
        
            
                
            
        

    
Every girl dreams of hearing those four magical words Will you marry me? But no-one tells you what’s supposed to happen next…

Fun-loving Gemma Goodwin knows she should be revelling in her happy-ever-after. Except when her boyfriend Lord Edward popped the question, after a whirlwind romance, although she didn’t say no….she didn’t exactly say yes either!

A month-long cookery course in Paris could be just the place to make sure her heart and her head are on the same page… And however disenchanted with romance Gemma is feeling, the City of Love has plenty to keep her busy; the champagne is decadently quaffable, the croissants almost too delicious, and shopping is a national past-time! In fact, everything in Paris makes her want to say Je t’aime… Except Edward!

But whilst Paris might offer plenty of distractions from wedding planning – including her new friends, mysterious Joe and hot French rockstar Blade - there’s no reason she couldn’t just try one or two couture dresses is there? Just for fun…
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For Martin, my very own man of mystery


Chapter 1

In my gorgeous new dress and earrings borrowed from Abbey, I walked as elegantly as possible, down the aisle. I wore a pale blue set of underwear – apparently matching bras and knickers are the height of sophistication – and my mother’s old gold watch, for good luck. Sashaying now, I smiled at people to my left, and then my right. Ahead, Edward caught my eye and winked. Stomach tingling, I stopped by his side and stared at the lusciousness that was Lord Edward Croxley. *Sigh*. I grinned at the vicar. Today, Friday the first of February, was possibly one of the happiest of my life.

‘Move out the way, will yer?’ boomed a voice from behind. Talk about rude! I fought the urge to indicate with two fingers, in a “W” shape for “Whatever”, that I’d only be a couple of seconds. I slipped off my jacket and dropped sideways, into my seat, next to my guy. The loud man pushed past, towards the loo. Still standing, unsteadily, the vicar burped and looked out of the window. Truth be told, he was a plumber called Jim and in fancy dress for a stag weekend.

Despite all that something borrowed, something blue malarkey, this was no wedding, but a trip on an aeroplane. Squirming in my seat, I pulled down the short hem to my cherry red dress. Some of last year’s training that helped me pretend to be modest, aristocratic Abbey for two weeks had clearly stuck – thanks to my teacher, Lady Constance Woodfold (Lady C to me), and her crash course in how to act in a more refined way.

‘I can’t believe we’re only ten minutes from Paris!’ I said as the sign lit up for us to fasten our seatbelts.

Edward put away his travel guide and squeezed my hand. ‘What’s more exciting, Gemma – your first flight or the prospect of spending one month in the tremendous City of Light?’

I cocked my head, wanting to say neither – I was most looking forward to working in restaurant Chez Dubois for the whole of February and learning everything I could about French nosh. But that wasn’t a very romantic answer, considering he’d proposed only a short while ago, at Christmas – just moments after I’d decided to travel the world in order to learn how to become a chef.

You see, Edward had tipped thirty whereas I was still a couple of years off celebrating my twenty-fifth. Independent me, much as I loved him, just wasn’t sure whether to say “yes” and sign on the dotted marital line. So patient Edward was still waiting for my answer. I cleared my throat and fortunately, at that moment, the air stewardess came by, to check our belts. In fact she’d been mega attentive throughout our journey and suddenly blurted out:

 ‘You two were great on Million Dollar Mansion last year…’ Her cheeks tinged pink. ‘I’ve been longing to say that since we left Gatwick. It’s the best reality show ever and I’m so glad your side won.’

Edward’s eyes shone. ‘How kind. Yes, it was super to secure the financial future of my ancestral home.’

 ‘You were excellent, passing yourself off as your classy best friend, Abigail Croxley,’ she said to me and giggled. ‘Your antics were a real hoot.’

Even though I’d had the same conversation a thousand times since being on telly last September, I never got bored of chatting to the show’s fans. Not even when people exclaimed how “common” – whatever that meant – I looked, away from the camera, nor when women ogled Edward, who looked even hotter in real life.

 It would be strange in Paris, where no one knew us. Perhaps Edward and me could finally grab some “quality time” together. Jeez, just saying that made me sound about a hundred – I’d spent too much time living in his family home, musty old Applebridge Hall! It was the first time I’d been travelling without slathering myself in fake tan or packing my boob-enhancing chicken fillets. Don’t get me wrong, I still loved my short skirts and colourful nails but… Lady C’s training… All that stuff about moderation… Somehow bits of it had etched themselves permanently onto my brain.

‘Are you two on a romantic getaway?’ the stewardess continued, oblivious to the glares of the colleague in front of her, trying to pass with the drinks trolley.

I avoided Edward’s eye. Not that he’d made a fuss when I’d asked for more time to consider his proposal, but it was hard to stay strong. The soppy part of me melted at the sound of his very English voice – at the sight of his strong shoulders, that teasing mouth, those soulful eyes – and didn’t want to think rationally about my jet-setting career plans.

‘Um… Not really,’ I said, cheeks tingeing pink. ‘I’m here for a month, developing my cookery skills. One of the workmen renovating Applebridge Hall’s top floor heard about me longing to travel. He spoke to his daughter who works in France, in the catering business.’

‘It’s who you know, not what, don’t they say,’ said the air stewardess, nodding her head.

‘Too right! She passed on details of a bistro that needed reliable, temporary English-speaking staff to help out during February. Although there was some mix-up and we’ve ended up working at Chez Dubois, a different restaurant.’ I shrugged. ‘Anyway, a friend of hers lent us her flat as she’d just taken on a cruise ship job for a month and didn’t want it standing empty. Apparently she’d heard of Million Dollar Mansion and cos we’re “famous” – her words, not mine – trusted us not to trash her place.’

‘I’d love to live in Paris for more than an overnight stopover,’ said the stewardess, in a dreamy voice.

 ‘The restaurants over there are expecting business to boom due to a series of spring events to commemorate the First World War,’ chipped in Edward and ran a hand through his honey curls. ‘I believe Chez Dubois is one of the oldest in the area. It was built in the seventeenth century, originally as a café where men might drink and listen to the wit of visiting actors. Over the centuries it became the haunt for many famous writers, so understandably Gemma and I – both keen readers – are thrilled to work there.’

‘Aw, and you’re keeping Gemma company?’ said the air stewardess and gave a flirtatious giggle.

Honestly! How did Edward manage to turn most women to putty within minutes of talking to them?

He smiled. ‘Gem doesn’t need me to accompany her – she’s capable of making new friends anywhere on this earth. No, the magazine I write a weekly column for is interested in several pieces on the First World War commemorative events in England. I thought a take on the French perspective might also interest readers, so asked lovely Gemma if she’d mind me tagging along.’

How chuffed Edward had been when Country Aspirations magazine offered him the column, having been impressed with the success of his daily blog during Million Dollar Mansion. Since publishing his weekly pieces on the twenty-first century world from an aristocrat’s point of view, their sales figures had soared. The magazine’s stodgy readers particularly lapped up articles on Applebridge Hall’s renovation, high society events and the fine nosh we taught people to cook at the food academy we set up with the million dollars prize.

The air stewardess wished us luck and moved on, probably disappointed that we hadn’t announced we were eloping or on some sort of honeymoon. As the plane tilted its nose and got ready to land, I leant past Edward to look out of the aeroplane. He’d offered me the window seat, as it was my first time in the air, but I’d said no. Each peek out of the window gave me an excuse to cuddle up to my yummy man. Meringues of cloud parted to reveal sunshine. For a second the plane shook – talk about the ultimate rollercoaster ride, and one that would end at the coolest ever destination!

My heart felt like it would explode with sparks of joy as I relaxed back into my seat and held Edward’s hand tight. I glanced sideways at him and couldn’t wait to kiss his lips, to feel his breath on my neck, under the starry Parisian sky… A smile crossed my lips. If Auntie Jan knew how Edward still made me feel, she’d call me “a right soppy sausage”.

 ‘Have you worked out exactly where our flat is?’ I said, as the plane finally ground to a halt and we stood up to get our hand luggage. ‘If not, I’ll Google the address on your laptop.’ I patted his rucksack.

 ‘Done,’ said Edward as we stepped out of the aeroplane and followed the other passengers towards the luggage carousel. Once there, he took out the travel guide and pointed to an underground station, in the north of the capital. ‘As we thought, the flat is near Chez Dubois, in Montmartre – near the Sacre-Coeur.’

‘Ooh, close to that square full of artists that I’ve seen on the telly? Aren’t we the cultured ones?’

‘I believe it is excessively touristy nowadays, but yes, that’s the place.’ He leant forward and kissed me on the lips – an action which never failed to make my heart race, as if it only had a few beats left before giving out. ‘Oh, Gem, I can’t wait to show you my favourite Parisian haunts. When Mother brought me here, one school holiday, I thought it was the most wonderful place on earth. The view from the top of the Eiffel Tower is smashing – truly panoramic. And we visited the extraordinary Pompidou Centre and Père Lachaise, a magnificent cemetery where some of the greatest writers of all time are buried, like Oscar Wilde. The tombs are like nothing you’ve ever seen – even bigger than those on your favourite supernatural programme…’

I screwed up my forehead.

‘The one where high school students transform into werewolves or consume blood.’ He pulled a face.

‘Ah, the Vampire Diaries.’ AKA the greatest show on earth! And I wasn’t the only dedicated viewer at Applebridge Hall. Amazin’ cook, Kathleen, watched it too, under the guise of ironing in front of the telly. Proof that grey hairs and wrinkles don’t stop you appreciating hot men – well, bloodsuckers really, but still, what was a couple of sharp glinting teeth between friends?

Having said that, much as I liked watching lush vamps hang out amongst gravestones, I’d already selected more lively locations to visit during my stay here. For me, the French capital was all about wicked boutiques, awesome cafés and, of course, Disneyland Paris, dream destination to children of all ages – including forty-three year old Auntie Jan, who was Minnie Mouse’s number one fan.

Plus I could just imagine Edward and me sitting outside some fancy bar in the capital, sipping red wine, and eating slices of baguette with smelly cheese. We’d look all arty and refined, with a cluster of museum guides and shopping bags at my feet. All I’d need then was a beret and miniature poodle to make the fantasy complete. In the background, classy music would play – like that golden oldie about not regretting something or other… *Sigh*. I’d fallen in love with Paris already.

‘Pardon!’ mumbled a lady in a fur coat, who squeezed past us to get her bags.

‘Huh?’ I shrugged at Edward. ‘But I didn’t say anything.’

‘No, that means excuse me,’ said Edward as he studied the carousel.

Oh. Clearly my GCSE French was rustier than I thought. Mind you, I hadn’t forgotten everything and when the woman came back again, carrying a smart suitcase, and repeated the polite word, I said. ‘Au naturel,’ pleased to have remembered the phrase for “of course”.

The woman gave me a strange look and hurried on. Edward chuckled.

‘You just said “naked” to her,’ he whispered.

Really? Nah, he had to be wrong, even though he’d spent the last few weeks revising his French. Certain things from school lessons never left me – like the time I did an essay about me and Auntie Jan attempting to make homemade jam. Right healthy it was, and I wrote that we’d used no préservatifs. You should have seen the teacher’s face. Well, how was I supposed to know that was the French word for condoms? Cue, a fleeting moment of fame at school, as everyone thought I’d muddled up the words on purpose.

As the luggage went around on the conveyor belt, a man in a black suit and sunglasses stood on the other side of the carousel and stared my way. His light brown hair was styled army short. He had tanned skin, a strong jawline and chiselled cheekbones. All of a sudden he turned away and disappeared into the crowds. Perhaps Parisians might recognise us after all.

A fashionable woman struggled to retrieve her huge suitcase and Edward lunged forward, easily lifted it off the conveyor belt and bowed his head as she giggled and muttered her thanks in French. Yes, I was officially going out with one sexy, appealing hunk! Whistling, arm linked with my man, I eventually left the airport.

We pulled our suitcases on wheels, both of us carrying rucksacks on our backs. Once outside I took a deep breath, expecting to smell garlic or see strings of onions around people’s necks. This was France, right? Plus my first time abroad… But, disappointingly, everything looked much the same as back home, including the grubby pavement and grey clouds.

How could this be? I wanted glamour! The Exotic! Sophistication! Even the birds were the same, I noticed, as a couple of chubby pigeons ambled past. You’d think they‘d look all slim and sexy, living over the Channel. Edward hailed a taxi and muttered something in the local lingo. Apparently he’d got top marks for his French A-level and once stayed with family friends in the South of France. As a girl I’d always been lucky to get a week in Margate – not that I’m complaining. It takes a lot to beat a visit to the arcades, followed by a cone of chips and stick of rock.

We got in the car and out of the corner of my eye, I spotted the strange man with sunglasses get into a waiting black BMW. Wow. Its windows were tinted. He must have been important.

‘Anglais, uh?’ said the taxi driver, as our car pulled away.

‘Yes,’ said Edward.

‘‘oliday?’

‘Non…’ I cleared my throat. ‘We are, ‘ow you zay… workeeeeng.’ I caught Edward’s eye and giggled, realising that just adding an accent to my English didn’t make me a linguist.

‘Nous travaillons,’ I said, racking my brain for the right words.

‘Ah… but still… Exciting, non… in Paris?’

‘Au naturel,’ I said, despite Edward thinking he knew what that meant. And, indeed, the car swerved, proving that the driver was impressed with my French.

 ‘Bit of a luxury this, isn’t it, a taxi?’ I said to Edward as the driver looked in his mirror to give me a weird look and turned up the radio.

‘Quite. After years of watching every penny, to save Applebridge Hall, my instinct would have been to take the underground.’

‘You mean Métro,’ I said airily. ‘Yes – but I’m glad we took the convenient option, instead of dragging our cases across the capital. It’s made our whole trip a lot easier.’

‘Our first trip together…’ Edward smiled fondly at me. ‘I wonder where we’ll go for our second? Imagine going on a cruise, like the girl whose flat we’re borrowing. Even though she’s working on the ship, it’s a chance second to none – a life on the waves…’ Edward stared dreamily out of the window.

It had been weird for him – the fallout from last year’s reality show. The world suddenly realising that his cousin Rupert – not him – was the rightful heir to Applebridge Hall. Once Rupert took over, after graduating later this year, Edward would be free of his aristocratic responsibilities, if he wanted, to carve out any career path.

I gripped his hand and gave it a squeeze, before gazing out of the window. Whoaa! This was more like it. Clearly we were entering the centre of the Paris. Just look at those cute cafés with people drinking beer and coffee outside, under the early rays of spring sun. And those shop windows had gilt-edged windows… Glamour at last! Plus an old man just cycled past wearing a beret!

Mind you, he’d have been better off wearing a sturdy helmet. My eyes widened as cars weaved randomly in between lanes, hooting and winding down their windows to swear. Perhaps I’d need to head for the Champs-Elysées to experience French elegance at its best. And sure enough, we drove down that huge avenue eventually – not that I took in much detail, after the psychotic way our car had hurtled around the Arc de Triomphe a few times, seconds before.

‘I suspect we’re being taken on the sightseeing route,’ said Edward and glanced at the taxi meter before pulling out his travel guide. I held onto the door, heart racing as if I’d just done the scariest ride at Alton Towers. I must have been confused, cos I was sure I saw that black BMW hurtling around with us, as well.

Not long after, however, the streets narrowed and, able to focus once again, I saw Parisian life up close. Away from the busy boulevards, people walked at a slower pace. They talked on their phones or, carrying a newspaper, stopped to chat with café owners. The most adorable balconies with plant pots fronted white-washed flats above shops, shutters either side of the windows. I sent Abbey a quick text to let her know how cute the city was.

‘Are you going to miss Applebridge Hall? And your dad? It’s ages since you’ve been away, what with the financial stresses,’ I said.

Edward chuckled. ‘Father and I could probably do with a break from each other after all this time. But seriously? I feel happier leaving him behind, now that he enjoys the companionship of Lady Constance.’

I nodded. Theirs was a mega sweet romance, fuelled by a mutual love of birdwatching. ‘Shame she won’t be with him for Valentine’s Day.’

‘At least she’s only in Switzerland for a few days.’

‘True.’ Dear old Lady C – well into her seventies and still giving advice on running finishing schools. Having owned one for years, she’d become something of an expert in the field, plus appearing on Million Dollar Mansion had raised her profile. She’d been mega chuffed to be invited to a girls’ college in Zurich for three nights.

‘Almost there, now,’ said Edward, as we pulled into a busy street which was cobbled, full of pedestrians and increasingly narrow. How adorable! I’d have to take loads of photos later and upload them to my Facebook page, with the status “Wish you were here.”

‘We can walk from here.’ He paid the driver and we got out.

 Towing our luggage, we eventually came to a tiny square where I did finally breathe in garlic – along with a whiff of seafood wafting out from a bottle-green painted bistro on the left called “La Perle”. Next to that was a gift shop with racks of postcards outside. Opposite was a butcher’s with a queue coming out of the door and a tiny supermarket. A van pulled up near the gift shop to unload fresh produce for a grocer’s further along. Edward pointed upwards, to the right.

‘Voilá!’ he murmured.

Wow – it couldn’t get better than this. Our home for the next month was bang on top of a patisserie – that’s a cake shop, to you and me – called… Ah, I could translate those words – the sign said “The Golden Croissant”. Roll on breakfasts of fresh swirly Danish pastries… And down the end of the avenue, along from there I could just see a red canopy over small tables – a bar!

‘Come on!’ I said and hurried towards the flat. Pulling my suitcase, I charged towards the cake shop and headed up a staircase on its right, whilst Edward nipped inside the Golden Croissant to get the key. Five minutes later, we were inside the flat and surveying our new home in silence. Talk about fab.

The small, functional kitchen and lounge were open plan, with a welcoming fireplace in the middle, near an ivory sofa and chairs. Underneath the glass coffee table lay a turquoise patterned rug, over oak-laminated floor. On the ornate black balconies, outside the windows, sat potted plants. There was a dinky bathroom and the cutest bedroom, with rustic bedcovers, a bowl of potpourri and a wash basin and jug. A beech table with four chairs just about fitted into the far corner, on the window side….

‘Our Parisian abode really is quite charming,’ said Edward as he took out a notebook from his pocket, to jot down some notes.

‘Look at you, ever the writer,’ I said and winked.

He nodded. ‘It’s just a few random thoughts of our taxi drive and the sights so far. If I’m lucky I’ll be able to squeeze a few weeks’ columns out of this trip and not just report on the commemorative First World War events.’

I opened the windows, by the balcony, to air the flat. The divine aroma of crème fillings, sugar and spice wafted up from the cake shop. I could get used to that.

Edward smiled. ‘Why don’t you pop out and buy some basics, for tea, from that little supermarket? By the time you get back I should have the heating and kettle on. Or if you like, I’ll get the food in and you can set up the flat.’

‘No it’s fine…’ Me shopping – that sounded perfect! Although Edward had become something of a fan of this pastime, since meeting me… Primark was his particular favourite. He couldn’t get over the choice, as over the years he’d made do with the services of a local tailor and occasional trips to a small men’s clothes shop in Applebridge.

 ‘I won’t be long…’ A lump came to my throat, just for one second. Edward was so caring and reliable, staying behind to set up a cosy little home for us. Perhaps I was mad to not immediately accept his proposal of marriage. I stepped up on tiptoe, and kissed him firmly on his lips. Tenderly he responded, sending a trickle of tingles down my spine.

Once outside, I headed towards the supermarket and, as I glanced ahead, I let out a gasp. The man in a black suit stood by a nearby tree. Of average height, he nevertheless stood out. His whole physique shouted discipline – with his clear skin and subtle gym-bunny shape.

 Quick as a flash, he turned away and I shook myself. No. Don’t be paranoid. He must have been a different bloke to the one on the plane. Dark suits and sunglasses were all the rage nowadays.

 I gazed around at a poor lady with matted hair and a threadbare scarf. She sat on the pavement, asking for change. I slid my rucksack off my back and delved in for my purse, before handing her some coins. Then I entered the supermarket, in my head practising the pronunciation for the French equivalent of “how much, please?”

At the back of the shop, I swung around an aisle, looking for milk and… Whoa! … came face to face with that man again. Suddenly he reached for a packet of biscuits. The hairs on the back of my neck jumped to attention. Instinct told me that he was pretending to look busy. But why? Could he really have followed little old me, all the way from the airport?

 Shopping forgotten, I made for the door, nevertheless telling myself my suspicions were… Well, my first thought was “bonkers” but since staying with Edward these last months, my vocabulary now included phrases my new aristocratic friends used. Occasionally I’d say something was “quite terrible” or “nonsensical” or “awfully idiotic”. So yes, my suspicions were quite nonsensical.

Who did I think the man was? A real-life version of the Men in Black agents, about to zap aliens? If we’d been in England, he could have worked for one of the countless TV companies who’d approached me during the last few months, to do other reality shows. Yet we were in Paris… I swallowed. No one knew me. I was letting my imagination work overtime.

Chest nevertheless pounding, I led him away from the direction of the flat and instinctively quickened my pace. After five minutes, I gazed over my shoulder, as the sunlight began to fade. Really? I mean, really? Had he just dodged behind a parked car?

No doubt about it, then. He was stalking me. Mouth dry, I took a sharp left into an avenue and ran as fast as I could in my heels. Yet footsteps still sounded behind me. I cut into an even smaller avenue. Shit (sorry Lady C, manners out the window at this point)… I stared at a dead end. My hands felt sticky and in slow motion, I swivelled around.

The black BMW from earlier pulled up. The door opened. Inside was the mysterious man. He climbed out and walked stealthily towards me.


Chapter 2

‘Gemma Goodwin?’ he said.

Was he English? If not, that was a great London accent. My fists curled.

‘Who’s asking?’ I demanded, daring my voice to waver.

He stared at me for a second– waited until a teenager listening to music, on the other side, boogied past– and then pointed inside the car.

‘Get in please. I don’t mean you any harm but discretion is necessary.’

Feeling my lip tremble just a titch, I held his gaze. How dare he scare half to death? Who did this weirdo think he was?

‘Right away, if you don’t mind,’ he said. ‘It’s a matter of life or death.’

Adrenalin surged through my veins. Uh oh. My heart pounded faster than ever. Both were signs I was about to do something mad – although nigh on four months living with the even-tempered Croxleys had also calmed me down. Lately I reacted to challenging situations in a less knee-jerk fashion - unless I was faced with some bizarre, suited nutter trying to kidnap me. My first curled tighter.

‘Aarghh!’ I screamed, right in mystery man’s face, before legging it away as fast as I could. Well, everyone knew you had to take assailants by surprise. Plus I hoped my screech might attract some knight in shining armour. In fact anyone would do, just for moral support, like a pensioner wielding a stale baguette or sleek Parisian model armed with an ultra pointed stiletto heel.

However, the only person in sight was a man in a Frank Sinatra hat, shuffling by, with the help of a walking stick. Yet he was a superhero, because I reckon his presence alone stopped mystery man hauling me back, to lock into the car’s boot.

Without turning around, I ran away from the shops, as fast as possible in my unpractical heels. I headed into a cobbled road with high white-washed apartment blocks either side. None of the parked vehicles were tall enough to crouch behind. Plus the pavements were still empty which was probably just as well, as even if I stopped someone to explain my plight, I wouldn’t work out the French quick enough.

I scoured the road for a tight spot to hide, so that I could ring Edward or even better the police. Except that I didn’t know the French emergency services number… Urgh. Perhaps there was a French pop group named after it, like that boyband 911. Trouble was, the only French singer I’d heard of, thanks to Gran, was the old crooner, Sacha Distel.

 With a gulp of chilly air, rucksack twerking my back, I eventually ended up in a bigger road called Rue des 3 Frères. Despite being on the run – despite my thighs practically igniting at the top, due to skin rubbing together – I found a second to congratulate myself on knowing that this translated as Street of 3 Brothers. If only that meant, literally, that a trio of hunks would promptly arrive to act as my bodyguards. Blisters puffed up on my heels as I gritted my teeth and continued my flight away from the buzz of Montmartre, through the chilly February air. With relief, I could no longer hear the thud of following feet… The fingers on one hand crossed, I finally stopped and turned around.

My stomach twisted. In the distance glinted the bonnet of a black BMW. Mind you, that meant mystery man had taken the mega easy option and was now tracking me in his car– what a wimp. Well I’d show him. My eyes narrowed in the twilight. What I needed was the underground. Edward had shown me the Métro map. Hundreds of stops were dotted around the city. Just let my stalker try to drive his flash wheels down steps.

I turned off the main road and came to an adorable little square surrounded by picture-postcard-pretty shops. What a change it made not to see the same old brand names, like in England, but individually owned bakeries and chemist stores. In the centre, under some towering, leafless trees, a group of men packed up a game of French boules. What a pity I hadn’t time to take a photo and send it to Dad. Years ago, he and Mum had enjoyed a two day honeymoon here. I’d promised to email him pictures of Paris as it was now– and you didn’t get more French than this.

But there was no time for playing tourist and, with a shiver, I stopped a woman who confidently strode my way.

‘Métro?’ I said.

Talk about stylish – she followed the exact rules I’d read in a book on “How to dress like a Parisian”. Apparently French women stuck to a few classic pieces and colours, but incorporated a flamboyant detail. And sure enough, she wore black tailored trousers and a well-cut slate jacket, with the sparkliest flower brooch on its lapel.

‘Métro?’ I repeated. ‘S’il vous plait?’ (or silver plate, as we used to say at school).

After a quick smile, she garbled in French, jabbed her finger to the men playing boules and was off. I sighed, but just then a passing girl, with the bounciest black pigtails, stopped to do up her shoelace. On straightening back up, she gave me a gap-toothed grin.

‘Métro?’ I said hopefully and she drew a square in the air and then also pointed to the men playing. At which point her mother, several metres ahead on the phone, called her daughter who skedaddled off.

It seemed like everyone was in a rush to get home – and fair enough, the sun had almost set and it was Friday night. In fact, all I wanted was to curl up with Edward in our Parisian love nest. Biting my lip, I headed over to where the little girl had pointed and… bingo! I gazed at a square placard bearing a street map.

Okay, let’s see… On a big road, south, heading further away, was a Métro station called Abbesses. Ooh I liked the sound of that, like the English word “abyss”. Hopefully that meant it was nice and deep. Despite his appearance, chauffeured mystery man was clearly no fitness fanatic, so the idea of following me down flights of stairs might put him off.

I duly headed in a southerly direction and… Yay! There it was, on a main road. Aw, the outside of it looked mega pretty with “Métropolitan” written above it in a fancy font, beneath a little glass roof. Without hesitating, I ran down the vintage entrance and started my descent, ogling the awesome murals on the walls.

Around and around I ran, dodging people, forgetting I was in France and should stick to the right. In fact, blimey! Talk about busy. And as for that musty smell…I screwed up my nose at the aroma of overcooked cabbage and stinky socks. A boyfriend of mine once smelt like that after playing football. Whereas I was still waiting for any annoying habits of Edward’s to come to the fore… He still seemed pretty perfect – especially since he’d chilled a bit, during recent months. I’d taught him that pants didn’t need ironing and that if we were, um, otherwise engaged (that is snogging!) it wasn’t bad manners to let a phone call go to voicemail.

A clock caught my eye – it was almost half past four and the beginning of the rush hour. I took out a carnet (booklet to you – ooh, my vocabulary was already widening) of ten Métro tickets that me and Edward had bought. I was just about to push one into the machine when someone tapped my shoulder.

‘Tiring are we?’ said a familiar, clipped male voice.

My mouth went dry and I turned around to face those sunglasses. He took them off. Wow. What warm maple-syrup eyes.

I shook myself. Yeah, just like a stalking lion’s. Dodging sideways, I shoved the Métro tickets into my jacket pocket and headed up the steps, blurting out “pardon,” as I pushed my way up. Thanks to last year’s “how to be a lady” training, I always remembered to be polite, however dire the situation.

By the time I reached the top, I’d managed to retrieve my phone from the rucksack. My legs ached, my chest burnt and I had no idea where to run next. In other words, there was no alternative but to ring Edward. Shrieking for help, I could have approached a train guard but, well, that wasn’t my style – especially after the last few months of weird things happening. I’d toughened up.

Don’t get me wrong, nausea hit the back of my throat when I thought who this guy could be or what he might want. However, since being on the telly, I’d been sent men’s underwear through the post, my phone had been hacked, a troll had stolen my identity on Facebook and a fan of Edward’s had stalked me in the swimming pool showers… Currently I had two restraining orders out on people who had grudges against the person they thought I was. It would take more than a smartly dressed dude, in a swanky car, to make me lose my cool.

Blowing out chilly air, I lifted a finger to press dial when a hand curled firmly around my arm and led me out onto the pavement. I stared the black BMW, parked to the side, with its sinister black-tinted windows.

‘There’s no need to ring Edward,’ said the man.

I turned around to meet stern maple-syrup eyes.

‘We’ve taken care of him.’ he continued.

Huh? My chin wobbled. How did he know my boyfriend’s name? What if my sexy, kind-hearted, loyal, dreamy Edward would – or had – come to some harm?

‘All will be explained,’ said the weirdo, his voice a titch softer. ‘Now, please. Trust me. You’ll be safe. Just get in the car.’

 For Edward’s sake, I did what I was told.


Chapter 3

‘You’re telling me that “taking care of” Edward meant texting him, to say I was going for a walk, to look around? Liar! You haven’t even got his number.’ My eyes narrowed, although it was hard to concentrate on mystery man’s face, due to the distraction of… *sigh*… a mega romantic view in front of me. We sat on the steps of the Sacre-Coeur. I’d been driven there, handed a bottle of water and a yummy bar of English chocolate – ridiculous, or what? One of mystery man’s colleagues – also in a black suit and smelling strongly of a pungent musky aftershave – sat behind us, on the next step up.

My abductor shrugged. ‘We know a lot of things.’

‘Like this?’ I ran a finger over the chocolate bar’s purple wrapper. ‘How did you know it was my favourite?’ Perhaps, after all, he wasn’t an axe murderer or dangerous criminal with a ransom plan… Although, eek! I hadn’t thought of that – now that the Croxley family had won a million dollars, perhaps he thought they’d pay up for my release.

‘Look, what’s your name?’ I said, trying to act all huffy, which was impossible as I gazed back down at the City of Light. When we’d first arrived, I’d just about been able to make out the details of roofs, chimneys and aerials. Now, however,everywhere was liquorice black, as if the starry sky had fallen to earth, just like that children’s story where Brer Rabbit thinks the moon has dropped into a pond. Lights twinkled and towards the right stood the sparkly Eiffel Tower.

I turned around, and gazed up at the awesome Sacre-Coeur church, illuminated by an amber glow. A Native American band played nearby, with their drums, flutes and pipes. Chat, laughter and ciggie smoke filled the air. Necking wine out of a bottle, a tramp sat next to us and directly in front was a group of camera-clicking Japanese girls.

I unwrapped the chocolate. With his black suit, perhaps I’d been accosted by the Man from Milk Tray.

‘Hmm. Yumski…’ I said, after swallowing the first creamy mouthful.

‘Yumski – have you distant Russian ancestors?’ His brow furrowed.

‘I’m not answering any questions until you tell me your name.’

He stared at me for a moment. ‘Bloggs. The name is Joe Bloggs.’

‘I see, and…’ Huh? I put the rest of the bar on my lap. ‘Really? You expect me to fall for that?’

He raised one eyebrow, which looked kinda hot– but nowhere near as sexy as Lord Edward, of course.

‘Your help is needed,’ he continued. ‘As part of the ongoing 2014-2018 events to commemorate the centenary of the First World War, four weeks tomorrow, on the first Saturday in March, the Duke and Duchess of Cambridge are visiting Paris. They’ll attend a charity football match. It will star legends of the game from around the world.’

‘Yeah, I’ve heard – it’s supposed to represent the famous Christmas Eve truce in the trenches, isn’t it, when the two sides came together to play football?’ See, I did pay attention during my history classes at school… (okay, you’ve got me – I really knew because of Paul McCartney’s video to his famous Christmas song “Pipes of Peace”.)

‘Indeed. And…’ Joe cleared his throat. ‘I have reason to believe that the royal couple’s safety is compromised.’ He stared intently at me. ‘That’s where you come in.’

I snorted. ‘Huh? Who do you work for? The M5?’

His top lip twitched. ‘That’s a motorway. Try MI5 – the Security Service, who keep an eye on domestic affairs in Britain, but no, I’m not…’

‘Duh, of course you aren’t…’ I snorted. ‘That organisation only really exists in movies.’

‘I’m actually from MI6,’ he continued, ‘also known as the SIS – the Secret Intelligence Service who focus on foreign affairs.’

I almost spat out a mouthful of water. ‘You mean…’ I wiped my lips. ‘Like James Bond? You’re an international spy?’

‘If you like.’

A mega bubble of laughter rose within my chest. My eyes watered. It was no good, and like an over-microwaved stuffed tomato I suddenly burst. Tears trickled down my cheeks and a convoluted (one of Edward’s words) giggle escaped my lips.

‘For God’s sake!’ I said. ‘You’ve got a nerve – pretending to be from a supposed top-secret institution that would never pick up someone in broad daylight and talk of their secret plans. I’ve watched Austin Powers and Johnny English… You can’t fool me.’

 Oh dear. Laughing fit again. Finally I recovered. ‘Sorry, mate, but in any case, I am the most unlikely potential female spy you could ever meet. I haven’t got a rude name, like Pussy Galore, and would look rubbish in her cat suit. Nor have I got awesome hair like Charlie’s Angels, and I don’t kick quite as high as that woman in The Avengers…’ I shook my head. ‘Whoever you are – TV company, newspaper – I’m not interested. Ring my agent if you must,’ (wicked isn’t it, I now “had people”, mainly to fob off nutters like this). ‘I could have you charged for kidnapping me…’ I stood up to leave but Joe pulled me back down.

A whiff of soap filled my nostrils. His nails were super-clean. His tie ruler-straight. Clearly he lived by rules and regulations and I had no doubt this meeting with me today had been well-planned.

Discreetly, he opened his jacket and black metal flashed under the Sacre-Coeur’s lights. Oh my God! He was also licensed to kill. What if he’d actually harmed Edward?

At that moment my phone bleeped and I took it out of my rucksack. My eyes tingled. Thank God. Mystery man had told the truth and texted Edward. It was him, saying to enjoy my tour of the area. He’d continue to unpack until I got back.

‘So, you’re armed…’ Annoyingly my voice sounded a titch impressed. ‘And I suppose he’s an agent as well?’

I turned around to the colleague, who had cold grey eyes and an expressionless mouth. He fiddled with gold cufflinks that looked out-of-place on the straightforward suit. There was something about him that was decidedly creepy. He had greased-back hair like some Fifties barber, and a smarmy smile.

‘That’s John. John Smith,’ said Joe Bloggs (I must be in some parallel universe where everyone’s name sounded stupid).

I palm-slapped my forehead. ‘Of course he’d be called that. Silly me.’

‘No need for sarcasm,’ said John,giving a smarmy grin as he joined us on the lower step.

‘Assuming I believe you are both spies – which I don’t – why do you need my help, exactly?’ I asked.

