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About the Book

Sapphire Jones doesn’t believe in relationships any more – not since she caught her husband in bed with another woman.

Now Sapphire only sees men on her terms, which is why her current lover is young, good-looking, and great in bed. What more does a girl need?
 
Sapphire puts all her passion into making a success of her lingerie and hen weekend business, and life seems pretty good. Until she meets a charming businessman who is more than a match for her. And then a hen party organised by Sapphire ends in disaster, and she becomes front-page news for all the wrong reasons.

Suddenly her business is in jeopardy, her private life is falling apart, and in the middle of all this Sapphire realises that she is not immune to love after all. But has she left it too late?
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Chapter 1

SAPPHIRE JONES DIDN’T believe in relationships, not since she had arrived back from work unexpectedly early to discover her husband in bed with another woman. Two years on from the bitter divorce Sapphire remained deeply cynical about men. Of course she still had them in her life – she had no intention of living like a nun – but only on her terms, which was why Jay, her current lover, was four years younger than her, extremely good-looking, didn’t place any emotional demands on her (so far, fingers crossed) and was great in bed. What more did a girl want? Sapphire reflected as she parked her cherry red Mini Cooper in the underground garage and headed for the lifts up to her penthouse apartment.

She was looking forward to sipping a large vodka and tonic in the bath, then meeting up with her friends Jazz and Sam for drinks and dinner, and maybe rounding off the night by inviting Jay over for no-strings-attached sex. She loved being one hundred per cent in control and knowing exactly what she was doing, so she was pissed off to discover Jay sprawled out on her sofa (her brand-new, mocha brown Italian leather, very expensive sofa) watching the football. What the hell was he doing here?

‘Babe!’ he called out as soon as he saw her. Sapphire gave him her WTF look. ‘You’ve forgotten haven’t you?’

Jay got up. At six foot two he was a fit guy in all senses of the word. He was a personal trainer, had biceps that Sapphire adored caressing, abs of steel, the cutest bum and long muscular legs. Looks-wise he resembled Wentworth Miller from Prison Break, though even better-looking with the same buzz-cut hair, deep brown eyes the colour of molten chocolate, chiselled regular features and a very sexy mouth. Seeing him standing there in his tight white vest and running shorts, Sapphire wondered if a change of plan wasn’t such a bad idea after all. She could have sex and then go out for dinner. She smiled as she wound her arms round his neck and pulled him close to her, ‘What have I forgotten, babe?’

‘You agreed you’d come running with me and then we’d have dinner. You know, so we could spend more time together?’ Jay’s beautiful eyes had a slightly hurt look.

Fuck! Sapphire had completely forgotten. She hated running. She slid one arm from round his neck and ran her hand caressingly over the steel abs, ending up on the running shorts, the very well-filled running shorts. ‘I’ve got a much better idea,’ she whispered. ‘And isn’t sex supposed to be good for toning up?’

Jay sighed. ‘Not as good as running, babe.’

Double fuck! There was no way, just no freaking way that Sapphire was going to forgo her plan of drink, dinner, sex, or sex, drink, dinner for a run!

‘Trust me: you won’t want to miss out on this,’ she murmured, falling to her knees. The consolation blow job. Surely Jay would not turn this down?

Another sigh, ‘Sometimes, Sapphire, I think you only see me as being good for sex.’

And your problem with that is what? She thought. She stared up at him from underneath her lashes, ‘So you don’t want me to carry on?’ she parted her lips and licked them for good measure, certain that Jay’s annoyance wouldn’t last once she got down to it. Sure enough he didn’t try and stop her as she slowly slid the running shorts off. It was slightly less erotic removing the jockstrap but sometimes a girl’s got to do what a girl’s got to do.

As she had predicted, Jay didn’t tell her to stop. And when she’d rewarded him with a top of the range BJ he reciprocated with some mind-blowing oral work on her. So much better than her last lover who rarely returned the favour. He didn’t last long. Sapphire had high standards when it came to her lovers and if they didn’t cut it, she wasn’t going to hang around. All in all she reflected lying back on the sofa in a dreamy post-orgasmic haze, the evening was going very well. She’d have a quick shower and then dash off to meet Jazz and Sam. She made to get up, but Jay pulled her back next to him, ‘Where are you off to?’ he murmured sleepily.

‘I’m supposed to be meeting Jazz and Sam at half eight.’

‘You were supposed to be spending the evening with me.’ The BJ glow had worn off a bit bloody quickly. Some men were hard to please!

‘I’m really sorry, babe; I’ll make it up to you I promise.’

‘When?’ Jay demanded holding onto her wrist.

‘I could probably do tomorrow night.’ Hopefully it would rain and surely even Jay wouldn’t make her run in bad weather. She could pretend to have a cold coming on or something; she remembered reading that it was very unwise to exercise when you were ill.

‘Fine, same arrangement, a run then dinner. Don’t worry, I’ll cook, I know what a fucking disaster you are in the kitchen.’

Sapphire didn’t liked being told that she was a disaster at anything. But she decided to be cool. ‘Babe, I’m the reason they invented ready meals.’

Jay laughed and let go of her wrist. ‘And when am I going to meet your friends?’

Sapphire shrugged and muttered, ‘Soon’, and dashed to the bathroom before he could think of anything else to say.

It was funny, she reflected, under her power shower; Jay wasn’t turning out to be the easy-going boy toy she had hoped for. Please God, don’t let him want a relationship!

‘Sapphire! You’re such a total bitch!’ Her best friend Jasmine – known as Jazz to all her close friends – exclaimed once Sapphire had told them her reason for being late. ‘I can’t believe you were so mean to him.’ She paused and frowned, wrinkling her cute nose and flicking back her shoulder-length white-blonde hair. ‘Well, actually I can, knowing what you’re like.’

