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Storm always wanted to be a showbiz reporter. So when she lands the job of her dreams, she can’t believe her luck.

Apart from having to work with her creepy ex-boyfriend, Storm loves the job, and for a while her life is a whirl of celebrity parties and premieres.

But when she’s asked to go undercover to find out if sexy TV chef Nico Alvise is cheating on his girlfriend, Storm is horrified. However, she agrees, because she’s determined to protect him.

She didn’t bank on them falling in love. But Nico has secrets to hide, and he hates journalists. So when he finds out Storm works for a tabloid, the fallout is brutal.

Suddenly jobless, friendless and heartbroken as Christmas approaches, Storm knows that no matter how hard she wishes, Nico will never forgive her ...
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Then

As sunlight streamed through the kitchen window, Storm Saunders paused midway through basting the turkey and allowed the warmth to wash over her. She couldn’t remember the last time the sun had put in an appearance on Christmas morning – perhaps it was the sign of a perfect day ahead for them.

It was only mid-morning but she had been up for hours, wrapping last-minute gifts, putting finishing touches to the tree, preparing the lunch and hastily getting rid of the mince pie left for Santa – all before her younger brother Bailey and sister Lexie got up.

Still, it had been worth it. The kids had loved the second-hand toys and games she had saved for, and her mother Sally had been impressed with the perfume set. As for Storm, her brother and sister had treated her to a lovely new pair of woolly gloves that were soft as snow. Spotting them on the worktop, she absentmindedly stroked them. She always felt the cold and was touched the kids had remembered that. After she had pushed the turkey back into the oven, she flicked on the kettle and reached on top of the breadbin for her bumper edition of Vida! magazine. Peering at the kitchen clock, she saw there was just enough time for her to catch up on some celebrity gossip. Bliss!

‘Enjoying a well-earned rest, love?’ said Sally, walking into the kitchen.

‘Something like that,’ replied Storm, unable to tear her eyes from the magazine. ‘I’ve got about twenty minutes before I have to put the spuds on.’

‘Why don’t you let me do that?’ her mother suggested. ‘Go out and play with Bailey and Lexie. They’re dying to show off the new scooter that you bought them.’

Storm looked up from her magazine in surprise. Usually Sally didn’t get out of bed until lunchtime. Perhaps the sun outside really was a promise of change.

‘If you’re sure?’ Storm grinned, eager for the chance to spend some time with the kids. ‘I’ll take them to the park for an hour.’

‘Don’t rush back,’ Sally replied, shooing Storm away as she reached for the apron hanging behind the kitchen door. ‘I can manage here.’

Storm walked along the hallway’s threadbare floral carpet, calling to her brother and sister, ‘Kids, get your coats on. We’re going to the park.’ Hearing the sudden scramble of Bailey and Lexie running down the stairs, she couldn’t help smiling. Christmas really could be a magical time of year.

Reaching for their hands, Storm shouted goodbye to her mother and together the three of them walked out into the cold morning air. They were halfway down the road when Storm realised she’d forgotten her gloves. ‘You guys wait here for just two seconds and I’ll be right back,’ she told them, racing towards the house.

But passing the kitchen window, Storm stood rooted to the spot as she took in the sight of Sally adding a very generous measure of whisky to her cup of tea. Storm’s eyes brimmed with tears as she watched her mother sip her drink and smile. To any bystander this would just look like a busy mum enjoying a drink on Christmas morning. But Storm knew the truth of it – since her father Alan had passed away four years ago, her mother had become an alcoholic, constantly looking for ways to sneak a drink whenever she could.

Looking at her mother now, filling her mug with more whisky, Storm felt like kicking herself. How could she have been so stupid as to hope for a happy Christmas? Leaving the gloves, she stuffed her hands in her pockets as she ran back towards the kids, she realised that for her there was no such thing.


Chapter One

Storm raced into her flat and began tearing off her clothes before the door had even banged shut.

As a journalist for Brighton’s Daily Post she’d spent the past three hours covering what could only be described as the world’s most boring planning meeting, and was now running seriously late for her one and only swanky Christmas party.

‘Can you get me a wine?’ she shouted to Dermot, her boyfriend. ‘I’m gagging! The meeting ran over.’

‘You’re the one who looks like you’ve been run over,’ a voice bantered from the living room.

Storm spun round and saw her friend Carly, taking the piss as always. Perched on the battered IKEA sofa, smiling her trademark toothy grin, she waved a bottle of supermarket champagne in the air. The best medicine! Dumping her bag on the floor, Storm realised one of the reasons why she and Carly were best mates.

‘You’re a mind reader, I’ve had a shitty day,’ she complained to her friend.

‘I’d ask you to tell me all about it, but before he went out Dermot said you were covering some council thing. I think the details might kill the party spirit.’

Fair point. Watching her friend fill her glass, Storm admired Carly’s outfit. At a little over five foot Carly was sensitive about her height, but she was an absolute stunner. Tonight she was dressed in a black and coral shift dress, skyscraper black heels and a chunky metal necklace. With her long blonde hair effortlessly piled on top of her head and secured with diamante pins, she looked gorgeous.

‘Do you ever have an off day?’ Storm asked, hugging her friend.