‘One of our agents is mad on reality shows and…’

I raised an eyebrow.

John was the sarcastic one, now. ‘Yes, Gemma, agent or no agent, we are still normal people with common interests, like everyone else.’

‘My colleague told me about you on Million Dollar Mansion,and mentioned she’d read you were coming to Paris for a month,’ continued Joe.

It still surprised me when newspapers reported stuff about me and Edward, months on from the end of the show.

‘I watched the series online.’ Joe sat more upright. ‘I was impressed, and hoped you’d be my eyes and ears at Chez Dubois.’

‘Your eyes and ears? So – pretending for one second that I believe this spy crap – is this official MI6 business, or not?’

His cheeks reddened. ‘No.’

 ‘And what exactly would this mission be, at some restaurant?’ But it was no good – uttering those words produced another bubble of laughter and I giggled, expecting to suddenly be accosted by Tom Cruise or Daniel Craig.

Joe Bloggs waited for me to control myself before leaning closer. ‘Something’s going down on the internet, about a “MiddleWin Mort” at the charity football game. “MiddleWin” could be a combination of the names Middleton and Windsor– and “Mort”, in French, means death.

I gasped. ‘You think someone is going to assassinate the royal couple?’

Joe shrugged. ‘There is no evidence whatsoever to support that… It was just a few comments, spotted in a couple of French forums in recent weeks, discussing the upcoming match. People got chatting about emails they’d received… Chez Dubois was mentioned as well as some cryptic dance terms.’ Joe shrugged. ‘I investigated but before I could take a screenshot, the comments were deleted along with the profiles of the people who’d made them. I’m wondering if the mastermind works at Chez Dubois.’

Blimey. Potentially, this was serious stuff. ‘It’s all a bit vague.’

Joe nodded. ‘Discreetly, MI6 agreed to check out Pierre Dubois who owns the restaurant. His records are clean. In fact, he does a lot of charity work locally. Seems like a decent bloke. Then there’s Cindy Cooper, she has joint French/American nationality and started working there as the sous chef almost one year ago. The head chef is called Jean-Claude Brun and was cautioned for shoplifting as a teenager, but that’s all. Then there’s Hugo Petit, the headwaiter, who’s been there years and has never received so much as a caution. The agency did basic background checks on the rest of the staff who’ve been there longer than six months. They were all clean too. Plus we’ve hacked the restaurant’s laptop and checked all the staff’s email accounts we could find. Nothing to report – just messages to suppliers and customers. Nothing about a MiddleWin Mort… So MI6 closed the file and won’t deploy any agent – not even a junior one – into Chez Dubois.’

‘You must be dedicated to pursue this investigation on your own,’ I said.

‘Or mad,’ muttered John and rolled his eyes. ‘If it were up to me, this thing would be dead and buried.’

Joe pursed his lips. ‘Protecting our country… It’s a commitment every day of the year; a vocation for some of us, I guess.’

‘But if you’re doing your official work and then this on the side… Don’t you get any free time?’

‘I bloody make sure I do,’ said John.

Joe shrugged. ‘It’s not like I’m married, with someone else to think of, dinners to prepare, outings to arrange… My time is my own.’

‘Sounds like you talk from experience and have been hitched in the past.’ I smiled.

For a second his maple-syrup eyes darkened. ‘I don’t discuss personal details.’

Ooh, I sensed a bit of emotional baggage.

‘Jet-setting Joe and I don’t have the time to follow up every lead,’ said John, his voice over-friendly. He stretched out his legs. ‘There are lots of rumours to follow up and hopefully rule out during the coming months. The commemorative events grow in number during the summer and we are here to eliminate all potential terrorist or criminal threats. At present, we’re focusing on the security of the world leaders visiting Paris the day after the football match, for a peace conference.’

My stomach tingled with excitement, now that I was reassured these two men honestly meant me no harm. Joe Bloggs, international spy, was actually asking for a favour. But why get little old me involved?

‘What good will I be?’ I shrugged.

‘Last year you carried yourself off perfectly as Abbey, fooling the public and the Croxleys,’ said Joe. ‘Gemma, you are loyal, determined and take initiative. Whatever the consequences, once your mind is made up, you see a mission through… And today has confirmed that you’ve got guts. I believe you are one tough woman.’

‘That’s what comes from growing up with two brothers who think hiding spiders in your knickers drawer is funny…’ I cleared my throat, still not quite believing what was happening.

‘But what makes you really special,’ continued Joe, ‘is that I can tell you’re a royalist. Kate Middleton is one of your heroes. Your heart will be in the job and that’s the most important thing of all.’

John muttered something snidey. But I got what Joe said. Guilty as charged. Like Abbey, I totally crushed on KMid, plus loved funny William and cute little George… Auntie Jan was royal mad. I’d been brought up drinking out of Prince Charles and Diana mugs. There’s no way I’d stand by and let them come to harm.

 ‘All in all, what more could I ask for in an undercover assistant?’ Joe half-smiled. ‘The dealmaker was that you’d be in Paris, just at the time I needed you.’

I stared at him for a moment and then my jaw dropped. ‘That mix-up over our jobs – you somehow changed them, right at the last minute so that I’d be working at Chez Dubois…’

Joe nodded. ‘I pretended to be a catering recruitment agency headhunter and persuaded a kitchenhand to leave Chez Dubois – not difficult, as he didn’t get on with chef Jean-Claude. I sent him to the restaurant you were supposed to be working at, as well as writing them a letter of apology from you, saying for personal reasons you could no longer accept their job. Then I emailed your details to Pierre, still in my fake role as a recruitment agent…’ A muscle in his cheek flinched. ‘Of course, I’ve mostly observed you on the television. I don’t know you well. It’s a risk, for me, getting a civilian secretly involved. And it’s a risk for you – whilst it’s unlikely this is a real terrorist threat, I won’t rest until every avenue has been thoroughly explored, and that could be dangerous.’

‘Good old strait-laced Joe becoming a rogue agent, going behind his bosses’ backs… who’d have thought?’ said John, in a smarmy voice and shook his head.

‘I’m trusting your absolute discretion,’ said Joe, staring me bolt in the face. ‘Relying on you not to let me down. Counting on your judgement. And most importantly, I need you to understand that things could get unpleasant.’

‘Why aren’t MI6 backing you, about carrying on the investigation, if I’m free and willing to help? Even if they think the risk is minimal, what have they got to lose?’

‘Sometimes, agents’ hunches are wrong and lead to trouble for the organisation, girlie,’ said John. ‘To be honest, I’m not convinced about this threat either, but seeing as I’m deployed here with Joe and in a position to help him…’ He shrugged. ‘Joe will owe me a favour. And if he’s wrong and the investigation goes pear-shaped, it’ll be him taking the rap. Tell her about the 2012 Olympic fiasco, Joe.’

‘An investigation was started into some coded emails with the subject title BlowUpOlympia,’ said Joe. ‘The agent who’d stumbled across them discovered a group of around fifty suspicious people who regularly met up, with their laptops. Some belonged to gun clubs. Others followed fighting sports, such as the martial arts. My colleague became convinced they were plotting to set off bombs in the Olympic stadium.’

Wow.

‘It turned out they were simply war game fanatics and Olympia was the name of a town in their favourite game. Everything was coded because they knew of another group on the internet, determined to defend this virtual town. It’s was an interactive game where you worked in teams.’

‘Did MI6 find out in time?’ I said.

Joe shook his head. ‘No, and agents manhandled several members of the group who turned up at the Olympic venues – they were simply genuine sports fans. Embarrassingly, one of them was related to a tabloid newspaper’s editor. MI6 had to call in a lot of favours to keep that story out of the press. We were overstretched in 2012, trying to deflect potential terrorist attacks. C was furious and swore she’d never let anything like that happen again.’

‘C?’

‘Our Chief. She keeps an extra close eye on every investigation now.’

‘Oh. I thought she’d be called M – you know, like in James Bond.’

John rolled his eyes. ‘No – she’s named after the very first Chief of MI6, Mansfield Cumming, who used to sign himself as C.’

I nodded and stared from one agent to another.

‘So? Are you in?’ asked Joe and shifted uncomfortably. ‘I know it’s a big ask. On paper there’s no evidence, the risks are minimal… But I’d be lying if I guaranteed that you were going to be one hundred percent safe, one hundred percent of the time.’

Of course I was in! If the safety of the royal family was potentially under threat, I had no choice. My chest glowed warm. Imagine, someone like Joe cherry-picking me to protect the royals. And what a guy – putting his reputation on the line, out of a sense of duty… What a contrast he was to that creepy John.

 ‘I don’t know,’ I said airily, not wanting to look keen. Well, there were conditions, of course! ‘For starters, I um, would need a cool codename.’

‘Yeah? Erm… What about Margherita?’ Joe gave a half-smile.

‘Margherita!’ I spluttered. ‘After the name of a pizza?’

‘Exactly.’ He shrugged those broad shoulders. ‘Didn’t you used to work in an Italian restaurant?’

‘Yes but…’

‘Okay, what about…Cullen?’ he continued. ‘Isn’t Twilight one of your favourite films?’

Jeez, how did he know that? At this rate, he’d be able to tell me the size of my bra.

‘How would you know?’ I asked.

‘Read my file on you.’

John smirked. ‘Official mission or not, Joe is always thorough.’

Wow, clearly. I had a file? Then, I was mega important. ‘I want a letter,’ I said, admittedly like a petulant toddler. ‘Like this C or Judi Dench, playing M in the James Bond films.’

John sneered. ‘Only the uppermost echelons of the organisation are given that honour.’

 ‘Whatever you want,’ said Joe, in a measured voice. ‘Seeing as MI6 aren’t involved – how about “Agent G”?’

Yay! I clapped my hands, now that did have… What was that word Edward used? Gravitas… ‘And of course, I’ll need gadgets,’ I said, enjoying calling the shots – well, it was payback, for Joe having scared me earlier. Amazingly he nodded.

 ‘In fact, you must come with me tonight, in preparation for working at Chez Dubois on Monday,’ said Joe. ‘This weekend will be spent at MI6’s secret bunker. I’ll teach you basic self-defence and arm you with the necessary tools. I’ll make out you’re a suspect being taken in for interrogation. That way our time there will be undisturbed.’

Secret bunker? I took a swig of water to calm me down, otherwise I might spontaneously combust! Living in Paris for a month was exciting enough, without all these spy shenanigans. Also, visiting their French headquarters would confirm Joe’s identity. Except, I’d so looked forward to settling into the flat with Edward and spending the next two days getting to visit the awesome landmarks and cafés, with a snog or two between croissants and espresso shots.

‘I don’t think that’s possible, you see…’

‘This part of the deal is non-negotiable,’ said Joe, in his clipped tone. ‘An intensive weekend in self-defence is a must. I’d be failing you if I didn’t teach you to the basics of looking after yourself.’

‘But…’

Joe’s bottom lip twitched as he fiddled with his cuffs. ‘It’s not too late to pull out, Gemma. I’d understand if you want to walk away.’

‘Okay, okay, I agree to this intensive training weekend – but can’t I tell Edward the truth? He wouldn’t breathe a word to anyone.’

Joe shook his head. ‘No – for his sake, the less he knows the better. Don’t tell anyone, including friends or family back home.’

Shame. This would be the first big secret I’d ever kept from best mate Abbey. I scratched my head. Was this really happening? Agents? Death threats? Secret bunkers? It seemed bonkers, yet there was something in the eyes of this sincere Joe bloke that made me take him seriously.

‘At least let me return to the flat each night, to sleep. He’ll get suspicious if I’m suddenly away all weekend… I could say–’

‘Perhaps…’ said Joe. ‘Okay. That’s acceptable…’ He thought for a few seconds. ‘John will go back with you tonight, just to introduce himself to Edward. He’ll pretend to be a caterer you got talking to, hosting two big wedding events this weekend, who offered to teach you invaluable cookery skills in return for your help Saturday and Sunday as he needs more cheap pairs of hands… You say it’s too good an opportunity to turn down.’

‘You think of everything, don’t you?’ I said.

Joe shrugged as if that was nothing out of the ordinary. Then with John, he headed off to make some private phone calls. Dear Edward, he wouldn’t complain. Sometimes he was almost too faultless… Well, apart from when he tried to get me interested in opera and contemporary paintings. That was one of the things that surprised me about Edward – stuffy and traditional as he was, he loved modern art. Many an argument we’d had over the value of paintings which consisted of just a few dots or lines. Me, I couldn’t wait to visit Monet’s waterlily paintings, here in Paris and also…Ow! These highfalutin thoughts came to a swift halt when the tramp next to me, with a vice-like grip, grabbed my arm.

‘Loose talk costs lives,’ he hissed, ‘as your countrymen said during ze war. Let me introduce myself. Many ‘ave ‘eard of me in ze criminal underworld. I am ze notorious “Man with ze Magic Baguette”…’

He let go and reached towards his pocket. My adrenalin pumped. Sh… Sugar! This must have been a terrorist tracking us. Perhaps baguette was slang for a pistol.

Losing my new, mature self-control for one second, and after a deep breath, I chucked my water in his face. Good diversion. Now, mustn’t panic. I – G – was an important government agent now.

 In my head, I repeated this mantra as a shocked Monsieur Magic Baguette roared. He grabbed my ankle as I stood to get up, whilst the Japanese tourists below turned around to take photos.


Chapter 4

How was I to know that ‘Magic Baguette’ was a French nickname for a man’s best friend (and I don’t mean his dog)? That tramp was no terrorist but a right old pervert, just about to flash. By the time Joe Bloggs legged it back to help me, the old man’s trouser zip was already halfway undone.

Not that he’d have stood a chance of offending me with mean-machine Joe on the scene. Whilst berating the tramp, in perfect French, Joe held me close, all protectively. No need of course – I was fine, but in a zombie apocalypse I’d definitely be on Team Joe Bloggs. He hauled the flasher off to the local gendarmerie (see how quickly I’m picking up the local lingo?)

What strength. Such speed. Plus a fearlessness to match that of sexy Damon from The Vampire Diaries. Of course, no one compared to Edward– whose disappointed but generous smile twisted my heart when, that night, I’d visited him with John and spun the tale about my supposed catering weekend…and the fact that our first day or two in Paris would be spent apart. You’d think me lying to him would easy after last year, when I pretended to be his cousin for a fortnight. But any deception still scrunched my stomach into tight knots.

Thank God Saturday – my first day here in the secret bunker – was now almost over and my spy training (*big grin*) had gone well. Don’t get me wrong, I’d enjoyed every minute, but longed to be back with my hot man for a night of Parisian passion.

‘Right, one last run through of the moves you’ve learnt since this morning, with some role-play – get to your feet,’ said Joe, in his usual clipped tones. Abrupt was his style – he used words on a need to know basis, as if every one contained secret information.

And what did he mean “morning”? His car had picked me up at five a.m. which was practically the middle of the night. The day had involved full-on self-defence training in this glaringly bright room, several metres under the ground. Not that I felt it was necessary. I mean, Joe was only asking me to act on a hunch of his, right? But Mr Bossy Bloggs was adamant that he should teach me how to protect myself. That yes, his suspicions might come to nothing, but he wasn’t prepared to risk me being hurt.

The bunker was huge– with a canteen, gym, computer room and corridors. People in black suits to-ed and fro-ed carrying clipboards and left me in no doubt that Joe actually worked for the Secret Intelligence Service. Au naturel, I’d been blindfolded during the car journey there, even though it was dark outside. However, I could have sworn John muttered something about “the woods” and said “Bois de Boulogne”.

Having swilled back some water, I got up from an uncomfortable metal chair. So did Joe.

‘Remember,’ he said, ‘give it your all. Flight if possible. Fight if necessary. Learn to recognise imminent aggression and avoid it where you can. Employ all the tactics we’ve practised.’

That was some challenge, as he’d shown me more moves than Jackie Chan probably knew. Apparently tomorrow we’d focus on crash courses in basic lock-picking and surveillance. By Sunday night my head would be ready to explode.

Without warning, Joe grabbed my arm. ‘Get in the car, bitch…’ he growled and pointed to an imaginary vehicle.

What a terrible actor! I giggled.

‘Concentrate, Gemma!’

‘Sorry, but you’re no Daniel Day Lewis.’

Chiselled face expressionless, he raised one eyebrow.

‘Oh, come on Joe, loosen up…’

Those determined lips pursed.

‘Let’s head off for a burger and chips. I’ll even buy you a Martini, shaken not stirred, or whatever it is you agents drink in real life…’ I stuck out my tongue and winked.

Wait for it… There it was, his shoulders relaxed and… Pow! With my free hand I punched his solid throat. Joe staggered back, just giving me time to yank myself away and charge to the other side of the room. Yay! I’d done it, but how my knuckles throbbed.

‘See, I have my own tactics,’ I said, ‘like chatting my heart out. It’s called distraction… Did you really think me fluffy enough to cut training for a fast food snack?’ Cue what I imagined to be a smug look from me. ‘Dear oh dear, I’m surprised you dropped your guard. Perhaps MI6 should lower their retirement age to… what are you, Joe, in your mid-thirties?’ I strolled back over to him.

Those maple eyes danced for just one second – blimey, sign of human life under that starched veneer. He straightened up and rubbed his neck.

‘Not a bad attempt, but as you probably guessed, I let go of you then, on purpose. Just to boost your confidence. But that was the last time I cut you some slack.’

‘Yeah, yeah, stop trying to save face.’ I glanced at a red blotch on his neck and my stomach pinched. ‘Um, you okay? Soz about the punch but…’

‘Hardly felt it.’ Joe put both hands on my shoulders. ‘Right, try to get away again.’

I stared straight at him. ‘You’ve got amazin’ long eyelashes.’

Joe sighed. ‘Gemma! You’ll need more subtle distraction tactics than that.’

 ‘But seriously…’ I leant forward. ‘Did you know there’s a Brazilian cockroach that eats the eyelashes of sleeping children? Learnt that in a pub quiz, I did. Gross or what?’

He paused and then nodded. ‘Impressive insects in Brazil… On a mission there I once got bitten by…’

Ha, ha! Fooled him again! I stamped hard on his foot (still didn’t like hurting him so used the front sole of my shoe, not the heel). Yay, one of his hands dropped. Frantically I wriggled but just couldn’t get out of his grasp.

‘Nice try,’ he said dryly. ‘Now, remember – don’t panic. Good foot work but keep calm. If your first move doesn’t work, try something else, like…?’

‘Um… I could poke you in the eyes or knee your groin. Perhaps lift the heel of my palm upwards and strike you mega hard on the nose…’

‘Excellent. Now, what if I’d grabbed you from behind?’

‘An elbow to the ribcage… Although I hate all this violence. Soz about your foot…’

‘Stop apologising, Gemma. Learn to trust and respect your instincts. Whilst it’s a last resort– used in a proper, controlled manner, violence is a useful tool.’

 ‘S’pose…’ I looked at his hand on my shoulder. Nice nails. Clean. Well-groomed. ‘Well, whatever. Look, Joe, you can let go of me now. My training’s all done. I proved myself anyway, yesterday, when you first spoke to me and I screamed in your face before making my escape across Paris.’

‘Nope.’ His grip tightened.

‘Huh?’

‘Earn your return to Edward tonight by getting free. No holds barred… Really act as if I’m the enemy.’

‘But I’ve already hurt your throat and foot,’ I said.

A smile almost flickered across his face. ‘I’ll survive. Us agents are made of strong stuff. Right. Let’s crack on.’ Roughly, Joe dragged me a few feet across the room, by one shoulder.

‘Ow! My arm will leave its socket at this rate.’

‘Do your worst then – unless I’ve made a mistake and you’re not up to the job.’

Thinking back to the childhood wrestles I’d had with my brothers, I gritted my teeth and jerked my body from side to side. With no progress made, I remembered Joe’s advice not to panic. Okay, step one, try a knee to the groin. But Joe saw it coming and dodged to one side. So quick as a flash, I pushed the heel of my palm up to his face, but he grabbed my wrist and twisted my arm behind my back.

‘Ow!’

Joe didn’t respond. Nor did he loosen his hold. I bit my lip. This was no joke… Wait a minute. What about that move involving slipping out of clothes? I could wriggle out of my cardigan and get away.

With all my might, I yanked out my free arm and almost escaped but again he saw through my manoeuvre – and then things took a nastier turn. Joe lifted me up and carried me to his imaginary getaway car. All urge to laugh left me. What would I do if this was for real and he was some terrorist or assassin? What if…? Deep breaths… Okay, inhale, exhale… There was only one thing for it…

‘Joe, everything feels funny,’ I said and put on a weak voice. ‘The room’s spinning and…’ I let my body go as limp as an out-of-date celery stick and closed my eyes, pretending that I’d blacked out.

‘Gemma? Stop messing about.’

Slowly, very slowly I breathed, face botox-still, keeping my body motionless despite a really annoying itch on my nose.

‘Gemma?’

I held my breath just for a few seconds and before I knew it, he’d put me on the floor in the recovery position and knelt down, not far away. As discreetly as possible, I slipped off my shoes which had a slight heel. Then, without giving Joe time to study me further, focused all my strength into pushing my body up and sprinting for the far wall.

Almost there… Just a few more feet… but at the last moment an arm came around my neck and pulled me back.

I squealed. ‘All right… You win…’ My legs paddled in the air. ‘Joe, it’s hurting, put me down…’

Eventually he did and, taking big gulps of air, eyes wide, I turned around, trying not to look spooked.

Joe studied me for a minute. ‘No… We both won. I’m impressed.’ His tone softened. ‘Playing dead – sometimes a good tactic. Removing shoes which might slow you down – good work. You were cornered but used initiative.’

I rubbed my arm. Joe came forward and rolled up my shirt sleeve. Gently his strong hand ran over marks left from when he’d held me really hard.

‘But what if you’d been a real criminal?’ I muttered.

Joe stood back and stared at me again. ‘Glad you’re finally taking this seriously, Gemma.’

I nodded.

In silence, we walked back over to our chairs. Joe passed me my water bottle and we sat down.

He glanced sideways at me. ‘You’re shaking.’

‘No, I’m not,’ I said, cross at the waver in my voice. ‘But it’s nice to know you care.’

Any warmth left his eyes. ‘I can’t afford to care in my job. It’s my responsibility to keep you in one piece, that’s all…’

He looked away and for some reason I didn’t believe him. Why the hard act, all the time? What had happened in his past?

There was a knock at the door and creepy John came in, after looking over his shoulder because, really, we weren’t supposed to be there.

‘Right. Role-play again,’ said Joe. ‘This time with John.’

I pulled a face, unable to think of anything worse than wrestling with that smarmy bloke. Joe met my gaze again.

‘Look….’ He bit his lip. ‘I’d understand if you’ve changed your mind, Gemma.’ His eyes bore into me. ‘But I’d never ask a civilian to get involved like this, if I didn’t feel strongly that something truly suspicious – be it murder or not – was afoot. Regardless of what the powers that be say, I’m not prepared to ignore any sort of threat towards the heir to the throne. Not even if it means putting my career on the line…’ He gave me a wry smile. ‘Or putting someone – you – in a potential line of fire.’

A wave of nausea hit the back of my throat as I remembered my fight with Joe. Me? Action-woman Agent G? I was more Angelina Jokey than Jolie.

Pretending to be an aristocrat for a couple of weeks was one thing, but possibly coming face to face with an assassin? Missing clues that could possibly save the monarchy? No. It’d be best to quit this ridiculous mission before I let Queen and country down.


Chapter 5

“Men who eat raw fish make the best lovers” said Auntie Jan, whose latest boyfriend regularly devoured sushi. My brothers and I didn’t like to think too deeply about the implications of that comment, but as I watched Joe tuck into seaweed-wrapped tuna, I couldn’t help wondering what he was like between the sheets.

The secret agent and I sat opposite each other, in the bright bunker room. Okay, I admit it – after fighting him yesterday I’d lost my nerve for a moment, but I soon recovered my mojo. I gave the role-play a go with John and – *shudder* – even though his big hands ended up in all sorts of places, I successfully wriggled away. Punching him in the crotch proved to be a particularly satisfying tactic.

Edward must have wondered what was wrong last night – I’d had a long bath and then sat quietly in the lounge. I caught him looking at me, eyebrows knotted together, so in the end I forced myself to cheer up and asked him all about his day, involving a trip to the famous cemetery, Père Lachaise. In fact, it sounded quite interesting, what with seventy thousand plots and over five thousand trees. Edward visited the graves of Proust, Colette, Chopin and Oscar Wilde. His face had beamed as he described – in his words – “exquisite tombs with intricate carvings, sculptures and affectionate epitaphs”. It had helped me shake myself back to normality and gain some perspective on my day’s training.

I mean, Joe was a decent bloke who’d do his best to keep me out of danger. In any event, I was only going to check out internet rumours which would probably amount to nothing.

 Joe caught my eye, across the table, and shook his head. I grinned and tucked into the takeaway McDonalds he’d smuggled in for me.

‘I thought you James Bond types smoked and drank most of the time,’ I said, after a yummy mouthful of burger.

Joe wiped his mouth with a napkin. ‘MI6 has moved with the times, just like the sports world where former legends used to hell-raise and knock back pints. Nowadays we follow strict exercise and diet regimes, just like modern athletes. Think more Roger Federer than Roger Moore.’

‘That’s not very sexy,’ I said, thinking of Sean Connery’s come-to-bed eyes as he sipped cocktails in all those Bond films I’d happily sat through, growing up.

‘My remit isn’t to be sexy,’ he said and knocked back the rest of his green tea.

S’pose that had an upside – at least Joe wouldn’t expect me to meet Bond girls’ standards and have the waist of Ursula Andress or look fab if painted from head to toe in gold. But thank God Edward wasn’t some health nut. Not a lot beat a night in front of the telly with him and a pizza takeaway. Yes, since moving into Applebridge Hall last autumn, I had introduced him to the delights of readymade food delivered to your door. We’d cosy up in the parlour, without a jot of cutlery (sorry, Lady C!). Sometimes gruff estate manager, Mr Thompson, joined us if the film involved cowboys, his all-time favourite genre.

Joe relaxed back into his chair, having enjoyed a tofu salad and yogurt as well as his sushi starter.

‘Our physical training is similar to an astronaut’s,’ he said. ‘We have regular medicals and individually tailored fitness regimes.’

But I only heard one word – astronaut. Perhaps Joe would one day head into outer space, just like in Moonraker, Dad’s favourite Bond movie.

‘Right. Let’s run through what you’ve learnt this morning about working out computer passwords, just in case you ever need to hack into an account,’ said Joe.

I popped the last chip in my mouth and then slipped a scrunchie off my wrist. I tied up my hair which, with Lady C’s influence, was still more like my natural, fair brown colour and most unlike the fake chocolate tones I used to prefer.

‘Okay – firstly, I should try the top six passwords that everyone uses,’ I said. ‘Which are… password, 12345678, querty, welcome, letmein, iloveyou…’

‘Good,’ said Joe. ‘And failing them?’

‘Ask the person questions to find clues about the things they hold most dear – the name of a childhood dog… Their date of birth… Town they were born in… I could try it on you but guess you won’t give me an honest answer.’

Joe gave a half-smile and got to his feet. After brushing salt off my jeans, I stood up whilst he opened a big holdall, on the table. He pulled out a flat metal box. Inside were small metal instruments. Joe delved into the bag again and pulled out a door lock barrel. Ooh, a lock-picking lesson.

Joe picked up the metal tools. ‘These are small enough for any handbag. Here… Start using this one first…’

Cue an hour of fiddling with the lock barrel, trying to align the pins inside with this tiny metal rod, so that the cylinder inside would turn. Then he gave me something called a “rake” which you pushed to and fro, to jam the pins instead. In, out. In, out. This was harder than it looked.

However, another hour later, after a couple of swear words even Lady C’s training couldn’t prevent…

‘I did it!’ With a squeal, I threw down the instruments and hugged Joe around the neck.

‘I mean…’ Clearing my throat, I stood back. My cheeks felt hot. Blimey, Joe’s face had cracked into a smile.

‘Good job, Gemma,’ he said and examined the lock barrel. ‘It’s a matter of practice now. Try it at your flat – obviously when Edward isn’t around. And carry those tools with you all the time. You never know when you might need to get in somewhere – or out.’

Face locked into a grin, I clapped my hands and jerked my head towards the holdall. ‘Please tell me I finally get to see gadgets?’

I raised both eyebrows and – oh my God! Joe actually laughed. It was deep and heartfelt and lasted several seconds, as if his chest was making the most of something that rarely happened.

Once more he delved into the holdall and pulled out a pepper spray, lipstick and leopard-print bag. My mouth drooped.

‘Is that it? They don’t look very technical or exciting. What about the packet of fake stick-on fingerprints, cigarettes loaded with bullets or an attaché case concealing a gun? How about a defibrillator so I can bring myself back to life, like Daniel Craig did in Casino Royale?’

Joe shook his head.

I grinned. ‘Just kidding – I know this is real life, not written by Ian Fleming…’

Joe picked up the pepper spray. ‘Use sparingly,’ he said. ‘I bought this myself for you and just added some special blue dye that won’t wash off for forty-eight hours – useful if you’re attacked in the dark and won’t recognise the culprit or be able to give a good description.

‘Great,’ I said and fingered the small bottle. ‘And the lipstick?’

He lifted it up and pulled off the lid to reveal a small tube of clear liquid.

‘This is a sedative,’ he said. ‘Add this to someone’s drink and they’ll fall asleep within five minutes. It’s only to be used as a last measure.’

‘So, basically, I’m not going to get any proper MI6 gadgets?’

Joe’s eyes twinkled for a second. ‘Sorry, Gemma – like I said, this isn’t an official MI6 mission. I guess this leopard-print bag is the nearest thing to high-tech.’ He turned it over. ‘I managed to get my hands on a tracking device and have attached it to the bottom.’ He pointed to a gold button and pressed it hard. A loud beep emitted from his pocket. He took out his phone which had lit up, to reveal a map.

‘This shows me your exact location,’ he said. ‘If this ever flashes up I’ll be with you as quick as I can. Emergencies only, it goes without saying… Although I doubt you’ll ever need it…’

We looked at each other. No words were necessary. Not after yesterday’s fight. I agreed that the idea of my actually uncovering an assassination plot was unlikely. But just in case I did – just in case a sticky situation arose, it was comforting to think I could summon a MI6 agent to my side.

Joe put the lockpicks, lipstick and pepper spray into the handbag.

 ‘We’ve scratched the surface of MI6 training, Gemma – the self-defence is the most important thing to take on board.’

I smiled. ‘Shouldn’t you call me Agent G from now on?’

‘Whatever you like.’ He passed over a mobile phone number. ‘List me in your contacts as Joe, then text me so I have your number.’

I followed Joe through the bunker, to the entrance door. John Smith stood there, the overpowering smell of his musky aftershave wafting towards me. He looked at Joe, who nodded, before walking away. The last thing I saw before John tied on my blindfold was silver cufflinks in the shape of shields – and expressionless as ever, his stern grey eyes. I also felt his hand against the small of my back as we walked to the car. He ran it gently up and down my spine. Urgh.

 ‘Enjoy being blindfolded?’ John said, as he turned on the car engine. ‘I’ve a pair of handcuffs in the boot, if that does anything for you.’

With just his sickly smooth voice to go by, I couldn’t tell if he was joking. Ick. Every second spent with John made me realise what a gentleman Joe was.

And even though Joe’s speech was abrupt, it had a sincerity John’s tones lacked.

‘No, ta,’ I said. ‘The sooner it comes off the better.’

‘Spoilsport,’ he said, with a snigger, ‘So, fancy yourself as a spy, do you? Must say I enjoyed watching Million Dollar Mansion. That Applebridge Hall is quite a place. Although – no offence –I thought the Croxley’s competitor, the Baron of Marwick, had the right idea, wanting to turn his castle into a hen and stag night destination, if he won. I’d have paid for a week there myself, to enjoy topnotch wines and sumptuous medieval banquets.’

With his shiny cufflinks and pungent aftershave, it didn’t surprise me that John could relate more to the flash baron.

‘Like the finer things in life, do you?’ I asked.

‘Nothing wrong with that…’ he said and proceeded to tell tales from his missions. Over the last few years he’d wined and dined women in Prague, Thailand and Milan. Whilst Joe was dedicated to his work for the good of the country, I suspected John’s motivation was the jet-setting life. He even boasted about fiddling his expenses, which he used to pull women and buy luxury items.

‘Right. Here we go. I’ll drop you a couple of streets away from The Golden Croissant,’ said John and the car came to a halt. His door slammed and he got in the back with me. Carefully he untied the blindfold and my eyes easily adjusted as outside it was already dark. Then, a little too close for my comfort, John gave a bow of his head.

‘Bravo for wriggling away from me yesterday,’ he said. ‘You’ve got spunk, I’ll give you that. If you ever want to practise again, I could book us into any top hotel you like.’ He grinned. ‘Of course, Her Majesty will foot the bill.’

Yikes. It didn’t exactly inspire confidence in our country’s international security force, when an agent’s moral compass was off-target. Politely, I declined and John smiled as if it say “perhaps next time”. Hastily, I got out of the car and as the black BMW drove off, my phone bleeped. It was a text from Edward.

He was only ten minutes away, back from his day out visiting Chez Dubois and I was desperate for gossip about our place of work! He suggested we had a drink in the bar, down the avenue from our flat, before cooking dinner. So I headed past the seafood bistro, La Perle, which for seven o’clock on a Sunday night looked busy – and awesome, lit up with twinkling fairy lights. I stopped by the Golden Croissant but the window was empty – shame, Edward had described the cakes to me that were on sale yesterday, including mini towers of chocolate sponge, iced and garnished with delicate caramelised swirls, plus triangular shaped fruit tarts in colours brighter than a Harlequin clown. Yum!

The sound of chatting greeted me as I arrived at the bar, went inside and found a cosy corner. I ordered one beer and a glass of wine. What a thrill when the waiter understood my French! Well, almost – I somehow ended up with a glass of red, instead of white.

‘So, tell me everything,’ I said to Edward, as we held hands across the table. My fingers had warmed nicely from the February chill. ‘What’s Chez Dubois like, inside?’

‘Cosy – mahogany wood-panelling halfway up the walls and then burnt orange wall paper to the ceiling. Terracotta tiles line the floor and the tables are decked with primrose-coloured mats. In the middle of each is a candle and vase containing a single yellow rose. From the ceiling hangs a wrought iron, eight candle chandelier– and huge glossy green ferns, in pots, punctuate the whole room. But most impressive of all…’

I raised an eyebrow.

‘The long, polished mahogany bar. What an array of bottles, lined up against a mirrored wall, including all the French favourites – pastis, triple sec, and crème de menthe. Plus a complicated coffee machine stood in the corner…’

Okay. Enough description about the bricks and mortar.Now for the important stuff. ‘What about the people we’re going to work with?’

Edward sipped his beer. ‘Pierre – the boss – is in his fifties with thick black hair. He bought the restaurant twenty years ago and has a girlfriend called Agnes who works at the famous Galeries Lafayette department store.’

‘Cool!’