‘Oh come on, he knew what he was getting into when he got involved with me; I never said anything about having a relationship.’ Sapphire sulkily swirled the ice round in her vodka and tonic.

‘You’re the only woman I know who doesn’t want a relationship,’ Sam put in. ‘Sometimes I don’t know whether to believe you.’

Sapphire scowled in mock disgust and drummed her red nails on the table. Maybe she did act all tough where men were concerned but that was because she was never ever going to let herself be hurt by one again.

‘Watch the frown lines!’ Jazz shot back.

‘I’ll hit the Botox when I’m thirty,’ Sapphire replied.

She’d known Jazz and Sam for years as the three of them had gone to the same secondary school. She couldn’t imagine not having them in her life. Jazz was the polar opposite of Sapphire, a pretty, blue-eyed blonde to Sapphire’s striking and dramatic beauty: dark blue eyes, full sensuous lips and long jet black hair.

Sam had shoulder-length auburn hair, quite a pretty face, with hazel eyes and a cute dimple on her right cheek. But as far as Sapphire was concerned Sam was hiding her light under a bushel or two. Sam had been dieting on and off for as long as Sapphire had known her, yo-yoing from a size twelve to an eighteen. Now she had a size sixteen. Sapphire supposed it wasn’t easy for Sam being friends with her and Jazz – Sapphire was an eight and Jazz a ten, but sometimes she despaired of Sam’s lack of self-control and thought if she had to hear about one more diet plan she would scream.

The three girls were as different in personalities as in looks. Sapphire was driven, ambitious and her default position was never to trust anyone. Jazz was slightly dizzy, always saw the good in people and was the most hopeless romantic Sapphire had ever met. She’d been going out with her boyfriend Ben for the last three years and really wanted to do the whole get married, have babies thing, which left Sapphire cold. Sam could be fun and had a wicked sense of humour when she chose. But she was constantly putting herself down and her love life was a disaster area. She always ended up going out with men who treated her like shit, which also drove Sapphire mad: she just didn’t get that whole low self-esteem mindset that Sam seemed locked into.

The three looked so different that they’d often joked they should form a girl band. There was just one slight problem: none of them could sing. But as Sapphire said, when did that ever stop anyone? Instead, Jazz worked as a beautician in Sapphire’s beauty rooms and Sam worked in a small jeweller’s and made her own jewellery when she got the chance. She always talked about having a jewellery line of her own. Sapphire didn’t like to point out that Sam was nearly thirty and had better bloody get on with it . . .

‘So, when are we going to meet sex-machine Jay?’ Sam asked.

Sapphire shook her head, in absolutely no hurry to make that arrangement. Since her divorce she found it much easier to compartmentalise her life and tried where possible to keep lovers and friends apart.

‘You could always bring him to the school reunion,’ Jazz put in.

‘God! You’re not still on about that are you?’ Sapphire had been Facebooked about the reunion a while ago but had no intention of going and had deleted the event from her profile as soon as it came up. She couldn’t imagine anything worse than meeting up with some of her classmates, who were bound to bombard her with questions about Alfie, her ex-husband, who had also gone to the same school.

‘It’ll be fun,’ Jazz insisted perkily, fiddling with the hot-pink hairband that matched perfectly the pink of her immaculately manicured nails. Jazz was into colour-coordinating in a big way and always matched her nails to her accessories.

‘Are you having a laugh!’ Sapphire snorted. ‘That reunion will be as much fun as a colonic irrigation! There’s a reason why I’m not in contact with most of the people I was at school with – I have nothing in common with them!’ Sapphire did a major eye roll. ‘And what if my ex-husband turns up?’

The three girls all quickly made the sign of the cross as if to ward off a vampire.

‘Isn’t Alfie still in Ibiza running that club? He’s not going to come all the way back just for the reunion is he?’ Jazz said.

‘I suppose not.’

‘Anyway, it’s final: you’re coming. I’ve got your ticket.’ Sam pushed an envelope over to Sapphire. ‘You should see it as a networking opportunity – that’s what you’re always going on about, isn’t it?’ she added.

‘I suppose so,’ Sapphire grudgingly admitted and shoved the envelope to the bottom of her bag so she didn’t have to think about it.

She might put on a front and pretend not to give a shit about seeing Alfie again, but the truth was she didn’t really know how she would cope if she came face to face with him. She wanted to play it cool, make him realise what he had thrown away, walk all over him in her latest Louboutin red-soled shoes metaphorically – and literally, if she could manage it. Ah yes, how satisfying that would be – Alfie always did have a low pain threshold, but what if she crumbled at the sight of him? It didn’t bear thinking about. She and Alfie had been childhood sweethearts and married young. She had been devastated when she discovered that he’d been unfaithful. A month later the pain only got sharper when she found out that his lover was pregnant. In the aftermath of the divorce Sapphire was left with a broken heart; Alfie, on the other hand, got a whole new life. While she was sure she no longer loved him, he still exerted a powerful hold over her feelings.

Since the divorce Sapphire had channelled even more of her energies into her work and she loved it. Every time she opened the front door to the pale-pink terraced house she owned in the heart of Brighton’s vibrant Lanes where her business was based, she got a thrill. It was all hers! She had started Something For The Weekend five years ago when she’d seen how phenomenally popular Brighton was becoming as a hen-weekend destination. Before that she had managed a lingerie boutique but had always dreamt of running her own business. Now Sapphire offered groups of women luxury weekend packages. Everything was arranged for them – from their hotel booking, to their beauty treatments to securing them tables at some of the city’s best restaurants and arranging nightclub entrance. All they needed to do was turn up, L-plates and devil horns optional. She also offered a whole range of other activities from quad biking to lap-dancing lessons and male-model drawing (always a nightmare when the women had too much to drink – she was almost running out of students to employ), makeovers and photography sessions. Downstairs she had a boutique where she sold lingerie and sex toys and upstairs were the beauty rooms where the hens could have treatments – facials, manicures, pedicures and massages – drink champagne, listen to music or watch DVDs.