‘Can’t afford too, babe, image is everything!’ As a stylist Carly never walked out of the door looking less than one hundred per cent perfect. Luckily for Storm, Carly’s job meant that she could usually lend her cash-strapped pal a bit of bling, and had even been known to ‘lose’ the odd designer dress Storm’s way. Tonight, one of Carly’s clients had invited her to the biggest party in town and Storm was her plus one.

Just as well. Being a journalist for the local rag wasn’t exactly what you’d call glamorous. In fact, weekly planning meetings, neighbourhood watch groups and prize marrow contests were not at all what Storm had imagined when she’d left college seven years ago with dreams of becoming a showbiz journalist. Back then she’d imagined she’d be hanging out at Cameron Diaz’s birthday party one day and shopping for Jimmy Choos with Cat Deeley the next.

Instead, despite hundreds of applications to magazines and newspapers across the UK, Storm had landed a job as a reporter for Brighton’s Daily Post. The salary was so lean, the only designer lining her wardrobe was George at Asda – talk about a reality check.

She was well aware of how she measured up against her glamorous friend. Her hands were covered in biro and as for the unflattering purple blouse she’d thrown on that morning, she had a horrible feeling it reeked of stale garlic thanks to last night’s takeaway. She kicked herself – she should have squirted on that extra bit of perfume before leaving the office.

As Storm reached for a glass and took her first grateful glug, the sound of the doorbell killed her party vibe.

‘What now?’ she grumbled, hurrying down the stairs.

Opening the door, she came face to face with Sally, who was clutching a pair of straightening irons as if her life depended on it. ‘You left these behind when you styled my hair last week.’ Her mother smiled and kissed Storm on the cheek. ‘I thought you might need them for tonight.’

‘Oh, you’re a lifesaver, I’d forgotten all about them,’ she said gratefully.

‘No problem. Do you need any help getting ready?’

‘Not really, Sal, but why don’t you come on up for a cuppa and say hi to Carly?’

As Storm shut the front door she saw a cloud briefly pass over her mother’s face. It wasn’t lost on Storm how much Sally wanted to be called Mum, but even though she’d been clean almost nine years now Storm still found it difficult to forgive her for everything she’d put her children through.

Nobody had been happier than Storm when her mother had finally admitted she had a drink problem and went to Alcoholics Anonymous. Now she had sorted herself out and built a new life for herself away from drink. She worked part-time at a nearby supermarket and had made many friends while working on the checkout there. She liked to play bingo on nights out with them. But these days she insisted family came first.

‘I’ve got to be there for my kids,’ Sally always said.

Storm knew her mother meant well, but now that Storm had reached the age of twenty-five this show of maternal devotion was too little, too late. As far as Storm was concerned, Sally was never going to be anything more than a kind, well-meaning relative she had to keep an eye on. Nearing the top of the stairs, Storm was grateful to see Carly was already boiling the kettle. Storm could have kissed her – her bestie was always one step ahead when it came to Sally.

‘Thought I heard voices. How are you, Sal? I haven’t seen you for ages.’

As Carly gave Sally a warm hug, Storm wished she could be more like her friend, who seemed to find it easy to act naturally in every circumstance.

‘Oh, Carly, it’s wonderful to see you, love. You look fab.’

Graciously, Carly did a little twirl in the kitchen, showing off her new dress.

‘Do you mind if I leave you both to it? I’ve got to ransack my wardrobe for something clean to wear,’ Storm told them.

Carly grinned, handing her a carrier bag. ‘You need to chill, babe, it’s all taken care of. Now, get your arse in gear and get that on so we can enjoy a girlie night out.’

Reaching inside the bag, Storm gasped as she pulled out a midnight blue mini-dress studded with crystals. It was obviously designer and God knows how much it cost. More than she’d make in a year, if not two. Turning the soft material over in her hands, she smiled in delight. ‘It’s gorgeous, thanks.’

Carly poured herself another glass of champagne, and shrugged. ‘No biggie. Just don’t spill anything on it, that one is not on permanent loan!’

Emerging from the shower with her wet hair wrapped in a towel, Storm quickly did her make-up. When she wasn’t wearing a suit, she stuck to her uniform of skinny jeans, jumpers and a slick of lip gloss. But tonight she had a feeling her usual mango lip butter wouldn’t cut it.

Considering the contents of her make-up bag, Storm decided to go for a classic smoky eye with lots of sultry black kohl and a nude lip gloss to give her a super sexy pout. After blow drying her long hair she reached for the dress, teaming it with a pair of tan stilettos and a matching clutch. Storm felt like a different person. Peering at her reflection in the full-length mirror, she hardly recognised herself. There was no denying the dress was a brilliant fit. It showed off her long, slender legs and hugged her in all the right places, but it was so short it barely covered her arse! Feeling self-conscious, she tugged it down.

‘You sure I don’t look mutton in this?’

‘Don’t be stupid,’ said Carly firmly. ‘Storm, quite honestly, if I had your legs I probably wouldn’t even bother wearing a skirt at all.’

‘Carly’s right, Stormy. You look beautiful. A far cry from when you were a teen and barely knew one end of a mascara wand from the other,’ Sally teased her.