‘He clearly loves his job. It must be terrific to spend your life doing something that satisfies you so much.’

I smiled. Recent months had made my gorgeous Edward question everything about his future. At first, after winning Million Dollar Mansion, he’d talked of working side by side with Applebridge Hall’s true heir, for years to come. But recently I’d caught him surfing career advice sites, which must have seemed pointless to him before, when his life had been mapped out, managing the future of his ancestral home. But seeing as all that had changed…

‘Perhaps we should go into the restaurant business together,’ I said and grinned. ‘Me as headchef, you managing the staff.’

Edward’s blue eyes crinkled. ‘Talking of headchefs, Chez Dubois’ Jean-Claude is quite a character. Pierre indicated that his abrupt manner regularly caused staff departures – yet he is a whiz in the kitchen, which is why our boss keeps him on. And apparently the American souschef, Cindy Cooper, knows just how to handle him. She’s a glamorous woman, with ladybird red lipstick and immaculate blonde hair, even after a couple of frantic hours working over lunchtime.’

‘Anyone else?’ I’d always thought Edward would make a brilliant witness to any crime. He paid attention to detail like no one I knew and had a memory to beat any winner of Mastermind.

‘Oh yes! Hugo Petit, the headwaiter, around forty and rakishly tall, who let out a snort of disgust when Pierre introduced me – said he’d seen clips of Million Dollar Mansion on YouTube and thought the class system and royal family represented Britain at its worst. Clearly he’s a fierce Republican. He sneered at heir William and Catherine and said – his words, not mine – “they were no different to people claiming state benefits and that their hours should be spent not travelling, but looking for proper jobs.”

I sat more upright. Hmm. MI6 may have checked out all the staff at Chez Dubois but this Hugo sounded mega anti-royal.

Then Edward asked me about my day, and to avoid lying to him I suggested I head back to the flat, to cook dinner whilst he enjoyed another drink. I’d turn on the heating, hit the music, and set us up for a truly romantic Parisian night. Happily he took out his notebook, and said he’d be along soon, after writing down some observations on his first weekend in France.

Five minutes later, I entered the hallway next to the cake shop, glad to be inside once again. Carefully, I climbed the poorly lit stairs. Huh? Our door was open, but no lights were on. I swallowed hard and took deep breaths. What if it was “the enemy” – someone who knew about the so-called MiddleWin Mort plan?

The hairs on the back of my neck stood up and I took a step forward. Perhaps I was simply spooked after all the training I’d had. Yes, that was it. I shook myself. A world-class terrorist? Nah – if anyone, it was more likely a two-bit burglar. And most probably it was no one at all. Edward must have been distracted and forgotten to close and lock the door.

Joe said “flight” was better than “fight” but I didn’t know for sure anyone was in there. So, tip-toeing, I entered and paused to listen. Nothing. I tried the light. It didn’t work. I headed into the bedroom – that was empty too and also remained dark when I hit the light switch. With a shrug I went back into the lounge and – oh my God! – gasped. Thanks to amber rays from the street lamps, I made out a figure, in the kitchen area. It was bald, therefore a man, who must have been hiding or bending down, before. Battling my adrenaline-rush instincts to do something mad, I swallowed hard. Don’t panic, Joe would say. Think it through. Stay calm. The man said something in French, walked around the kitchen units and came towards me.

I felt dizzy for a second, before getting a grip on my emotions. I reached down for my handbag. The thought crossed my mind to press that button but contacting Joe so soon into my mission would make me look a right wimp. Anyway, this bloke wasn’t much taller than me, plus his voice had no aggressive edge. I reckoned a good shot of pepper spray would give me time to bolt. And if he was gone, when I came back, I wouldn’t mention him to Edward – or the police –as I might let slip details about my secret mission. I couldn’t get Edward involved, nor let Joe down.

With a deep breath, I took the small bottle out of my bag and one, two, three… charged him, screaming. He put up his hands and kind of yelped as I sprayed his face. Shaking from head to toe I stumbled out of the flat and legged it down the stairs.


Chapter 6

‘Girl, you gonna take a piss or get off the pot?’

Meet Texan Cindy, second-in-charge to the head chef – brash, with the brains of JR Ewing and his Texan drawl to match. This was her way of telling me to hurry up. Tears streaming down my cheeks, I frantically chopped the onion.

This was Friday, my fifth day in the kitchen. And, um, ahem, yes, I’d not been chased and murdered by the intruder in our flat, last Sunday. It turned out he was the landlord. Due to an electricity fault, Edward had called him, assuming that the old man would have sorted things out during the day. But no – instead he left it until the last minute and ended up getting stained with blue spray.

How long ago that seemed, now. Five days working as dogsbody in a restaurant had been a MASSIVE learning curve. I winced and smiled sheepishly as, for the third time that week, I sliced my finger. Without taking her spoon out of a saucepan of glossy brown sauce, Cindy delved into the pocket of her white buttoned chef’s coat and took out a plaster. I wrapped it around the wound and with a quick glance at Jean-Claude, waited for some sarcastic words.

‘Don’t worry, he’s all hat but no horse, honey,’ Cindy said.

My brow furrowed, as I looked again at the kitchen boss, in his black and white chequered trousers (yes, chefs really did dress like that!)

‘What I mean is…’ She shrugged. ‘There’s a soft guy inside that fierce, Gallic exterior.’

 ‘Onions ready, Pudding?’ he boomed, in a mega thick French accent.

That was his name for me and I’d had a good mind to complain, as I thought he was referring to my generous curves. But Cindy insisted I had a “darn purtee” figure and that Pudding was simply a common derogatory term, originating from snooty French chefs who consider English desserts stodgy and tasteless.

Which made sense as JC – as everyone called him – was not remotely PC. Only yesterday he’d released a torrent of abuse when a vegetarian customer complained. He declared that anyone who didn’t eat meat had the palate of an amoeba and no right to moan. Wiping his hands on his white apron, forehead perspiring, the head chef came over and stared at me.

‘Sacre bleu! Tie ze hair up tighter tomorrow. Strands are all over your face.’ His nose wrinkled. ‘Eet ees unhygienic…’ He studied my chopping board. ‘Ze slices are too big. Not all ze same size…. You need more speed.’ JC sniffed. ‘But today they will do for ze soup.’ He lifted the board and handed it to another minion who scraped the onion into a frying pan.

Wow – that was an improvement! Up until this point not much I’d done had been up to standard. Apparently I chopped garlic too coarsely and didn’t scrub potatoes hard enough. He’d sworn for five seconds, in French, when I attempted to debone a chicken. Yet his vitriol didn’t bring tears to my eyes, unlike another temporary kitchen hand who left, weeping, after just one day. No, it made me even more determined.

Funny that – I’d always worked hard, over the years, at any job, but now that I’d discovered my passion, I dunno – learning about cookery felt more like a hobby. It made me whistle. Lightened my step. Meant that I didn’t mind overtime or long hours. In recent months I’d felt happier than ever – and not just because my gorgeous boyfriend kissed as if I was a Scarlett O’Hara to his Rhett Butler.

And as for cooking in Paris – this made me happier still. Even getting up at the crack of dawn and walking to work felt special. I loved passing by Place du Tertre, the square where the artists assembled. Of course, first thing it was often empty, apart from a few discarded easels, chairs and large golf umbrellas left behind by painters. Old-fashioned black lampposts would light up the cobbled square which felt tranquil without the bustling gazebos and snack tents set up during the day.

In contrast to my peaceful early morning walks to work, hustle-bustle was the name of the game in the kitchen.It was located at the back of the restaurant, near the bar, with its gleaming silver worktops and saucepans everywhere, plus clinical white tiles on the floors and walls. The head chef barked orders. At the frantic, busiest times, I became overwhelmed by the heat and yummy smells. As soon as I got home each day, the first thing I did was soak in a bubblebath.

‘Carrots next,’ said Cindy and I stared enviously at her sauce. She caught my eye and grinned. ‘Perhaps next week JC will give you more challenging tasks.’

‘He’s a bit…’ only one word would do to describe the chef, ‘… bonkers, if you ask me,’ I said, in a low voice. ‘I already know all this basic stuff, but he’s determined to show me his way of doing things. How come you get on so well with him?’

Cindy flashed her white teeth. ‘He sure is temperamental, but when JC’s fired up, that’s when his cooking really rocks. Last week I somehow ordered sweet potatoes instead of the ordinary ones. His cheeks turned purple for a second, before he brain-stormed and began to peel and experiment with spice… The result was a fab-u-lous new addition to the dessert menu: sweet potato pie with ginger and cinnamon.’ Cindy continued to stir the sauce. ‘But he won’t offend me, because he’s dumber than dirt when it comes to computers – so I take care of that side for him. He doesn’t even have a company email address. I order the food online and take care of staff memos… It keeps him sweet.’

Ah, well it definitely wasn’t JC sending out any emails about a MiddleWin Mort.

 ‘He don’t scare you, though, honey, I’ve noticed,’ said Cindy. ‘Thank gawwd! I’m mighty sick of the high turnover of staff.’

 ‘It’s probably because I’m addicted to cookery reality shows. Believe me, a whole series of Gordon Ramsay desensitises you to verbal abuse!’

We chuckled and I went over to the stacked plastic vegetable racks to collect carrots, just as Pierre Dubois came in. Lunch would start in two hours. Yesterday Edward and I had worked the evening dinner shift – after that, today had been an early start.

Pierre fired out some French at JC who shrugged and muttered “oui”.

‘Gemma, come with me, please,’ said Pierre, as ever courteous, in English much better than the headchef’s. ‘I have a few words to say to you and Edward.’

Cindy caught my eye and winked as I put the carrots on my worktop. Outside of the kitchen, Edward sat at one of the mahogany tables, in front of a large café-au-lait. Two other coffees were on the primrose mats. With a smile I joined him and underneath the table intertwined my fingers with his. Over the last week we hadn’t seen much of each other during the day. My stomach tingled as I thought about how we’d made up for that, once holed up in our Parisian love nest at night.

Pierre sat down opposite us and his eyes crinkled at the corners. What a gent – always softly spoken, cool and calm, totally polite. Lady C would have definitely given him her stamp of approval.

‘Alors… Just to say you are both progressing well.’ Pierre ran a hand through his jet black hair. ‘Edward, your French comes along well. Such a winning way, you have with the customers. Your occasional struggles with our beautiful language don’t bother them at all.’

I squeezed Edward’s hand and longed to slip my fingers through the small gap in his starched, white shirt, to feel his firm chest and run my hand down his abs whilst he… I shook myself. At this rate I’d need an iced tea, not a steaming coffee! Why did Edward have to look so damn hot in that waiter outfit? No wonder the customers fell for his charismatic manner. During the week, I’d observed him chatting intently with the female customers, oblivious to their giggles and preening in the face of his gorgeousness and heartbreaker smile. Mind you, after being shown to their table by abrupt head waiter, Hugo, anyone would seem like Prince Charming.

‘Edward, all you need to remember,’ continued Pierre, ‘is to … now what is the word in English: up-sell.’

‘You mean to suggest the more expensive wines or tempt them with a dessert?’ said Edward and rubbed the back of his neck with his free hand.

Pierre put down his cup. ‘Exactement. Already I feel the surge of new tourists, over here for the First World War commemorative events this month. Your English will prove most useful.’

Pierre glanced at me. ‘And Gemma. Well done. Jean-Claude has not tried to sack you yet.’

I grinned.

‘Chère Cindy informs me you are hardworking and a quick learner.’

Aw, Cindy was great, and had already promised to take me and Edward to Disneyland Paris. I couldn’t wait!

The restaurant owner opened a folder next to his seat, took out a sheet and passed it to me. ‘Here are the Chez Dubois email addresses of staff who have access to the company laptop – plus an email address for you and Edward. You have a laptop at your flat, non?’

Edward nodded.

‘Excellent. Alors, any problems, contact people this way. I have given you a password – you can change it if you desire. I find email très efficient. All the time we are so busy, verbal messages often get muddled up or forgotten. So contact Cindy or Hugo if you get home and remember something you forgot to do on your shift – or email me if you are going to be late or for some TRÈS important reason you can’t come to work.’ He smiled.

I nodded and scanned the list. This was just what I needed, to start my investigations. Okay, so MI6 had already hacked the laptop and checked out the staff’s emails, but I fancied a look myself. Plus the Secret Intelligence Service had closed the file now, so wouldn’t be checking on recent messages. Joe had a list of the passwords, so I’d get onto it as soon as.

Top suspect, of course, was Hugo– who was something of an enigma, with his standoffish ways. His anti-royal ranting was in stark contrast to his clinical demeanour with even the most awkward customer. Yet Edward said he was mega patient when showing him the procedures for taking food orders and delivering it to the tables.

The restaurant door opened and Pierre stood up. He opened his arms wide as a vision walked in – meet restaurant regular, actress Monique, a willowy woman in her late twenties with glossy chestnut hair, an adorable beanie hat, and a floaty skirt. I forced a smile on my face as she kissed Pierre on each cheek and then Edward – who’d let go of my hand and scrambled to his feet.

Forget me saving Applebridge Hall from ruin, plus becoming a more than competent chef… For some reason this woman seemed to be draining the air out of my balloon of self-esteem. Which was unusual, cos I wasn’t the jealous sort. If anything, when Edward… I dunno, helped attractive women with their luggage or chatted to flirtatious customers, it made me even more chuffed that we were a couple.

But Monique… Height-wise, she and Edward made a good match – I always had to stand on tip-toe to reach his face. She didn’t kiss me – thank God, as she reeked of smoke, but that didn’t seem to bother my man, who was no doubt used to tobacco, cos of his dad’s pipe habit.

In fact Edward had mentioned having lots of little chats with Monique and seemed quite taken with her arty farty ways. The first time I’d seen her was on Monday, day one of our new job. From the kitchen, I’d heard her loud tinkling laugh. I’d peeked through the glass pane in the kitchen door to see her and Edward shaking hands.

He told me all about her later – how considerate she’d been, speaking slowly and encouraging him to speak in her language. Then on Tuesday she came in just before the lunchtime rush, whilst JC showed me his precise way to blanch broccoli. Pierre had insisted hardworking Edward take a break – so he spent it with her, discussing French politics.

Ooh, this reminded me of that Craig David song Auntie Jan loved, called “7 Days”. On Monday, he met the girl, Tuesday bought her a drink and the next day…’ My stomach lurched. No. This was nothing like that catchy tune. Edward and Monique would NEVER make love.

Tuesday evening, Edward told me how well-read she was, currently penning her own novel, a historical romance. Apparently an English actor friend of hers, over from Manchester, had just finished a crash course in learning French and she brought in his linguistic CDs for Edward, to help improve his accent.

 How thoughtful. No really. I don’t do jealousy. Not at all.

On Wednesday, Edward and I had worked the evening shift. By now I’d established a routine and would discreetly grab a coffee from the restaurant on my break. That was the first time I came face to face with Monique. She sat at the bar, texting into her phone. I’d held out my hand and gave her a beaming smile.

However, my extended fingers were left hanging in the air for several seconds. Eventually, she shook them, her grip as loose as if I was carrying a flesh-eating bug. What’s more, I caught a flicker of disdain as she eyed me up and down.

‘You must be Gemma,’ she’d said and then fired several questions at me in French. Eventually she stopped. ‘Oh, apologies, don’t you understand? Edward’s French is truly superbe… Perhaps you should borrow the CDs I gave him.’ Then she’d smiled but only with her mouth, not those annoyingly attractive green eyes. Taking in the flawless skin with just a sprinkling of freckles, I smiled back. Classy. Refined. Stylish. I bet she didn’t even need to wear foundation. I just comforted myself with the fact that as a smoker, she’d look old before her time.

And then yesterday I’d walked out of the kitchen to grab an espresso for JC before the lunch hour started, only to see Monique standing next to Edward, her dainty hand on his arm, his face flushed…

Aarghh!

‘Bonjour,’ I said, back to Friday, the current day, me trying not to notice how Edward’s face had lit up. *Sigh*. Monique had it all – minimal make-up required and a figure suggesting she lived on nothing but air. She almost fitted the bill as Lady C’s idea of how a woman should look, except that her loose hair and clothes had a cool unconventional edge, plus her eyes teased in an openly flirtatious way.

Pierre jumped up to fetch her usual coffee and she sat down in his seat.

‘Comment vas tu?’ she said to Edward and pulled off her beanie hat. She spoke slowly for him but Edward managed a reply to each of her sentences – although after a minute he paused. ‘Sorry Gemma – we were just discussing…’

‘Don’t worry, I understood,’ I said, airily. ‘Monique has been ill but an… angelic friend helped her get better.’

 Monique laughed out loud.

‘Not bad guesswork,’ said Edward and squeezed my knee, under the table.

‘What an enchanting translation,’ said Monique. ‘But tant pis – too bad – it is wrong. We were discussing the play I’m currently starring in.’

‘It’s called Le Malade Imaginaire,’ said Edward.

Well I knew the word “Malade” was something to do with being ill.

‘A comedy-ballet by the very famous Molière,’ said Monique. ‘I play Angelique…’

‘The daughter of hypochondriac Argan…’ added Edward.

Great. Now I felt stupid. And she was a ballerina, as well.

Then they were off again, except this time talking in English. However, it may as well have been another foreign language. I loved novels but knew little about seventeenth century plays and ended up staring towards the ceiling admiring the wrought iron candle chandelier. When Pierre came back – with a plate of yummy mini pear brioche buns – the conversation moved onto music. With not a lot to contribute, I sat there, stuffing my face.

 Like Edward, the other two adored opera. The only opera singer I knew was the one from that annoying “Go Compare” advert. To be fair, over recent months, Edward had dutifully listened to my Rhianna and Beyoncé CDs. Then I’d sat through a performance of Madame Butterfly. However, unlike Julia Roberts in Pretty Woman, being introduced to such high art didn’t move me to tears. It moved me to yawn, baboon-like, whilst struggling not to nod off. Seeing Edward’s eyes shine as he and Monique chatted passionately about arias and librettos (no, I don’t know what they are either), it made me wonder if… if he was missing out on a life he loved by dating me. I could never dissect the technicalities of an opera or spend hours listening to Placido Domingo CDs.

This uncomfortable question loomed even larger when the conversation switched to art. Just like Edward, Monique liked the contemporary stuff. I loved Edward. Edward loved me. But what if that wasn’t enough, once the passion faded? What if, long-term, our relationship really wasn’t meant to be?

With relief, I noticed Pierre glance at his watch. He exclaimed in French at the time and jumped up.

I put the list of email addresses in my pocket, stood up and made my excuses to head back to the kitchen. Monique didn’t acknowledge my departure. Before getting to his feet, Edward caught my eye and winked.

‘Monique’s typical of some French women,’ said Cindy, several hours later, as we wiped down the work surfaces, the last lunchtime customer having left. ‘The sparkle only comes out, honey, when she’s amongst the menfolk. It’s nothing personal, she just ain’t got much time for gals. And she ain’t ever short of male attention. Even Jean-Claude makes her a special dessert when she comes in. She likes mini versions – says she has to watch her figure, being an actress and all. Probably why she smokes.’

Mini versions? Like on Masterchef, the puds were already tiny at Chez Dubois – although the main courses were a decent size and more like home-cooking than fancy Cordon Bleu stuff.

Cindy tucked a strand of peroxide hair behind her ear that was pierced with a small Mickey Mouse earring. ‘You can’t blame her for warming to Edward – he’s as cute as a possum. And, well, I’ve kinda gotta know her over the last year. She’s never short of boyfriends but it’s only the ones she’s real serious about that she introduces to her friends – a group of writers, actors and singers she hangs out with, often in St Michel.’ Cindy shrugged. ‘I’m one of the honoured few to meet them, even though Monique and me ain’t that close. Talk about intellectual, honey. My idea of a protagonist in a story is Snow White or Mulan. Needless to say, the majority of them turned their noses up at Disneyland Paris.’

At that moment, Edward stuck his cute possum head around the kitchen door. I went over and kissed his lips.

‘Just think,’ I murmured, ‘tomorrow we’re off work and it’s our first day together, alone in the romantic French capital. I’m so excited! Tree-lined boulevards, blue skies, fancy pastries, the awesome skyline… We can spend the whole day together, just you and me.’

Pierre had given us the whole weekend as our first two days off – said it wouldn’t happen again, but that Saturday and Sunday were the busiest days of the week and we weren’t quite ready, after just a few days, to cope.

A pained look crossed Edward’s face. ‘Oh. Erm… Huge apologies, Gemma. I didn’t think you’d mind but Monique invited me – I mean, us, of course– out to a late lunch with her friends. They sound like a terribly interesting bunch, made up of singers, writers and who knows? Moni said to meet them tomorrow…’

Moni?

‘…at two o’clock,’ he continued, ‘in a jolly nice district of Paris called…’

Don’t tell me – St Michel.

My stomach twisted. I’d been not one week in Paris and already faced a beautiful, intelligent, artistic – and highly slappable! – love rival.


Chapter 7

Slow, quick, slow quick, our bodies mirrored each other’s moves… Edward ran a finger down my back. My heart raced as his hips rhythmically thrust forwards and our mouths almost met…

Then the music stopped and the judge gave us ten out of ten. Despite what naughty you may have thought, I was simply daydreaming about Edward and me performing the salsa on one of my favourite TV dance shows.

Why? Because as we emerged from the St Michel Métro station, Edward told me that this part of Paris was also known as the Latin Quarter – cha cha cha! We’d got up early and thankfully the night’s heavy rain had stopped, leaving me with an irrational urge to walk through all the puddles. I’d suggested to Edward that we visited Notre Dame. Desperate as I was to go shopping, I put his interests first. It had nothing, at all, to do with wanting to prove myself interested in the intellectual stuff favoured by a certain new French female acquaintance.

Notre Dame wasn’t far from St Michel. We had until two o’clock and wow… Actually it was awesome. Prettily built, despite the creepy, kind of reptilian gargoyles staring from every angle…

‘This Catholic cathedral was built between the twelfth and fourteenth centuries, on this Île de la Cité, an island in the middle of the Seine river which runs through Paris,’ Edward had said, as if reading from an information leaflet. ‘The magnificent organ inside has over seven thousand pipes. There are ten bells and the wonderful statue of the Virgin and child. Plus…’

Oh dear. I tried, really I did, but kind of switched off and thought about that animated Disney film, The Hunchback of Notre Dame. History wasn’t my thing and beautiful as the Notre Dame was, I hadn’t wanted to spend ages inside admiring the stained glass windows and altar. Yet Edward was amazin’ and if we ever got chucked out of Chez Dubois he could easily earn us a living as a tour guide.

My stomach twisted. Since crossing the Channel, and for the first time since we’d got close, I was having serious doubts about the romantic combo of him, an aristocrat, and me, a former pizza waitress.

Having finally dragged Edward away from his beloved cathedral, we walked to St Michel. As the fresh air hit us, I pulled my coat tighter and hugged my leopard-print bag tight under my arm – apparently St Michel was a notorious spot for pickpockets. Alongside a group of tourists, I stared at the famous fountain. Edward took a photo on his phone and then jotted some notes into his ever-handy notebook.

Then he proceeded to tell me everything he’d researched about this area –which was close to the universities and considered pretty cool with younger crowds. Aw. His eyes shone with enthusiasm as he explained how the fountain represented Saint Michel wrestling with the devil. Nose pinching with cold, I admired the four marble pillars and winged dragons either side. Yeah, it was wicked, although I zoned out when Edward started listing its architects.

Perhaps next week it would be my turn to educate him with a trip to Boulevard Haussman, home to the MEGA department stores Printemps and Galeries Lafayette where Pierre’s girlfriend, Agnes, worked. Full of top fashion brands, gourmet food and awesome giftware… Then there was the well-known flea market at Porte de Clignancourt… See, I’d done my research too.

Not that Edward was a big shopper, but didn’t opposites attract? I mean, we weren’t from the same social class and that hadn’t held our love affair back. So why should the fact that I hated opera and he didn’t dig dance music, matter? I tried to ignore the little voice in my head saying that it was always a dangerous time for relationships, when the initial excitement started to become more routine; that now was the time we could be revealed as a real mismatch.

 I suppressed a sigh as Edward approached the fountain and ran his hand over the stone, admiring an aspect of it that clearly went over my head.

‘Moni says this is one of her favourite spots in Paris,’ he muttered, eyes sparkling just that bit brighter.

Oh God. He was totally crushing on the French actress. Although crushes were okay, right? Many a night I’d dreamt of lush Robert Pattinson teaching me how to become a vegetarian vampire… But Monique was real. What if her appeal began to outweigh mine?

He took my hand.

‘Sorry, Gemma.’ He grinned. ‘I know this stuff can sound boring. I’m what you might call, a bit of an architecture geek.’

‘No it isn’t boring!’ I said brightly. ‘Now, tell me all about the marble again…’

‘I’d much rather stop talking for a while, if that’s all right with you,’ he murmured and leant forward for a kiss. Mmm. That was more like it. Hooray that months on from us meeting, Edward was finally happy to kiss in public.

Finally we drew apart and still holding hands, crossed Boulevard St Michel, in the direction of Rue de la Huchette which was apparently home to a variety of exotic foreign restaurants. My chest tightened, as the time to meet Monique and her friends approached. Chastising myself, I thought back to this morning and how Edward had fetched me breakfast in bed. My cheeks flushed as I recalled the reason my toast had gone cold. Edward’s kisses were always punctuated by soft mutterings of my gorgeousness. Not even well-read, talented Monique could turn his head, right?

Urgh! Enough with the insecurities! I shook myself. Gemma Goodwin was an amazin’ woman, who mixed easily with posh toffs, was helping an MI6 agent and could whip up a great meal, given a chopping knife and whisk.

Inwardly chanting this, I nodded as Edward pointed out the Caveau de la Huchette on the right – a renowned jazz club he’d heard of. I squeezed his hand. Perhaps we’d visit it alone one night. Jazz music always sounded kinda sexy and probably one of the few types of music that we both liked. See, we had things in common. Perhaps this trip would start to confirm that, instead of magnifying our differences. Tomorrow would be a big test as Cindy was taking us to Disneyland Paris.

‘Generous of Cindy to give us those Disney day passes she won, wasn’t it?’ I said. ‘She’s been there nine times since moving here twelve months ago. Plus, after leaving school, years ago, she got a job in the Florida theme park, selling hotdogs. How bonkers is that?’

‘Did I hear the horreeble word Disney?’ said a smooth French voice, followed by a loud tinkling laugh and the smell of smoke.

We turned around.

‘Moni!’ said Edward and, as if it was the most natural thing in the world, leant forward to kiss her on either cheek. She stood with four friends.

Reluctantly, as if an invisible ghost was pushing her forwards, Monique bent down to kiss me on the cheeks – or rather, air-kiss, as if my pores seeped arsenic. And then the four others proceeded to greet us. Cindy had tried to explain the rules to me about French kissing (no, not that sort – the type you did in polite company). Yikes, it sounded complicated – some people always started with a particular side and others automatically kissed a friend of a friend.

Kiss, kiss. ‘’Allo. I’m Anton – a playwright,’ said a man with big eyebrows and a heavy French accent. He put a cigarette back in his mouth.

‘Nice to meet you. I’m Gemma – um… a…’

‘Reealeety show star, non, so says Moni?’ said Anton.

The group wrinkled their noses in unison.

‘Satan’s invention, destroying my acting profession,’ muttered Thierry.

‘They take too much money which should be spent on quality drama productions…’ agreed Chantale. She smiled at me. ‘Bonjour, Gemma – I am a mime artist.’

‘Bla di bla di bla (French I didn’t understand),’ said Danielle, who bowed and mentioned a word that sounded like “musician”.

‘I’m also a cook,’ I said and lifted up my chin. Edward winked.

‘Reality shows are extremely popular in England,’ he said, ‘and if it wasn’t for Gemma, my ancestral home would have been sold off, by now. Thanks to her helping my family win Million Dollar Mansion, Applebridge Hall’s secure financial future is guaranteed.’

Chest glowing, I linked arms with him, as we all ambled into pedestrianised Rue de la Huchette, filing past restaurants. It was like turning a radio-dial and catching fragments of different music – like Greek-sounding guitars (I know that from the movie Mamma Mia!) and Chinese string music (the same as in our local Peking Duck restaurant, near Applebridge). Staff outside did their best to lure unsuspecting tourists through the doors, yet didn’t approach us, thanks to the glares of Monique and her posse.

‘Merde, eet ees so tacky ‘ere,’ spat Anton. ‘If eet wasn’t for our favourite restaurant down ‘ere on the left, and ze cool jazz bars, I would ‘appily avoid zees street forever.’

Their favourite restaurant turned out to be a basic French one. A good choice, I thought, as an hour later I tucked into a yummy chicken casserole. The windows steamed and wine flowed amongst Edward and Monique’s friends – whereas I had an orange juice and she a sparkling mineral water.

With her shiny bobbed hair, Chantale looked sleek in black trousers, a loose grey top and plum silk scarf around her neck. Danielle wore a floral dress with a scarlet belt. Even though my appearance was a titch more sophisticated after last year’s training, I still felt conspicuous in my dangly Eiffel Tower earrings, tight jeans and shimmer lipstick. I smiled inside at the chestnut leather jacket Edward wore. It was a rite of passage, every bloke buying that item for his wardrobe – except most splashed out in their teens, not their early thirties. Having been brought up in stuffy clothes, under my supervision Edward was playing catch-up.

‘So, Gemma…’ said Monique, in her impressive English accent cutting through my thoughts on Edward’s dress sense. I jumped – the group’s conversation had been switching between French and English, so I’d given up trying to follow every word. Although I was pleased for Edward – it was clear just how much he adored trying to speak a foreign language. I was less pleased that Monique’s hand had remained on Edward’s arm for most of the meal. I put down my knife and fork.

‘…you are a fan of Disney?’ she continued.

I looked at her plate – she’d hardly touched her Niçoise salad and just eaten one small slice of baguette.

‘Yeah – I grew up with Disney films. It’s always been my dream to visit one of the theme parks. You must have been a teenager when it was built. Lucky you! I’m so jealous.’

Monique sniggered, along with Chantale. ‘Oh, là là, non! My parents… Everyone I know hates it. Our culture is too Americanised as it is. We don’t want Disney here.’

My jaw dropped. ‘Weren’t you a fan of Snow White and Cinderella as a child?’

‘Pfft. Monique’s parents, like mine, were a little more ambitious for their children,’ said Chantale. ‘They took us to museums and the theatre. Hours watching television and videos were not allowed.’

‘Zut alors, don’t be such snobs!’ said playwright Anton. He winked at me. ‘I adored Disney as a child. Now, I ‘ave grown out of it – alzough, zat is somezing you Americans and Engleesh seem incapable of.’

Edward studied the menu for desserts – or was he pretending and hoping that I wouldn’t tell Monique about our Disney visit tomorrow? As coffee arrived, I leant back and zoned out. Monique was talking politics – this seemed to be one of her favourite subjects. Edward looked mega animated now, discussing his violin-playing with musician Danielle. He’d taken out his notebook and was no doubt planning a cultural piece for Country Aspirations, featuring French mime artists, musicians and ballerinas. The violin was something he’d taken up again, last September, when the pressure was off to save his home and the TV people left. The only thing I’d learnt to play as a child was the recorder. I bit my lip, as Monique chipped into their conversation and I heard the word “piano”. Was there no limit to her highfalutin talents?

‘Do you play an instrument, Gemma?’ she said, a smirk across her lips. Seductively, Monique had been leaning forward towards Edward, arms upright with elbows on the table, chin balanced on her hands.

You know, I’d managed to really control my impulsive adrenaline rushes in recent months, but at that moment my hand itched to douse her smug face with my cappuccino.

‘No. I was more sporty as a teenager,’ I said airily. ‘Archery and karate were favourites.’ Okay, so that was on the Wii, but no one need ever know that.

‘Ooh, just like Robin ‘ood,’ said Anton and grinned. ‘My brother ees a keen archer – so tell me, what size ees your bow? What make?’

‘Um…’ I cleared my throat. ‘Ooh, do excuse me,’ I said and stood up. ‘My mouth is as dry as toast. Reckon I need a glass of iced water from the bar after that strong coffee.’

Edward’s face flushed and he stared out of the window. Clearly I was an embarrassment. Almost tripping over my feet, I hurried to the bar and plonked myself down on a stool.

‘Agent G… Any news?’ muttered a voice by my side.

Mouth open, I turned to meet maple syrup coloured eyes. Joe held black sunglasses in his hands. How on earth hadn’t I spotted him in that conspicuous black suit?

‘How come you’re here? I didn’t press that gold button on the bottom of my handbag.’

‘I know,’ he replied.

‘You really should disguise yourself,’ I said and picked a peanut from a nearby bowl. ‘Why the Men in Black look the whole time?’

‘It’s diverse enough for lots of cover stories,’ he said and shrugged. ‘Can pretend to work for a funeral parlour or as a bodyguard, or just a business man doing the nine ‘til five…’ He raised one eyebrow. ‘Found out anything yet?’

‘Yes – just how anti-royal headwaiter Hugo Petit is, so I’m going to check him out. But you could have just texted me to ask,’ I said. The barman came over and I managed to order a glass of water, in French. ‘How did you know I’d be here?’

Joe tapped his nose.

‘Spying on me, now?’ Eyes twinkling, I sipped my drink. ‘Don’t you trust me to do the job?’

He shifted in his seat.

‘You’re not worried about me, are you?’ I took another peanut. ‘Joe, I’ll be fine.’

‘Just keeping an eye out, when I can,’ he said, face expressionless. ‘Like I said – my suspicions might come to nothing, but more than once in my career I’ve been surprised.’

‘Aw – see, your heart’s not set in stone, after all – you do care…’ Playfully, I punched him on the arm.

Blimey, a smile almost flickered across his face.

‘So, how did you know I’d be here?’ I said.

 ‘John uses Chez Dubois as the occasional watering hole. The Windsors will be visiting Montmartre, so agents of ours are checking out the area until their arrival. He popped in for an espresso yesterday, whilst you were in the kitchens, and heard Edward mention this trip out.’

I stared at him. ‘Joe… Don’t you agents ever get a day off, to… I don’t know…do what international spies like doing? Shouldn’t you be falling in love with an exotic seductress with the backdrop of a chic jazz bar, or test-driving a new sports car? Today’s Saturday – the weekend, for goodness sake.’

‘Jazz bar?’ His face cracked into a smile. ‘I’m more the heavy metal sort.’

‘No!’ With his sleek image I could only imagine him crooning along to a cool Dean Martin song. ‘But your hair isn’t long enough for a start.’

‘You should have seen me twenty years ago – headbanging got me through my teen years. Iron Maiden, Black Sabbath, Led Zeppelin – they were my heroes. Although like most people, I’ve grown out of my teenage fashion style…’

I looked down at myself. Did they? It was only with Lady C’s help last year that I’d tweaked mine slightly.

‘And what about the women in your life?’

The light dropped from his eyes.

‘Come on Joe? What’s the big secret? Why’s a hot guy like you on his own?’

‘Look… You’d better get back,’ he said.

‘I’m in no rush.’