There was fierce competition now in the hen-weekend market but Sapphire liked to think she offered something a little bit different. She’d designed the house to make it seem like a boudoir of delights, with red velvet sofas, fairy lights, scented candles and black-and-white photos of Daniel Craig, George Clooney, Brad Pitt and Hugh Jackman on the walls. It was just the kind of place women wanted to hang out in. She also gave her clients her personal attention, on call all weekend in case there was anything they needed. And she’d made sure that she’d built up close relationships with the other businesses she worked with.

She often reflected that it was ironic that her work revolved round hen weekends as she was so cynical about marriage. But she kept that cynicism to herself and whenever any of the clients asked if she was married, she generally replied that she hadn’t met the right man yet. She didn’t want to burst their fantasy that marriage lasts for ever.

The house was busiest Friday through to Sunday, but Sapphire offered beauty treatments throughout the week and had a regular flow of clients. The downstairs boutique did okay as well, as Sapphire had done her research and offered a wide range of lingerie from high-end expensive treats to cheaper everyday items and her customers appreciated the personal service they received there.

Along with Jazz she employed two other people part-time: Vanessa, a statuesque blonde who worked in the boutique, and was also a gym instructor, and Kiki, a tiny redhead, another beauty therapist, who was great but had a bit of a temper sometimes. She could give Perez Hilton a run for his money when it came to getting catty. They’d all been with her from the start and to Sapphire it felt like her real family. Far less dysfunctional than her own . . .

But as well as the business was going, Sapphire was always conscious of the need to be one step ahead, which was why she was so thrilled that Tuesday afternoon when she received a phone call from Georgia Cox, an old schoolfriend of hers who also happened to be a leading actress on a soap.

‘Georgia! How are you!’

‘I’m engaged! Did you see the story in heat?’

Sapphire hadn’t but pretended that she had. She had learnt early on in business that massaging her clients’ egos was crucial, particularly so if that client happened to be famous. People like Georgia really thought the world revolved around them. Sapphire was not going to be the one to tell them that it didn’t.

‘Congratulations! That’s wonderful news.’ Sapphire lied very convincingly, ‘Dex is a very lucky man.’ The second lucky man, actually, as Georgia had already been married.

‘No! I’m not engaged to that bastard! It’s Tyler, my co-star!’

Wow, Georgia was a fast worker. As far as Sapphire knew, she and Tyler had only started working together in the last three months. And it was only a few issues ago that she’d seen Georgia draped round another poor bloke in heat. Sapphire couldn’t keep up.

‘He proposed on my birthday, it was so romantic.’

Sapphire made all the right noises as Georgia gave her blow-by-blow account of the proposal. The romantic dinner at the very exclusive Mandarin Oriental in Knightsbridge; the uber-luxurious Royal Suite, with red rose petals scattered all over the bed where she’d discovered the cutest little white Chihuahua dog sitting in a basket. ‘And you know how I adore dogs!’ Georgia gushed. ‘I was so busy petting the little sweetheart – who I’ve named Vuitton, by the way.’

What else? thought Sapphire, wondering how much longer she would have to listen to this. Georgia, totally unaware of Sapphire’s boredom, went on, hardly stopping for air. ‘It took me ages to actually see the ring round his neck, which is insane because the stone is huge! In fact when Tyler went down on one knee I thought he was going to suggest some pervy master and servant game! But you know me, I’m up for anything! Then I saw the ring and I was gobsmacked. I screeched so loudly, that Tyler said I nearly shattered the window! Vuitton didn’t like it either and hid under the bed all night but the dog trainer says he will get over it. But I was just so overwhelmed – I mean, the moment I saw Tyler I knew he was the one. We have this really intense connection.’

‘Really? That’s brilliant,’ Sapphire replied, hoping she sounded suitably enthusiastic. Georgia had made the exact same comment about the connection between her and her last husband and that connection fizzled out almost as quickly as a sparkler on bonfire night.

‘So now I want the best fucking hen weekend ever and I thought who better than you to organise it! Especially since Brighton was my old stomping ground.’

Now Sapphire was perking up. Georgia was a favourite of the tabloids and gossip mags for her colourful private life – her many famous ex-lovers, two boob jobs and frequent trips to rehab to get over her drink and drug addictions – there was bound to be great publicity in it for Something For The Weekend.

‘I’ll give you the best fucking weekend ever!’ Sapphire promised her.

‘And I’m going to do a magazine deal – I haven’t decided who with yet.’

Even better! Sapphire’s mind was already whirring with possibilities.

‘There’s just one thing – it’s in six weeks’ time, that won’t be a problem will it?’

It certainly would. Sapphire’s weekends were booked up months in advance. She was going to have to do some serious juggling.

‘That’s no problem at all, Georgia. How about I put together some ideas and email them to you?’

‘Darling, I trust you completely to arrange it. There will be eight of us. We’d like beauty treatments, dinner, a lovely hotel somewhere, a male stripper – the best you’ve got – and didn’t I read somewhere about a male strip show? I want to go there. I need to see as many different cocks as possible before I restrict myself to the one for the rest of my life! Lucky for me Tyler’s got an anaconda!’ Georgia laughed raucously.