Yes, because make-up was the last thing I had time for when I was so busy taking care of you and being mum to your other two kids, Storm thought furiously.

She had never forgotten how, when she was still coping with the shock of her dad’s death, she’d been cruelly teased by the kids at school. Tall and skinny, with pale skin and thick black hair, she’d become a target for the bullies. But over the years Storm had blossomed and was now a knockout with her high cheekbones, taut stomach, clear porcelain skin and deep green eyes. As for the long black hair she’d always hated, it now hung in natural face-framing waves, highlighting her perfect features.

Outside Carly hailed two cabs, one to take Sally home and another for Storm and herself. By half-past nine the two women had reached the seafront restaurant and were more than ready for a good time.

Nico’s had opened a month ago and already had an achingly long waiting list. The celebrity chef, known for his brooding Italian good looks, not to mention his Latin temper, was famed for cooking up hip fusion food with a Mediterranean twist. With a primetime TV show and Michelin-starred restaurants in London, Hampshire and now Brighton, Nico had been catapulted into A-list stardom over the last year. When Carly had insisted Storm should join her at his Christmas party, she didn’t even need to check her diary to see if she was free – she was there! When she’d pressed her mate for details of who exactly was on the guest list, Carly had reeled off an impressive list of names that included several actors, reality stars and TV presenters, as well as a string of premiership footballers and WAGs.

Spotting a stack of paps waiting by the red carpet, Storm clambered out of the cab with as much grace as possible in what she felt could only be described as a pussy pelmet. Linking her arm through Carly’s, she felt a stab of excitement as they sashayed up the red carpet together.

‘How posh is this?’ Storm exclaimed.

The restaurant looked stunning. The huge white sash windows were lit with gold hurricane lamps and matching candles. At the entrance stood two enormous pillars, decked in billowing gold drapes. As for the red carpet itself, understated was not the look the party planners had gone for, as a glittering gold yarn with the restaurant’s name was woven into the luxe red pile. The whole place screamed glamour – and the security guards dressed in black suits and crisp white shirts added an extra frisson to the general excitement of it all.

Watching the latest TV star glide up the carpet towards the paps, Storm felt a flash of irritation. A journalist just out of her teens stuck a microphone into the star’s face and asked which designer she was wearing. How had a young reporter got so lucky?

Sensing trouble, Carly quickly pulled Storm towards the restaurant’s entrance and gave their names to the girl in charge of the guest list.

‘Have a night off,’ whispered Carly. ‘You’re beautiful, talented, and one day you’ll get your big break without sleeping your way to the top like that skank probably did!’

Typical Carly. She always knew just what to say to cheer her up. Storm was seriously impressed to find that inside the restaurant had even more of the wow factor. Greeted by a waiter dressed in black tie, she grabbed a glass of champagne and took a sip. Bliss! Usually the only Christmas do she managed was the office party, where everyone indulged in overcooked turkey and a slab of Arctic Roll at the local pub. Her editor Ron always guzzled way too much whisky and tried to pull Lucy from advertising.

Now Storm drank it all in. Here were the rich and famous, dressed from head to toe in couture. As they sipped free-flowing champagne and feasted on delicate canapés, the sultry voice of Emeli Sandé pumped through the sound system. In one corner stood a huge Christmas tree, lavishly decorated in gold and black, and in another a small gold and black stage had been set up for superstar singers to perform on later. Peering around the corner, Storm was delighted to see a group of elves inside a massive gingerbread house, helping guests make their very own delicious miniature versions – this party really was the bollocks!

‘Thanks so much for inviting me, babe.’

‘Any time!’ Carly smiled as she scanned the room, looking for anyone she might know – it didn’t take long.

Weaving her way through the crowds with Storm following close behind, she patted the shoulder of a man dressed in skinny black jeans and a fitted blazer. He whipped around and his face broke into an excited smile as he saw Carly. ‘OMG, you look fab!’ he said, air kissing her on both cheeks before she introduced him to Storm.

‘That dress looks like it was made for you – damn, girl, you look fierce.’

Storm smiled. Jez was clearly a sweetheart. She’d heard all about him from Carly, as they often worked together when she styled magazine shoots, but Storm had never had the pleasure of meeting him until now. She knew Jez was a hairdresser, gay, married to Rufus and total BFFs with Brighton royalty Angel Summer and Liberty Evans, the Hollywood actress who flitted between the States and the south coast with her artist fiancé Cory Richardson.

‘Thanks! You’re totally rocking that Tom Ford,’ Storm replied.

‘Oh, I’d like to do more than rock Tom Ford,’ sighed Jez theatrically. ‘With those brooding eyes, he is gorgeous!’

‘And what am I … chopped liver!’ mocked the good-looking man standing next to him.

Jez smiled fondly at his husband Rufus. ‘Darling, you know I only have eyes for you, but Tom’s on my allowed list! Besides, I said I’d totes forgive you an indiscretion with Michael Fassbender. But enough about me. What do you do, Storm?’

‘Oh, Storm’s a news—’ cut in Carly.

‘Don’t say it!’ she interrupted, putting a hand in front of Carly’s face. ‘Tonight I’m anything but a local newspaper hack. I’m having a night off, like you said.’

