his mind, Aiden was enjoying being able to relax in the sunshine without a care in the world. The thwack of tennis balls and the shrieking of seagulls overhead were the only noises in his mind.

Each competitor was a strict professional: the sheer effort on their faces told you how seriously they took their match performances. Every win was mountainous, every defeat crushing. He realised there were players in the Second, Third and Fourth Division who didn't put in half as much effort as every player here.

Throughout the week, he learned a lot – Nicole was impressed, he could tell; Neil also was when they met each day. Aiden was able to join their conversations, picking out the winner almost always before a match had even started. 

Neil was astounded by his ability to do this, joking that he should put a bet on the match winners. Neil too was into football, and had an interested eye on this year’s World Cup games, asking Aiden who he fancied to win the tournament this year? 

But Aiden wouldn't be drawn into any predictions, insisting that things had changed a great deal since he'd been in charge of the English team, and he couldn't possibly say who might make the final.

“You're right.” Neil nodded at Nicole. “He is the master of managerial psychology!”

Nicole laughed, and Aiden looked at her bemused. 
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Yet again, history repeated itself with a qualifier in both finals. The doubles finalists were both the top two rankings, which – Nicole informed him – actually was quite unusual. Throughout the week, Aiden realised he had made certain players his favourites and sought out their matches. Equally, if Nicole's favourites were on court, they spent time there. 

Yesterday's windy conditions for the semi finals had almost made play unmanageable, but the right results had happened – or so he thought. Nicole was disappointed when her favourite male player lost his semi final yesterday; her
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