Sapphire’s own laughter was more restrained; she’d forgotten how crude Georgia could be. And my God, a stripper and a strip show? Usually she just had to book the one event, not both! Georgia was hardcore in her demands. She pitied any male stripper who had to get his kit off for her. But there was no question that Georgia’s hen weekend would be good for business. It was a booking she simply could not afford to turn down.

Georgia continued, ‘Oh and I thought I’d drop in on the school reunion – it should be a laugh, are you going?’

Damn. That meant Sapphire would definitely have to go now to keep her client happy and seal the deal. ‘Yes, I can’t wait.’ Sometimes her ability to lie convincingly surprised even her.

After the call, Sapphire sat at her desk for a few minutes in a daze. Then she logged on to her diary and frantically called up the dates. Fuck! She knew it! She already had a booking. It would be bad business to cancel, but the following week was free: maybe, just maybe, she would be able to shift those hens to there. Sapphire prided herself on treating all her clients equally but she was also a realist and when it came down to it some clients were just more important than others and she couldn’t risk loosing the hen that could lay the golden egg or was that a goose? Whatever! She had to accommodate Georgia. She reached for the phone.

Fifteen minutes and some very hard bargaining and promises of a big discount later she had managed to persuade the hen party to move weekends. Now she just had to book the hotel and restaurant and come up with a package to wow Georgia and the magazine.

‘Have you had lunch yet?’ Jazz had wandered down to the office in her black beautician’s uniform. She held up her hands and considered her nails. Today she’d gone for a day-glo orange that made tango look pale and interesting. And she’d coordinated with orange hair slides and orange pumps. Sapphire had tried in vain to get Jazz to go for neutral colours but subtlety was not her forte; besides, lots of the clients loved her look and it certainly cheered the place up.

‘Too busy,’ Sapphire replied. She’d already tried two hotels and been given the brush-off even with the mention of the publicity. She was getting a knot of tension in her stomach. ‘Georgia Cox just called, she wants me to organise her hen weekend.’

‘Georgia?’ Jazz said sharply. Sapphire knew that her friend had never particularly cared for Georgia ever since she had gone out with one of Jazz’s ex-boyfriends while they were at school. Except neither Jazz nor Sapphire was sure if Georgia had waited for him to be an ex. Even back then she always tended to get what or who she wanted with no regard to anyone else.

Sapphire quickly filled her in. ‘It’s a big deal for us Jazz, we could get some really great publicity.’

Jazz sighed. ‘I know, Sapphire, it’s just I can’t stand the cow. She’d better keep away from my Ben. I’m not having that slapper trying her luck with him.’

Sapphire thought it unlikely that a leading soap star would be interested in someone who was a plasterer and taught Judo in his spare time – cute as Ben undoubtedly was.

‘I’ll get Kiki to do her treatments; you’ll hardly have to see her, I promise.’

‘Okay, I’ll go along with it and not tell the old witch what I think of her on one condition.’ Jazz folded her arms and looked at Sapphire.

‘What’s that?’ Sapphire asked, wondering if Jazz would expect an afternoon off as compensation.

‘You let me and Sam meet Jay.’

Sapphire shook her head in disbelief. ‘God, you’re persistent!’

‘Well, what about tonight? We could all go out for a drink to celebrate landing Georgia Cox’s hen weekend.’

That sounded like a good idea to Sapphire, then she remembered, ‘I can’t, I promised Jay I’d go running, I’ve already blown him off once.’

Jazz sniggered, ‘Don’t you mean blown him!’

Sapphire rolled her eyes. ‘I can’t believe I’m saying this but I really have got to go running.’

‘Now that I have to see, where are you going?’

Sapphire shook her head, ‘You’ll never get it out of me.’

‘I swear to God I’m going to die if you make me run any further!’ Sapphire panted as she and Jay ran along Brighton’s seafront, past the old ruined Pier, a vast iron skeleton in the sea, and on towards Hove. They’d done about a mile and a half so far. Sapphire hadn’t run like this since she was at school and she hadn’t liked the experience then; she liked it even less now. Jay was totally unsympathetic as he effortlessly jogged beside her, not remotely out of breath, not even breaking a sweat, whereas Sapphire knew her face had turned scarlet – so not a good colour on her – and she had stitch. And people did this for pleasure? They must be masochists!

‘We’ll just go to Hove, then we’ll turn back,’ Jay told her. ‘And if you make it I’ll give you a massage when we get back.’ Then he winked at her. Now that was more like it.

Jay’s expert massages nearly always turned into something else even more enjoyable. But right now Sapphire did not want a massage or anything else. Great, so not only had Jay put her through hell on this run, but he’d also managed to put her off sex. She’d never thought that would be possible! She grunted at him and concentrated on her running. Where was the endorphin rush that Jay had promised her? Suddenly out of the corner of her eye she saw two very familiar figures sitting at a table at one of the seafront cafés and looking expectantly along the promenade. It was Jazz and Sam. There was no way their presence could be a coincidence. They’d come to watch her. Bastards!

They got up out of their seats and began chanting, ‘Go Sapphire! Go Sapphire!’ and pretended to be cheerleaders – Jazz even performed a mini-routine – waving her hands in the air, high-kicking and then wiggling her bum for good measure. Sapphire could kill them for this! She was all set to ignore them but Jay had slowed down.

‘Friends of yours?’ he asked, jogging on the spot.

Sapphire nodded and managed to gasp out ‘Jazz, Sam’ as she pointed out her friends.’ She stopped running but Jay wasn’t having that. ‘Keep moving, Sapphire, you have to keep your heart rate going.’