‘Ooh, be an air stewardess!’ exclaimed Jez. ‘With those legs you could easily pass for a trolley dolly, doling out chicken or fish in first class.’

Storm giggled. ‘Knowing my luck, I’d end up dropping it in their laps so often I’d be bumped straight back to economy, but it’s definitely different.’

‘And what about you?’ Jez turned to Carly. ‘The spray tan you had earlier really sets off that divine little coral number. Wearing it for anyone in particular tonight?’

‘Pah! I’m off men, remember?’

‘Darling, can I be honest? I know you caught your ex with his hand in the cookie jar, but they’re not all the same, I promise.’

That’s putting it mildly, thought Storm. A year ago, Carly had been loved up and planning the wedding of the century to Paul, a music promoter. With his open, friendly face and thinning hair, Paul wasn’t the best-looking bloke Storm had ever seen but he adored Carly.

They’d been together five years when he’d proposed on a beach in the Maldives with a whopping two-carat diamond engagement ring. And although Storm would never admit this in a million years, from the moment Paul had slipped that ring on her finger, Carly became a bit of a Bridezilla. In fact, she got so wound up about everything that she made herself ill and fainted at work. Jez sent her home, making her promise she’d do nothing more than put her feet up for the rest of the day.

But when Carly walked through the door, she found Paul with another woman in their bed. Poor Carly was broken-hearted. To add insult to injury, Paul then threw her out of the flat he owned, telling her that the slapper he’d been screwing was moving in instead. Bastard! Storm could have killed him.

Thanks to Jez, who had once dated an estate agent, Carly found a gorgeous new flat overlooking the sea. After selling the ring, she had enough money for a deposit and could rebuild her life.

Now she was doing much better, but Storm knew her friend was still fragile. She hadn’t been on a date since the split.

‘Listen, I know the hottest straight man with seriously ripped abs,’ continued Jez.

Rufus rolled his eyes. ‘Don’t ask how he knows that.’

‘Yes, well, I might have tried to show him the error of his ways by convincing him he was wasted as a heterosexual, but he wasn’t having it. Anyway, you know what they say … when you fall off a horse, you have to get right back on. And I think he’d be the perfect stud to get you back in the saddle!’

‘Yeah, come on, live a little. We’re at a party, there must be someone here you fancy,’ Storm coaxed her friend.

‘Thanks, guys, but no.’

Storm reached for a canapé from a passing waiter’s tray and took a hungry bite. ‘If you don’t get some action soon, you’re in danger of becoming a virgin again, and you know how bad it was popping your cherry first time around!’

‘Cheers for that, but seriously I’m in no mood to find Mr Right or even Mr Right Now.’

‘What about Mrs Right? Jez twinkled. ‘If you fancy a complete change of scene, I know a gorgeous American lesbian who insists on a Brazilian, if you know what I mean.’

‘We all know what you mean!’ laughed Carly. ‘And, no, leave me alone, all of you! I don’t want a man, or a woman, or even a Rampant Rabbit! All I want is another drink.’

With that, Carly left her pals to gossip and went in search of more champagne.

By half-past ten the party was in full swing. Scanning the now crowded restaurant, Storm caught sight of Carly by the Christmas tree, being chatted up by a very handsome man. Tall, mixed-race, with broad shoulders and dressed in designer jeans and a navy V-neck jumper, he was gorgeous. Storm looked again. Hang on. That was only Dillon Adams, Chelsea’s newest player. Way to go, Carly!

Storm smiled. It was about time Carly listened to her. She couldn’t avoid men for ever. And this one was seriously hot – maybe Carly was in for a little Christmas bonus. God knows, she deserved it. But taking a closer look, Storm realised Dillon wasn’t chatting Carly up. Instead he seemed to be having a go at her. With his face bent over hers and a mean look in his eyes, Dillon appeared menacing. As for Carly, she looked defeated with her eyes cast down and her mouth set in a grim line. Storm knew tears would start flowing any minute.

Tosser! Who the fuck did this two-bit footballer think he was, upsetting her friend? She drained her drink, banged down the empty glass on the nearest table and threw her shoulders back, ready to give the scumbag a piece of her mind. She didn’t see the man heading towards her, carrying a very large glass of red wine. As Storm stepped straight into his path they collided, wine spilling all over his pristine white shirt.

‘Per l’amor di Dio! Try looking where you’re going,’ the man snarled.

Storm was horrified. ‘I’m so, so sorry. Let me help clean you up.’

Reaching into her clutch for the packet of tissues she always carried, she feebly started patting at the stranger’s chest. But it was no use, she was only making the stain worse. Aghast, she looked up into his seething eyes. What she saw took her breath away – he was fit! Taller than her, with olive skin and black hair that was greying at the temples, he was seriously her type.

‘Just leave it,’ the stranger hissed, gripping her wrist.

His touch sent a jolt of electricity through Storm. Looking into his chocolate brown eyes, she knew he’d felt it too. Dropping her hand as if it had scalded him he stepped back, their eyes still locked. As Storm’s pulse raced the man eventually looked away, breaking the spell. His fierce expression softened.