‘There was someone… once,’ he said, eventually. ‘We even got engaged. But Beth couldn’t cope with the secret nature of my job – the sudden trips abroad. She gave me an ultimatum in the end. I chose MI6. I hope I never have to make a decision like that again.’ He bit his lip. ‘Long-term relationships don’t work, in my position. I’m better off on my own.’

‘But some of the agents must be married?’

Joe looked down and fiddled with his shirt sleeves.

Aw. He probably didn’t want to risk being hurt again. Mentally I gave him a big hug. He consulted his watch – which meant this rare glimpse into his personal life had ended. Instinctively my fingers curled around his arm, for one second, and I squeezed tight. Poor Joe. His work must be a real vocation.

Joe nodded and gently shook me off. ‘Everything okay?’ He jerked his head towards Edward. ‘Having fun?’

‘Yeah.Course.’ I ran my finger around the top of my glass. Not really. Squirming through every second of this lunch – although that Thierry bloke was okay and Anton made me laugh.

‘Can’t lie to me, Gemma. What’s wrong? Having trouble speaking French?’

I gave a wry smile. ‘You know me – from your files, anyway. I’ll muddle through.’

‘Right. Good. Got to go. Text me with any more progress.’ He got up and headed out of the bar.

I carried my glass back to the table.

‘Who was that man? I didn’t recognise him, just saw the back of his head…?’ asked Edward and my heart gave a skip. See, nothing to worry about, he’d noticed I was gone.

‘Oh, just some random guy who works for the local funeral parlour making conversation – no one we know,’ I said, hating having to lie.

‘So, back to your archery hobby, Gemma,’ said Monique, eyes flashing. ‘Tell us all about it.’ She leant forward. ‘I’m sure cher Anton would love to hear every detail.’

Thankfully, at that moment, there was a commotion at the bar. A young man had got down to his knee and… oh my God!…held out a ring to a woman sitting on a bar stool. Her cheeks blushed red to match her chic bobbed hair. The bar went silent. I stole a look at Edward who stared intently at the couple. For one second, his eyes and mouth drooped at the corners.

‘Oui,’ replied the woman and everyone in the bar clapped and cheered. The man stood up, slipped the ring on her finger and… Wow! That was one long snog.

Once the cheering died down, the bar’s owner came over with a newspaper, which had a small interview with Monique, cos of the play she was in. Edward swooped upon it and, eyes all sparkly again, translated it.

‘Monique Masson originally trained as a ballerina, attending one of the most respected ballet schools in Nanterre,’ he said. ‘When she was sixteen she got to know Andrei, a dancer with the Bolshoi ballet company in Russia and, using her father’s credit card, flew out to meet him.’

Monique smiled. ‘Oui – my parents were going through marital troubles so I got away from the turmoil chez moi. It took them one week to find me and, furious, they dragged me back home.’ She shrugged. ‘It kind of dampened my love of ballet, so I turned to acting.’

Edward carried on reading. ‘Yes, your first role was with a local drama group, you’d joined whilst waitressing…’

Monique took a sip of water. ‘Yes. Maman… she wasn’t well after the divorce, so I lived with her and helped out with bills. Papa had an affair with an air hostess… I do not see him much now.’

In spite of myself, I muttered ‘That must have been hard.’

The actress snorted. ‘Understatement of the year. Yes. Difficult years. There seems to be this stereotype that the French think affairs of the heart are acceptable and wives… how you say… turn a blind eye – but not so. My father’s errant ways tore our family apart. Eventually Maman moved into her own flat and got a job in a supermarket. I moved in with fellow actors, doing temporary work in between jobs. And this year, finally, I got a flat of my own. I can’t afford a car or my own laptop yet, but it feels good to rent my own place.’

Edward continued reading. ‘You love Afghani food and fencing…?’ He looked up, clearly impressed. ‘And your mother…’ His cheeks flushed.

Monique nodded. ‘She died six months ago.’

Aw, that was tough.

At that moment, Monique’s friends stopped their chat and stood up, with appointments to keep. It was starting to get dark. We wrapped ourselves up, Monique in her cute beanie hat, me and Edward in our scarves and gloves.

Outside we headed back up Rue de la Huchette, towards the fountain and St Michel Métro. I ended up with Monique on my left. Behind us, Edward and Danielle were still discussing music.

‘I almost forgot,’ said Monique and held her cigarette in her mouth – how did she make it look so sophisticated? ‘My show tonight…’ She delved into her coat pocket.

‘The comedy ballet – Molière,’ I said.

She nodded. ‘I brought a couple of guest tickets. Edward at least, I know would love to come.’

I pursed my lips as we looked at each other sideways. An evening spent admiring her? Even though I felt sorry for her, what with her mum dying, er, no, not on your life. But as soon as she showed Edward those tickets, it would be impossible for me to say no, without looking selfish.

I gazed ahead at a big puddle looming in front of us. Hmm. Adrenalin rush. If I could just knock smug Monique off her balance, she might drop those tickets and Edward and I wouldn’t be able to go. Discreetly (I thought) at the last moment, I stuck out my left leg to trip her up. But urgh! Edward’s calming influence of recent months kicked in and just as quickly I pulled it back.

To be honest, and much to my annoyance, I couldn’t have gone through with it anyway. I disliked snooty Monique but wouldn’t want to see her fall flat in a puddle. Except that’s exactly what happened. Seconds after I withdrew my foot she slipped in the wet and tumbled to the ground.

Oh no! I stifled a giggle, not believing she’d actually hurt herself and hoping that the tickets got soaked.

Edward rushed to help her up and she yelped with pain. A pinch of guilt nipped my chest as it looked like she’d fallen harder than I thought. Whilst the others held her upright, Edward flagged down a taxi. Eyes unusually narrow, he rubbed the back of his neck and glanced at me.

‘You were nearest to her, Gemma, yet didn’t bother trying to get Monique back on her feet.’

‘You were quicker than a vampire and I was still taken by surprise that she fell.’

‘Really?’ A strange look crossed his face.

‘If I’d thought she was really injured I’d have been the first to step in,’ I said in a low voice. ‘It looked like the only wound was to her pride. But come on, who would blame me if I’d turned a blind eye? Monique’s done nothing but try to put me down, like trying to get me to speak French when it’s obvious I struggle. ’

Edward shook his head. ‘How wrong could you be? Moni has been terribly welcoming, inviting us out with her friends today. So what if she’s encouraging you to speak a foreign language? Why would you criticise her helpful nature?’

I swallowed. Yikes. She’d done a good job on him. My eyes tingled – for a flash he reminded me of the old uptight, stubborn Edward I’d first met last year, disapproval oozing out of him.

‘I’ll take Moni to the hospital for a once-over. Her friends are all busy,’ he said, in a detached voice. ‘She’s out of the show tonight – let’s just hope this doesn’t ruin her prospects for the whole run.’

He stared as if waiting for some explanation or response. I shifted uncomfortably. What was up with him?

‘Look, Edward… it’s not as if it was my fault.’

But his attention had returned to the patient. ‘Perhaps it’s best if I see you back home, Gemma – after the hospital, once I’ve dropped Moni off at her flat. There’s no point us both hanging around in Casualty,’ he muttered, without turning around.

A taxi pulled up several metres away, due to parked cars. So my Edward, my broad-shouldered hero, scooped Monique up into his arms. I watched his strong silhouette become distant, in the twilight, as they headed for the car.

‘What about dinner?’ I called after him.

‘Eat without me,’ he called back, over his shoulder, ‘and don’t concern yourself with waiting up.’


Chapter 8

Heart racing, I slipped my arm into Edward’s, as smoke arose around the dragon’s murky lair. Its head swung towards me. In the darkness, people screamed as the beast’s chains rattled. Would they break? The green creature’s jaw opened, revealing rows of spiky teeth…Through the cave’s dim light, huge eyes glowed yellow like lit coal.

I looked up at Edward and he actually smiled. Phew. At last. Since breakfast, during our underground journey and throughout our stroll along Disneyland Paris’ Main Street, he’d hardly uttered a word. At last, here at the foot of Sleeping Beauty’s castle, the fiery mechanical dragon seemed to have melted the cool which had hung around him like a soggy British rain cloud, from the moment he’d woken up. My reaction probably hadn’t helped, either, when he’d said, first thing:

‘Look, Gemma – Moni’s on her own today. Apart from Anton who’s got a writing deadline to meet, her other friends are performing in various matinee concerts and shows. How about…’ He’d cleared his throat. ‘You head off to Disney with Cindy and I’ll look after our new friend. She’s got to take two days off work. If her ankle’s no better this morning, she won’t be able to cook for herself. Last night the hospital doctor insisted she take it easy.’

I’d spluttered, spraying coffee across the laptop. ‘Edward! You hardly know her.’ My eyes had tingled. ‘Would you really rather spend the day with her, when you could meet Minnie Mouse?’

‘Don’t make me answer that,’ he’d said, and given a wry smile.

But I didn’t smile back. ‘What time did you get home last night?’

‘In the early hours. I accompanied her home in the taxi, helped her upstairs to her flat where I made us both an omelette. We found we had so much to talk about, and I didn’t even notice the hours passing,’ He gazed into the distance. ‘We both love the arts, don’t watch much television and could stand in museums for hours,’ He smiled fondly. ‘We both said how funny it was, how strange, to have so much in common with someone you hardly know.’ His tone had no hint of apology. Clearly he had no inkling that Monique pressed all my buttons, when it came to feeling inadequate.

 ‘Chatting with her reminded me of times bygone when I would talk about opera and historical literature, into the small hours with Mother,’ he continued. ‘Finally, however, tiredness dictated that I return home. You were asleep. I had no intention of waking you.’

‘Yeah, well she’ll probably be glad of a quiet day to herself, to relax,’ I said.

‘Perhaps.’ He’d given a tight smile. ‘Maybe it would be better if I dropped in to see her on the way back, tonight.

Without trusting myself to answer politely, I’d headed for a bath. A chill had descended – another glimpse of the old Edward, the one I’d got to know last year whilst in disguise. I didn’t like it. What was happening? Here, in awesome Paris, weren’t we supposed to be having the time of our lives?

Shutting out those thoughts, I stepped back from the dragon. ‘Come on, we’ve time to fit in one ride before meeting Cindy.’ I consulted the map we’d picked up at “City Hall”. We headed outside. The castle looked postcard pretty against a sky as blue as Cinderella’s ball dress. Trembling with excitement, I’d entered the park almost one hour ago and strolled dumbstruck – gazing at the immaculate, golf-course green lawns and litter-free paths. Mega Disney music played throughout the park. Oohing and aahing, I’d dashed from side to side along Main Street, shaking my head at the glossy, themed shops. Mouth-watering smells wafted from restaurants and horse-drawn streetcars clippety-clopped along. The reality exceeded every Disney fantasy I’d ever made up.

What’s more, just as I was contemplating buying a Donald Duck cap, the King of the Park strolled past – yes, Mickey Mouse, with his white jazz hands, red trousers and yellow bow tie. Screaming with delight, I’d raced towards him, my leopard-print handbag banging against my side. Bemused, Edward took a photo. I could die happy! This was fab!

Well, as long as I also got to meet my all-time favourite Disney characters, Simba from the Lion King and Mulan. Plus we HAD to go on the Pirates of the Caribbean ride, swivel around in the Mad Hatter’s tea cups and experience Peter Pan’s flight…

No doubt you could guess that I’d spent many an hour during my childhood planning this trip – hoping that one day, Dad would win the lottery and book tickets.

‘Isn’t this terrific?’ I said, using one of Abbey’s favourite words, as Edward and me headed towards Frontierland – the Wild West area with piped banjo music, cowboy themed stores and a riverboat ride. Plus – due to Disney’s continual attention to detail – the smell of woodsmoke… In the distance I spotted the terracotta tip of notorious Thunder Mountain. Screams pierced the piped music as the runaway mine train hurtled around its peak. I wore my polka dot jumper – in honour of Minnie Mouse of course – and put comfort above fashion and wore my navy duffle coat, as it was so bloomin’ cold.

Feeling my ponytail swish from side to side in the bitter wind, I weaved my way between laughing adults and children, wrapped up in scarves and hats, and costumed “castmembers” there to help. February was one of the coldest times to visit the park, as it was in a valley, said Cindy, and she should have known. The sous chef was such a regular visitor that she’d stopped off in one of the Main Street cafés to chat with an American waitress she’d become mates with, over the last year.

So we’d split up and agreed to meet Cindy at half past eleven by her favourite ride: It’s a Small World. I tugged at the sleeve of Edward’s leather jacket, guiding him towards the thrilling Thunder Mountain.

‘Feeling brave?’ I said, as we joined the queue.

‘Absolutely – although why people would put themselves through this, I don’t know.’

‘Ever been to Alton Towers?’ I asked, already guessing the answer.

‘No.’

‘Then you’re in for a treat – it’s the adrenalin rush, you see…’

‘I’ll need some distraction, to keep me awake, during the half-an-hour wait here,’ he said huskily and leant in for a kiss.

Mmm. This queue could take as long as it liked, if it meant snogging my very own Prince Charming. Eventually, he stood back and we moved forward a couple of feet. I squeezed his hand.

 ‘I am sorry that Monique hurt herself, Edward. I’m sure she’ll be fine today. The ground was so wet – I’m not surprised she fell.’

He nodded.

‘It’s a good thing she’ll only miss one or two shows,’ I continued.

‘Isn’t her life story intriguing? Imagine having the courage, as a teenager, just to take off to Russia.’

Edward’s whole face lit up and a lump formed in my throat. His eyes looked all glittery, as I imagined mine had when Mickey Mouse gave me a hug. I forced my mouth to upturn higher. Honestly, could you make up something more romantic than someone secretly flying away to meet their Russian Bolshoi ballet boyfriend? No! How the blinkin’ ‘eck would I ever compete with that? Most of my romantic liaisons, at sixteen, were behind the bike sheds or at the youth club disco.

Finally we came to the front of the queue and sat down in the Thunder Mountain mine train. As it slowly chugged away, I wondered if Edward would scream. Of course he didn’t, not even when the ride built up speed. We turned corners sharply and plunged downwards, leaving our stomachs in the air, but there wasn’t a single peep from him. Not even when the train plummeted into darkness, whereas I hollered so loudly, my throat hurt… Jeez this was fantastic. Magnificent. I wanted to live here! I wanted a season ticket! Forget cookery, I’d become a Disney castmember!

Finally the train came to a halt and, laughing, legs like one of JC’s wobbly jelly terrines, I followed Edward out of my seat. Chest heaving, I glanced at my watch and consulted at the map.

‘We’d better get to It’s a Small Word,’ I said. ‘That ride’s more civilised and Cindy will be waiting…’ I grinned. ‘So, what did you think?’

‘To what?’ said Edward and smoothed down his honey curls.

I raised my eyebrows and he chuckled.

‘Okay, I admit it – Thunder Mountain was a thrill. I’m impressed how authentic the mountain looks and the castmembers are super professional.’

I grabbed his hand, swinging it as we headed to Fantasyland. However, It’s a Small World impressed him a little bit less. Whereas I was gobsmacked by the massive rainbow-coloured house containing loads of cute, singing animatronic dolls, Edward hardly reacted. As we completed the boat ride, he even glanced discreetly at his phone. To think, before meeting me last September, he hardly knew how to text.

‘Gee whizz,’ said Cindy, as we all got back onto dry land. She wore jeans, red Converse trainers, a T-shirt saying something about Star Trek – clearly she was a movie buff – and a Disneyland Paris bomber jacket. ‘You do realise, folks, that we ain’t ever gonna get that Small World song out of our heads.’

‘La lala, la laaaaa, la lala, la laaaaa,’ she and I sang. Then suddenly I thought of sophisticated Monique and, feeling a bit immature, stopped warbling. I remembered how my dad and brothers had all said that, since meeting Edward, I’d finally grown up; chosen a career, given myself goals. Although secretly, a part of me was glad that I still had my occasional silly side.

Edward pointed to a café. ‘How about a hot drink, ladies?’

But he was too late – Cindy and I had spotted the Mad Hatter’s swivelling teacups and, unable to ignore this dream ride, we all hurried towards the queue. Monique’s friend Anton had been right – as I looked around, from the adults’ faces you could tell they’d never grown out of loving their favourite cartoons. Or if they had, five minutes in this place had transported them back to their childhood.

I glanced at Edward and tried to work out if his show of enthusiasm was fake. Perhaps the problem was that he’d hardly watched a Disney film as a child, so there wasn’t that glowing nostalgic sensation in his chest. Snow White, Aladdin and Buzz Lightyear didn’t feel like old pals. Whilst Cindy and Edward kept my place, I scooted over to a nearby sweet stand to buy popcorn. As I paid the cheerful vendor and turned to go, a man in a black suit sidled up to me, tall, with flash cufflinks and greased-back hair.

‘How are you getting on, Agent G?’ said John Smith, with a wink.

The thrill I got from being called that equalled the rush I got from any rollercoaster ride!

‘What are you doing here?’ I said, in a low voice, and kept looking straight ahead.

‘Following up on some leads about several castmembers employed from the more exotic corners of the earth… There’s some pretty little things amongst them as well.’

Ick.

‘Well, I’ve nothing big to report yet – I managed to get into the laptop though, and am checking all the staff’s emails daily,’ I said. ‘There is no mention of MiddleWin Mort. Just stuff about food orders and special offers being sent out to regular customers.

‘Fair enough,’ said John Smith, his eye caught by a group of young women dressed in Disney uniform walking by. ‘Right. See you around.’ And with that, he headed off.

Chomping popcorn, I made my way back to the teacup ride.

‘Is that wise?’ said Edward, eyes twinkling, and he leant forward to gently wipe a piece of popcorn from the corner of my mouth. ‘Eat that now and you’ll feel as sick as a sailor, after you’ve spun around in one of those cups.’

‘You need to loosen up, Edward,’ said Cindy and giggled. ‘It’s all part of the experience, throwing up, after a ride. Of course, if you’re a lightweight…’ She helped herself to the snack. ‘Go get yourself a coffee over yonder. Leave the tough stuff to us gals.’

‘No, don’t!’ I grasped his arm. ‘This ride won’t take long – then we can all grab a hotdog and ice cream.’

‘No, no, I’ve been told…’ Edward grinned at Cindy. ‘And it’s a sensible idea, actually, if neither of you mind. I promised to ring Moni – just to check she was doing okay. In fact…’ He took out his phone. ‘I’ll arrange a time to drop in on her, on the way home.’

My face fell. ‘Don’t talk about going home already – aren’t… aren’t you having a good time?’

‘Of course!’ he said brightly and tenderly tucked a loose strand of hair behind my ear. He pointed to a nearby coffee bar. ‘Now, I’ll be in there. Have fun. And don’t come near me afterwards if the popcorn doesn’t stay down!’

Someone nudged me to move forwards in the queue. Cindy had been talking to a woman in front and, despite its Texan accent, her French sounded really fluent. She jerked her head at Edward, as he walked away from the ride.

‘Everything all right, honeybun? He seems a bit quiet today. When you went to get popcorn, he hardly said a word. I started telling him about the Star Wars space ride, but he just yawned – then apologised and said he hadn’t got in until the early hours.’

I sighed. She didn’t need to remind me that Edward had stayed at that temptress’ place past midnight. I opened my mouth but there was no point spouting off about Monique. We’d only been here a week. Perhaps – it was a big perhaps – the French actress and I eventually might become friends.

‘He’s just not a massive Disney fan,’ I said and we climbed into a cup. As it whizzed around, I giggled along with Cindy, for her sake, but my heart wasn’t it in. Damn Monique for being stupid enough to fall over and ruin my day out with Edward. In fact, as the afternoon progressed, I became increasingly disappointed. Edward took notes for his column, instead of chatting to Beauty and the Beast when they stopped to give me their autograph, and didn’t look the slightest bit spooked after Phantom Manor.

‘Thanks for a great day, honey,’ Cindy drawled on the underground train, just before she was about to get off at her stop. She gave me a hug. Edward smiled at her and thanked her politely for showing us around the theme park.

‘Perhaps next time you and me’ll go on our own,’ she whispered into my ear, before standing up, ‘away from that aristocratic English reserve.’

I gave a small smile and waved to her through the window as the train pulled away.

The thing is, Edward wasn’t that reserved. Not since being on Million Dollar Mansion. Most days he was still accosted, in the street, by fans of the show, and thoroughly enjoyed laughing and chatting with them. Plus occasionally, ever-punctual Edward would now be late for an appointment, having been collared by someone wanting to hear all about Applebridge Hall’s renovation. No, his more introverted mood at Disneyland was due to him worrying about Monique.

My chest tightened, and still felt funny when we got back to the flat. I’d made it clear that I didn’t want to visit Monique, so he’d decided to go on his own. Once inside our flat, Edward settled on the ivory sofa straight away and opened his laptop, to type up a few writing notes before visiting his new friend.

 Oh dear. What was wrong with me, in Paris? Just like the old Gemma, I lost control for a moment, and a bunch of spontaneous words tumbled out of my mouth.

‘Monique will survive without you,’ I said and pulled off my gloves. I undid my scarf and threw it, with my coat, onto the dining table. Then I collapsed next to him and pushed the laptop’s lid shut. ‘All day, you’ve been preoccupied thinking about her – you hardly batted an eyelid when Pocahontas blew you a kiss.’

‘Huh?’

‘Do you know how many years I’ve looked forward to visiting a Disney park?’

‘Look, Gemma – sorry, but I found it terribly hard to relate. I knew none of the characters, so chatting to them felt… uncomfortable. Don’t get me wrong – I’m glad I went. The park was impressive. Star Tours was an incredibly realistic ride. But the day didn’t inspire me, like…’

‘Like, say, Monique’s play Le Malade Imaginaire? Well, do you think that opera trip I went on last autumn kept me spellbound?’ I muttered. ‘No – but I didn’t let on because I wanted you to enjoy the night.’

‘Gem…’ He turned to face me, and held both my hands. ‘Just because you’ve taken umbrage with Moni, for some reason, doesn’t mean I feel the same.’

‘You’ve fallen for her womanly wiles,’ I said, in a tight voice. ‘She’s trouble.’

He let go of my hands. ‘Why are you being so mean-spirited? It’s not like the Gemma I know. Anyway, from the start of this trip you’ve made it clear that we’re not fixed at the hip.’

‘What do you mean?’

He raised one eyebrow. ‘We hadn’t been here a day when you disappeared on some catering jolly. Did I complain that on our first weekend in one of the most romantic cities in the world, I’d been stranded? No. Yet you become frosty when I suggest going off for just one day to look after a friend.’

‘I… I really wanted to spend that first weekend with you,’ I stuttered. ‘It’s just…’ I swallowed and wished, not for the first time, that I could tell him about Joe. ‘And I’m not mean-spirited. Monique was the one who used every opportunity to put me down at lunch, yesterday. Don’t think I didn’t notice you staring out of the window, Edward, when I was being asked about archery, in that bar – clearly you were embarrassed.’

‘For God’s sake, Gemma, stop being so paranoid – I was trying not to laugh. I’ve seen you try to play snooker – like me, you’re not the best with a cue and the thought of you trying to hit a target with an arrow tickled my sense of humour.’ He shook his head. ‘What is this about? Does Moni… I don’t know – intimidate you?’

‘Don’t think so – remember I mix with all your aristocratic friends and I’ve always held my own,’ I said, a bit too strongly.

‘Exactly! So what’s the problem?’

My lip quivered. I couldn’t own up to my true, insecure feelings – they might plant a seed of doubt in Edward’s mind, about how I compared to the conniving French woman.

‘Maybe you think I should be in awe of your new best mate. After all, she shares all of your intellectual interests and moves in very impressive artistic circles.’

‘That’s nonsensical! Look…’ He gave a sigh. ‘I just like her – the way we chat.’

‘You said how she reminds you of your mum…’ Nausea backed up my throat as I realised that meant Monique had a very special bond with my boyfriend. ‘She’ll exploit that, Edward. She’s devious.’

‘Not like you then?’ His voice hardened.

‘What do you mean?’

‘I’ve been trying to persuade myself that I imagined it, but it’s no good… Last night. I was shocked. I saw you stick out your foot, like a mischievous child, to make Moni fall.’

My heart skipped a beat. ‘But… no… you see…’ My voice faltered. ‘I didn’t, Edward.’

A flicker of disgust crossed his face. I knew how much he couldn’t bear lies.

‘Okay. I admit it. But it was just a fleeting thought – I would never have gone through with it. I quickly took my foot straight back. Monique must have slipped on the water.’

Edward snorted. ‘Moni told me she definitely tripped over something – in fact she half-jokingly suggested it was your foot and that’s without me mentioning your ill-intended manoeuvre.’

What a lying, conniving… Okay. So, I’d thought about it – but there was no way Monique could have seen my foot and I definitely pulled it back in time. Her intention must have been to make that up anyway. ‘She’s lying!’ I said. ‘Or do you believe her word over mine?’

‘I know what I saw,’ he spoke in a measured voice.

‘Look… you know I hate spiders, but do I kill them? No, I put them outside. I wouldn’t even stamp on ants.’

‘Now you’re comparing her to an insect?’ Edward shook his head. ‘Sometimes, you really do sound juvenile.’

He got up and went to the kitchen whilst I stood statue still, jaw almost on the floor.

‘Maybe Monique’s more suited to you then – in age and everything else.’ My voice wavered. ‘Go on, just admit it – you’ve only known her a week, but realise you’ve made a terrible mistake proposing to me…’

‘I’m not listening to this ranting,’ he said and threw down a tea towel. He grabbed his coat. ‘Anyway, why are you so fussed? It’s not like you’re keen to accept an offer of marriage – unlike that thrilled woman in the pub yesterday. If anything, it’s you who’s been having second thoughts and making excuses.’

‘No! Not second thoughts about you! Never! But marriage…Why the hurry?’

‘Why the delay?’ he shot back.

‘Perhaps I’m learning to rein in my spontaneity and think things through…’ I said.

‘Don’t be a hypocrite! We’d only been in Paris five minutes and you accepted some offer to work for a stranger.’ Edward picked up his laptop. ‘Not that your disappearing act bothered me greatly – not until today, when you’ve grilled me for wanting just a few hours away. Isn’t a relationship supposed to be about give and take?’

‘So, I’m a liar and a hypocrite…’ Ouch. ‘You know, I thought things would get easier once I realised the class difference between us didn’t matter a jot. Yet, you don’t like my telly programmes, I don’t dig your music. We both love reading but not the same genres. I might have helped you develop a penchant for fast food, and thanks to you I’ll now love fresh prawns and crab but food apart…’ I threw my hands in the air. ‘But perhaps, the only real common ground we’ve had is saving Applebridge Hall. It’s as if this trip to Paris has already super-sized our differences – which seem to be just about everything else.’

‘I’m not listening to this nonsense,’ he said. ‘This conversation is getting us nowhere.’

‘Don’t do that – don’t turn back to the stuffy old Edward I met, right at the beginning of Million Dollar Mansion.’

‘What, the one you accused of never having fun?’ He shrugged. ‘No doubt you think that again, since I couldn’t properly enjoy Disneyland.’

We stared at each other, for a few seconds.

‘Gemma… Look, it’s probably best if I spend the night elsewhere. That’ll give us both time to cool off. I’m sure Moni won’t mind me sleeping on her sofa. If not, I’ll book into a hotel.’ A muscle flinched in his cheek. ‘I’m sorry you doubt our future together.’

But I hardly heard his last sentence. ‘You? Sleep at Monique’s?’ Uh oh, I had a feeling I was about to blurt out something offensive… All the insecurities of the last few days had built up and had chosen this moment to let rip. No need to tell me that, really, I should have indeed cooled off, over night, and then rationally talked through my feelings with him. But it was hard, after the recent months, when occasionally some journalist or fan would scoff at our relationship; would sneer that Gemma Goodwin was in no way an intellectual match for Lord Edward – that our romance was a show-mance, and would never last. On the surface I’d laugh and Edward would get angry. But the seed of doubt had been planted and now I couldn’t face discussing whether these critics had been right all along – just in case I got the vibe that Edward agreed with them, and was beginning to change his mind.

‘If you spend the night at that conniving bitch’s flat then don’t bother ever coming back!’

 ‘Are you serious?’ Edward’s lush mouth tightened.

Oh dear. I’ve got myself in deeper than I thought.

‘You’re being ridiculous, Gemma.’ He strode towards the door.

‘So now I’m also ridiculous… Any other insults you want to throw at me, before you head off to lover girl? I mean it! Go to her tonight and… and… we’re over.’

His eyes widened for several moments and then he pursed those crazily kissable lips.

‘I’m disappointed that you can end our relationship in so few minutes – with so few words,’ he said. ‘However, I won’t be blackmailed into staying here tonight, Gemma. Not when a friend needs help. And if you’re not generous enough to want to assist Moni, then perhaps your decision is for the best and you’re not the kind-hearted woman I thought you were.’

With that, he left and even that action highlighted the differences between us. I would have slammed the door, whereas Edward just closed it slowly behind him.


Chapter 9

‘Why ze long face, Pudding?’ snapped chef JC. ‘I know it is a Monday morning, but your chin is so low you could use that to knead the dough, instead of your hands. Enough now! It is time to concentrate.’

My eyes tingled and Cindy shot me a sympathetic glance. She wore a small pair of sparkly Little Mermaid earrings bought yesterday, in the Disney park.

I swallowed hard and worked the dough firmly, making thumping noises against the bread board.

‘Merde alors, come with me into ze pantry,’ JC commanded and wiped his chunky fingers on a nearby tea towel.

I cleaned my hand of sticky dough and followed him into the storeroom which housed everything imaginable, from basic flour and oil to hot pepper jelly and pickled mussels. JC pulled off his chef hat, to reveal unruly copper hair, streaked with grey.

‘What’s ze problem, Pudding? I will not have your mood affect the morale of the team.’

‘Me affect their morale?’ I spluttered. Didn’t he realise most of his staff tippy-toed around him, in dread?

JC folded his arms but behind those sharp eyes a warmth glowed.

‘Edward. Me. We’ve…’ My voice trembled. ‘… split up. Last night.’ God, those words sounded final. Lady C and the Earl, Kathleen the cook… everyone back at Applebridge Hall was in for a huge shock.

JC snorted in disgust. ‘Sacre bleu! Not problems of ze heart…’ His eyes narrowed. ‘But like any good pudding, you will rise above it, non?’

I gave a wry smile.

For a moment he stared, then reached behind a jar of preserved dates, on a nearby shelf. He pulled out a small bag. ‘France makes ze best, pure chocolate. According to French law, one may not add vegetable or animal fat.’ JC opened the bag and offered me a thick chocolate button, avoiding my eye. ‘Veree expensive eet ees, made from Madagascan beans… Just take one.’ He coughed. ‘And then back to work immédiatement!’

‘For Christmas, Edward bought me membership to a chocolate-tasting club,’ I said (not needing this reminder that Edward was indeed the most perfect boyfriend ever). ‘The first taste tray arrived a few weeks ago – I tried chocolate with cumin, balsamic vinegar, even lavender.’

 ‘And ze best?’

‘You know what? None of those. I like it plain. Dark. Bitter.’

JC bowed. ‘A woman after my own heart. Chocolate should not be messed with. In its purest form, it should be listed as one of the wonders of the modern world.’

I grabbed one of the fancy buttons and smelt it before putting it in my mouth.

‘Excellent,’ muttered JC, as he caught my eye. ‘That sniff is ze sign of a good chef. Aroma is paramount.’ He popped a button in his mouth. ‘Now, vamoose. No chef becomes good without hours of hard work. And at the end of your afternoon shift I want you to scrub the kitchen floor ‘til eet is shinier than Hugo’s shoes. And then…It would please me if you came back in tonight. You can be my close righthand man – or rather, woman. After service and under my close supervision, you can have a go at making a couple of the dishes. It will be a late night but…’

Wow. What an honour – personal training from the head chef.

Feeling perkier than I had done all morning, I put another circle of chocolate in my mouth, before heading back into the steamy kitchen. Mmm, what a smooth, creamy texture – and then pow! That fierce smack of dark chocolate ignited the back of my throat. Instantly I felt a burst of energy and began, once again, to pound the dough, imagining it was Edward. Except I couldn’t stay angry for long and the movements soon morphed into me pretending to massage his back. If physical attraction was the only thing a relationship needed, then we’d have had no problems and could have stuck together as long as my favourite, immortal vampires.

The kitchen doors swung open and Edward walked in, curly blonde fringe almost hiding those sincere blue eyes. My heart skipped a beat.

‘I’m about to take my break but Pierre asked me to see if you needed any help in here first – due to the special booking at lunchtime,’ he said.

‘Waiters are not chefs,’ barked JC, ‘especially when we are expecting important guests.’

A table for one p.m. sharp had been booked by representatives from the League of Nations, which, I remembered from school, was formed at the end of the First World War. As part of the commemorative centenary events, they were touring Parisian high schools to talk of their work nowadays.

‘Pudding, take your break now,’ said JC, without looking in my direction. ‘I need you later. Go! Whilst it is quiet.’

‘But…’

‘Maintenant!’ he said and without further ado, I washed my hands and followed Edward into the restaurant. If I didn’t know better, I’d have accused JC of purposely throwing me and my Ex – *sob*, hated that word – together. In silence, we each made ourselves a coffee and sat down at the corner table, reserved for staff on a quick break.

Edward half-smiled. ‘Pierre has gone to a lot of trouble for this lunch. His grandfather was a First World War hero. He’s clearly very proud of him.’

Not daring to speak, in case my voice wobbled, I raised one eyebrow.

‘Louis – that was his name – lied about his age and joined up at only sixteen. Eventually he became a tunneller. One day the tunnel he was working on got bombed and Louis made sure everyone else got out before him. When he finally emerged above ground the German infantry was within shooting distance. He was killed instantly. Having wed his childhood sweetheart at eighteen, whilst home on leave, he never received her letter telling him he was to be a father. It arrived a week after he died.’

‘That’s terrible,’ I muttered.

Edward nodded and we both sipped our drinks. ‘Look, um, I’ll pick my things up after work.’

 ‘But where will you stay?’

‘Moni will put me up for as long as I want.’

I felt sick. Surely, Edward wasn’t already moving on? Although under different circumstances, part of me could have chuckled. If nothing else, I’d certainly given Edward the gift of spontaneity, since our time together. When I first met him, his life was as orderly as his military-standard polished shoes. Appointments. Expectations. Appearances mattered. The Edward of old would have never suddenly crashed at someone’s flat. No, he’d have needed a hotel with a laundry service, trouser press and proper mattress.

‘How accommodating of her,’ I muttered.

The light left Edward’s eyes. ‘Yes, Monique’s been very accommodating, under the circumstances. She waited on me hand and foot last night, insisting I have her best red wine and constantly topping up my glass – despite the fact she was injured.’

‘Now she’s really getting her claws into you.’ I shook my head. ‘Honestly, Edward, open your eyes.’

‘Please don’t speak about her in those terms,’ he said in a tight voice. ‘I was hoping we could stay friends.’

‘How quickly you’re defending her against me.’