He turned to her friends and smiled his cute, sexy, Diet Coke break ad smile. Sapphire could tell her friends were impressed by his good looks – in fact, Jazz’s tongue was practically on the floor. It would serve her right if someone trod on it. ‘I’m Jay, good to meet you.’

‘Lovely to meet you,’ Sam replied, Jazz was too busy winding in her tongue. ‘We’ve wanted to meet you for ages,’ Sam looked meaningfully at Sapphire, who gave her the finger. ‘What are you doing after the run?’

‘I’m cooking dinner,’ Jay cut his eyes to Sapphire, ‘I can cook for your friends as well.’

‘Oh, go on then!’ Sapphire muttered. She’d agree to anything if it meant she could get home and stop the torture of the run but she didn’t like anyone else planning her evening. So what if she was a bit of a control freak? ‘I’ll see you back at the flat,’ she said and sprinted off in burst of energy.

Hah, she’d show them that she could run. Maybe she’d even work up to the half marathon or even the marathon, that would wipe the amused expressions from their faces – even more so when she made them sponsor her for shitloads of money. But the fantasy was short-lived as a hundred metres later she was forced to slow down to a jog, crippled with stitch.

Back at the flat she took a long shower and then felt surprisingly perky, energised by the run, the news about Georgia’s hen weekend and the thought of all that money and publicity. She wandered into the kitchen where Jay was already hard at work, chopping up vegetables for a stir-fry. ‘How are you feeling?’ he asked.

‘Good,’ she replied, opening the fridge and reaching for a bottle of wine. ‘What?’ she demanded, seeing the expression on Jay’s face. ‘Don’t I deserve it?’

‘Well, you didn’t exactly push yourself did you? I reckon you could have gone much faster.’

‘Cheeky bastard!’ she exclaimed, swiping a punch at his arm.

But he was too quick for her and pulled her into his arms and kissed her. Perhaps those endorphins were finally kicking in but Sapphire now had something other than dinner on her mind. She checked the time, ‘Fancy coming into the bedroom, trainer boy?’

‘It’ll have to be quick. I don’t want my Thai sauce to spoil.’

‘Nothing wrong with a quickie so long as you push all the right buttons.’

‘Don’t I always do that?’ Jay demanded.

‘Every time,’ Sapphire replied ten minutes later, after all her buttons had been pushed, very satisfactorily.

She was still in a post-sex/endorphin-rush glow when her friends turned up, which was just as well because it felt strange seeing them sit round her dining table with Jay. Since her divorce Sapphire had avoided situations where her lovers and friends met – frankly because she never chose the men in her life for their conversational skills and she liked things to be on her terms. Jazz and Sam clearly couldn’t believe their luck at finally spending time with Jay. Jazz kept catching Sapphire’s eye when Jay wasn’t looking and mouthing ‘He’s so fit!’ Like, I know that, Jazz! Sapphire felt like replying. Why else would I be with him?

‘Jay, that was well good!’ Sam exclaimed. ‘Too good in fact,’ she added ruefully, looking down at her empty plate. She had polished off the king prawn stir-fry very rapidly. ‘What about my diet?’

‘It’s fine to eat like that once a day,’ Jay replied, ‘and it was all healthy stuff, I promise. If you want to lose weight you should be aiming to eat 1,500 calories a day, and make sure you have a good mix of protein and fresh fruit and vegetables. And make sure you eat fewer carbs the later it gets in the day.’

‘Who do you work for, Weight Watchers?’ Sapphire put in.

‘I’m a personal trainer, remember? And many of my clients want to lose weight, so I advise them about nutrition. It was one of the things I studied at college.’

That put Sapphire in her place, she knew very little about what Jay actually did all day.

‘I bet you’re very popular with your lady clients aren’t you?’ Sapphire went on. She didn’t know why but suddenly she felt like needling Jay. It had been a great evening, he’d made a fantastic meal for her friends, he was lovely, easy-going, but just too bloody perfect. ‘I bet you get some women coming on to you.’

Jazz and Sam frowned at her. Sapphire ignored them.

‘Ever shagged one of them?’ She had the devil inside her now.

Jay shook his head, ‘I’d get sacked if I did. It would be completely unprofessional.’

Sapphire laughed dismissively. ‘God, Jay, you sound so up yourself! I bet when some fit bird is thrusting her Lycra-clad arse inches away from your face you think of it. I bet you get a stiffie sometimes.’

Sam came to Jay’s rescue, ‘Ignore her, Jay. She’s got a filthy mind and she’s probably only going on because she’s jealous.’

Sam’s interjection did nothing to improve Sapphire’s mood and she could feel hot, irrational anger building up in her.

‘Do me a fucking favour! Do I get jealous?’ Sapphire exploded.

‘Sapphire’s got nothing to be jealous of,’ Jay replied calmly, ‘I’d never cheat.’

‘Where have I heard that one before?’ Sapphire said bitterly.

Then suddenly she realised why she felt so on edge with Jay: the next day would have been her fifth wedding anniversary. She’d successfully blocked it out of her mind but somehow the date had wormed its way through all her defences. A horribly familiar feeling of hurt and anger coursed through her. She got up abruptly from the table and started clearing the plates away, then stomped into the kitchen and began loading the dishwasher.

‘Hey, are you okay?’ Jay had followed her in.

She nodded and continued shoving cutlery into the dishwasher.

‘I thought you said I pushed all your buttons?’

‘I’m fine, Jay, why don’t you see if Jazz and Sam want coffee?’

‘I’ve made banoffee pie as well, I’ll serve it up and bring in coffee, you go and talk to your friends.’

‘Well, aren’t you just too perfect to be true?’ Sapphire replied sarcastically.