Taking a deep breath, he looked down at his shiny Italian loafers before returning his gaze to Storm. ‘I’m sorry. I overreacted, it’s just a shirt, and I shouldn’t have lost my temper like that …?’

‘This is Storm, she’s an air stewardess,’ chimed in Jez, who had very suddenly appeared at his new friend’s side. Elbowing Storm out of the way, he thrust his hand towards the stranger and babbled on. ‘She’s just as clumsy in first class, so she’s back in economy from next week. Let me just say, hand on heart, Nico, those lobster canapés were to die for.’

Storm looked again at the man quietly steaming in front of her. Of course – Nico Alvise! Some showbiz journalist she would make if she couldn’t even recognise the man throwing the party. Storm wanted the ground to swallow her up there and then. Had she really just slopped wine all over the hottest chef in the country?

Must have been those razor-sharp cheekbones that distracted me, she thought as she ran her eyes appreciatively over his face and what appeared to be some very solid pecs. Shit! What was the matter with her? She had a boyfriend at home!

As Jez prattled on Storm saw a smartly dressed young woman scurry over to Nico to hand him a fresh white shirt. He murmured his thanks and turned back to Storm, bending down to kiss her cheek.

‘My apologies again for losing my temper. Please enjoy the rest of the party. Ciao, bella.’

Speechless, Storm watched him walk away, already unbuttoning his sodden shirt. Jez nudged her sharply in the ribs.

‘What a silver fox! He’s even better in real life than he is on the telly. What I wouldn’t give …’

‘Adding him to your list, are you?’ she laughed.

‘I’m tempted. He’s like a younger George Clooney, and you know Clooney never goes out of style.’

‘Forget it. My husband wouldn’t have time to get through his existing list, never mind start adding to it,’ Rufus added, joining them.

‘That’s what you think. I’m a young man in my prime, I’ll have you know,’ protested Jez. As he kissed Rufus firmly on the lips, Storm was finally able to rescue her friend.

It didn’t take long to find her. Sitting alone at the bar in a black velvet tub chair, Carly was steadily working her way through another glass of champagne. It looked like she was definitely drinking to forget, Storm thought, as she slid into the chair next to hers.

‘Everything all right?’

‘Yeah, fine,’ Carly slurred.

Storm grimaced. ‘Don’t give me that, babe. You know I can see right through your bullshit. How do you know Dillon Adams and why was he giving you grief?’

‘No reason,’ muttered Carly, pretending Storm didn’t know her better than she knew herself.

Wordlessly Storm waited. She reached for another glass of champagne. She knew Carly would talk eventually. ‘I’ve done something really stupid,’ her friend admitted.

‘What? Convinced a bitchy client to buy a mini-dress when they’ve got legs like tree trunks?’ Storm teased her.

Carly shook her head. Putting her hand over her eyes, she started weeping.

‘If only it were that simple.’

For the second time that night, Storm reached into her clutch for a tissue. This time she pressed it into her best friend’s hand and put her arm around Carly’s heaving shoulders.

‘Bollocks!’ Carly sniffed back tears. ‘It took me hours to do my make-up tonight.’

‘Yeah, and you’ll have to go to the loos and spend hours doing it all over again unless you want to look like Marilyn Manson.’ Storm smiled. ‘Now tell me what is going on?’

‘Promise me you won’t tell anyone?’

‘Do you really have to ask that?’ Storm fired back.

The girls had been through hell and high water together over the years and had been the keeper of more of each other’s secrets than either of them cared to remember.

‘You know I worked on a shoot for that football magazine the other week?’ Carly sighed.

Storm nodded. Carly often styled models for the covers of glossy monthlies, but when a friend of hers fell ill at the last minute, she’d agreed to step in and style a handful of premiership players for a football mag.

‘Yeah, you said it went really well.’

‘It was brilliant. Afterwards one of the players wanted to talk to me about helping his sister find an outfit for her twenty-first birthday party, so we went to Nobu together and afterwards to The Sanderson for cocktails.’

‘And?’

Carly didn’t miss a beat. ‘It was fab. I had the sea bass and one too many dirty Martinis.’

At the mention of food, Storm looked fleetingly around her. Everybody was now busy devouring the blinis which were being handed out. Storm’s tummy grumbled appreciatively. The two canapés she’d eaten earlier hadn’t touched the sides. Especially as all she’d had time for at lunch was a bag of Quavers and a can of Diet Coke. Now she was starving and predictably the booze was going straight to her head.

‘But what about the outfit?’ she urged.

Carly shifted uncomfortably in her chair. She’d forgotten why Storm was such a good journalist. She was like a dog with a bone and always managed to get people to talk, not satisfied until she’d heard every last detail.

‘That’s the thing, we never actually got around to deciding on an outfit.’ Carly laughed. ‘I mean, we discussed it obviously, but after The Sanderson he was a bit tired, and so was I, so we …’

Storm squealed and clapped her hands in delight. ‘You shagged him, didn’t you? No wonder you didn’t want to meet anyone tonight. Come on, I want all the gory details, and I mean all. Who is he? Are you going to see him again?’

Taking another sip of champagne, Carly drummed her fingers on the chair’s armrest and avoided meeting her friend’s eye.