‘Look… this isn’t a battle…’ He sighed. ‘Gem…. Why don’t I make us dinner this evening? We can talk.’

No. Whilst I shouldn’t have given Edward an ultimatum last night, I’d thought all through the early hours and concluded our split really was for the best. In any case…

‘JC – he’s offered to give me a personal cookery lesson tonight. You know what he’s like – he’ll never make another offer like that and –’

Edward’s cheeks flushed. ‘So just like the first weekend here, when you left me standing, I come second again tonight?’

‘No! It’s just…’ The pit of my stomach squeezed.

‘Forget it, Gemma. Your heart’s not in it.’ He cleared his throat. ‘I didn’t want to believe it, but perhaps Moni is right.’

‘About what?’

‘She says you are young – have a career to forge that requires a degree of independence… that it wouldn’t be fair of me to hold you back.’

 ‘Edward!’ I shook my head. ‘Can’t you see what that bitch is doing?’

‘That “bitch”…’ he grimaced at the word, ‘… is thinking of you.’ Edward pushed away his cup.

‘Well, for your – and her – information, my supposed career and plans to cook my way around the world, have nothing to do with our fall-out. No, our problem is, clearly, that I gel with someone like down-to-earth Cindy, whilst you are in awe of highfalutin Monique. It was obvious you hated Disneyland.’

‘Hate is a strong word.’ He shrugged. ‘Surely differences regarding our hobbies don’t matter? Not if the initial spark is there – just look at cousin Abbey and Zak.’

‘Yeah, but she’s been to college and Zak’s been to uni. Intellectually, they’re on the same page. Whereas us… me…’

‘But she’s the daughter of a wealthy catering magnate…’ he continued. ‘Zak does charity voluntary work. Abbey is partial to smart clothes, whereas he’d be happy wearing a potato sack. But they’ve made it work and I don’t think that’s just down to both of them passing exams. I wouldn’t be surprised if one day he was my brother-in-law.’

‘Perhaps Abbey and Zak’s relationship is an exception,’ I interrupted, my thoughts since last night having turned to Auntie Jan. ‘Over the years I’ve watched my aunt split up from boyfriend after boyfriend because, most of the time, they were so ill-matched… One went poaching – she hates cruelty to animals. Another ate no carbs and loved canals whereas she lives for bread and gets seasick. Dad and me could always tell when one of her relationships wasn’t going to work out, but Auntie Jan would put her blinkers on.’

‘Your point is…?’

‘That if we had spoken up, Dad and me could have saved Auntie Jan painful heartache. Despite the warning signs, she always eked relationships out for months and when they finally broke up, she’d be in bits. I… I don’t want that for us.’ My throat hurt as I looked at his wide eyes, speckled with green. ‘The last few months I’ve been living a fantasy, I can see that now – me and a member of the nobility, it was never going to work…’ Not without mutual interests, to act as a strong bond, once the lust faded.

‘In fact Monique has done us a favour…’ My voice wavered. ‘I care deeply for you, Edward, but we’re just not compatible. Our mutual physical attraction…’ I stood up. ‘It’ll never be enough. The pain will be less if we call it quits now.’

Edward got to his feet as well. ‘Clearly you have me pigeon-holed as some straight-laced, narrow-minded, inflexible pseudo-intellectual toff.’

‘No, what I meant –’

Edward took a couple of deep breaths, then attempted a half-smile. He reached out his hand to clear a strand of hair from my face. The frownlines on his forehead smoothed out a titch. ‘It’s okay… Dear Gemma – the last thing I want is to cause you any sort of pain. Consider the subject closed. And… thank you for articulating your opinions with such honesty. I won’t mention the possibility of a reconciliation again.’ He gave a half-smile and my heart skipped a beat as his gave me one of his adorable soulful looks.

‘Okay,’ I stuttered.

Edward leant forward and gently brushed his lips across my cheek. It felt like a wave goodbye.

‘Right,’ he said. ‘Back to work. Even in romantic Paris, I doubt affairs of the heart are considered a decent reason to slack off…’

We gazed at each other for a second before he took our cups over to the bar.


Chapter 10

*Sigh*. If only my name were Bridget Jones I could wallow in my pain with booze and fags. Chocolate and croissants would have to do. Apparently Edward didn’t feel equally as low. Today at work he’d been his normal charming self, helping one smitten elderly diner right back to her car. Plus he shared his break with Henri, a Tuesday regular who was keen to learn English. Then, in his most gentleman-like manner, he’d teasingly ticked off a bunch of young women, trying to get him to take their phone numbers.

I gazed around the flat, feeling suddenly alone. Perhaps Bridget had the right idea and jotting down feelings about my day might help. Maybe I’d give “Gemma Goodwin’s Diary” a go:

***

Morning.

New French words: 3

Tissues used: 4

Got to the restaurant. Hugo muttered something about me being late. I shrugged and made myself a strong espresso. Eyes wet, I sipped it slowly, until the last drop was gone. Stupid, wasn’t it? Me being upset about the break-up, when I’d kind of brought it about. Urgh. It had been what Abbey would call “horrid”, sleeping in the flat last night, on my own. In fact talking about best buddy Abbey, I’d been tempted to text her and pour out my heart. But I couldn’t face talking about the split, yet, to people who thought Edward and I were made for each other.

Hugo stared as I pulled out a tissue. He asked me what was the matter. I blew my nose hard and declared I had a terrible allergy to… to cherry tree blossom, remembering the Japanese takeaway I’d passed earlier on and its floral sign. Yes, that was it – I’d stood next to some flowering branches, whilst checking my texts, on my way to work.

Hugo made some funny French noise (yes, even noises were different – like, in English, it’s “atishoo” for a sneeze, but in French they say “atchoum”.)Then he said:

‘Bêtises!’ (new word number one, meaning “rubbish”) and something about cherry trees not blossoming until much later in the year.

Oops. I’d been caught out. So, I said my eyes were just tired after being up late last night, braising duck with JC. After a glare, his face relaxed and he went to the coffee machine to make another strong espresso. Then he ordered me to drink it down in one.

Blimey. Could the head waiter actually have a heart? In fact I had already seen signs of Hugo’s gentler side – the way he kept a supply of crayons out the back, for younger guests… How he’d clapped Edward on the back when he’d taken his first three course order in French. His brusque tone hid a man with a decidedly soft centre – or if not exactly soft, well let’s just say as far as boxes of chocolates go, I reckoned he was definitely more of a chewy toffee than a rock hard, nutty nougat.

Pierre was definitely a soft-centred bloke. He must have heard about the split. After I’d downed the espresso, he came out of the staff room and kissed me on both cheeks. He patted my shoulder, then glanced across at Hugo and said there was a box of muffins in the staff room everyone could help themselves to– apparently Pierre’s girlfriend, Agnes, loved baking.

‘I put a particularly delicious, triple chocolate one aside for you, mon troqnon’, he said quietly to me (new word number two, meaning the core of a fruit and no, I haven’t a clue as to why that is a term of affection). Then he asked if I wanted to change any shifts…Bless. Pierre clearly thought I’d want to avoid Edward and, feeling a titch better, I blew my nose again.

Whereas JC, as I’d already established, was… a bitter dark Brazilian chocolate truffle, with a brittle outside and secret melt-in-the-mouth middle. When I arrived in the kitchen, after dumping my bag and coat in the staff room (okay, and taking a nibble of that yummy muffin) he was having a panic about a late delivery and quickly barked at me to hurry up and get on – although, like Hugo, he stared at me and asked quickly how I was today. After a dab of my eyes, I said fine and smiled before washing my hands.

Clearly he thought I wasn’t and had decided there was only one remedy for my heartache.

‘Keep as busy as you can, Pudding,’ he declared, in his thick accent. Then he ordered me to peel one hundred potatoes, to mash for the fish pie and to shred five cabbages for coleslaw. To check I could cope he tentatively gave me the thumbs up and a wink. Ooh, I felt fuzzy inside.

‘Honey, wanna talk about it, later today, over a strong drink?’ said Cindy, after I’d finished the potatoes. Edward had just bobbed in, to fetch some biscuits from the pantry, that we often served with coffee. Briefly she slipped an arm around my waist and gave me a squeeze, which made me realise how much I missed Abbey and Auntie Jan – and Lady C.

I muttered something about being fine and not one to wallow. Cindy replied that she’d always known I was no “lavette”, (new word number three, from “dish cloth”, meaning a girl with no courage or energy). Then she showed me a catalogue from under the counter, full of typical Cindy clothes, all fun and sunny. Her suggestion we went shopping made me realize what a good example she was of someone who didn’t need a partner to have a good time. I’d been single before meeting Edward and coped. I had my career, friends and family and my health…

Lunchtime.

New French Words: 3

Tissues used: 1

Busy, busy, busy indeed. No time for contemplating my love life – there was work to do. The triple chocolate muffin from Pierre’s girlfriend kept me going, as did Cindy singing her favourite Disney song, the dwarves’ “Whistle whilst you work.” In fact, I broke into an out-of-tune rendition of another Snow White favourite, on my way to the pantry, namely singing it was “off to work I go”. A hush fell in the kitchen for a moment. JC winced and muttered “pénible” (meaning painful, new word number one). Also, a couple of kitchenhands looked at me pityingly. Cue a very embarrassing moment until Cindy caught my eye and we both hooted with laughter.

With as much dignity as I could muster, I continued into the pantry and returned with a handful of pears (“poires”) and voilà, new word number two. Everyone had grinned and told me it was leeks (“poireAUX”, new word number three) they’d asked for, to garnish the fish pie, not pears. Smiling at the mix-up, I dabbed my eyes. Edward had popped in again at that point and half-grinned at my mistake, as if we’d never gone out and were just friends, not Exes. Protective JC had barked at him to leave.

 I took the pears back and remembered, back in England, the things people had told me about the restaurant business. That it was hard work, with long hours and bosses that didn’t pay topnotch. Yet the frantic, urgent atmosphere of the kitchen meant you got to know people quickly and that made for a good team bond. And whilst Chez Dubois had a relatively high turnover of staff, due to firebrand JC, the key people worked as one and it was exciting to see Cindy, JC, Pierre and Hugo work together to produce a dining experience second-to-none.

Afternoon

New French Words: 1

Tissues used: 0

Ooh dear. Learnt a very nasty French word today – beginning with “F”… Its English equivalent starts with the same letter. JC muttered it when one of the kitchenhands cracked his favourite pestle and mortar. Apart from that, however, my shift definitely cheered me up. JC gruffly congratulated me on my coleslaw mayonnaise. Pierre wrapped me another muffin to take home. Hugo almost upturned his lips into a smile as I left and Cindy perked me up with some good girly gossip about the most recent bloke she was seeing.

Whilst Cindy had decided all men were too clingy and would impede her career, this didn’t mean she disliked their company – far from it. She just didn’t stay with them too long.

‘Laurent’s a great guy,’ she said. ‘I like him – but he likes me too much. So tonight I’m going to kick him to the kerb.’

‘Dump him?’

She nodded, as we sat at the bar, drinking cappuccinos, brows and armpits all sweaty from hours of boiling sauces and steaming vegetables. I asked why.

‘Cos he’s my age – clearly looking to settle down.’

‘Hmm, like Edward – he’s in his early thirties, too,’ I said.

Oops! Cindy was only twenty-nine! Then she explained how he’d probably propsose within the next six months. Plus was the jealous type, always wanting to know who she texted. He reminded Cindy of her soldier brother-in-law. She reckoned being an army wife must be hard, with your destiny in the hand of some postings officer.

Yes, Cindy Cooper was definitely one woman who needed to be in charge of her own life. And I understood – that claustrophobic feeling had overwhelmed me, just for one second, when Edward proposed – but now we’d split up, I wondered if I’d thrown away something worth hanging onto… Edward wasn’t the jealous type and would never expect me to drop my ambitions.

***

So, there you have it, my diary for one shift at Chez Dubois. A day spent with new friends who cheered me up and made me realise that, even though I had to return to an empty flat, I was still very lucky to be in Paris, learning about cooking, the one thing I’d always love.

In fact, that cosy thought accompanied me to bed, feeling a titch happier than the night before. Bleary-eyed, I tumbled in between the sheets, mulling over the day’s events. I was too tired to hear someone creep in. Too engrossed in my thoughts to hear the roll of a gun barrel…


Chapter 11

‘Pssst!’

I stopped in the street and looked behind me. Nah.Must have been hearing things. I yawned. Wednesday morning – my sleeping was rubbish since Edward left. Instead of spooning in bed with him, I spent the evening spooning in mouthfuls of ice cream and the subsequent acid reflux kept me awake.

I sighed. Edward had texted this morning to say he’d left his phone charger behind. A lump came to my throat as I walked through Place du Tertre. Artists were setting up for the day – easels creaked open, chairs scraped across cobbled bricks. Edward’s text had been polite but, understandably, he hadn’t signed off his message with the usual smiley face. It had taken me weeks to persuade him to use mobile phone symbols and his favourite had been the perplexed one with the lopsided smile.

One artist, with his flamboyant cravat and beret, winked at me. With a feeble smile, I pressed on, against the mega cold February breeze.

‘Pssst!’

Huh? I stopped on the edge of the square and turned around again – by a nearby tree stood a black suit with matching sunglasses and chiselled cheekbones. For God’s sake! I hurried over.

‘Why didn’t you just text me, Joe?’ I asked.

‘Did. No reply,’ he answered in his usual abrupt style.

I delved into my duffle coat pocket.

‘Sh… sugar.’ I sighed. ‘Must have left my phone back at the flat.’

This was no surprise. I’d put my purse in the fridge this morning and nearly left the flat wearing odd shoes – my mind was too crammed with thoughts of Edward and our break-up to fit in anything rational. Although I’d just about managed to pull on clean jeans, a warm top and pumps.

Lady C had been disappointed that so soon after her training, last September, I was out of the smart skirts and court shoes, all co-ordinated and conservative. Mind you, she approved of my less tight tops and more natural tanning products… I’d even ditched the false eyelashes eventually, after one stuck to Edward’s cheek following an amazin’ snog. Plus today she would have loved my tidy pinned bun – a must if my hair was to fit under the white skull cap I had to wear at Chez Dubois.

Thinking of Applebridge Hall, I swallowed hard. Never again would Edward and me curl up together in the Parlour and stuff our faces, in front of the telly, with cook Kathleen’s best Highland fudge, a blanket over our laps, his painted aristocratic ancestors watching us from the walls… I couldn’t help smiling at the evenings I’d spent teaching Edward how to play video games. His particular favourite was my brother’s Guitar Hero.

Joe clicked his fingers in front of my face. ‘Hello?’

‘Sorry… I was just thinking about…’

‘Daydreaming more like… Not taking your eye off the ball, are you, Agent G? Thought you understood how alert you had to be, twenty-four seven.’

My jaw dropped. ‘I’ve just realised where this came from!’ I plunged a hand into my handbag and produced a small, gold oval shaped piece of metal – a bullet. This morning I’d found it on my bedside table. Thinking that perhaps it was Edward’s – a memento from a hunt when he was a child – I was taking it into work, along with a phone charger he left behind. ‘You broke in and put this by my bed last night, didn’t you?’

Joe nodded.

I gasped. ‘But how?

‘You forgot to put the safety chain on the door. Then I picked the lock. You know how easy it is.’

‘Whilst I was sleeping? How dare you!’

But eventually I nodded at Joe, understanding why he’d done it. However ruffled I was by my split with Edward, I needed to remember that I was on a mission and could be under the eye of a criminal mastermind. Anyone could have forced their way in last night – especially now I was on my own.

Joe exhaled. ‘Right. Enough said. Lesson learnt.’ He took back the bullet and jerked his head towards a nearby bar.

‘Quick cappuccino with plenty of milk and one sugar?’ he said.

‘How do you know I take it like that?’

He did his customary tapping on his nose.

‘S’pose we could.’ I said. My morning shift didn’t start until ten, anyway. It was too depressing staying in the flat, playing back the romantic memories Edward and me had made during the last week, so I’d left earlier than necessary.

I followed Joe inside and he headed for a corner table, away from the window. As we sat down he took off his glasses. The waiter came over and I ordered my drink. Joe asked for a double espresso.

He raised one eyebrow. ‘How’s it going?’

My shoulders slumped. ‘Me and Edward – we’ve broken up. Tomorrow’s Valentine’s Day, as well…’

Joe leant forward. ‘I meant with your mission,’ he said. ‘Have you had your ear to the ground? Heard anything suspicious? John Smith said he saw you in Disneyland and you were keeping an eye on staff’s email boxes.’

My cheeks burned. Stupid me. As if one of Her Majesty’s secret agents would care about my love life.

‘Yes, Pierre lets me use the laptop, so I check on a daily basis.’

The waiter arrived with our drinks. Joe took a sip of his strong black coffee.

‘Time is of the essence right now, Agent G. MI6 has just foiled a terror plot scheduled for the commemoration of the Battle of the Somme in July. Overall concerns are heightened.’

I lifted the frothy drink to my face and after taking a large mouthful, put it back down. Joe’s maple-syrup eyes glinted as he picked up a napkin and reached out to wipe the tip of my nose.

‘Milky froth,’ he said, by way of an explanation, and scraped back his chair. ‘Remember, inform me right away when you make more progress.’

That’s what I liked about Joe. No “ifs” all “whens”. If he could bottle that confidence, he’d be a millionaire.

‘I hope to hear from you soon, and Agent G?’

‘Yeah?’ I mumbled.

He eyed me closely, then his voice softened. ‘I’ve spent many a Valentine’s Day alone. No big deal, you’re a tough woman. As one of my, erm, American counterparts would say, “when the going gets tough, the tough get going”.’

I giggled, for one second, forgetting all the painful love stuff.

‘American counterpart? Who? Popstar Billy Ocean? Joe, everyone with a parent who lived through the Eighties, knows those are the words to one of his songs.’

‘Pure coincidence,’ he said, cheeks flushing. ‘But wise words too.’ Joe stared at me again for a few seconds, before he left. I nodded and stared back.

Joe was cool. Like a big brother who – unlike mine – wouldn’t put earwigs in your milkshake or laugh at your latest hairdo. And he was right. I was slacking. Romantic problems had distracted me. This was no good. I needed to crack on with my investigations.

Agent G would not let Joe – or KMid and Wills – down. Feeling energised, I knocked back the rest of my cappuccino, grabbed my leopard-print handbag and hurried through the higgledy piggledy streets to Chez Dubois. Today I would definitely quiz anti-royal Hugo who, now I knew him better, seemed almost friendly. Indeed, yesterday he heard me saying to Pierre how expensive Disneyland Paris was, and to my amazement whipped out a pen and paper and listed some museums and gardens to visit in the capital that were absolutely free.

Not that we had much time to chat today – couples were already starting to eat out with their valentine a day early. Hugo set up extra tables to cope and JC was already shouting “Sacre bleu!” down the telephone to suppliers when I reached my workstation. His mood softened for one nanosecond when I slipped a chocolate bar into his pocket – the last from the stash I’d brought over from England, in my bulging suitcase. It was a thank you for him teaching me how to braise duck the other night. Whilst my fave choccie from home contained vegetable fat, I thought even a connoisseur like him might find this particular one yummy.

After what seemed like a marathon of chopping veg and beating cream, the last dessert finally got sent out. I pulled off my skull cap and exhaled. Edward was working the evening shift and would be in to help set up in a couple of hours. I’d wait until then to pass him his phone charger, and this would give me time to quiz Hugo.

My stomach scrunched at the thought of seeing Edward. I was worried that if I got too close to that delicious mouth and those twinkling eyes, it would be all too easy just to fall back into his arms – if he’d have me back, and that was in doubt. Which was just as well, cos any reconciliation would inevitably mean another split – the pain would just be saved up for another day.

‘You pleased me today, Pudding,’ said JC in his thick accent. ‘Perhaps in a few days you can move on to preparing sauces. If you accomplish zat satisfactorily, ze next steps will be cooking meat, fish and pasta then helping to plate ze food. Your preparation skills are coming along nicely.’ He glanced at Cindy and the other kitchenhands who were staring at him open-mouthed. JC cleared his throat. ‘Ze chopping skills are geriatric though. More speed! Still lots to learn!’

Forehead beaded with sweat, JC headed off to the pantry. Cindy chuckled.

‘Well, howdy Cupid, I reckon our chef’s got himself a little crush.’

‘Cupid can point his bow elsewhere, at the moment,’ I muttered and unbuttoned the top of my white chef coat.

Cindy squeezed my arm, her eyeliner smudged – preparing over one hundred cute profiteroles had taken its toll.

‘Me and my big mouth – sorry, honey.’ She led me through to the wash-up area, grabbed two clean glasses and poured us each some water. ‘Ain’t there no chance of you two getting back together? You can’t go out for so long and then break up quicker than a hiccup.’

I gulped back the water. ‘We’d only been dating a few months.’

‘And you think he and Monique…?’

‘They’re more well-suited,’ I said. ‘Honestly, Cindy, it’s for the best.’

‘Perhaps,’ she said. ‘I mean, he don’t seem too fussed, laughing with the customers yesterday and…’ Her cheeks tinged pink, ‘Shoot, sorry, honey, I didn’t mean –’

‘It’s all right,’ I mumbled and we moved back into the kitchen as someone came in to empty the dishwasher. ‘At least now I’ve got more time to go to Disneyland, guilt-free.’ I forced a smile.

Cindy nodded and, after cleaning my workstation, I headed for the loos. My American mate was right – Edward was making the best of an awkward situation and I needed to follow his example. I shook myself. So, onwards with my secret mission. Bristly Hugo might open up to me more easily if I washed off the perspiration and squirted myself with perfume. After a shift in the kitchens I always smelt like the school canteen from junior school. A quick slash of lipstick, along with a brush through my sweaty hair, was probably in order too, so I pulled off the tight bobble. After a few minutes of dabbing, brushing and generally freshening up, I emerged from the ladies’ feeling much more like my usual self.

‘See you tomorrow, Gemma, we’re both working the morning shift again,’ said Cindy, having pulled on a bright red anorak.

I winked as she left, then with a deep breath, I headed to the mahogany bar where Hugo’s rail thin figure leant over a coffee. I pulled up a stool next to him and stared ahead at the mirrored wall.

‘Busy, today, wasn’t it?’ I said.

‘Oui. Good for the bank balance. Paris, Valentine’s Day… It’s a cliché but one that sells. Half the guests were foreign today – couples over to celebrate their love.’ He rolled his eyes. ‘Others here for the First World War centenary big band concert this weekend.’

‘I’m exhausted,’ I said and gave him what I hoped was a winning smile. Perhaps a titch of alcohol would loosen his tongue. ‘How about a shot of something strong to help us recover, Hugo – my shout?’

‘“My shout”? That means…?’

‘Oh, sorry, um that means I’ll pay. A treat for us both. What would you recommend?’

His eyes narrowed. ‘I’m not a drinking man. Anyway, why would you want to share a glass with someone almost old enough to be your papa?’

I rested my head in my hands. ‘As you’ve probably heard, me and Edward have split up – and then I’ve just spent my shift making meals for love-sick strangers. I need a drink. Join me, don’t join me, I don’t care… We’re colleagues, in our place of work – it’s not illegal, is it?’ I held my breath.

‘Okay,’ he said eventually and glanced sideways at me. ‘Today I don’t have to rush home. I’ll pour us two cognacs. I don’t like the sweet stuff like a pastis or triple sec.’

Whilst he did that I took out my purse and left some money by the till. Then we moved over to a corner table and sat in silence for a while. Pierre appeared, went to the bar, and flicked on the radio which played jazz music. He looked across at us and nodded and then proceeded to water the pots containing big glossy ferns.

I watched him work, whilst Hugo fiddled with his phone. When Pierre had finished he got out a step ladder and dusted the massive wrought iron chandelier. Then he disappeared into the staff room.

‘So, Paris, all this love stuff…’ I sipped my drink, ‘You aren’t a romantic then, Hugo?’

‘Je sais pas. Ask my wife.’

I gasped. ‘You are married? I mean, oh, I see, it’s just…’

‘I don’t seem the marrying type?’ Hugo gave a wry smile and swirled his cognac around it its glass. ‘How about this then – I’m also a dad and have four children under the age of ten to support.’

Wow. No wonder he was so grumpy – leaving a gruelling shift here, to head home to what must be a mega hectic family home. That explained why he knew about cheap places to visit in Paris. On his wages, bringing up four kids must be tough.

‘The, um, Queen had four children,’ I said, hoping to find out exactly why he hated the Windsors.

‘Pah! And probably four nannies… How can your monarchy, with its palace and golden carriages, relate to ordinary people?’

As he ranted about royals across Europe, it became clear that his “hate” of the rich was really resentment of their wealth. And when he finally moved on to talk about his busy family life, I reckoned he was way too concerned with school runs and homework supervision, to be involve in an assassination plot.

‘Between them, mes infants do ballet, horse-riding, piano, football, violin and dance.’ Hugo tipped his glass from side to side. ‘If I am not waiting on people here, I am often chauffeuring children, whilst my wife works at the local supermarket. Make the most of your twenties, Gemma. You and Edward breaking up is a good thing – settling down at your young age narrows your options.’

I stared at his receding hairline and faint wrinkles around his eyes. Yet as super-spy G, I needed to cover all of the bases. Like Sean Bean in GoldenEye who was actually a double agent, Hugo’s stressed family man front could be intentionally misleading.

‘And your children, what are they called?’

He circled his finger around the rim of his glass. ‘Honore, Heloise, Henri and Herbert…’ Hugo looked sheepish. ‘Seeing as my name and my wife’s – Hélène – both start with H, she thought it would be nice for the infants as well.’

 ‘Nice idea,’ I said and met his gaze again. ‘And… were they born here? Do you come from Paris?’

 Hugo’s eyes narrowed again. ‘Merde alors, you ask a lot of personal questions!’ But his eyes twinkled.

‘Oh, you know us English…’ I blustered. ‘It’s called small talk – just a way of passing the time.’

‘Eh bien… As long as we don’t talk about the boring weather… If you must know, yes, all the children, and Hélène were born here – we live in a northern suburb. However I come from Marseille in the south. You might have noticed the difference in my accent…’

And whilst I insisted on fetching us both another drink, I thought about the way he spoke. ‘Yeah, you kind of pronounce words more fully than everyone else, emphasising the last letters…’ I said, on returning to our table.

‘Bon. Well spotted,’ he said as I sat down again and pushed another cognac towards him.

It was a triple in his glass, not that he seemed to notice. I felt a little guilty as he obviously wasn’t used to strong drink. But Queen and country came first – better a hangover than royal murder and, according to Joe, I had no time to lose.

‘So, Hugo,’ I said, ‘your knowledge of menus must be huge. What do you consider to be the best meal and drink in Paris? I’ll have to try it before I leave.’

His face was flushed now and he actually smiled. ‘Nothing beats a really good cassoulet,’ he said.

‘That’s a pork and bean stew, right?’ I watched it being made on the telly last night – there wasn’t much else to do at the flat, without Edward around.

‘Oui – but so much more. It is satisfying, warming… reminds one of childhood. And to accompany it, a single glass of rich Merlot. Although, before we had the children, my wife and I loved going to the flea market in Porte de Clignancourt to pick up some bargain ingredients, which always included a jar of our favourite Tunisian hot chilli pepper harissa sauce. That is another favourite – it is très bon in lamb stew.’ He shrugged. ‘We don’t go to that market often now, with four children, though. It is so crowded, we would probably come home with none. I remember going once, as a teen, and my friend got knocked over in the crowds.’ His brow furrowed. ‘Some youth kicked him in the ribs, “for a joke”.’

I shook my head. ‘Bet you gave him what he deserved…’

Hugo raised an eyebrow. ‘You mean, strike back? Non. I am not a violent man. Most problems can be solved by mediation. I simply held his collar firm, until the police arrived.’

I sat upright. ‘So, you could never condone, say, terrorism…’

Violently Hugo shook his head. ‘Non! Never! Although the pacifist in me made school challenging. One of the bullies often struck my face, knowing I’d not retaliate back.’ He shrugged. ‘I got my own back eventually, though. His school crush couldn’t bear fighting and went out with me instead.’

Shoulders relaxed, I leant back. Guess that answered my questions about Hugo. Much as he hated the royals, he wouldn’t want them harmed.

Edward would arrive in about half an hour, I thought, as Hugo ran a hand across his eyes and gave a yawn.

‘Seeing as tomorrow is Valentine’s Day, are you and Hélène doing anything special?’ I said.

‘The usual Friday night treat for the children – homemade burgers with fries.’

‘Burger and chips!’

Hugo shrugged. ‘Oui. Anti-Americanisation as I am, some things have become firmly embedded in the French way of life. Eh bien – it is many years since Len and I have celebrated Valentine’s Day.’

Len? Cute nickname!

‘But that’s not romantic!’ I said and smiled sweetly.

‘Pah! You judge me, a married man with four children?’ he said, abrupt Hugo back for a second. ‘At least I have kept a relationship going all these years.’

My cheeks burned. He was right.

‘But still… A little love stuff goes a long way – why not buy her a rose or write a poem…?’

I waited for the sarcastic reply. Instead Hugo stared into the distance for a second.

‘I used to write Len poetry, before les enfants came along. She said I had quite a talent,’ he said, now slurring a couple of words.

‘There you go!’ I said and nipped to the bar, coming back with a pad and pen – I pushed it towards him, glad for a little light relief after interrogating him. I giggled. ‘Hugo! You should see your face – it’s as if I’d asked you to climb Mount Everest!’

The four cognacs must have been working, because even Hugo gave a chuckle. ‘That would be preferable to putting my emotions on paper, after all these years…’

‘Come on,’ I said and took the pad. ‘Let me start. “Chère Hélène – Len – your breath is like a gentle summer breeze. Your–”’

‘It isn’t after eating garlic the night before,’ muttered Hugo and pulled a face.

‘Please! Try to be romantic!’

He pulled back the pad, put the pen behind his ear and thought for a moment.

‘Okay. How about…’ He stared right at me. ‘Since the moment I first met you, my heart has beat a salsa rhythm. Your eyes, your lips, your hips, fill my dreams and direct my ambitions. I–’

A cough disturbed us both and I looked up. By the bar, an open-mouthed Edward and Monique stood listening. Sugar. With jazz music playing, and concentrating on the poetry, I hadn’t heard the door open. He’d arrived early and it must have looked as if I was already enjoying the attention of another man…


Chapter 12

On my way to work the next morning, I bought Le Monde newspaper for a change – for self-preservation, seeing as the tabloids would be full of slushy Valentine’s Day messages… Unfortunately, flicking through the pages, I came across the name Monique Masson in a headline.

I screwed up my face, deciphering the high-brow French… Oh my God! Some stalker had broken into the theatre last night and shot her whilst on stage! Clean through the head. Bang, bang! The wicked witch was dead.

I folded the newspaper and shoved it into my bag. Okay, I was fantasising. The headline had been on the arts page – a five star review of Le Malade Imaginaire… Apparently Monique’s performance was “exquisite”. I pulled my scarf tighter and as I passed Place du Tertre, nodded at some artists I recognised, already setting up. Today a buzz was in the air – clearly everyone hoped Valentine’s Day would bring them more trade. One restaurant caught my eye – it had a special menu in the window covered in lovehearts. At least Chez Dubois hadn’t gone that far, although Pierre was going to swap the usual yellow roses on the tables for red ones and play some soppy music in the background. Plus JC had created an awesome Valentine’s Day pavlova.

As I turned into yet another cobbled street, I wondered if Edward had spoken to anyone back in England, trying to imagine how the old earl and Lady C would take our break-up. I’d finally texted Abbey and as usual she’d made me feel much better, saying that the cliché of visiting romantic Paris would be huge pressure on any relationship.

 Struggling to ignore the loved-up faces of a passing couple, I headed into the comforting glow of Chez Dubois, veering around a man in blue overalls and a flat cap who was washing the restaurant’s windows. Once inside, the burnt orange wallpaper and mahogany panelling added to the sense of warmth. Edward looked up from the bar – this morning we were working the same shift. I headed over. Hugo was laying the tables. I caught his eye, waiting for some comment about the head waiter’s poetic words towards me. To my amazement Edward gave a small smile

I put my leopard-print handbag on the bar and opened it to pull out a small white bag containing a fresh chocolate pastry from The Golden Croissant. It was My Ex’s (see, I’m getting better as saying that) favourite. Well I could be all grown-up too, couldn’t I? We could stay friends. I handed it over.

‘Oh…That’s jolly kind,’ he said and ran a hand through his honey curls. I tried not to look at the first few buttons of his shirt, which were undone to reveal a chest beaded with small globules of sweat. And thinking about it, his hair looked sexily bedroom ruffled and his cheeks flushed. Plus he was slightly out of breath.

‘Everything all right?’ I said and stared at his waistcoat buttoned up the wrong way.

‘Just a run in with a pickpocket on the way to work. I gave chase, managed to catch him and held firm until the police arrived. They are coming later, to take a statement.’

I gasped. ‘Edward, you could have got hurt!’

‘Pah – I wasn’t going to let that weasel get away.’

I stepped forward to do up his shirt buttons, blushing as my fingers touched his skin. Then I stood back and cleared my throat, afraid I might throw myself at him and let the chemistry convince me we had a future together. A graze marked his chin.

‘Let me clean that,’ I said and lifted my hand but Edward gently gripped my wrist and pushed my fingers away.

‘No. Honestly. It’s not your concern.’

Ouch, that comment hurt. But he was right.

‘So – you believe that there is nothing between me and Hugo,’ I said.

‘Of course.’ His eyes twinkled. ‘I can see why Monique thought it looked suspicious, but Hugo emailed me to explain that you were only trying to help him woo his wife… Apparently he finished the poem and gave it to her this morning.’ Edward dabbed the graze with a nearby napkin. ‘By the number of lipstick smudges on his cheek, and his whistling today, I’d say it went down a storm.’

I unbuttoned my duffle coat. ‘I’d never move on to another relationship within a matter of days, Edward – you should know that.’

He nodded.

‘Look… Perhaps we should go out for coffee some time – just as friends?’ I said, continuing with my resolution to be ultra mature. Plus I was also shocked at how easily he was switching from treating me as a lover, to a run-of-the-mill pal. There were no dark shadows under his eyes, as if he’d spent the night in turmoil. His tone sounded rudely normal!

I know. Fickle me, wanting him to miss me dearly, when I’d been the one to make it clear the break was final. But a girl wants to feel that her love was worth something… Edward was acting as if losing me was no big deal.

‘Sure,’ he said. ‘Pierre’s now fixing our days off as Sundays and Tuesdays, so in a couple of days’ time we could–’ His phone bleeped. Edward took it out of his apron pocket and read a text. His face lit up. Those blue eyes shone.

‘Good news?’ I asked.

‘Oh, um, it’s nothing.’ Edward shoved the phone back into his pocket.

I raised one eyebrow.

‘It was only Moni – she managed to get us tickets for a new contemporary exhibition at the Centre Pompidou…’

Uh oh. He’d started gushing.

‘There will be sculptures and etchings, even artwork made from furniture… The price is decent too and…’ Suddenly he stopped and smoothed down his apron.