Jay frowned. ‘I just want your friends to have a nice evening, Sapphire, what’s the problem?’

‘Nothing, sorry. Thanks for dinner,’ she said abruptly and made to go out of the kitchen.

Jay caught her arm. ‘Sapphire, have I done something to piss you off?’

‘No, Jay, I told you I’m fine.’

He let go of her, ‘If you say so.’ But he clearly didn’t believe her.

Back at the table her friends weren’t going to let her get away with her treatment of Jay. ‘Why have you got the hump?’ Sam demanded, as Sapphire sat down and poured herself an extra large glass of Pinot Grigio.

‘He’s lovely, why are you giving him a hard time?’ Jazz backed her up.

‘He’s the nicest guy you’ve ever been out with.’ Sam continued.

The two of them were worrying away at her like a pair of terriers. Why couldn’t they just drop it?

‘Will you both just zip it!’ she exclaimed.

Jazz glared back at her. ‘I’m not at work now, you know. You can’t boss me around. I’m off the fucking clock!’

Sapphire lifted her glass, ‘Cheers, here’s to what would have been my fifth wedding anniversary tomorrow. How do you think my ex-husband is celebrating?’

Both Jazz and Sam looked appalled, ‘Shit Sapphire, I completely forgot,’ said Sam.

‘So had I, until just back then at dinner.’ Sapphire sighed. ‘I didn’t mean to be such a bitch, it’s just whenever I think about Alfie and what he did it makes me feel so angry.’

‘Have you ever considered therapy?’ Jazz suggested.

Sapphire let out a snort of laughter, ‘That is so not me!’

‘I know, Sapphire, but it might help. You’re good at putting on a front that you’re hard and you don’t need anyone. But everyone needs someone.’ Sam put her hand on Sapphire’s arm.

‘Oh my God, are we going to have a group hug?’ Sapphire joked. She was saved from any more comments from her well-meaning but seriously annoying friends by Jay walking in with dessert and coffee.

While Jazz, Sam and Jay chatted about who they were backing on The X Factor, Sapphire was silent, lost in thought. She was remembering just how shocking it had been to discover Alfie had been unfaithful – and not only that – in their marriage bed. It was like he really wanted to rub her nose in it. Alfie had pleaded with Sapphire to forgive him, that it hadn’t meant anything, then tried to shift the blame on Brooke, his lover, that it was she who had pursued him, that it would never happen again. For a short time Sapphire had wavered, wondered whether she should try and forgive him, after all lots of other women had in her situation. But then came the bombshell: Brooke was pregnant and Sapphire was no longer in a forgiving mood. Once Alfie realised that she wasn’t going to forgive and forget he turned nasty, told her it was her fault, that she was emotionally cold, incapable of loving anybody. Cruel, hurtful words that had burned deep into Sapphire’s mind.

‘So, who do you want to win, Sapphire?’ Jay tried to pull her back into the conversation.

‘God, no idea,’ and then because she knew she had to put on an act she forced herself to joke. ‘The young fit one of course.’

That night in bed, Jay went to put his arm round her. ‘You know it was true what I said, I’d never cheat on you,’ he told her, holding her tight.

Instinctively Sapphire found herself moving away, ‘Sorry babe, I’m too hot,’ she lied, seeking out the furthest corner of the bed.

Maybe Alfie was right and she was emotionally cold and incapable of loving anyone.


Chapter 2

SAPPHIRE FELT ON edge the following day and her mood was not improved by knowing she had to go round to her mum’s for dinner that night. All she really wanted was to go out with Jazz and Sam and drown her bitter memories in vodka, but she knew her mum would guilt trip her big time if she didn’t go. It always felt like something of a duty call as she had never been that close to her mum. Her dad was the one she had always had the connection with but he had died suddenly of a heart attack when Sapphire was fifteen.

Sapphire hadn’t only had to cope with her grief but it turned out that her dad was heavily in debt, though he appeared to be successful, providing his family with the big house and pool and two foreign holidays a year. Deep down Sapphire blamed her mum for the debt – even as a child she had seen how her mum always wanted expensive things and had nagged her husband until she got them. After his death the luxurious lifestyle was over, the big house had to be sold and there was just enough money for Sapphire’s mum to buy a small terraced house in Hove. There had also been a small amount of money in trust for Sapphire, which she used to start her business. Yet it was a comedown after the lifestyle they had been used to. For years she was furious with her dad for dying and leaving her alone with her mum. But it wasn’t really to do with the change in their standard of living, it was to do with how much she missed him.

Sapphire nipped into an off-licence for a bottle of wine, on her way to her mum’s; she was definitely going to need something to take the edge off the day. Although her mum’s house was small it was in a lovely area, near a park, and it was actually not a bad location, just a bit dull, but her mum had never got over losing the big house and was always moaning.

Sapphire rang the doorbell and looked at her watch. Half six, with any luck she could be out of there by ten.

Christine, her mum, opened the door. She was only fifty, the same age as Madonna as Sapphire was forever telling her, but she behaved like someone far older. She used to be so glamorous and proud of her appearance when Sapphire’s dad was alive, but she truly had let it all go. It was as if she’d given up when he died. Sapphire despaired of her mother’s dress sense. She hid a perfectly good figure under shapeless jumpers and jeans and rarely wore make-up. She scraped her long black hair, which was now streaked with grey, into an unflattering ponytail. Sapphire thought Gok Wan would probably love to get his hands on Christine and her wangers. She’d certainly lost her va va voom these days. And she could have looked so good! She had the same striking dark blue eyes as Sapphire, but they looked so sad. She also smoked heavily, something else that drove Sapphire mad. But appearance aside, the thing Sapphire really found hard to deal with was the ‘poor me’, victim quality of her mum.