Storm was confused. This was brilliant news. No wonder Carly didn’t want to pull if she’d already met someone. So why the secrecy? This was something to celebrate! There was no reason for her suddenly to start being weird unless …

‘He’s married, isn’t he?’ Storm asked quietly.

Nodding her head, Carly slumped back in her chair. Storm did her best to hide her shock. Carly was the last person in the world she would have expected to do this. Storm thought back to all the late nights she’d shared with Carly drinking tequila after Paul had betrayed her. She’d lost count of all the conversations they’d had then, insisting they’d never sleep with a married man. That it was a total deal breaker. That you should always think about the wife or girlfriend at home waiting for her man.

‘Please don’t look at me like that, Storm, I didn’t set out to do this. I feel terrible about it.’

‘So what happened?’ she asked gently.

Carly didn’t answer for what felt like an age. ‘I don’t know. I don’t know if it was because I hadn’t been touched in what felt like for ever, because I was lonely, because I wanted to feel loved and special for a change, because I was sick of being on my own … or even just because it felt like a good idea at the time.’

‘Who is he?’

‘I’d rather not say.’

‘You’ve come this far, you might as well tell me everything.’

Carly hesitated then she said, ‘Aston Booth.’

Storm flinched. Aston Booth wasn’t just married, he had three kids and another on the way. Like Dillon, he played for Chelsea and England. Together with his wife Tanya he was always in the press, plugging his charity that helped disadvantaged kids across the world. Storm had thought he was different from a lot of footballers. He seemed a kind, decent, devoted family man, still madly in love with his childhood sweetheart. While other players were constantly in the press after bedding lap dancers, Aston never was. In fact, Storm was sure he had been in the papers the other day, talking about how he couldn’t wait to be a dad again. Apparently he wanted a football team all of his own.

There could very well be a football team out there with his name already on it, thought Storm wryly. She suddenly felt nauseous and wasn’t entirely sure it was down to lack of food. As for Carly, she looked beaten. Storm knew kicking her while she was down wasn’t the answer. She’d suffered enough for one night.

‘So how was he?’ she asked, lightening the mood.

‘OK,’ Carly replied. ‘Not brilliant, but definitely not the worst. He seemed a bit out of practice, shall we say?’

Storm giggled. ‘And was it weird, being with someone else?’

Carly shrugged. ‘Yeah, but it was nice. I took a photo of us together … look.’

Fishing out her phone, Carly showed her friend a selfie of her with Aston, who seemed completely absorbed in kissing Carly’s neck. They looked like a typical couple, young and in love.

‘Afterwards wasn’t great,’ Carly admitted as she put her phone away. ‘He couldn’t get out of the hotel quick enough. I thought he might at least stick around for breakfast.’

Storm said nothing. What else was Carly expecting? Hearts and flowers? He had a wife and kids to get back to, for God’s sake.

‘So what did his team mate want?’

‘To warn me off going to the press.’

‘As if you’d do something like that!’ exclaimed Storm, loyal to the core. ‘That is totally out of order, branding you as some cheap slut who needs to sell her soul for a couple of quid.’

It was not OK for some lowlife footballer to diss her best friend. Cheeky bastard!

‘That’s what I said, but Dillon told me there’d be trouble if I even thought about it. He said he’d make sure my career ended in tatters if I talked to the papers.’

Storm shook with rage as she scanned the room looking for Dillon. He’d gone too far and she was about to tell him just how much of a tosser she thought he was. But he seemed to have disappeared. Getting to her feet, Storm suddenly sobered up. She realised it might be a blessing in disguise if he’d gone home after all. That wanker had ruined enough of their night. It was time to draw a line under all this.

‘Let’s party,’ she said, reaching for Carly’s hand.

The rest of the night passed in a blur as the girls drank too much champagne and ate too little. Thankfully, Storm didn’t see Nico for the rest of the night and they both danced like mad as the DJ played hit after hit.

But if anyone was really going for it it was Jez, who prided himself on an outrageous Dirty Dancing routine.

With his pelvic thrusts and perfectly timed moves, he gathered quite a crowd of onlookers, including Storm and Carly who joined Rufus to show their support.

‘What’s got into him?’ Carly asked.

‘He filled in for one of the hairdressers on Strictly the other week,’ Rufus explained. ‘Since then he’s convinced he’s Craig Revel Horwood.’

‘He looks more like Darcey Bussell, with that woman over there trying to pick him up,’ Carly laughed.

Amazed, Storm saw a large woman try to lift Jez off the floor. Obviously pissed, it looked like she was trying to reinvent Patrick Swayze’s famous move, but Jez was having none of it.

‘Get off me!’ he hissed, shaking himself free.

Back in solo performance, he was keen to step things up a gear. It didn’t take long. He soon had his audience’s full attention as he grabbed hold of a counter-height table packed with drinks and began bumping and grinding against it as if his life depended on it. As the crowd whooped and cheered, he executed some further ambitious moves that included the splits and an eye-watering high kick.

Sadly for him, disaster struck when one turn too many brought the table and drinks crashing to the floor. Jez was lying on the ground, his blazer and skinny jeans soaked in champagne. Rufus rushed to his aid, leaving Storm, Carly and the crowd howling with laughter.