‘See, how excited you were at the prospect of seeing something like Tracy Emin’s bed or Damien Hirst’s shark (that being the extent of my knowledge about modern art)? Admit it, you’d rather admire a killer fish pickled in formaldehyde, whereas I prefer to admire a cute cartoon mermaid sitting on a rock…’

Before he could respond, the restaurant phone rang and he answered. I was about to take off my coat when the door creaked open and the window cleaner garbled something in French and rubbed his hands.

Hugo jerked his head at me. ‘Gemma – could you make the window cleaner a double espresso. His hands are freezing. In exchange he’ll brush down the canopy for us.’

I nodded and five minutes later headed outside with the small cup, waiting patiently until the window cleaner got down off his ladder.

‘Merci,’ he said and pulled up the peak of his cap.

‘Joe!’ I hissed. ‘What are you playing at? Never thought I’d see you out of your black uniform.’

He leant forwards and just beneath the top of his dungarees I could see his black suit.

‘You speak good French,’ I said.

‘Progress report for the last twenty-four hours, please, Agent G,’ he said, ignoring the compliment. He lowered his voice. ‘I am in the area anyway today, with several leads to check near the Moulin Rouge.’

Ooh, wonder what that was all about? But by now I knew better than to ask.

‘Hugo can be ruled out,’ I said. ‘He’s a pacifist at heart – who likes writing poetry. I’m ninety-nine percent sure he couldn’t be involved.

Joe sipped his coffee. His hands looked red raw.

‘Good work. Getting to know people – that’s an important part of the job… One I didn’t have time for, on my own, what with MI6 officially closing the file.’ He eyed me carefully. ‘Today – the fourteenth… It isn’t distracting you from your mission?’

‘I’m okay – thanks,’ I mumbled, realising this was Joe’s roundabout way of asking how I was on Valentine’s Day. Honestly, I reckoned there was just a big teddy bear under that sharp-edged suit.

Joe nodded, handed me his cup and picked up his ladder.

‘Au revoir,’ he said and headed off.

I stared after his broad shoulders and solid, fit physique. What justice was there in the world, if a kind-hearted, enigmatic hunk like him couldn’t find true love? Not that I fancied him a jot, which was weird. Perhaps it was to do with the fact that he’d half-strangled me during the training session at the bunker. Maybe it was because there just wasn’t that fab fizzy stuff that popped into action, every time I saw Edward. I bit my lip, wondering if I’d ever be that loved-up with a bloke again.

I headed back inside, got changed in the staff room and joined Cindy and JC. A couple of kitchenhands were washing fruit for the pavlovas and beating egg whites to make the meringue.

‘You are late, Pudding,’ said JC, brow already perspiring, chef’s hat wonky from flattening meat with a hammer.

‘Sorry, chef,’ I muttered and returned the discreet smile he gave me.

Aw. I loved JC. Like Joe, he was another bear – albeit less teddy-ish and more grizzly and rough. Especially when, at the end of service, he gave Cindy and me a pavlova each. The restaurant had buzzed with couples of all ages – retired people who’d booked well in advance, young ones clearly on their lunch break… Pierre had some great options on the menu for executives who didn’t want to wait around. Hugo would push their order up the queue and give Edward the nod that he only had one hour to attempt to sell them at least a main, pud and coffee.

As the last customers left, I pushed open the swing doors of the kitchen to prepare two cappuccinos for Cindy and me. She was off speed-dating tonight and I’d promised to sit with her for a while, so that she could practise on me. I almost bumped into Hugo who – get this – really was whistling.

‘I take it Hélène liked your poetry?’ I said and beamed.

Hugo stood taller. ‘Oui. Thanks for the idea. And the cognac… Sometimes I forget to take time out to relax. Those couple of hours with you did me good.’

I squeezed his arm and turned to the bar. My mouth went dry. There Monique sat, eyes narrow as if I’d just twerked against Hugo. Next to her was the Chez Dubois laptop, which she took hold of and lifted the lid.

‘Gemma… How charming to see you,’ she said.

Agent G to you, mush, I thought, fantasising for one minute that like in the James Bond film You Only Live Twice, I could drop her into a pool of piranha. Mind you – with her cutting comments, she’d probably bite them back.

I went over to the coffee machine, near her. ‘Good afternoon, Monique,’ I said, stiffly and took out two cups.

She pulled off her beanie and undid her coat. Her long, tousled chestnut hair looked coolly fashionable and her discreet make-up as if a top beautician had spent ages making her look effortlessly natural.

‘I see Edward’s been persuaded into believing there is nothing between you and Hugo.’

I shook my head. ‘First you steal my boyfriend…’ I jerked my head towards the laptop. ‘I’d better warn Pierre that you’re probably trying to steal his computer as well.’

Top lip curled, she leant forward. ‘You may have fooled Edward all these months,’ she hissed. ‘But I know your type – you are a cheap… I believe the word is gold-digger. And I will do everything I can to help Edward see you for what you are.’

I gasped. ‘How dare you? You’ve got no idea of what I have… had with Edward.’

‘It isn’t difficult to work out,’ she sneered. ‘I may have only known 
Edward two weeks but we have become close, and one thing’s clear: he is far too much of a gentleman to shake you off as quickly as he should. I mean…’She eyed me up and down. ‘You, living in his ancestral home?’ She sniggered. ‘He is a respected, well-educated man. Tell me, Gemma, who is the deputy prime minister of Great Britain’s shadow cabinet?’

‘Um…’

‘Name the author of The Canterbury Tales.’

My cheeks reddened.

‘When did the Cold War end? How old was Van Gogh when he died?’

Unable to say a word, I swallowed hard.

‘See? You don’t even know the basics of life.’ Her nose wrinkled into a sneer. ‘At least your conscience did the right thing in the end, and you haven’t tried to instigate a reunion.’

Mouth open, I stood there, in shock. How dare she accuse me of being after Edward for his money?

‘You should watch Million Dollar Mansion on YouTube to get a better understanding of our relationship,’ I said, voice trembling.

She wrinkled her nose. ‘A reality show? I don’t think so.’

‘The Croxleys had no money, anyway, at the start…’

‘But you helped them win a million dollars, non? No doubt you are also helping them spend it.’ She shook her head and slid the laptop in front of her. ‘And for your information, Pierre often lends me this machine. I have no computer in my flat. We have known each other for several years and he lets me drop in to use it whenever I want, to search on the internet or send emails. He likes and trusts me. Edward does too.’

The kitchen swing doors banged shut as Cindy had just walked through. Fists curled, I headed for a table by the window, leaving my American friend to make the drinks.

Monique would regret crossing me. I was a trained agent, with friends in high places and… and… gadgets. Perhaps I’d attack her with my blue-staining pepper spray, minutes before she was due to go on stage.

However, I couldn’t concentrate on her smug face for long as something niggled the back of my mind. About Monique. About the laptop. Oh my God! Of course! She had access to it. Monique could be mystery person behind the MiddleWin Mort plot!

With her arty farty interests, and floaty clothes, I wondered whether she was really the type. But then I guess there was no “type” when it came to terror. Glamorous Octopussy was one of the greatest female Bond villains. Hmm. I would have to try to work out Monique’s password and hack her inbox. How I’d hate having to spend one second more than necessary thinking about that woman. A feeling that intensified, when I left work, only to hear her telling Pierre, in a loud voice, that Edward was meeting her after tonight’s theatre performance for an intimate late supper. Her plan was to cheer him up on Valentine’s Day. Urgh.

For comfort, back at home, I went into The Golden Croissant. Mustn’t let this love stuff deter me from helping Joe. I smiled at the unflappable lady who worked behind the counter. She knew me by now and was always very patient with my stuttery French. The shop was just about to close and luckily they still had a baguette left. Plus a few Valentine’s pastries – business had clearly been brisk today. On a whim I purchased the last couple of small chocolate tortes, decorated with red icing roses.

Yum. A sugar kick. That was what I needed before a night on the laptop. With a wave to the assistant, I went to stick the baguette under my arm, and pick up the bag of cakes, when someone behind me cleared their throat. I turned around to face a smartly-dressed woman who stood there with a small suitcase, an umbrella over her arm and military-standard polished shoes.

‘What’s all this poppycock about you and Edward breaking up?’ asked a grey-haired woman with pearls and a fierce dinner lady stare.

How…? Why…? Open-mouthed I gaped, as her face softened. All the way from England, it was Lady C. Risking a telling-off for being emotional in public, I threw myself into her arms.


Chapter 13

In awe, I stood in front of the deep, sunlit water, admiring its gorgeous rich shades of navy, purple and green. Perhaps if I dived in, headfirst, the thoughts bustling around in my head would disappear, for just one second – along with the intermittent images of hot Edward, determined Joe and a questioning Lady C.

Trouble was, if I dived against it, I’d probably be marched off to jail for vandalising one of Monet’s greatest works. I sat down on a bench, in the long, open room. Just one of these paintings could have covered the length of Chez Dubois. Hypnotised by the reflective effect of the colours, I admired the delicate brushstrokes of the pink water lilies.

‘Edward would probably have enjoyed this visit,’ said Lady C as she sat down next to me, in the Orangerie museum. After an early night, we’d got up early to visit Monet’s huge waterlily masterpieces.

‘No he wouldn’t,’ I muttered. ‘Monet is what he’d call “chocolate box art”. Edward’s into all that contemporary stuff – you know, unmade beds, pickled sharks…’

Lady C pulled a face and repositioned herself on the bench. Her wrinkles disappeared as her forehead smoothed out and she relaxed.

‘Amazin’ aren’t they?’ I said, brightly. ‘I might make this a regular trip out.’ Last night I’d managed to avoid an in-depth discussion about me and Edward. But today Lady C was less tired and her chin looked determined.

She glanced sideways at me. ‘You can’t change the subject forever, dear. I didn’t delay my trip to Zurich for a sight-seeing tour here – pleasant as Paris is.’ She wiped her nose with a hanky. ‘Such a shock, it was, Edward simply leaving a phone message, to say that the two of you had broken up.’

‘If he’s anything like me, his head has probably been all over the place… He can’t have been thinking straight,’ I said, hoping this was true, despite Edward’s calm demeanour since our split. My stomach twisted as I imagined the old earl upset, which usually meant him fiddling with his pipe and mumbling under his breath. How I was going to miss all the mates I’d made at Applebridge Hall. ‘Abbey and Zak seem to have settled in Greece okay – how long does this latest voluntary stint of theirs last?’

‘I’m can’t remember but Zak’s charity organisation is keen to help for as long as it takes, due to the country’s dire economic situation and certain pockets of poverty…’ She shook her head. ‘Applebridge is awfully quiet without last year’s television crews and you youngsters around.’

We stood up, turned around and moved to a bench opposite, to view another huge panel. Sacre bleu! as JC would say. Fantastic. I’d have to buy some postcards on the way out.

‘So, let me get this straight, dear – if you don’t mind me discussing something so personal with you… Your split with Edward is definite? What on earth brought it about?’ Lady C rummaged around in her Margaret Thatcher handbag and eventually pulled out a tube of mints.

‘I thought it was impolite to eat in public?’ I said and smiled, thinking back to the strict training on social etiquette that she’d given me last year.

Lady C patted my knee. ‘Mints don’t count, dear.’ She raised one eyebrow, waiting for the answer to her question.

‘It’s just… you see…’ I sighed and gazed once again at the richly coloured canvasses.

Eventually Lady C cleared her throat. ‘Are you ready to go? I don’t want to disturb people with our chat. It’s a lovely day – shall we go for a stroll outside and head for the Tuileries Garden? Then you can explain to me exactly what’s been going on.’

We stood up and I slipped my arm into hers. After a quick stop in the museum’s gift shop, we went out into the crisp air, thawed slightly by the winter sun, Lady C pulling her small suitcase on wheels, regardless of my offer to help. The garden, at the foot of the Champs-Elysées, was mega pretty, with lines of trees, vendors selling snacks, statues and benches.

Comfortable in silence, we strolled as small children ran past whooping. My evening shift at Chez Dubois didn’t begin until five o’clock, so we’d have time for lunch. Lady C had booked her flight to Zurich for three which meant she’d arrive there for a late tea.

I squeezed her arm as we approached a circular lake. ‘Thanks for changing your travel plans to see me but honestly – Edward and me are okay. The break-up was inevitable.’

Lady C pointed to a green, metal bench and we sat down by a large pond, this time staring at real water. I tightened my scarf.

‘Inevitable?’ Lady C shook her head. ‘Surely not?’

‘Trust me – as I explained to Edward, I grew up watching the tortuous process of Auntie Jan in denial, hooking up with yet another bloke who didn’t suit her – then sticking with him for as long as possible, cos she didn’t want to be on her own. After each break-up she’d hole herself up in her flat for a month or two, only going out for work – spending every evening and weekend stuffing her mouth with chocolate and drinking boxed wine as if a meteor was heading for earth. When she finally surfaced another loser would come along – cue the crash diet, declarations that he was The One…’ I pursed my lips. ‘I always swore I would never be like that. I’d rather cut my losses now. Living in Paris has only emphasised everything that is different about me and Edward. I should have seen it before. Better we find out sooner, rather than later.’

Her eyes narrowed. ‘You think he’s more suited to this Monique woman?’

My top lip curled. ‘She’s a right bitch,’ I muttered.

‘Gemma! After everything I taught you last year, please tell me you don’t still use such language!’

I couldn’t help grinning. ‘Soz, Lady C, but she is.’

‘Well, I doubt she comes close to you, dear Gemma. I know very few young women with your determination and loyalty.’

 ‘Whatever. Thanks, but it’s over,’ I repeated. ‘I appreciate the kind words, but please, just accept that.’

Her mouth down-turned. ‘All right, well, seeing as you are adamant, I may as well tell you… I couldn’t sleep last night so, rather late, I rang Edward – he’d just got in from some fondue restaurant he’d been to with Monique.’

‘Really?’ I said, struggling not to show an interest.

She paused. ‘There appears to be no question, in his mind, that your relationship is over. Monique seems to have convinced him that you must have had doubts about the whole thing before leaving England. He said that makes sense and now wishes you’d said something earlier.’

‘Merde! She’s such a meddler.’

Cue fierce dinner lady stare. ‘Don’t forget, my understanding of French is excellent.’

My cheeks burned. ‘Sorry. It’s just, I never doubted him, or our love, back in England. But if that’s what he believes, well…’ I added steel to my voice. ‘It’s definitely for the best that we’ve broken up. Did he say anything else?’ I said, hating myself for asking.

‘It’s obvious he’s still very fond of you. But Edward said he’d known you long enough to realise you rarely change your mind, once it’s made up.’

Hmm, fair comment. No one in my family could ever be called indecisive, which had meant a lot of arguments growing up, with our individual firm views over which football team was the best or who should have won Britain’s Got Talent. Although once I was mad on a bloke called Dave… He was a right player and, when I started asking questions about other women, dumped me like an empty takeaway pizza box. In my head, I knew that this was deffo for the best. Yet I let my heart lead my emotions and kept texting him, pleading with him to come back – just like Auntie Jan would have.

That helped me learn my lesson with Edward… Despite a tiny voice in my head willing me to reconcile with him, I knew us being apart was right. I’d managed to listen to my head and retain my dignity. There’d been no obsessive, bonkers behaviour due to me wrongly listening to my heart instead.

‘Oh, and the editor of Country Aspirations is thrilled with a couple of pieces he’s emailed them, about Paris. This trip really seems to have focused his mind about planning a career separate from managing an aristocratic estate. Not that he has to, of course. But it wouldn’t surprise me if he took a journalism course through the Open University and ended up being a travel writer. He sounded awfully enthused.’

Edward? Already planning a future without me? See. I wasn’t bothered at all. My eyes were only watery because of the cold weather. I sniffed – oops, Lady C wouldn’t like that. I really had forgotten a lot of my finishing school training.

I gave her a quick hug and put on a bright voice. ‘And I wish him a great future too. I… hope you don’t think this was a wasted journey. It’s been brill to see you again. Thank so much for making this detour.’

Her eyes crinkled at the corners. ‘It wasn’t a totally selfless act. Paris is an enchanting city and… Applebridge Hall hasn’t felt the same without your laughter and jokes. I’ve missed our chats – and Kathleen misses someone to try out her new cakes.’

My chest glowed. ‘I’ve missed all the goss, so tell me…’ I winked, ‘…are you and the earl still going great guns? Please tell me he’s become less of a gentleman and taken that pipe out of his mouth long enough to give you a naughty snog!’

‘Don’t be so vulgar!’ Her cheeks tinged pink but she caught my eye and we both giggled.

‘Okay, okay…’ I got to my feet and pulled her up. ‘Why don’t we find somewhere for lunch, and the rule is – no more chat about Edward. You can tell me all about the progress at Applebridge Hall.’

‘Gemma, you’ve only been away two weeks!’

True – but it felt like a lifetime since I’d boarded the aeroplane at Gatwick.

‘I miss the wonderful smells from Kathleen’s kitchen and walking around the estate on a clear morning…’ My voice cracked. ‘Guess I’d better get used to that as now I won’t be moving back.’

I took a deep breath. There was no point being in the doldrums. I wasn’t going to ruin a lovely lunch out with Lady C by whimpering over my love life. In fact, I could do with asking her advice about all this spying stuff, but kept telling myself that Joe would go mad and it would put Lady C in danger. Still…

 ‘What do you fancy to eat – traditional French, um, Turkish or…’ I grinned. ‘A McDonalds?’

Needless to say, the last offer was not an option. Lady C insisted on treating me to a civilised lunch of salad and a caramel mousse, in a restaurant along the Champs-Elysées. We made the short underground ride to the foot of the famous boulevard, me taking charge of Lady C’s small pull-along suitcase. I gaped as we walked along the massive avenue, passing glossy perfume stores and car showrooms – nowhere in Paris was a starker contrast between the haves and the have-nots, with homeless people sitting on the pavement, behind scrawled cards asking for change.

Funny thing – I could have sworn I saw John Smith staring into the window of a fancy jewellery store, although a lot of Parisians in this district were in suits. In fact our lunch table was right by the window, and I could have sat all day, watching designer-clad men and woman strut past, with their Gucci sunglasses and Louis Vuitton bags. Unlike the struggling aristocrats I’d met back in England, wealth and money oozed out of these pedestrians’ pores. My eyes were transfixed, from their immaculately styled hair down to their quality, polished shoes.

Sure enough, Lady C filled me in on all the goings-on. Dennis Smith, who’d been advising the Croxley family on how to develop the food academy, had suggested turning part of the forest, at the top of the estate, into a large vegetable garden. What’s more, Abbey’s brother Rupert, the rightful heir to Applebridge, had come up with a fab idea – when he graduates from university, in the summer, and becomes much more involved in the running of the family estate, he thinks the Croxleys should look into producing cider from the apple orchards.

‘Are you sure you don’t want me to come with you to the airport?’ I said to Lady C, as we eventually walked off lunch and stopped outside the Métro station that would take her to Charles de Gaulle airport. I fiddled with my watch. Would it really hurt to tell her all about the supposed MiddleWin Mort plot?

‘François Mitterrand was in his seventies when he was President of France. Therefore I think I can manage a couple of stops on the underground…’ She smiled. ‘But thank you for offering, dear. Now… do try to enjoy the remainder of your time here.’

We hugged tightly and with an odd feeling of homesickness I watched her walk away. I mean, she was Abbey’s aunt, not mine, plus I’d only known her a few months… But then we’d been through a lot on last autumn’s reality show.

Determined to keep my spirits high, I forced myself to hum as I went off to do another spot of window-shopping and took photos on my phone of the now distant Arc de Triomphe. Then I walked all the way down to the Tuileries Garden, away from the hooting traffic and chattering bystanders. I glanced at my watch and reluctantly prepared to descend into the underground, away from the last rays of sun and blue sky when – oh no! An arm wrapped around my neck and held tight.

Acting on instinct, I sunk my teeth into it, at the same time stamping hard on the feet behind mine. The person let go. I swung around, amazed that passing people were so intent on catching their trains, that they didn’t even notice my scary situation.

‘Joe! I should have known!’ I said, heart racing.

Gently he took me by the elbow and led me around the side of the underground entrance, to a quiet corner.

‘It’s two weeks since your training in the bunker,’ he muttered. ‘Just wanted to check you still had that feistiness. Your ability to defend yourself is paramount.’

‘You sure know how to show a girl a good time…’

His maple-syrup eyes shone. ‘Now you know why I’m single.’

‘Absolutely!’ I said and managed a smile. ‘Honestly, this is getting comical – you springing out of nowhere, jumping me where possible… Less James Bond and more Austin Powers… I thought I saw John earlier – window-shopping up the Champs- Elysées.. Don’t tell me –you two are “checking out leads”… ?’

‘John is in this district – he should have been following someone. Right. I’m off.’

‘Was that it?’

He shrugged. ‘Yep. When you texted me last night to say you’d seen Monique use the laptop, you mentioned a visit to this area today. Seeing as I was in the vicinity, it was an extra challenge to track you down and test out your reflexes. Right. I’ll be in touch. Tell me when you’ve cracked the actress’ password.’ He went to put on his sunglasses.

But my eyes narrowed and I grabbed his arm, still not used to how… how solid he was. I brushed my thumb against his neck. Despite the tan I could see bruising emerging under the skin.

‘Bad day at the office?’ I said.

‘Something like that.’

Now my chest tightened at how I’d called him comical. This was a reminder that Joe – and I – were carrying out risky, important work.

‘You, um, take care,’ I said, as he lifted the sunglasses to his face again.

‘Always do. You should have seen the other guy,’ he said, and with that clichéd response, disappeared.

I hurried back to the underground, to get to work, remembering my text to Joe pretty late last night. Hmm, Monique was my only lead at the moment – who, with her ballet steps and floaty dresses, I didn’t credit with being capable of arranging an assassination plot. Apart from anything else, she was too busy trying to ensnare Edward. But if it wasn’t her, then I was at a dead end, my investigations were stuffed. Unless Pierre regularly let anyone else borrow the laptop.

I bit my lip, sorely tempted again to tell Lady C all about the suspected MiddleWin Mort plot. Could it really hurt? After all, she’d been in on my plan last year to disguise myself as Abbey and had managed to keep schtum. She was trustworthy, and a royalist who might come up with other ways I could investigate.

Bum on seat, in the train, I took out my phone and stared at it for a second. Joe would never know. Plus, I wouldn’t be compromising Lady C’s safety as she’d soon be in Switzerland, one of the most neutral, safe countries on the planet. Mind you, Bond’s On Her Majesty’s Secret Service was set against the Swiss Alps…

I breathed in deeply and with a determined air, selected her number. Then I started texting so that no one else in the carriage could get wind of the top-secret information I was about to share.


Chapter 14

Chilling in my cosy flat, on the sofa, I stared at my phone. Wow. I never saw that coming. Monique’s email box revealed it was her – she’s the secret assassin! Her codename is Malvina and she’d been recruited by the Russian secret service, whilst staying with her boyfriend from the Bolshoi Ballet…

*Chuckle*. Okay, so I’m messing with your heads. In any event, all that KGB stuff is a bit old hat – like in the Bond film From Russia With Love.

Mind you, having watched that film a zillion times with Dad, I’d be happy to compare Monique to its evil female villain, feared Colonel Rosa Klebb, who used a cool shoe blade to kill and maim. Except Monique’s most aggressive physical move was probably a very quick ballet pas de deux or grand jeté– and the sooner I proved that, the quicker I’d move on to finding out who was really threatening the royals. Hmm. I’d name that movie From Paris With Love instead.

Monique was clearly ruthless when it came to pursuing love, but did that make her a clinical, logical, unemotional assassin? Please. I picked up my café au lait, from the glass coffee table, having enjoyed a swirled raisin custard Danish as a snack. And no, in the end, I didn’t let Lady C in on my mission – when it came to it, I just couldn’t endanger her life. I needed to embrace that stiff upper lip that my newly-made aristocratic pals talked of. So, instead I’d texted how great it was to see her and that I’d want to hear all about her stay in Zurich. I ended the message with six kisses. Refined Lady C didn’t seem to mind grand displays of affection that weren’t public.

I took a large gulp, hoping the caffeine would sharpen my brain. It was proving impossible to crack Monique’s password and I only had a couple of hours before my evening shift started at Chez Dubois. Perhaps I’d tapped in the most common passwords Joe had taught me, incorrectly… I put my coffee down.

Right…12345678, Querty, letmein, welcome, iloveyou… No, none of them worked. She must have used something personal, so I thought back to the interview Edward had translated, in that bar… Monique studied ballet in Nanterre… Check again…Nope, that word didn’t work. Her Russian boyfriend was called Andrei… and belonged to the Bolshoi ballet. She liked Afghani restaurants. Nah. None of those were the password.

 I pulled my cardigan tightly around me, headed for the balcony and opened the doors. Brr. The air felt as cold as the double bed last night, without Edward in it to keep me warm. I peered down at Saturday shoppers buying fruit and veg from the grocer’s opposite. Beneath me, a long queue snaked out of The Golden Croissant. Mmm, wish I could bottle that sweet, homely, comforting smell.

With another shiver, I left the ornate black balcony bars and closed the glass doors behind me. Think hard, Agent G. What on earth would that snooty, superior woman use as her password?

My insides tugged as I sat down on the sofa. Is it possible that…? Might her password be “Edward”?

No. She’d only known him for a couple of weeks. However, a niggle grew in my stomach. Slowly, I typed in the letters E… d….w… a… r… d and gasped. My heart raced. Really… I mean, really? Monique didn’t waste any time – my only-just-Ex’s name had worked.

A jab of something unpleasant pierced my chest, as I remembered Joe saying that passwords reflected what a person held “most dear”. I took a deep breath. The important thing was that I’d finally accessed Monique’s inbox and could now officially rule her out from my investigation. See how I’d matured? A few months ago an adrenalin rush would have sent me out to hunt that flirty French vulture down, armed with my blue-staining pepper spray.

Forcing myself to concentrate, I took another swig of caffeine before scrolling down her emails. They were mostly about boring stuff to directors about auditions, rehearsals, costumes… Lots had attachments containing scripts, which was probably why she needed a laptop and couldn’t use her phone. I yawned and scrolled down a couple more.

The next down was to her little sister and an uncomfortable sensation pinched my stomach as I read the personal message. No point feeling guilty, though – as an important unofficial cog in the machinery of Britain’s Secret Intelligence Service, I had to be hardnosed. It was a sweet email and not at all what I’d expect from self-obsessed Monique – she promised to send what money she could afford, to help with her sister’s college tuition fees. No wonder Monique couldn’t afford her own laptop. She was probably borrowing Edward’s by now. By the sounds of it, their dad didn’t help out much, and what with her mum having recently passed away…

Hey ho – a bit of kindheartedness made Monique an even less likely candidate for Terror. I went to stand up, to wash my hair for work, when the next email down caught my eye. It had been sent to a group of people simply called Undisclosed Recipients. In the subject line were three letters: MWM.

I rolled my eyes. Okay, momentarily I thought they referred to MiddleWin Mort – as if. No doubt they stood for MoniqueWantsMen… Gentle, kind, unassuming English ones, who couldn’t see through her devious comments… With another yawn, I tapped on my phone and the email opened. Dear friends, bla, bla, bla…all in French and something about dance and the words “barre” and “plié”.

The air drained from my lungs and everything went black, as the room spun. Didn’t Joe say that the offending emails had contained coded dance terms? Monique had also typed “en deux semaines” which meant in two weeks… Bloody hell! That’s when the commemorative football match was. And, sure enough, the next words were: MiddleWin Mort.

No. There had to be some mistake. My eyes widened as I studied every syllable, letter and punctuation mark. She had also typed something about not failing and that success would mean great honour. The hairs stood up on the back of my neck. Her talk reminded me of quotes in the papers, from terrorists, over the last few years. Did this email detail a suicide mission?

I palm-slapped my forehead. How could I not have guessed it was Monique? After all, she had trained as a ballerina – dance terms would be the obvious code for her to choose. I read the email again. Right at the bottom she’d arranged a meeting – eight o’clock tomorrow night at some address near the Gare du Nord. Deep breaths. Okay. I’d be there, in the shadows, with my spray and handbag which could summon Joe if I got caught.

 I felt like palm-slapping my forehead again as all the clues I’d missed fell into place – her favourite restaurant was Afghani… Didn’t they train terrorists in Afghanistan? And her floaty clothes – perhaps they reflected a more modest Middle Eastern dress sense than a desire to make a fashion statement. Plus, could her love of fencing be less of a hobby and more a form of self-defence or ability to kill?

I stood up. Not that two-faced, man-eating Monique scared me – even if she fought as well as the fencing instructor Verity, played by Madonna, in the Bond film Die Another Day. Thanks to my self-defence training, I knew how to break her nose in one move. She’d better watch out. I’d not allow a poxy actress to harm KMid and Wills.

Proud as punch of my password-cracking skills, I texted Joe – informed him I’d discovered evidence about the MiddleWin Mort and would have more to tell him in twenty-four hours. I mentioned the meeting that I was going to secretly stake out, without giving him an address. Joe was busy and I wanted to prove that he was right to pick me and I could crack this case on my own.

I practically skipped into the shower, humming Madonna’s theme tune to Die Another Day. This song still played in my mind one hour later, when I was in work, buttoned-up chef’s coat on, eager to see Monique arrive with Edward and her friends tonight – she’d booked a table to celebrate the successful run of her play which had come to an end. Her email’s words, en deux semaines, reminded me that there was no time to lose. It was now the middle of February and the match was at the beginning of March. I would take photos of her and her companions to send to Joe. Who knew how many of the world’s most most-wanted terrorists might be amongst them?


Chapter 15

‘Pudding! Where is your head tonight…?’ said JC, followed by a few words in French that sounded mega rude.

Soon on a plate, no doubt, if he had anything to do with it.

‘The last batch of hollandaise sauce tasted too floury. Attention! Think texture, colour, taste, just like Cindy explained.’

‘Um, sorry chef,’ I mumbled. ‘I did check my notes but agree, must do better – the next spare moment I have will be spent practising, until I get it one hundred percent right.’

I lifted up a lovely notebook bought a week or so ago from this ace cheap supermarket called Monoprix. A sketched Eiffel Tower decorated the front. Inside, I’d written everything JC and Cindy had taught me, from the best way to hold a chopping knife, to the ingredients for a very exclusive truffle sauce. Out of the corner of his eye, JC glanced at my book and his face softened.

‘Show me zat book some time, if you like Pudding,’ he said. ‘It would please me to check that all the notes are correct.’

I beamed. Cook Kathleen, back at Applebridge Hall, would be mega impressed with everything I’d learnt. Finally I’d been promoted to producing something more creative than a heap of chopped carrots. But the pressure had been intense. My armpits felt sticky and perspiration (Lady C said never to call it “sweat”) drizzled down my chest. For hours, steam and all sorts of noises – spitting, hissing and frying – had filled the kitchen. Chefs could make millions by creating their own whisking, chopping, stirring, scrubbing fitness DVDs.

I glanced at the clock and yawned – it had just gone quarter to midnight and I now found it impossible to concentrate, especially as I knew there was at least one terrorist – Monique – in the building. I needed to get out there and take photos of the actress and her friends, before they left. I’d not seen her yet, this evening, but Cindy nipped out to fetch JC a double espresso and saw her coming through the door with a mix of friends – although not Edward. Apparently he had some stomach bug.

‘You’ve done fine tonight, honey, and could probably do with a quick break from this steamy air,’ said Cindy in a low voice. Today her peroxide hair was scraped back to reveal Bambi earrings. ‘Saturday night is always stressful and JC’s been angrier than a slapped wasp, since that vegetarian sent back the shiitake mushroom curry, insisting the steak-like flavour must have come from meat. Go on – you finish now, sugar.’ Cindy cleared her throat, ‘JC, I’m just gonna send Gemma to the front of house to ask Hugo if that chicken liver pasta we’re pushing is going down well. Then she’ll go home.’

Like a horse, JC harrumphed and Cindy winked, as she moved to my workstation to plate up the last desserts. Gratefully, I headed through the swing doors, carefully avoiding the waiters going to and fro. Hugo was busy clearing a table, so I nipped behind the bar and glugged back a glass of icy water. Pierre appeared by the coffee machine to prepare the last customers’ bills.

‘Business has been excellent tonight,’ he said and ran a hand through his thick hair.

‘Had any comments about the new chicken liver dish?’ I forced myself not to pull a face which said “yuk”!

Pierre nodded as he set up several coffee cups. ‘Oui. You can tell JC that once again he has created a masterpiece. The feedback is magnifique. Plus the salmon with hollandaise sauce went down very well.’

My chest glowed and I stood just a tiny bit taller than I had, in recent days. Considering I used to be the queen of the microwave, I wasn’t doing at all badly. But, glad to be away from the baking hot kitchen, I gazed across the restaurant at Monique, whose feminine, tinkling laugh carried above other diners’ chat.

Oh please. My eyes scoured her table. There was playwright Anton, hands like a conductor’s as he talked animatedly. Mime artist Chantale looked as sleek as ever, with her super straight bobbed hair and high-necked plum silk blouse.

I turned away, spotted a plant pot that had fallen over and headed over to pull it up. Except, oops! I collided with a customer coming out of the gents’ toilets. I stared at the black buckled boots and straightened up to say soz.

 Wow. I let out a gasp, as if I was in a vacuum jar and just had the air sucked out of my lungs. My heart beat against the inside of my chest as if it were playing a rap song.

Those inky eyes, that teasing smile… This guy sizzled hotter than bacon and a wave of heat rose up from my stomach and into my cheeks. Not that I was anywhere near over Edward. Since we’d split up, life felt kind of… small… enclosed, like a room without a window… But that didn’t stop me appreciating other guys, right? And this one gave me the sensation of just having scoffed the most amazin’, smooth, creamy chocolate bar – mmm, very nice.

He grinned. Wow. Love that black lipstick, the thick black eyeliner and black star shape drawn over one eye. His jagged, raven hair hung in spikes around his neck, over a black shirt and leather jacket. As for those tight trousers… And what a cool shiny silver cross around his neck…

‘Salut’ he said in a husky French accent and straightened up.

Yikes, he was even taller than Edward.

‘Erm, hi…Or, rather, bonsoir Monsieur… I was just going to rescue that plant.’

‘Ah, a superhero, non?’ His eyes danced before he turned around to look at the fallen pot.

‘That’s me – Wonder Woman. You should see what I’ve got on under this coat…’

Aargghh! Why did I say that? Lady C would have forty fits. Plus familiarity wasn’t appropriate, considering he was a customer.

He grinned. ‘I’d like to, please. Is that all part of the service? Stripping off?’

Cheeks hotter than ever, I cleared my throat. ‘I hope your meal was satisfactory?’

‘My rare steak was fantastique.’

I grimaced.

‘Not a fan of beef?’

‘Chez Dubois’ beef has a fab reputation, of course, but I prefer mine charcoaled, in a bun with a side order of fries.’

He grinned and held out his arm. Studded black bangles clattered around his wrist.