‘I was expecting you half an hour ago.’ Her mum’s first words to her. Not hi, not how are you?

‘I just got held up at work, Mum, you know what it’s like.’

Actually, Christine had no idea as she didn’t work. Sapphire trailed after her mum into the living room. Christine had insisted on keeping most of the old furniture from the other house – which was all too big and grand for the terrace – and as a result what could have been a pretty house felt cluttered and claustrophobic to Sapphire; she was strictly into the minimalist look herself. She was enveloped by the familiar feeling of sadness at the state of her mum’s life as she sat back on the sofa and stared dispiritedly round the room. She looked at the photographs on the mantelpiece – the one of her mum and dad on their wedding day, and the one of her and her dad taken when she was ten. The pair of them were grinning away at the camera with smiles so wide it almost hurt to look at them. Then her gaze moved to the other side of the room.

‘I didn’t know you had a laptop,’ she exclaimed noticing a computer on the dining table. My God, something different in her mum’s life at last.

‘I’ve been doing a course at the college, I told you.’ Christine sounded hurt that her daughter hadn’t remembered.

Shit, had she? So much of what her mum said passed her by because usually she was moaning about something or other. ‘Oh yeah, I remember. It’s great you’re doing it, mum, about time you caught up.’

‘I want you to have a look at it actually, I’m having trouble with my Internet connection – can you try and fix it while I make dinner?’

Sapphire sighed and walked over to the computer. Her dad used to be the one who fixed everything in the house and sorted out all the bills. When he died that role had fallen to Sapphire. Her mum didn’t even know what direct debits she had, or how to budget. It had been hard for fifteen-year-old Sapphire coping with her grief over her dad and trying to sort out her mum at the same time. She vividly remembered the feeling of dread she had when she returned from school to find her mum still in her pyjamas, unable even to get dressed.

Sapphire sat down in front of the screen and clicked on the Internet icon. Immediately an error message popped up. This was just what she needed after the day she’d had.

‘Have you done it yet?’ her mum demanded coming back into the room, ‘I have to get back online.’ There was a sense of urgency in her voice.

Sapphire shook her head, ‘I’ve no idea how to do it.’

‘I thought you were supposed to know all about that kind of thing,’ Christine replied, a little tetchily.

‘Well, I don’t – isn’t there someone on your course you could ask?’

Now Christine looked positively agitated, ‘I really need to go online tonight, I’ve got some things I have to do.’

God, what could possibly be this urgent? Sapphire sighed, realising that she would get no peace from her mum until the problem was sorted. She reached for her mobile. There was nothing for it – she would have to call Jay and ask him to help even though that would entirely go against her principle of not introducing her boyfriends to her mum. But she needed her mum off her case.

‘Babe! Are you okay?’

He sounded so pleased to hear from her. Too pleased, Sapphire thought.

‘I’m fine, I just wondered if you might be able to help me out with something.’ Of course, Jay being the sweetie that he was, agreed to come right over. There was just the little problem of introducing him to her mum.

From the moment Jay walked in it was toe-curlingly embarrassing.

‘So you’re Sapphire’s new boyfriend then?’ Her mum’s first question.

‘Not that new, it’s been three months.’ Both Jay and Christine looked at Sapphire accusingly.

‘Well, I’m sorry, Jay,’ Christine replied, slightly sulky, ‘She never tells me anything.’

‘Can we just get on with fixing the computer and cut the guilt trip, Mum?’ Sapphire asked.

Christine shrugged and muttered something about checking on dinner. As soon as Sapphire thought she was safely out of earshot she put her arms round Jay and kissed him, ‘Sorry, I just like to keep my private life separate from my mum, she always ends up asking so many questions and it does my head in.’

‘Whatever,’ Jay replied, ‘I don’t get what your problem is. I told my family about you.’

‘We’re just more dysfunctional than you,’ Sapphire tried to joke.

But Jay still looked pissed off. ‘So I am your boyfriend then? And not just your fuck buddy?’

‘Of course you’re my boyfriend,’ Sapphire replied.

God! What was wrong with being a fuck buddy! Why did she seem to have picked the only man in Brighton who seemed to want more!

Jay had Christine back online within ten minutes. Inevitably, as if Sapphire hadn’t suffered enough, Christine invited Jay to stay for dinner.

‘Prepare for the interrogation,’ Sapphire whispered as Christine served up spaghetti bolognese.

As soon as Christine sat down she started the questions. ‘So where are you from, Jay?’

Sapphire cringed inside; surely her mum wasn’t going to make a comment about Jay being mixed race?

‘Brighton born and bred.’

‘What about your parents?’ Christine ignored the furious looks Sapphire was shooting at her. What had she done to deserve such an annoying parent?

‘Mum’s from London and Dad’s from Luton.’

‘Oh.’

‘My granddad was Jamaican.’

Please let there be no more questions like this, Sapphire prayed. But then her mum surprised her. ‘I always think mixed race people are very good-looking. Oh, is it okay to say mixed race? Sorry, it’s just that living in Brighton you don’t meet that many—’

‘Ethnic minorities?’ Sapphire quickly put in just in case her mum was going to say something way unPC.

‘It’s fine to say that. I love Brighton and can’t imagine living anywhere else, but it is a bit too white.’ He paused. ‘I didn’t have a great time at school.’

‘Didn’t you?’ Sapphire had never talked to Jay about his schooldays. Well, the truth was she hadn’t really talked to Jay about that much of anything.

‘I had to move secondary schools because I was racially bullied.’

Sapphire looked at him with concern, ‘Were you, babe? I’m sorry.’