As Rufus pulled the table off Jez, he got to his feet and hobbled towards the girls. ‘It’s not bloody funny! I could have drowned in all that booze, you witches. In fact, it’s a miracle I’m alive at all.’

‘You’ve survived, but your street cred definitely hasn’t,’ Carly giggled.

Still shaking with laughter, they watched Jez limp towards a taxi. Deciding nothing was going to top that, the girls called it a night.


Chapter Two

The following morning Storm woke to find that drummers had moved into her brain. Gasping for water, she reached for the glass she always kept on her nightstand and gulped down the liquid gratefully.

‘Oh, God! My mouth feels as dry as a pair of grubby Havaianas,’ she groaned.

‘So just how scuttered were you last night?’ murmured Dermot, snaking his hand around her waist.

‘You don’t want to know.’

Leaning against the headboard, Storm reflected on the night before. On the whole, it had been brilliant. She and Carly had partied hard, and the place had been wall-to-wall with celebs. Star-struck at first, Storm had felt shy, but after a few glasses of champagne she’d loosened up. She’d spent a lot of time talking to a couple of the Made in Chelsea girls, who turned out to be really sweet. It was exactly the sort of event she’d have expected to cover if she’d ever made it as a showbiz journalist. But the chances of that happening now seemed even slimmer after she’d embarrassed herself by spilling wine all over last night’s host.

Willing away the humiliation, Storm turned her head face down into the pillow. She wouldn’t be invited back after showing herself up in front of Nico like that.

Dermot chuckled as he pulled her closer. ‘What did you do this time?’

‘Can’t talk about it. Too embarrassing.’

He trailed his fingertips across her shoulders. ‘Sure, I bet I can get you to open up.’

She didn’t know if it was his soft Irish lilt, or just the fact that she was too knackered to resist, but Storm found herself melting into his featherlight kisses.

‘Knew I could get you to talk,’ he whispered. Easing her cotton nightshirt over her head, he gazed lustfully at her.

Afterwards they sank back gratefully against the mattress, the duvet tangled around their legs. Dermot propped himself up on one elbow and said, ‘So tell all, darling, how was the craic last night?’

‘Brilliant.’

‘And your man Nico?’

At the mention of his name, Storm shuddered.

‘Let’s just say, I let the host know exactly who I was.’

A smile played over Dermot’s lips. He knew what that meant. In the two years he’d been going out with Storm, he’d seen many times at first hand just how clumsy she could be. She’d dropped countless cups of tea and coffee, and broken more than her fair share of mirrors. The first time she’d invited him round to her place for dinner had become legendary. Storm had proudly told him she had cooked a Spanish chicken stew from scratch, but as she carried the casserole dish from kitchen to table she somehow ended up dropping the entire thing on the floor.

She had been furious with herself as she and Dermot scraped bits of chicken and tomato off the carpet. But he thought it was sweet and after they’d cleaned up the mess had treated her to a pizza around the corner, promising never to mention the incident again. Privately, Dermot nicknamed his girlfriend Calamity, but valuing his knackers as he did this was something he kept to himself. He always reckoned there was a reason why Alan and Sally had had the foresight to call their elder daughter Storm.

‘And how was Carly? Did she pull anyone?’

Storm sighed as she thought about her best friend’s latest disaster. There was nobody who deserved a chance of happiness more than Carly did. No doubt she was feeling rough in more ways than one after last night. Storm looked at her boyfriend, wondering just how much to tell him.

They’d met when Dermot had joined the paper as chief reporter just over two years ago, and Storm had never forgot the first moment they saw each other. With his sandy blond hair, square shoulders, piercing blue eyes and cool exterior, she’d fancied him straight away – and it seemed the feeling was mutual. Making a beeline for her cluttered desk, Dermot Whelan skipped the small talk and asked her out for a drink that night.

‘Are you always this forward?’ Storm demanded.

Dermot grinned cheekily, his broad Irish brogue already making her melt. ‘No, but when I see something I want, I go for it.’

Since they’d been together, Dermot had seemed to have become as fond of Storm’s friend Carly as she had of him. Besides, they were a partnership, they didn’t keep secrets from each other.

‘OK, I’ll tell you about it. But promise not to tell another soul?’

‘Scout’s honour,’ Dermot replied, raising his right hand to his forehead and giving her the traditional salute.

Storm grinned. ‘Do you even have the Scouts in Ireland?’

‘Sure we do. I might have been thrown out for smoking on my first day, but I still made the promise.’

‘And broke it too!’ she shot back.

‘Just tell me! Or do I have to make you?’

As Storm squealed in delight, Dermot pinned her wrists to the bed. Trailing a row of kisses across her already erect nipples, he left her in no doubt of the pleasure that lay ahead …

Over breakfast in their sunny kitchen overlooking the sea, Storm popped a couple of Paracetamol. After pouring herself a second cup of coffee, she mopped up the pool of tomato ketchup on her plate with the remains of her bacon sandwich and flicked through her guilty pleasure – Vida! magazine. She’d been addicted to it since she was a kid. When she’d been taking care of Sally and the kids, it was her one luxury. Back then it had provided a release from the drudgery of her everyday life and Storm had adored poring over the pages of glamorous celebrities and reading about their lives. It was almost as if she could pretend that she was there too, transported to another world that wasn’t filled with drunk mothers and dead fathers. She couldn’t stop fantasising about what it would be like to live in an exciting world filled with celebrities and parties, where your biggest worry was what you’d wear or how you’d style your hair.