 ‘Blade,’ he said and firmly enclosed my small hand in his. He wore black leather gloves and for some reason I wanted to feel his skin,

‘I’m Gemma. Love the outfit. Awesome name. It’s not French though, is it?’

‘Non.’ His eyeliner crinkled. ‘My band and I strive to achieve global appeal. Our group’s name – Black Bijou – is half English. I sing. Heavy metal. Dagger plays guitar. Eh bien, Stanley is on drums…’

I thought for a moment. ‘You’re all called after types of knife.’

‘Oui,’ Blade gave a hearty laugh. ‘We got drunk one night – decided we were so cutting edge our names had to reflect that.’ He shook his head. ‘We were young then – with big egos. Now we realise we are lucky to have some success in France – dominating the world is no longer our life’s aim. Although I wouldn’t say no to a personal limo and an apartment looking onto the Seine…’

‘Just imagine that… Or a private jet to fly you down to St Tropez at weekends…’ I gazed at his pale foundation. ‘Not that you look like a sun-worshipper – you’re more Alice Cooper than a tanned resident of Alice Springs.’

Blade gave another belly laugh. ‘You are funny.

Ooh, I felt all gooey inside. There was something about him that made me want to impress – which was stupid. I wasn’t looking for a bloke and the way I felt at the moment, opera and modern art appreciation aside, no one would ever match up to Edward… I eyed him up and down again. Joe would be impressed, seeing as he loved heavy metal bands.

‘So is that your dream, Gemma, to live a grand life somewhere hot?’

‘Not necessarily hot – just a place where the sky isn’t grey for half the year. Although stuff like that doesn’t matter, if you’re with the right person…’ My eyes tingled and Blade shot me a curious look.

‘I’m sensing a broken heart – non?’ He stared intently at me, whilst fiddling with one of his bangles.

‘Er, look, um, nice to meet you, but my shift’s up and I’m sure your table must be wondering where you are…’

‘Ah, ze English – too uptight to talk about what counts.’

‘Do you analyse everyone according to stereotypes?’ I said. ‘Well let me give it a go. I bet you own a beret.’

‘Oui!’

‘Love onion and garlic.’

‘Of course. I am also a fantastic lover… You see? The stereotypes are actually true…’ His inky eyes glowed. ‘Apart from the beret. I lied about that.’

I giggled. What was also true was that French accents were incredibly hot.

‘Have you lived in Paris long?’ he said, in those husky tones.

‘No. I’m only here for a month and still dying for a good shopping spree.’

‘Oui? Well look…’ He shrugged. ‘Tomorrow morning I’m going to the famous flea market in Porte de Clignancourt. The jewellery and leather stalls there are superbe. Tag along if you like.’

Blimey, he didn’t mess about.

‘Thanks, but, um…’ I fingered my jacket buttons. ‘I’ve just split up with someone and I’m not ready to–’

‘What is it with you Anglais?’ He shook the spiky fringe out of his face. ‘I am proposing a trip out – not a life together. No confetti. No wedding cake, I promise…’ His wide mouth curved into a smile.

‘Oh, erm…’

‘And we’ll meet in public, so you’ll be safe… Well, as safe as any belle woman is with in my company.’ His eyes shone.

‘Um–’

‘I’ll take that as English for “oui”,’ he said and turned up the collar of his leather jacket.’ Meet me outside at the Porte de Clignancourt underground station at, what shall we say…?’

‘Ten o’clock?’ I replied, in a daze. Was this really happening?

‘Agreed. Bon, I must return to my actress friend Monique – she celebrates the end of her last show.’

Before I knew it, a loud groan escaped my lips.

‘Problem?’ Blade’s brow furrowed.

‘Me and Monique… There’s a bit of history there.’

‘Good thing she isn’t invited tomorrow then.’ He smiled. ‘You will still turn up and wait, if I am late after drinking tonight?’

‘Yeah. Don’t worry. I won’t abandon you, all Cinderella-like, leaving nothing but my shoe on the underground steps, as a clue that I’d been there. That would be plain rude – and my trainers aren’t at their most fragrant after two weeks of wearing them in here.’

With another hearty laugh, Blade gave a small bow. ‘Clearly you see me as some Prince Charming – I’m flattered, Gemma. But then I was always one to stand out…’ And he gave a swish of his arm, as if to say “look at my outfit, my make-up, my hair”.

‘Your looks must get you a lot of attention,’ I said.

Blade shrugged. ‘I’m used to it. At high school I was known as the gothic kid.’

My eyes scanned the thick eyeliner and star on his face and I wondered what he looked like without it.

‘Sorry, I’m not very rock ‘n’ roll, in my chef’s coat. Or out of it even. What I mean is…’ My cheeks flushed.

Blade’s mouth twitched. Then his face grew serious. ‘So, Gemma… Tell me, this man, your broken heart…’

‘He’s… He’s called Edward – and works here too.’

‘Ah…’ He nodded. ‘I met him tonight, when I picked Moni up – we had quite a chat. Nice man.’

‘He is. Very nice,’ I murmured. ‘But this is the best outcome, in the long run – we had nothing in common.’

‘Does that matter?’ he said softly.

I shook myself. How come I was bearing my soul to this virtual stranger? He caught my gaze and my shoulders relaxed. There was something totally irresistible about him. ‘Yes, it matters. After a while. Once the initial attraction wears off…’

‘So that’s what happened – you didn’t… how do you English say: fancy him anymore?’

‘Not at all! I do – did – but…It’s complicated…’

‘All the best relationships are,’ he said and squeezed my shoulder. Fizzy tingles ran up and down my arm. What was that all about?

‘Bon, see you tomorrow,’ he said. ‘Ten o’clock. I’ll be the handsome man in black…’

Before I could answer, he chuckled and, confidence oozing from his laidback gait, returned to Monique’s table.

Talk about cocky, I thought and went back into the kitchen. But my mouth upturned and my step felt light.

‘Oh là là, Pudding – you look like you’ve purchased cheap cod roe caviar and actually been given eggs from beluga sturgeon…’ said JC. ‘Now, chicken livers – ze verdict, s’il vous plait?’

‘Pierre is very happy. Well done, JC.’

‘Pah…’ He shook his knife, but his hooded eyes twinkled. ‘Bon. Now, just a quick favour – peel and slice thirty bananas for me, before leaving…’

‘We’re to make Banane tarte tatin,’ said Cindy, kneading pastry on the silver worktop. ‘They are super-quick to make. Pierre is doing one of his late Saturday night runs to the homeless shelter. We had these fruits left over from the last night’s chocolate banana crêpes. I don’t mind staying a bit later.’ She glanced at me. ‘But JC has a doggone point – what’s with you, honey? You look like Sleeping Beauty after she’s just been kissed awake.’

‘Nothing!’ I said and hurried to the pantry to collect the bananas. But when I returned her eyes had narrowed.

‘Spill!’ she said. ‘Either now or I’ll make you get up early and meet me for a coffee, tomorrow morning.’

‘Um, I can’t…’ A peeled banana slipped out of my fingers and almost dropped on the floor. ‘I’m going to the flea market with someone.’

‘Who’s that?’ Cindy wiped her brow and reached for a pastry cutter. JC was shouting at one of the kitchenhands and the swing doors flapped open and shut, as empty dessert plates came back.

I concentrated hard on peeling bananas. ‘It’s just some guy – he’s called Blade.’

‘That’s a purtee name for a man, if ever I heard one! How long have you known him?’

‘About five minutes – he’s part of Monique’s table.’

‘Five minutes?’ Cindy put down the pastry cutter.

‘He seemed really nice!’ I said. ‘And I’ve made it quite clear I’m not interested in any funny stuff. He’s friends with Monique, so it’s not like he’s a complete stranger. Not an axe murderer, or anything…’

I swallowed hard, realising what I’d just said. No – but Blade could be a cold-hearted assassin. I hadn’t considered that he could be a comrade-in-arms with Monique. So, in actual fact, this day out could be a great way to find out more about the actress. Plus I’d take my blue-stain pepper spray in my handbag which had that button to summon Joe on the bottom, just in case. And perhaps I should try and get a photo of him to send to Joe, before tomorrow.

‘Um… In actual fact, he asked me to personally take a coffee to the table, before I leave, so I won’t be a minute.’

Darting a quick look at JC, who was swearing at a cut on his hand, I scarpered out of the kitchen and made a quick espresso at the coffee machine. Then I weaved my way between the emptying tables, in the direction of the rockstar. He looked up and smiled.

‘Um, compliments of the management – it’s an honour for Chez Dubois to be visited by such an, um, accomplished singer…’

Monique giggled and it took all my strength not to shoot her a scowl. I put the coffee down and moved a few steps away before I took out my phone and glanced at it. I quickly navigated to the camera facility.

‘Oh dear, um, my phone’s not working, the screen looks funny,’ I said, justifying out loud why I held it up in the air, in the direction of Blade who looked at me and smiled. I took a photo quickly and heard a click. Job done.

‘Veree nice to see you again, Gemma,’ said Anton. ‘Here, I’m good with phones…’

And before I knew it, he’d grabbed my mobile.

I gasped in horror. ‘Er, no Anton, honestly, it’s fine now.’

But he’d already passed it on to snooty Chantale who was obviously interested in seeing how expensive it was. The room went dizzy for a second. What if they realised I’d taken a photo on the quiet? What if Monique, MiddleWin Mort masterplanner, cottoned on that someone suspected her? She might shoot out the restaurant – or go on the run…

No. I was being stupid and could just say I wanted a photo of Blade, a cool rockstar. And luckily I needn’t have worried as, in a flash, Blade stood up and with a piercing look held his hand out to Chantale. She wrinkled her nose and muttered something about it being very bon marché – that’s “cheap” to you and me. Blade passed it back to me and my skin zinged as his now gloveless fingers brushed against mine.

‘Merci,’ I muttered.

 ‘Hurry up, Blade,’ said Monique. ‘Remember Ozzy Osbourne is expecting you at his hotel, for a nightcap.’

With a quick smile I headed to the staff room. Once there, I texted Joe and sent him the photo, explaining who Blade was.

You know, it was hard, no longer living with Edward, and I felt concerned about his stomach ache, but Ozzy Osbourne? Oh my God! Tomorrow might offer a day of relief from my broken heart, as I, Gemma Goodwin, was to spend the morning with an exciting musician! I had to text Abbey immediately and tell her about my intriguing new friend!


Chapter 16

In my sensible duffle coat, fave jeans, brown boots and sparkly gloves, it was me who looked out of place at Porte de Clignancourt, not leather-clad Mr Blade Rockstar, with black stars painted on his face. As I emerged from the underground station he was leaning against a nearby wall. Around him teemed such a mish-mash of styles, it would have made the hardest game of “Where’s Wally?”.Moroccan women, draped in black, passed by carrying hessian bags. Tourists searched for bargains alongside local bohemian types, dressed in a mosaic of colours. For once in my life I looked decidedly conservative.

‘Bonjour, Gemma,’ said Blade and gave me one of his crooked smiles.

I smiled back. ‘Thought I was never going to get here. I lost count of the number of Métro stops. It’s so far up the underground map…’ I shivered. ‘…but then this could be the North pole…’

I smiled again into those inky eyes and scanned the spiky hair. Today he wore an awesome silver skull necklace and a small charcoal scarf wrapped around his neck.

‘Did you remember to bring coins and notes – no credit cards?’ he said as we headed towards the stallholders.

I nodded and switched the position of my leopard-print handbag, so that the strap went diagonally across my body. Cindy had also warned me about the market’s reputation for pickpockets. My attention was drawn to the rows of exotic stalls which stretched far ahead, and we joined the browsing hordes. The fragrance of spices and scented candles filled my nostrils. Numerous North African and French stallholders worked hard to ensnare any tourist who showed the slightest interest in their wares. I sniffed loudly as we stopped at one aromatic table.

 ‘Mmm, love joss sticks. My Auntie Jan’s last boyfriend grew up in the Sixties and always had one on the go.’ I took out my purse and bought some jasmine scented ones, plus a small gilt holder.

Now and again, I glanced at Blade, as we walked around. Having never known a rockstar before, he really didn’t live up to the stereotype in my head. There was an air of gentleness about him, like the way he guided me from stall to stall.

‘I can manage on my own, you know,’ I said, as for the umpteenth time he held my elbow and steered me through the throng.

He grinned. ‘Sorry – it comes with my height. I can easily see ze best way ahead.’

We stopped by a stall selling old LP records and second hand books. Blade bought an old copy of Le Malade Imaginaire, the play that Monique had recently starred in. My mouth drooped.

‘What is the matter, ma pucette?’ he said.

My brow furrowed. ‘Pucette?’

His inky eyes sparkled. ‘It is a term of affection here, in France, and most suitable for today’s outing.’

I raise my eyebrows.

‘It means little flea – and here we are at a flea market.’ He chuckled.

‘Thanks very much! How about I call you my old cockroach, then, if we’re talking vermin?’

My chest glowed, as we both laughed.

‘So, ma pucette… Why the sad face when I buy this book?’

We moved onto the next stall, covered in a rainbow of silk and linen rolls. A woman wearing a rainforest exotic sari haggled over the price of some burnt orange material. I fingered gossamer soft silk.

 ‘Not sad, just…’ My shoulders bobbed up and down. ‘That book reminds me of a certain actress. Honestly, what do guys like so much about Monique? Edward thought the sun shone out of her….’ I clamped my lips together. Lady C’s fierce dinner lady stare flashed into my mind. And fair enough, the word I’d been about to use was a bit crude.

Blade’s inky eyes flashed with laughter. ‘You really don’t like her?’

I shook my head. ‘Nor trust her. You should be careful.’ I sighed. ‘If it wasn’t for Monique, Edward and me would probably still be together.’

‘But I thought you were adamant – that ze break-up… it was a good thing?’

‘Oh, it is,’ I said and pursed my lips. ‘Definitely. No question. Sure.’

Blade shot me a strange look before we squeezed through a huddle of American tourists, onto the next stall. It sold spices, herbs and condiments. I gazed at fresh ginger, plus cardamom pods, garlic, peppercorns and something called chermoula, a popular Moroccan marinade… Then a jar caught my eye, containing the harissa sauce Hugo had mentioned. It didn’t cost much, so I bought him one, whilst Blade bought a bottle of water from a neighbouring stall.

Well, to be honest, Blade did the talking for me, although the stallholder couldn’t understand him either. In the end I just pointed, whilst Blade passed me a small chunk of a red vegetable to try. Without thinking, I put it in my mouth and almost immediately spat it out, into my hand.

‘Meanie!’ I squeaked and wiped my hand with a tissue. He passed the water and laughed.

‘Nothing like a mouthful of chilli to warm you up – your lips were almost blue with cold.’

 Playfully, I punched his arm, determined to now keep our conversation firmly away from the subject of Monique. Blade had the knack of getting me to say what was on my mind. I didn’t want to let slip that I was actually going to spy on her this evening, at the meeting I’d read about in her emails.

Opposite us stood a white tent, set up as a makeshift café. ‘In fact, I can hardly feel my legs cos of the cold,’ I said. ‘Why don’t we have a coffee and one of those yummy looking deep-fried pancakes? Edward has mentioned eating them with his mum, years ago.’

Blade nodded and bagged the last table. Cue two steaming mugs of café au lait and a “brik” each. Blade chose a spicy lamb one, whilst my sweet tooth demanded a filling of sugar and dried fruit.

‘Do you buy your clothes here?’ I said, having spotted a leather stall several metres away.

Blade shrugged. ‘Sometimes, pucette. Really, I just love the atmosphere. The market here is most famous for its antiques – those stalls are further down. We should go there next.’

I stared at him.

‘What?’ he said.

‘You – a rockstar – are much more… grounded than I expected.’

‘Boring, you mean?’ A smile teased his lips.

‘No! But shouldn’t you be recovering from a hangover or offering me cannabis or trying to get me into bed?’

‘Is that what you want?’ he said, inky eyes twinkling.

‘No! Of course not, but…’

‘Gemma, one cannot party every night.’ He wiped his mouth with a paper serviette. ‘And smashing guitars and throwing televisions out of hotel windows is a little out-dated, non?’

‘Or biting off bats’ heads,’ I said, suddenly remembering…‘Oh my God – last night you met Ozzy Osbourne! How did it go?’

‘Um okay…’ Blade avoided my eyes. ‘We just had a few drinks and reminisced about the old days, when I supported him on tour.’ He cleared his throat. ‘So, shall we go?’

Aw! Blade was clearly loyal and didn’t blab about conversations he had with famous friends. What a gent. I bit my lip and for a second my eyes tingled. Edward was the ultimate gentleman and I wondered if I’d ever have such a good-hearted, honest, well-meaning boyfriend again.

‘Does Ozzy speak French?’ I asked.

Blade shrugged. ‘No idea – we’ve always spoken in English.’

‘How come you know my language so well? Have you ever lived in Britain?’ I said. Whether I thought Blade could be involved in the MiddleWin Mort plot or not, it was my duty to still question him and officially rule him out.

Despite the heavy make-up, I could have sworn his cheeks flushed.

‘Oui… For a while… My…Maman – she was English.’

Was? Aw. Poor Blade. No mum. Something in his face told me not to ask questions.

‘Bet she’d be really proud of your success,’ I said, with a tone that indicated I wouldn’t pry further about her. Although no offence to Blade, but his band still had a way to go before his family and friends would be popping champagne. The name “Black Bijou” hadn’t appeared in any of the most well-known internet search engines when I’d typed it in, via my phone, last night.

‘So, what is your real name?’

His eyeliner crinkled. ‘Perhaps Blade is it.’

‘Okay, so how old are you? ’

‘Twenty-eight.’

‘Has Black Bijou been together long?’ I asked.

‘Two years.’

‘How exactly would you define your music?’

He shrugged. ‘Black Bijou does not like being dove-holed…’

‘Pigeon-holed,’ I corrected and giggled.

Blade smiled. ‘If I must answer… glam heavy metal – like Kiss and more recently Black Veil Brides. It is loud, thick assertive music, with guitar solos and a strong beat… Merde! This is a lot of questions!’

I blushed. ‘Um sorry…’ Subtlety had never been my strong point. ‘It’s just that I searched for information about you on the internet last night and came up with nothing. Not your real name, date of birth, famous quotes of yours or where you find inspiration… Not the names of your songs or…’

‘Enough!’ Blade chuckled. ‘Ze truth is, the band doesn’t give a shit about social media. If we find greater commercial success, okay, perhaps I will tweet and go on Facebook, but…’ He wrinkled his nose in disgust. ‘Not unless I have to. And for your information, I was born on Bastille Day.’

Ah, a summer birthday – the twelfth of July.

‘… and as for a quote of mine… Um… I always say to fans “Stay on the edge. Stay Kind. Stay beautiful on the inside”.’

‘Love that,’ I said. Hmm. Interesting character, who probably wouldn’t kill a royal couple if his motto was to “stay kind”.

We left the tent and, as politely as possible, pushed our way to a big open-fronted antiques shop. It sold incredible African furniture – huge carvings of giraffes, ornamental teak cabinets, intricate mirrors and ginormous sculptures…

‘Just look at that table,’ I said and pointed to one with legs in the shape of elephant feet, carved out of dark wood. At one end grooves formed the shape of two ears and a sculpted narrow trunk led down, almost touching the floor. The top was glass, set in a pewter frame which was bejewelled with precious stones. It wouldn’t have looked out of place in the High Drawing Room, back at Applebridge Hall. Blade ran his hand over it, as if he really appreciated fine furniture.

I eyed him up and down – the dark clothes, long hair and midnight eyes. Apart from the fact that Blade was taller, he could be the photo negative of Edward– one hundred percent contrasting my Ex’s short honey-coloured hair and blue eyes.

Blade looked up and saw me staring.

‘Like what you see?’ he said and gave a deep laugh.

‘Could you be any more arrogant?’ I replied in an exasperated voice and giggled.

It doesn’t happen often in life, but you know when you meet someone and it’s like you’ve been bezzie mates for years? It sounded bonkers, and I’d not yet known Blade for twenty-four hours, but could already talk to him so easily. He made me laugh, and silent pauses between us weren’t a strain – even though we didn’t come from the same country; even though he liked terrorist Monique (forget innocent until proven guilty, I’d known from the start she was a bad’un.)

One thing I’d learnt since being with Edward was not to be so impulsive, to stand back a bit and take stock before making any rash decisions… But some things we knew in our guts straightaway, right? Like Monique being suspicious… Like Blade being a “good egg” as Lady C would say. I couldn’t believe he’d be caught up in her evil plan.

As we headed towards the end of the market, we came across a table selling mood rings. I’d loved them since being a child, not wanting to know the science behind the changing colours. That would ruin their magic.

I slipped one with a heart in the middle over a finger and it immediately went from brown to deep blue.

‘What does that mean?’ said Blade.

The old woman behind the table grinned at us both. ‘Oh làlà – l’amour!’

My cheeks burnt, as I read an explanation, set out in different languages, on the stall. ‘Um, strictly speaking, it means I’m overwhelmed with passion.’

Blade gave a hearty laugh and handed over some money to the woman.

‘A small present from me,’ he said with a bow.

‘Aw, thanks so much.’ I said, and gave a grin as we headed towards a secondhand jacket stall.

‘Here are some magnifique bargains – the suede garments are très bon,’ said Blade.

My eyes scanned the large range of colours and designs – chocolate brown, fawn, oatmeal or gold, in a short bomber jacket style with no collar, or longer with side pockets and lapels. We flicked through the cluttered rails. Luckily the good-looking Tunisian bloke running the stall was busy with customers, so no one hassled us for a sale whilst we fitted stuff on.

My fave was a short saffron-coloured one, which went down to my waist. A couple of buttons would need tightening and the suede was worn on one sleeve, but for the equivalent of twenty pounds who could complain! I slipped it on and turned side to side in front of a long mirror.

‘Très cool, Gemma,’ said Blade, in his sexy accent.

Well it was sexy – nothing wrong with me acknowledging that. It didn’t mean I was in any way over my gorgeous-inside-and-out Edward.

I took the jacket off, handed the money to the man who’d just come over, and put my duffle coat back on whilst he slipped the suede one into a plastic bag.

‘Have you visited the Tour Eiffel yet?’ he said, as we left the market.

I shook my head.

‘Pas possible!’ Blade shook his head. ‘You go home in less than a fortnight, oui?’

Blimey. Yes. He was right.

‘Then you and I – we must visit it. Tomorrow – every Monday - I work the morning shift. What about you?’

‘I finish at two… Where do you work?’

‘In a music shop, on the outskirts of Paris, near St Denis…It is pretty cool, on the first floor of an old warehouse. We sell heavy metal memorabilia, old vinyl records and secondhand CDs. The band isn’t successful enough for us to tour full-time, yet. Bon. Let’s visit the tower together. I shall text you a time and underground station to meet at. The views are truly panoramic. You cannot return to England without visiting this landmark.’

My eyes tingled, just a titch, as his enthusiasm reminded me of Edward raving about this particular construction. Plus I didn’t want to be reminded that my French trip would be over so soon. I’d fallen in love with Paris. Plus returning back home meant I would have to face a future without Edward – without Applebridge Hall.

‘Okay, my old cockroach,’ I said and he gave me a good-humoured push. ‘Thanks for an amazin’ morning – it’s been brill. Just what I needed.’

As we walked along a less crowded pavement, heavy metal music pulsated out of a bar, on the other side of the road. People dressed like Blade stood outside smoking. Not all wore make-up, but the majority had long hair and wore black leather. I grabbed Blade’s hand and dragged him across the street and inside.

Wow. The dimly lit room was chock full with clones of my new pal. On a small stage a band of four rockers headbanged, along to music louder than an action movie being played at the cinema.

I gave Blade a grin. ‘Why don’t you sing?’ I said loudly, to make myself heard. ‘I’d love to watch you perform.’

‘Non,’ he said firmly. ‘It is, um, too late notice. I’m sure they couldn’t fit me in.’

‘Aw, please,’ I said. ‘You’re not on tour at the moment. This is the only chance I’ve got.’

At that point one of the singers started screeching and my smile dropped. It reminded me of Edward. Since I’d taught him how to play my brother’s Guitar Hero game, I occasionally caught him yodelling heavy rock songs in the shower. For some reason they appealed to him – perhaps because the long-drawn out notes of heavy metal weren’t completely different to opera.

‘Go on!’ I said.

Blade caught my eye and sighed. ‘Must I?’

‘Yes!’ I clapped my hands.

‘Okay. Just for you,’ he said, nervously fiddling with his silver skull necklace. Ooh, maybe Blade suffered from stage fright.

‘But I won’t sing a Black Bijou song – we aren’t well-known enough for the musicians to know ze right tune.’

I gave him a hug which, for one second, removed the tension from his brow. Then he went up to the guitarist and whispered in his ear. Moments later Blade stepped cautiously on stage and took the microphone. The crowd went silent as the musicians began to play… Wait a minute! Even I recognised that: Motorhead’s well-known song, Ace of Spades!

Eyes closed, Blade swayed side to side, as unsure words tumbled out. His voice wavered and a few boos rose from the crowd. Several people turned away. So I cheered as loudly as I could, until Blade found his voice again and soon he was screeching the lyrics, his body writhing all over the stage.

Yikes. And I thought Edward sang out of tune – perhaps my Ex’s vocal talents weren’t so bad, after all, at least for a heavy metal artist. A lump formed in my throat. This was one of Edward’s favourite songs off Guitar Hero. I gazed at Blade as the crowd watched him more intently now. A few started to sing along.

 Eventually he opened his eyes as if, beforehand, he’d been afraid of the audience.

‘Yay!’ I shouted from the back of the room and, along with everyone else, headbanged super-quick.

Wow. Now the crowd loved him! Blade was a rock god. I couldn’t take my eyes off his tight leather trousers and swivelling hips. Perspiration dampened the back of my neck and my ears ached with the music. His screeching voice became impossibly loud as the song came to an end. A group of women had gathered close to the stage and ogled his last sexy moves. Then it was over. The crowd cheered and clapped. Blade straightened his necklace and jumped down from the little stage.

‘You were WICKED!’I announced as we headed out of the bar.

Blade’s eyes gleamed and before I knew it, he’d kissed me passionately on both cheeks. Then the smile dropped from his face and he hastily consulted his watch.

‘Forgive me, pucette. I am late for…’ His cheeks flushed. ‘See you soon.’

Huh? What could be so important that he’d abandoned me all Cinderella-like, dashing off towards the underground, without giving so much as an excuse?


Chapter 17

Wow. I ogled the awesome pillars and imposing figures dressed in togas. No, I hadn’t been transported back to Roman times. Instead I stood in front of the amazin’ Gard du Nord. What a train station – think big aeroplane hangar with fancy architecture, full of bustling hordes. Plus, if you believe what you read, criminal gangs, pickpockets and filth.

Apparently Cindy almost lost her luggage here, on arriving in France. A taxi driver offered to take it to the car, but then legged it at top speed. Luckily the cops tracked him down. I eyed the impressive building as I left it behind me and shrugged. I still had my handbag and had survived the superficial grime. Okay it smelt a bit musty but so did any building in Paris, to do with trains. And I kind of liked the loud chat and clickety-clack of changing information on the timetable boards. Out in the fresh air now, I gazed at the huge boulevards ahead and sighed.

Everything in Paris looked cool at night-time, as if some celestial artist brushed it with magic, once the sky turned black and the buildings lit up. The Northern Lights would have been right at home, here. The Gare du Nord area was typical of Paris, with its never-ending wide avenues. Bars and shops stood at the foot of blocks of apartment buildings, five floors high, all built to look as if they ran on from one another, with the same stonework and balconies. I shoved a wrapped-up, half-eaten ham baguette I’d bought in the station into my bag and took out a piece of paper. Brr! A breeze blew icily. Good thing I was being sensible and wearing my snuggly duffle coat.

Me? Sensible? I’m as surprised as you! But four months living with Edward and Lady C and the earl, well… There hadn’t been much time or space for flightiness – not with the prize money of one million dollars to invest in renovating the stately home and setting up the food academy. Plus in any spare time I had, I went birdwatching, enjoyed walks or fun dinners with my new aristocratic mates.

I know! Everything had changed. Take that word “Dinner”, for example – I used to only say that with reference to lunch at school. My evening meal had mostly been a snack or microwaved dish eaten in front of my favourite TV serial. But now I understood all that stuff agony aunts say about the importance of sitting down as a family, around the table. At Applebridge, that was usually the only time everyone would be in the same room at once. We’d laugh. Share problems. Discuss the future. Reminisce about the past. Edward’s friends, Henrietta and her gorge fiancé Lieutenant Mayhew, often visited, and now they were my good pals as well.

Funny – not that I was ever a big party girl, but if you’d asked me one year ago if my perfect night in meant sitting amongst polite company discussing wildlife or the day’s international news, I’d have mock-yawned. Of course, things had changed a little at Applebridge, since I moved in. The old earl’s face had been a picture, the time I’d smashed poppadoms as part of his first ever Indian take-out. Then there was the pole-dancing kit Auntie Jan had bought me for Christmas, as the latest fitness fad. When I erected in the Parlour, Lady C’s face looked as if I’d brought seedy Soho to Applebridge.

My chest tightened. On returning to England I’d have to ask Abbey if it was okay if I camped out in her flat, whilst she and Zak were in Greece… Just until I found my feet – and a new home. I used to be her lodger, before living at Applebridge Hall, but that would be awkward now, as Zak stayed over at hers more than ever.

Ah well. No time for feeling sorry for myself. I glanced at the piece of paper, on which I’d scrawled the address and a map taken from Google. Monique was meeting her collaborators in fifteen minutes in some sort of hall, down an alleyway, to the right. Heart thumping, I followed my scribbled directions, past a bar that was full, despite it being Sunday night.

 Cindy had warned me not to be out on my own, near the Gare du Nord area, much past ten o’clock. With a smile I couldn’t help thinking that if imposing Blade was with me, no one dodgy would dare approach. He’d texted me this afternoon – explained that he’d forgotten about an important drinks date with a well-known bar-owner who was willing to give the band a gig. That’s why he left me so abruptly, earlier on. I suggested Black Bijou take part in the French X Factor – Blade was not impressed! Nor would Lady C have been if she’d read his rude response which widened my vocabulary further. What a sex god he’d been on stage, yesterday, despite his nervous start.

Head down, I passed a garage and a pharmacy with the green cross illuminated outside. According to my map, I had to turn the next corner and… Yikes. There were overflowing bin bags everywhere. Plus a car minus its wheels and, from an apartment up above, the shouts of an argument wafted down. A group of young men strutted past. One whistled at me, after which they all laughed hard.

I slipped my hand into my bag, fingers curling around my pepper spray and finally stopped outside two old wooden doors with the number five at the top. Voilà! The meeting place. Chat hummed and music pulsated from inside. I slipped on a pair of sunglasses, just in case I – literally - bumped into Monique. The door opened. A couple appeared and took out cigarettes. The man reached into his pocket and swore.

‘Vous avez du feu?’ he said.

I swallowed. “Feu” was fire – he must have been asking for a light.

‘Désolé,’ I said and shook my head.

They went back in and, heart pumping, I followed. Wow what a noise. About, ooh, one hundred people must have been in the huge room. It was basic, with a couple of snooker tables, a jukebox and drinks machine – it looked like some sort of budget youth club. At the far end was a stage. Oh my God! Instantly I recognised Monique’s delicate outline. She stood by a microphone which must have been switched off, as she talked animatedly to a couple of young men next to her, and annoyingly I couldn’t make out a word.

Clutching my spray tighter than ever, I tried to pick out someone I thought looked like a terrorist, anti-royal or villain and maybe take a photo of them on my phone – which was a ridiculous goal. What did a terrorist look like, anyway? They would hardly drop clues like carrying a Kalashnikov or placard with a red cross through a picture of the Queen’s crown. I thought back over all the Bond films Dad, me and my brothers had enjoyed over the years. Now the baddies from them were distinctive, with eye-patches and cats, metal teeth, golden guns and bowler hats that sliced off heads. Whereas this lot… what a boring bunch! Most wore jeans with trainers and bomber jackets. None looked armed. My best chance would be to mingle and listen in to their conversations, writing anything suspicious down. Discreetly I took out a notepad and pen from my bag, and pushed my way through the crowd.

Except that my French was still rubbish, especially when it came to translating the spoken word. Although I managed to pick out “guerre”, the word for war, and – oh my God! Did someone just say “MiddleWin Mort”?

My stomach fluttered. This was some progress. Joe would hopefully be impressed with Agent G’s detective skills – if nothing more, I’d at least found the terrorists’ meeting place. Okay, so I didn’t have much more concrete information, but something secret was definitely going on. Something that involved a lot more people than I suspected… perhaps a good number of them would orchestrate stuff behind the scenes.

A hush fell as the microphone squeaked loudly and Monique said “silence!”. An athletic-looking man next to me in jogging trousers, with a trim brown beard, shushed a couple behind him and then listened intently to Monique’s every word. Pen at the ready, I proceeded to write down as many of the French words as possible – or at least how they sounded to me. Back home I could try to decipher them using an online dictionary.

However, it was hard to write with the sunglasses on, as the room was dimly lit, but I daren’t take them off in case Monique decided to circulate the room and caught me there. I gasped. At last a word I could clearly understand – but not one I wanted to. Monique had just said “revolver”.

Blimey. She repeated it once more and lifted her hand and with her fingers formed the shape of a gun. My heart raced as she pretended to shoot into the air. Could Joe’s suspicions really have foundation? Could a plot to murder the royal couple truly be afoot? It looked like it, and now I’d discovered the ammo of choice. It was no suicide bomb or chemical attack but good old-fashioned bullets.

I jumped at a loud cough, right by my left ear, followed by the stink of stale garlic breath. Almost gagging, I swivelled around. Merde! The athletic-looking bearded man was squinting at my notes. I snapped the notebook shut and put it, with the pen, back in the leopard-print handbag. My cheeks burned as I caught his eye and he machine-fired several French sentences at me. I nodded. He raised one eyebrow. So I shook my head instead.

‘Allemande? Américane? Anglaise?’ he said.

‘Anglaise,’ I stuttered. There was no point pretending to be French if I had to talk.

‘Why ze notes?’ he said, brow furrowed. ‘Tonight… ze revolver… It is nothing we haven’t discussed before with the mob.’

“The mob”? Cool! My life was turning into an episode of The Sopranos… ‘Oh, um… I am just conscientious,’ I said and managed a smile. ‘But tell me… I don’t understand… Why are there so many of us involved?’

He snorted. ‘You are joking, non? Isn’t it obvious? To make a real impact, to get our message across, numbers count – the strong ones support the weak. That way there will be no mistake – no failure.’

I swallowed hard as a bloody image of the royal couple flashed into my head. Perhaps more than one gun would be used. ‘And our message is…?’ I said hopefully, and bit my lip, looking upwards as if I was trying to remember something.

And in the next moment, I learnt a very valuable lesson. Don’t let someone’s relatively conservative appearance make you believe they aren’t a total psycho. Because the man’s eyes suddenly bulged and, like a banshee with PMT, he pointed at me and shrieked:

‘Imposteuse! Imposteuse!’