Jay shrugged. ‘It was a long time ago, but it has left its mark. I think something like that always does.’

Before Sapphire could ask him any further questions, Christine spoke, ‘Sapphire was bullied at school. This horrible group of girls picked on her after her dad died, can you believe it? Calling her names, ganging up on her at a time when she was very vulnerable. I was so angry.’

Had her mum been angry? Sapphire couldn’t remember her being anything other than completely grief-stricken and powerless to help her daughter.

‘Mum! Jay doesn’t want to hear about that, it was years ago.’

‘I didn’t even know you’d lost your dad,’ Jay replied.

Cue more accusing looks from Jay and Christine. This was exactly why she didn’t like introducing boyfriends to her mum – too many questions, stirring up too many emotions.

‘Well, it hadn’t come up.’ Face it; she wasn’t with Jay for the sparkling conversation.

This was turning out into the night from hell! Sapphire hated being put on the spot like this. Though at least there was one good thing: Christine clearly hadn’t remembered that it would have been Sapphire’s fifth wedding anniversary today. Most years she remembered the date only too well and there’d be a rehash of Sapphire’s failed marriage and why Alfie had been unfaithful – Christine had always adored him. Sapphire had often suspected that Christine blamed Sapphire for the break-up of the marriage.

Fortunately conversation then turned to other things: how Sapphire’s business was going, how her aunt was who lived in America, Jay’s own family. But it was a relief when dinner was over. Usually Sapphire would be expected to stay until around ten but tonight her mum actually seemed in a bit of a hurry to get rid of her, saying that she had to get on with her computer work.

‘You don’t think mum’s got an online porn addiction do you?’ Sapphire joked as she and Jay walked back along to the seafront to her flat.

Jay ignored the comment. ‘Why didn’t you tell me your dad had died?’

Immediately Sapphire could feel herself clamming up. ‘I just don’t like to talk about it, that’s all. What is there to say anyway? He died, it was shit, I still really miss him, my mum’s life still seems shit but life goes on, doesn’t it?’

Jay sighed and put his arm round her. ‘Sapphire, you don’t have to put on an act for me.’

‘I don’t put on an act.’

‘Whatever. Back to yours?’

Sapphire was all set to say no but actually the thought of being in the flat on her own was not an appealing one right now – she’d only end up thinking about Alfie or her dad or both.

‘Yeah, and thanks for helping out with Mum. I appreciate it.’

‘No worries, but you now owe me one.’

‘Go on then – name the sexual favour of your choice.’

‘Yeah, I have that anyway, but I also want you to meet my family.’

Bollocks! Sapphire reluctantly agreed but she was determined to put the meeting off for as long as possible.

‘It’s my dad’s birthday in a few weeks’ time, come round for dinner.’

Shit, it wasn’t going to be easy getting out of that one. She’d have to pull out all the stops to come up with an excuse.

‘Great,’ she replied, without making eye contact with Jay. ‘I can’t wait. Now, about that sexual favour . . .’


Chapter 3

‘CAN YOU GIVE me really long lashes?’ Sapphire asked Jazz who was making her up for the school reunion. Now there was no getting out of the event, Sapphire was determined to be glammed up to the max.

Jazz tutted, ‘God! You’re so demanding!’

Sam was already dressed and made up and was looking at herself in the mirror. She turned this way and that, considering herself from every angle. She was wearing a red halter-neck dress with a full skirt, and Sapphire thought she looked pretty good, given that the diet hadn’t been going so well. But Sam was in full moan mode, ‘I look fat, don’t I? I’m wearing magic pants and you can still see my stomach. God, I hate my body!’

Sapphire and Jazz exchanged eye rolls, which Sapphire then regretted as it felt as if her false lashes were going to fall off.

‘Don’t say that, you look great!’ Jazz exclaimed.

‘Very sexy,’ Sapphire added, ‘Perhaps you can spice up the reunion by copping off with someone.’

‘Who exactly?’ Sam demanded.

‘Cal’s going.’ Jazz replied.

Cal Bailey, the former premiership footballer, had been a couple of years above them at school. He was one of the best-looking men that Sapphire had ever met. As far as Sapphire was concerned there wasn’t a chance Cal would fancy Sam. Sam clearly thought so too, as she shook her head.

‘What about Dave Greenwich?’ Sapphire suggested instead. Not exactly a looker but a nice-enough guy if she remembered.

‘Thanks a lot!’ Sam exclaimed, sounding offended, ‘You mean Dave Fatwich! With the personal hygiene problem?’

Oops, Sapphire hadn’t meant to upset Sam. But before she could make it up to her friend Jazz tactfully said, ‘Sam is way out of Dave’s league. And isn’t Cal still hung up on Angel?’

Cal had recently moved back to Brighton after an injury had permanently ended his footballing career and after the break-up of his marriage to the glamour model Angel Summer six months ago. Now he was concentrating on trying to set up a series of football academies. Sapphire had met up with him the previous week for a drink and all Cal had done was talk about his wife.

‘Yep, he’s gutted.’

‘Shouldn’t have played away then, should he?’ Jazz said, who had been shocked to learn that Cal had been unfaithful. Cal and Angel had been her pin-up couple, their relationship her idea of the perfect marriage. They’d been the nation’s golden couple for a while.

‘No, he shouldn’t,’ Sapphire agreed, thinking of her own marriage break-up. Then, because this was not a topic of conversation likely to put her in a good mood, she asked, ‘Anyway, shall I go for my Vivienne Westwood corset dress? Or my skinny jeans?’

‘Corset dress,’ Sam replied. ‘I can’t be the only one showing cleavage.’

Half an hour and a taxi ride later, the girls arrived
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