Even though she was grown up now, she still loved the mag as much as she ever did and dreamed of working for the title one day. Reaching the back page, Storm was delighted to realise her headache had nearly gone. But then two rounds of sex first thing in the morning always made things better.

Storm smirked to herself. Should be available on prescription.

Looking around, she sighed contentedly. This room never failed to put a smile on her face. It was bright, with tall ceilings and windows overlooking the sea. She and Dermot had spent an entire weekend painting it a cheery yellow when they’d first moved in. Or rather, she and Carly had painted it. Dermot had been too busy working, apparently, and hadn’t done much. It was the first time Storm had realised he would always put his career before her.

Setting a plate of toast and Marmite on the table, Dermot interrupted Storm’s daydreams by taking a noisy bite.

‘Do you have to?’ Storm groaned. ‘My headache was just beginning to go.’

‘Forget about your headache,’ he replied, spitting toast crumbs everywhere. ‘No more keeping me in suspense. What’s going on with Carly?’

Where to start? Storm pushed the coffee cup away from her and looked him squarely in the eye. ‘She shagged a married footballer the other week.’

Dermot’s eyes were out on stalks. ‘No way!’

‘I know, I couldn’t believe it myself when she told me.’ Storm sighed.

‘Bloody hell! I didn’t think Carly was like that.’

‘She’s not,’ Storm said firmly.

‘But Carly’s gorgeous, she could have her pick of blokes,’ Dermot continued, ignoring Storm. ‘Why on earth would she drop her standards and shag a footballer? And who is the lucky bastard?’

‘Aston Booth.’

Crumbs flew across the table. ‘Shit. Aston Booth! His wife’s well fit, and didn’t he just win Celebrity Dad of the Year or some bollocks?’

‘Apparently,’ Storm said sarcastically. ‘Obviously not a lot of research goes into these awards.’

‘Is she sure it was him? Not being funny, Stormy, but it wouldn’t be the first time a bloke had pretended to be someone they weren’t to get a woman into bed,’ Dermot pointed out.

Storm reached into her work bag and pulled out a mobile.

‘Somehow I ended up with Carly’s phone last night. Look, she took a selfie of them together.’ As she showed Dermot the picture, Storm carried on talking.

‘You know, I’m worried about her. This team mate of Aston’s was at the party, warning her off going to the press.’

‘Like she’d ever do that.’

‘I know, but the scumbag made her cry, I’m worried it’ll send her right back to rock bottom again.’

‘Carly will be fine, she’s been through a lot worse than this, and that Aston fella will have moved on to some other yoke now,’ Dermot reasoned as he finished his toast and stood up to dump his plate and Storm’s in the kitchen sink.

‘True,’ she agreed. ‘But …’

‘But nothing,’ Dermot said firmly. ‘Lookit, in a way it sounds as though she’s back to normal, if she’s finally slept with someone else.’

Storm paused. She hadn’t thought of it like that. Perhaps in a funny way this was progress. Maybe now Carly had got that awkward first shag out of the way she’d feel ready to meet a nice bloke.

‘You off to work in a minute?’ Dermot asked, interrupting her thoughts.

‘Yeah, got last night’s exciting meeting to write up and I’m already running late.’ Storm yawned. ‘I’m going to need coffee intravenously if I’m to get through today. Plus I want to drop Carly’s phone off on my way there and check she’s OK, so I’d better get my skates on.’

Leaving her phone on the table, Storm rushed out of the room, leaving Dermot staring thoughtfully at her phone, a sly smile on his face.

Fifteen minutes later, Storm was ready to go.

‘I’m not in until eleven so I’ll see you at the office.’ Dermot said, giving her a swift kiss on the cheek.

‘OK, babes. Love you.’ Grabbing her phone and bag, she ran out of the door.

Stopping at Carly’s flat on her way to work, Storm couldn’t help noticing how down her friend seemed. Despite the fact they’d had a brilliant night out, the whole Aston Booth saga was obviously upsetting her. And who could blame her? As if she needed another man to make her feel like crap. Storm felt bad she couldn’t stay, but Ron would kill her if she took a sickie.

As soon as she got into the office Storm called Carly, just to make sure she wasn’t sobbing into her pillow, but there was no answer; she must have gone back to bed. Slumping down at her desk with a sigh, wishing she could be asleep as well, Storm turned on her computer and was surprised to see an email from Miles Elliot, editor of the Herald, a national Sunday tabloid where she’d been doing some freelance work recently.

Strange. He’d never contacted her directly before, always leaving one of his minions to do that. Curious, she clicked it open and, as she read, all thoughts of Carly and her problems left Storm’s mind.

I’ve been impressed with the work you’ve done for us in the last few weeks. The interview with the young widow was brilliant, and you seem
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