You didn’t need a degree in French to work out what that meant.

Angry faces turned to stare at me. Monique stood on tiptoes on the stage, straining to see what all the fuss was about. Almost salivating by now, the rabid bearded man grabbed my arm but, just quickly enough, I yanked it away, before his grip tightened. People stood open-mouthed as I dashed past the jukebox and out of the doors.

Quickly I walked back the way I’d come, but footsteps followed me and, mouth dry, I turned around. Oh no, about ten people hurried my way, several shaking their fists, eyes wild. Nausea rose up the back of my throat and I started to run in a zigzag style, just in case one of them had a gun and I’d need to dodge bullets. This provoked angry shouts from behind and I darted through bushes to my left and ended up in a backyard.

Phew! Deep breaths. Agent G, reconnoitre the area. Immediately my brain homed in on a nearby trampoline. Okay, this was one of those rare events that really called for the old Gemma and her rushes of adrenaline that produced something spontaneous. I quickly took off the sunglasses and shoved them into my handbag. Then I crawled onto the trampoline, jumped up and down a few times and just as people pushed their way through the bush, with a scream flew through the night air and over a fence…

Uh oh – I hadn’t thought too much about where I’d end up. Thankfully, with a loud thud, I landed feet-first in a kids’ sandpit. My ankles felt as if shards of metal had pierced straight through them, but all things considered I was lucky, having narrowly missed a plastic toy tractor and bucket. Although I toppled over and caught my eye on fishing rod of a nearby gnome – I bit the insides of my cheeks to prevent a yelp escaping.

With a grimace, and grains of sand in my mouth, I scrambled to one side and looked around as voices became louder in the next garden. What if those nutters followed me over the fence? Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted a wooden kennel, at the foot of a tree. It was big – big enough for me to crawl inside.

Stomach churning, I stealthily made my way towards it, on my knees. A loud yawn echoed from the darkness inside. Slowly, I peered in to face two big eyes staring back at me. Shoot. What if the mutt attacked me? Or at the very least, barked?

The raised voices from next door became more insistent and I reached into my bag to grab my pepper spray, just in case this dog resembled the rabid ones from the movie Resident Evil. However I felt my mouth upturn. Instead of the spray, my fingers curled around the ham baguette. I pulled it out, flipped the bread open and discarded it and then squeezed into the kennel, head-first, holding the ham up like a white flag. With my other hand, I wiped my eye which felt wet near the eyebrow. I smelt my fingers. Blood. I gulped, hoping this dog would prefer the yummy smoked aroma of ham to the fresh metallic stink of my wound.

After an initial growl, the dog whined and accepted my peace offering. I couldn’t quite make out its breed but it had big bear paws and tight curly hair. What a relief that it had accepted the ham, as seconds later someone flew over the fence and groaned as they hit the ground.

Changing position, I peeked out of the kennel and watched as three more people jumped over. Blinkin’’eck! One even did a somersault mid-air. Whoever had trained these people had made sure their fitness matched any Secret Intelligence Service officer. I held my breath. Oh no. Footsteps headed in my direction.


Chapter 18

‘Slice off her head. Then, with ze knife, cut open her stomach to let out ze bowels…’

A queasy sensation washed over me. Please no. This was too much.

Oh, I should have explained…My life wasn’t in danger – fortunately last night, no one found me in the kennel. The approaching footsteps had turned away at the last minute as the house’s security lights had come on and scared everyone back over the fence. Eventually I let myself out of the garden’s back gate and caught the last underground train home.

Now it was Monday morning and JC was giving me a lesson in how to gut a fish – in this case, an amazin’ looking trout, with its peach underbelly and glossy grey skin. La truite was a feminine word, hence JC referring to it as she. Edward popped his head in the kitchen to pass a message to Cindy, gazed at the fish and then caught my eye and smiled. Much as I love cooking, Edward knew I was a titch squeamish and could hardly watch, back at Applebridge Hall, when Scottish cook Kathleen made haggis from scratch, using sheep’s insides.

However, his smile didn’t last long. Within seconds, he stood by my side and ran a finger over my left eyebrow. Heat surged into my cheeks at his touch, as I tried not to feel the chemistry between us pull me towards him.

‘What happened?’ he said as JC muttered something about his knife being blunt, went to his workstation and picked up the tool to sharpen it.

‘Oh… Um… It’s nothing – I slipped in the bath.’

I could hardly tell him I’d clipped my eye on a garden gnome, before crawling into a kennel, to hide from terrorists plotting to kill the royal couple.

‘You want to be careful,’ he said and then straightened up, his blonde fringe flopping sexily over his eyebrows. ‘Um, Cindy – there’s a party of Americans coming for lunch, from Texas apparently. Pierre thought it might add a personal touch if you took their order. The booking is for one o’clock. If JC can spare you, that is…’

‘Sure, honey,’ she drawled and flashed her white teeth. Edward looked at me again and Cindy busied herself, whilst he and I talked.

‘So… Still enjoying your time in the kitchen?’ Edward said with one of his devilishly ironic smiles.

‘It’s… mega challenging, that’s for sure. What about you? Still note-taking at every opportunity? Lady C mentioned Country Aspirations were pleased with your pieces on Paris. She reckoned you might be interested in travel writing.’

His face lit up. ‘Indeed they were, and guess what? The Applebridge Chronicle emailed me and wants an article on my stay here – they wondered if I could visit somewhere stately, like Versailles, and write a piece on it from an English aristocrat’s point of view. If it goes down well, they’ll consider giving me a regular column, perhaps filled with reviews of stately homes in our county, or restaurants to try.’ Unable to hide a bubble of excitement in his voice, he continued. ‘But yes, writing my way around the world would be terribly satisfying, after spending so many years in one village.’

‘That’s brill!’

He squeezed my shoulder and I did my best to ignore the tingles his touch still caused. ‘This is all down to you, Gemma. I’d never have thought that writing had a potential for a career, if you hadn’t insisted I reply to Country Aspirations, when they contacted me about liking the blog. It gave me something to focus on, in the weeks after it became clear I wasn’t Applebridge Hall’s heir; after the future I had planned out suddenly evaporated into thin air. Plus this trip to Paris has reignited a passion for foreign climes… Despite how things have ended between us, I’ll… I’ll be eternally grateful to you.’

Chest glowing, I shrugged. ‘Oh, it was nothing – blogs have kicked off lots of writing careers – just look at that highclass call girl, Belle de Jour. I always knew you’d be a brilliant columnist. You belong to a world not many people know about, yet manage to talk about it in a way that everyone can relate to.’

His eyes crinkled as he bent down to kiss my cheek. ‘Thank you.’ As he drew away we stared into each other’s eyes. Eventually Edward cleared his throat. ‘Well, this won’t get the tables laid…’ His lips curved invitingly upwards and he left through the swing doors.

‘Talk about sexual tension,’ said Cindy.

I folded my arms, heart still skipping from that kiss. ‘Nah. That was nothing but a civil chat. He’s clearly planning for the future and moving on.’

‘Just think it’s a shame you two have broken up – especially when in Paris…’

‘This, from you?’ I snorted. ‘You’re the last person who should go all mushy on me, seeing as you deny being into all that hearts and roses stuff.’

Cindy grinned. ‘Fair comment – although I like hearts and roses… just wish they came with a health warning and antidote to the pain that strikes when things go wrong.’ She stopped slicing a lemon. ‘Anyways, listen to this good news… I’ve only gone and got me four discounted tickets to the Disneyland park. Why don’t you and me use a couple on our day off, tomorrow?’

‘How did you get them?’

‘Found them on Ebay – although I had to buy all four. Hey, why don’t we ask that Blade guy you’re dating?’ She winked. ‘Sounds like he’s hot enough to fry an egg on.’

‘Dating? No! I’ve only just broken up with Edward.’

‘Pah – no point waiting around for your heart to heal, honey. Take it from me, there’s nothing like a casual, no-ties fling to perk you up, if your cheese has fallen off your cracker…’

Cindy didn’t meet my eye, and she suddenly seemed very intent on slicing the lemons. Sometimes I reckoned all her talk about not wanting a long-term relationship was a front. I picked up a knife to help her.

‘I doubt Disney is his thing. It’s no fun trying to force someone to enjoy all that Mickey Mouse stuff,’ I said, having learnt my lesson from encouraging Edward to visit the theme park.

‘Ask him! Even if Blade says no, that’s better than a poke in the eye with a sharp stick. If he says yes then all we need to do is find another man to make up the foursome.’

‘But…’

‘Don’t worry – I mean a foursome of friends. A day out for fun, nothing else. Whaddaya reckon?’

Could be good – and it would be nice to see my rockstar pal again. Perhaps I’d ask him this afternoon when we visited the Eiffel Tower.

‘Attention, Pudding!’ barked JC as he returned with a glinting knife. I turned once more to the trout. It was to be served with a brown butter sauce (whatever that was) and almonds. Determined not to gag, I watched as he slit up the stomach and stringy red stuff tumbled out, reminding me of the latest zombie film I’d seen. My head spun a little. JC shot me a look and shook his head.

‘Go sit out the back for a while, in ze fresh air. You have ze face of coconut flesh. Let this be a lesson – being a top chef is close to being a medical surgeon.’

Not waiting to be told twice, I headed past the pantry and out to the back door, to the small tarmac yard where the delivery lorries parked. I sat on the stone step and let a welcome breeze ruffle my hair as I pulled off my white skull hat. After a few deep breaths the nausea disappeared and I got up to take a stroll, before heading back inside.

I walked towards a grassy patch, near a fence at the bottom of the yard. Breathe in, breathe out, in, out… A figure approached from the nearby avenue. Was that Joe?

Black suit, sunglasses out of season, chiselled cheekbones – yep. He walked over, took off the glasses and his mouth slightly upturned.

‘Don’t tell me – you just happened to be in the area,’ I said.

‘Didn’t hear from you last night, after you staked out that meeting. I texted,’ he said, ignoring my friendly sarcasm.

‘Oh… Um, soz… I was shattered by the time I got in – then overslept this morning. I haven’t even looked at my phone.’

Which was just as well – imagine trying to describe last night’s antics in text. Instead I updated Joe in the old-fashioned way, by using spoken words to inform him about the meeting, me going there, the chase… No muscle moved on his face – not even when I mentioned the trampoline and kennel.

‘Good work, Agent G. Your actions showed quick-thinking – although next time, make note-taking less obvious and keep us informed of all your movements. So, you think revolvers are definitely part of this plan?’

‘No doubt about it.’

‘Anything else I should know?’

‘No. Like I said, all I could pick out was the words for war and MiddleWin Mort and one guy talked about “The Mob”. At the very least, those people chasing me proves something dodgy is afoot. I’ll check Monique’s emails again, when I get home tonight.’

 Joe thought for a moment. ‘After everything you’ve said, the investigation will need to be stepped up to another level. From now on, I’ll be more involved. So will Agent John Smith…’ Joe took out his phone and texted for a few seconds. He looked back up. ‘This Blade… What do you make of him? Is he a close friend of Monique’s?’

I shrugged. ‘Guess so. Why?’

‘How much do you know about him?’

‘Like I told you briefly, in that text after my visit to the flea market, he won’t tell me his real name but I gave you his date of birth. As for anything else… He works in a music shop in St Denis… Dunno – when the conversation moves on to him, Blade can be a bit vague.’ I put my white skull cap back on. ‘But I guess that’s all about creating a bit of allure. These rockstars have to have some mystique about them. I mean, who wants to know that Elton John’s real name is Reginald Dwight? Anyway, I’m surprised you haven’t heart of his band, Black Bijou, seeing as you’re a heavy metal fan.’

Joe shrugged. ‘They must be very far from even the edge of mainstream.’

‘Or perhaps you don’t know them because they are French.’ For some reason I felt the need to defend Blade, and didn’t like anyone else apart from me implying they’d hardly had any success.

‘Agent G – I’ve travelled the world and learnt quite a lot about my favourite music. Grave Digger from Germany are good, as are Anthem from Japan and Falling in Reverse from the States… but Black Bijou?’ He shook his head. ‘Never heard of them.’

‘Well, Blade says they aren’t into social media, and that’s why I can’t find anything on the internet about them,’ I said airily. ‘Did you manage to discreetly run that photo of Blade I sent you through MI6’s facial recognition databank?’

‘Yep. Nothing. John’s persuaded a junior agent to discreetly check out all men, aged twenty-eight, born on the date you texted me – the twelfth of July. It’s a long job, but so far all of them are accounted for, either employed or registered unemployed in various parts of France.’

‘Apparently he lived in Britain for a while,’ I said. ‘His mum was English. That might help.’

Joe’s face relaxed. ‘Ah. Right. We’ll look into that.’

‘Honestly, he’s really nice! Today he’s taking me to the Eiffel Tower – then tomorrow, Cindy’s got tickets for Disneyland on our day off and I’m going to ask him along. In fact…’ I gave what I hoped to be a sweet, endearing smile. ‘Why don’t you make up the foursome? I’m sure Cindy wouldn’t object…’ Understatement of the year! Whilst she wasn’t looking for a long-term guy, if anyone appreciated hot totty, it was her. ‘I’m sure you can manage just one day off.’

‘I don’t know…’

‘What’s the matter?’ I said. ‘Afraid of enjoying yourself?’

Like some genie out of a bottle, John suddenly appeared by Joe’s side.

‘Us agents fear nothing – especially the company of women,’ he said, as usual making my flesh crawl. He grasped my hand in his sweaty palm. ‘Nice ring, you’ve got there. Cute design.’

I gave him a small smile and pulled my fingers away. ‘Thanks. It came from the flea market.’ I loved the mood ring Blade bought me. Shame I would have to take it off before I got to grips with the trout.

‘Some of those stallholders make a mint selling fake platinum and gold necklaces,’ he said.

‘Okay,’ said Joe, ignoring our jewellery chat. ‘I’ll visit Disney.’

‘Brill! But please don’t wear that bloomin’ black suit, otherwise you’ll be mistaken for one of the park’s managers. Maybe I should take you shopping.’

Joe rolled his eyes. ‘Just text me the details – and good work so far. As I expected, you are proving yourself to be dedicated and determined.’

And before I could get all gooey at the compliment, the two men were gone. A smile crossed my face. Good old Joe had succeeded in perking up my deflated balloon of self-esteem.

I headed towards the back door and just as I got there, heard a horribly familiar tinkling laugh. Moments later The Terrorist appeared on the step, clutching a cigarette and lighter.

‘Monique,’ I said in a tight voice.

‘Gemma,’ she said and lit her fag. For a few moments, she stood puffing, without a single word being exchanged between us.

I tried not to look at the appealing sprinkling of freckles across her nose – or the fine hair lifted by the breeze and her classy, stylish dress flowing out from beneath her coat.

After a particularly long drag of nicotine, she caught my eye.

‘Look, Gemma, about Edward moving in… Can I just say, I never meant to encourage your break-up. He actually believes that you and I could be good friends. Edward and I had quite a chat yesterday afternoon, during our charming boat trip down the Seine. And last night when I got back from a… a meeting.’ A smile crossed her face. ‘Edward is so well-informed when it comes to politics and the arts. After discussing his personal situation, we sat up chatting about all sorts, until the early hours.’

Oh… my … God – could you get any more devious. She was pretending to make up with me, just so that she could score Brownie points with Edward.

‘I think we both know that’s exactly what you intended,’ I said, managing to resist the urge to curl my fingers around her throat. Instead, I merely smiled. In any case, I was Agent G and this was the perfect opportunity to calmly pump her for information. ‘None of that matters now, anyway,’ I said in a bright voice. ‘Clearly Edward is moving forward with his life – so am I. What’s done is done.’

‘Oh… Um…bon. But surely…’

‘And I’d rather not talk about it,’ I said, with an air of finality. Really? I mean really, she expected me to listen whilst she tried to justify her dishonest drivel about never meaning to snatch my boyfriend?

She stared at me for a moment before looking around as if seeking inspiration for what we could talk about. We had as much common ground as a fishing hook and JC’s trout.

‘Did Pierre tell you a politician from England is eating at Chez Dubois tonight?’ she said. ‘He represents your Green Party…’

I shrugged.

‘They support republicanism – like ze French…’ Monique shook her head. ‘Especially in these hard times, I could not bear to let a single one of my tax payments support a wealthy, royal family.’

I noted the disapproval on her face – but then lots of people, like Hugo, thought little of monarchies. See how logical I’m becoming? My mission is teaching me all about the importance of evidence before accusations.

‘The royals have always proved to be a crucial presence during wars,’ I said, digging into my memory for one of Auntie Jan’s favourite arguments. ‘They boost morale. Plus, today the family attracts tourism.’

Monique sucked on her fag. ‘Hanging used to be effective as well – doesn’t mean we should support it nowadays… Times change.’ She flicked her cigarette butt on the floor and it narrowly missed a worm.

‘Careful!’ I said. ‘You almost burnt off that poor thing’s head (or was that its bum?).’ I carried the worm over to a safe patch of turf.

Monique shook her head. ‘It is an insect. That is all.’

‘That’s where you are wrong. Worms are annelids, actually,’ I said airily, a flash of my Biology GCSE popping into my head. But then I cringed. Also popping up was an image of my brothers doing unspeakable things to insects… Lives, however little, had always been important to me. Dad said I got that from Mum and often recounted stories of her nursing injured hedgehogs and birds.

‘You English worry too much about such things,’ said Monique. ‘Even Edward – last night he grabbed a wooden spoon from my hand, just as I was about to kill a spider.’

Hmm. Monique was definitely hardnosed.

‘They had brooches in the shape of spiders at the flea market I visited with Blade,’ I said and shuddered. ‘Such a cosmopolitan place… People of all nationalities milled around… I guess you have friends in Paris from all corners of the earth?’

I tried to look casual, as she nodded. Well, I needed to know where her pals – or comrades from last night – came from. I’d done my research about terrorists and it would be cause for concern, if her friends were Muslim, Irish, Russian, Tamil, Maoist, Palestinian, from Catalan or… I sighed. Okay, let’s face it. Knowing their nationality wouldn’t help at all, there was probably a long list of countries with reasons for wanting to harm England. But somehow I had to find out more about last night.

‘So… Um…Your, um, life must be really busy if you are out having meetings on a Sunday night.’

‘Oh… Oui…’ Her cheeks flushed. ‘It is to do with a… an artistic project I am managing…’ She sighed. ‘It is just as well my next big acting job isn’t for quite a while. I have so much to sort out… many problems… and have even had to pull out of accompanying Edward to Versailles tomorrow. Although I doubt he’s bothered… As I’m sure you know, Edward can be a single-minded man.’ Monique smiled. ‘I can just imagine him as an intrepid explorer, rucksack bulging, camera at the ready, totally focused on the day ahead…’

Mmm, me too. Edward would make a great aristocratic version of Bear Grylls. His strong build and English stiff upper lip would help him survive on the wildest island in the world. I could easily picture him in a wet shirt, wrestling with crocodiles, arms flexing as he lifted branches to construct a den for the protection of everyone else he was with…

‘So this project of yours isn’t going well?’ I asked, forcing myself to banish this very appealing image of Edward from my mind. My stomach scrunched as I hoped her answer would reveal important information.

She shrugged. ‘It could be better. I need to get more people on board, to help…’ She stared into the distance for a moment. ‘Although at this late stage I will need to pick the most resilient and trustworthy to cope with ze training… In fact, I am expecting a call about that any minute…’ She mumbled, as if having forgotten I was around.

‘What about me?’ I said sweetly. ‘Can I help?’

‘What?’ Monique focused on me and shook herself. ‘Um, merci – but I need… specialised input.’

As if on cue, her phone rang and whilst she answered it, I pretended to look busy texting into my phone.

‘Oui.Samedi…deuxième mars…’ I heard her mutter into the phone. ‘Football…St Denis…Kate… William… A la fin revolver… en secret.’

The backyard spun for a moment. And there we had it – in the space of one sentence, clearer than ever before, all the evidence needed to confirm that Monique was masterminding an attack on the royals, a week on Saturday, during the football match at St Denis.


Chapter 19

Blimey. Blade was right – that was the most impressive erection I’d ever seen. I was glad he’d insisted on showing me. I longed to run my fingers up and down its length and leant forward… Ooh, such hardness, such strength…

Which was just as well,if we were going to travel to its top – Blade told me before we arrived that at three hundred and twenty-four metres tall, the Eiffel Tower was even more awe-inspiring close up. Its metal felt cold and smooth and I ran my hand up and down it a few more times, studying the tower’s four giant feet, whilst Blade bought the tickets. We’d agreed I’d pay for us to have something to eat out afterwards – I explained that in English that was called going Dutch.

I gazed around. This really was – as Abbey would say – a “quite charming” part of Paris, with extensive green lawns and benches, surrounded by pretty avenues lined by trees; the perfect setting for such a famous building.

As Blade left the ticket kiosk and headed back to me, several people shot him a strange look. His striking appearance stood out more here than in bohemian Porte de Clignancourt and I loved how he cared not a jot.

In a way it reminded me of the surly Edward I’d first got to know last autumn, before he and I hit it off – stubborn, strong-minded, yet underneath it all, a big heart. My eyes tingled and I couldn’t help thinking that it should have been me and Edward visiting this landmark.

‘Let’s go, pucette,’ he said. ‘Prepare to be astounded. You have nothing like this in London.’

Snootily I raised an eyebrow and linked my arm into his. ‘Actually we do – it’s called the Gherkin.’

‘The what?’

‘That’s, um, a really tall building shaped like a cornichon.’

Think it unlikely I’d know the French word for a gherkin? Nah, I love McDonalds so of course, one of the first things I checked out, once in Paris, was my favourite burger bar’s menu and they always stick slices of that green pickle in their burgers.

We made our way to one of the lifts, along with a group of secondary school children from London. They were on a trip to commemorate the First World War and I heard the teacher telling another tourist that they’d already visited the River Somme, where the famous battle had taken place.

‘It’s your last chance – would you prefer to walk to the top?’ said Blade as we showed our tickets.

‘No! That, um, would be a waste of money, now that you’ve paid for the lift,’ I said and pulled my ponytail tighter.

‘How money-conscious of you,’ said Blade, eyes twinkling. ‘Your decision has, of course, nothing to do with avoiding the seven hundred and four steps up?’

I giggled. ‘Are you implying I’m lazy?’

Edward would have insisted we go on foot, to get a real sense of the building… I wondered if Monique had brought him here yet. With a small sigh, I entered the lift. Blade followed, brow furrowed.

‘Everything all right?’ he said. ‘You aren’t scared of heights?’

I shook my head and forced a big smile. No point being maudlin. Here I was… in Paris… At the Eiffel Tower. With a cool guy who was great company… What more could a girl want?

A lump formed in my throat as I watched a young couple near us kiss. Blade caught my eye, bent down and I felt his warm lips on my cheek.

‘What was that for?’ I said, my stomach glowing hot.

‘You miss Edward – it is understandable. A few days will not undo feelings created over half a year.’

We stared at each other and… Oh, um, gosh… I felt a sudden urge to kiss him back, on the mouth.

‘I know what a painful break-up is like,’ he said, as the lift doors closed and people around us chatted excitedly in French, German and another language I didn’t recognise.

‘Were you together a long time?’ I asked, telling myself off for feeling a titchy jab of jealousy. I mean, for goodness’ sake, why did the image of Blade with another woman make my voice sound just a little too bright?

‘It seemed like forever,’ he murmured. ‘In a good way.’ He looked down at me and smiled. ‘Merde, one is morose today! Come on, pucette – let us agree to speak no more today of broken dreams and hearts.’ He ran a finger down my cheek and my body relaxed as if I’d just drunk a fine glass of wine.

‘Okay, my old cockroach,’ I mumbled and a lady nearby shot me a strange look. A bubble of laughter rose in my chest and I sucked in my cheeks, glaring at Blade as a warning not to say anything back or I’d explode.

After what seemed like a century of suppressing laughter, we arrived at the second floor and we got out. I breathed in a sobering gust of Parisian air.

‘There’s a buffet and shops on this second floor,’ said Blade but I kept my head down, determined not to get even a glimpse of the skyline until we were right at the top of the tower. Blade led me over to the final lift and we completed the final part of the ascent. Made it sound like an Everest expedition, didn’t I? But believe me, it was no mean feat squeezing between hordes of people and squashing into that final lift, without having to wait for hours.

Finally we reached the top and Blade grinned at me like Santa on Christmas morning, as we stepped out into the open air area. Some people headed to see a room set up as a replica of the office belonging to the tower’s designer, Gustave Eiffel. Others gazed across Paris from the area protected by a roof, and studied the panoramic maps, trying to avoid the spit-spotting rain. But despite the dark clouds that had now gathered, I wanted to feel the wind in my hair, wanted to hear the distant hooting of car horns and imagine how it must have felt to build this awesome building. Finally I gazed across the City of Light. Wow.

Blade zipped up his black leather coat. ‘Impressive, non?’ he said. ‘The perfect viewpoint.’

Unable to utter a single word, I moved my head up and down. Although my mind screamed superlative words like mega amazin’, wicked, aweeeeeesome. I studied the horizon… I loved the higgeldy piggeldy clusters of beige and yellow buildings, topped with grey roofs. I pointed ahead, to the distance. ‘What’s that?’ I stared at a conspicuous group of skyscrapers, huddled together like a mini Manhattan, in the background. They had little in common with the historic architecture around them.

‘La Défense,’ said Blade and blew on his hands. ‘Business towers built to look super-modern.’

There were various viewpoints and I wasn’t happy until I’d spotted the Arc de Triomphe, the Louvre, Notre Dame and the Seine river… However, the most beautiful sight, by far, was the Sacre-Coeur nestling on a distant hillside.

‘It looks so peaceful and majestic,’ I said in a soft voice. The church looked totally disconnected from the jumble of roofs, chimneys and aerials across the busy city. Its soft curves contrasted the straight edges of the other buildings. I screwed up my eyes but would have needed a mega powerful telescope to spot Montmartre and Chez Dubois.

‘I’m determined to take a series of shots, through a three hundred and sixty degree turn, so that I can frame them side by side back home, and have a truly panoramic shot of Paris,’ I rambled, fiddling with the zoom button on my mobile phone. I looked up. Blade stared at me.

‘What?’

‘Your enthusiasm… It is infectious,’ he said. ‘But all these photos, yet you miss the most beautiful shot.’

My brow furrowed. ‘What’s that?’

He took my phone and stretched out his arm to take a photo of me.

‘Oh… Um…’ I gave a goofish grin. It had been a cheesy line but somehow Blade carried it off. In his line of work, Blade must have dated loads of glamorous models and singers. My stomach twisted as I wondered if he’d ever dated her.

Blade gave back my phone and slipped an arm around my shoulders.

‘Just trying to keep warm,’ he said, spiky black hair shifting in the wind. Even in my high heel ankle boots, he was way taller than me.

‘Fancy a glass of the expensive stuff? My treat?’ He jerked his head towards the nearby champagne bar. People stood outside, wrapped in beanies and scarves, sipping white or pink fizz.

I noticed a tear on Blade’s jacket – the scuffed toes of his boots. Money must be tight if you were in a band striving to gain a reputation.

I shivered. ‘How about that meal I promised you, instead, with a steaming cup of coffee?’

And with a deep sigh of pleasure I was sipping cappuccino, about an hour later, in a cosy café, not far from the tower. We’d ordered two Croque Monsieurs, (toasted sandwiches) and a side plate of chips to share.

‘Mmm,’ I closed my eyes as the melted cheese and ham squidged inside my mouth. They opened in response to a hearty chuckle.

‘Anyone would think you’d climbed to the top of the tower on foot,’ said Blade. ‘Didn’t you eat breakfast?’

Cheeks flushed, I gazed at my plate – Blade still had one half of his sandwich left. I’d just swallowed my last mouthful.

His hand grabbed mine and he squeezed my fingers. ‘It gives me enormous pleasure to dine with a woman who enjoys food.’

‘So, it’s true, what they say about French women – small plates and perfect thighs?’

‘Perfection is overrated,’ he said, eyes shining. ‘Unless we’re talking about me.’

‘Listen to you!’ I said and we both laughed. I popped a chip into my mouth. ‘Although your whole image looks carefully thought out. That eyeliner must take you ages to apply each morning.’

Blade squirmed. ‘Not after all these years.’

‘Do you remove it at night?’

He raised a mischievous eyebrow. ‘Would you like to find out?’

‘In your dreams!’ Vigorously I stirred my coffee, ignoring the naughty voice in my head that whispered “perhaps, one day”. ‘I meant to ask – when do you next tour? One of my friends is into heavy metal – I bet he’d love to see you live. He hasn’t heard of Black Bijou.’

‘Most people haven’t,’ said Blade and wiped his mouth with a napkin. ‘Glam heavy metal is quite specialised. You’d have to be a real fan to…’

‘He’s a massive fan,’ I said.

Blade squared his shoulders. ‘Is this friend from England?’

I nodded.

‘Ah, well, that’s probably why.’

‘No – Joe travels the world and knows of heavy metal bands in Japan, Germany… Not that I’m saying Black Bijou isn’t… I mean…’ Uh oh. Hope I hadn’t offended him.

‘Sounds like you discussed me at length,’ said Blade. ‘I should be flattered.’

I forced a laugh. ‘Not really… Joe, he’s… um, always been a bit protective of me – especially when it comes to men.’

You know when a dog sees a cat and its hackles rise? That’s exactly what Blade did.

‘Have you known him long?’

‘Um… yes,’ I said, hating having to lie to my brill new friend. ‘Haven’t seen him for ages though – it’s quite a coincidence that his job has brought him to France.’

‘And what does this Joe do?’

Blimey… Blade sounded well jel.

Eek. I hadn’t thought about Joe’s occupation. ‘He’s an international spy,’ I said, on automatic. Shit – mouth truly in gear before brain. ‘Ha, ha, yes, I’m helping him with a mission, I’m like one of those James Bond girls with sexy names, you know like Miss Plenty O’Toole in Diamonds Are Forever. My real name is… Vajazzle WithGems.’

‘Vajazzle?’ His lips twitched.

‘Er, never mind…’

I’d explained to Edward once that to vajazzle meant sticking plastic gemstones on your private bits. His eyes had nearly popped out of his head.

‘What does Joe really do?’ said Blade.

 I gazed around the bar for inspiration and saw a poster for a keep-fit class. ‘He’s a personal trainer…’ Yeah, that would work. ‘… to the stars. He works on film sets and TV shows and in famous peoples’ homes. I haven’t seen him, ooh, for about a year.’ Better mention that in case, back at the restaurant, Cindy chatted about him to Edward, who might wonder why he’d never heard me talk of him and raise suspicions in front of Blade. ‘Joe’s, um, friends with one of my brothers. They met at the gym years ago,’ I said. ‘In fact…’ Ah ha! I saw a great opportunity for persuading Blade to come to Disney with me tomorrow. ‘…Joe is visiting the Disney park with me and Cindy, the American chef from Chez Dubois. Why don’t you join us, so that he can learn all about your group? Cindy got four cheap tickets off Ebay.’

‘Count me in,’ said Blade, with a flash of his eyes, chest puffed out.

My heart squeezed. Blade’s male pride – it wasn’t necessary. ‘You know, whether he’s heard of your band or not, you’re one hell of a rockstar to me.’

Those inky eyes stared right through me and a popping candy sensation fizzed in my stomach. I’d only ever felt that before with… I mean Edward and me were a one-off right? Surely I’d never feel that again.

Yet I couldn’t drag my eyes away from Blade and – slight adrenaline rush – I leant forward as he did the same. He smelt good – clean… fresh… but not clinical, oh no, and with just a hint of … sex.

My heart pounded until our faces neared each other. Oh God. Much longer and my fingers would lose themselves in his hair. His breath warmed my cheek as we leant nearer still, until only a few millimetres of air separated our lips.


Chapter 20

I loved Blade. Couldn’t put it more simply than that. He was the slice of lemon to my ice; the burger to my bun. He was the rouge to my foundation, the… charger to my phone, the … You get the picture. Me smitten? After that kiss yesterday? Yes.

Or rather the kiss that wasn’t. That’s why I’d become mega fond of him. He was an ace, top mate. You see, at exactly the same time we both pulled away, nanoseconds before our lips would have met. And the best bit was the lack of awkwardness, afterwards. We just looked at each other, shook our heads and agreed any love stuff would be a mistake.

In fact… Aw, Blade was so cute, he swore (“merde” being his expletive of choice), apologised, and said he’d had no intention of taking advantage of a vulnerable situation – namely me still finding my feet, emotionally, after my break-up with Edward.

It was kind of how Edward would have reacted, to be honest, and for a few seconds just made the whole thing feel worse. Until Blade, in his sexy French accent, said that one smile from me equalled the screams of a thousand fans. I cheered up and half-heartedly told him not to be soft.

I glanced at my watch. It was five minutes to ten. Joe, Cindy and Blade would be meeting me here, just outside the Disney ticket booths, at ten. I’d texted Joe last night and informed him that his cover would be that of a personal trainer, who’d been my friend for years. Joe knew everything about me, having read my file, so I just needed to know some stuff about him. Therefore he rang and his voice warmed as he talked about a supposed younger sister. Plus he sound genuinely keen as he raved about sci-fi movies and American baseball. Was that the real Joe or just stuff he’d made up for his new profile?

I’d also texted Edward last night, to wish him a good time today, at Versailles, on our day off. I could practically feel his excitement through the phone, as he texted back, saying how he reckoned it was going to lead to a “splendid” article for the Applebridge Chronicle. Edward even added a smiley face to the end of his message. Perhaps, for the first time in history, I’d acquired an Ex with whom I could remain friends.

‘Ooh, look at you, handsome,’ I said as Joe turned up in a maple syrup coloured jacket, to match his eyes, beige chinos and brown shoes. I tutted loudly, took off his sunglasses and put them in my leopard-print handbag.

‘Hey!’ Joe glared.

‘Sunglasses are highly anti-social,’ I said, airily. ‘And you’re just plain Joe today, so I can treat you how I like.’

‘Nice jacket, Gemma,’ he said, instead of Agent G. I glanced down at the saffron suede coat I’d picked up secondhand from the market at Porte de Clignancourt.

‘Thanks. Shame it isn’t bullet-proof, but I don’t think Monique and her cronies are in Disneyland today.’

‘Anything in her emails last night?’ he asked.

‘She sent a message out to a number of people about meeting up at the “usual place” today to “discuss the recent threat to their goal”. The initials “MWM” were in the subject line.’

‘We should have skipped today’s frivolity and tracked her,’ said Joe. ‘What time is her meeting? I’ll tell Agent John Smith to get on the case.’

‘Totally agree. The mission comes first,’ I said. ‘But there’s no point.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because she then cancelled – said she’d foolishly panicked and that something else had come up and she couldn’t meet today anyway; said everything was under control and that the most important thing was to get together this Saturday night to consolidate plans exactly one week before the “great undertaking”. She asked for word to be passed around that every member of “the mob” to be there, no excuses. The address she gave is near the Hôtel de Ville Mètro station.’

‘Not far from the Pompidou Centre, then.’

‘The meeting takes place at nine.’

‘Who’s meeting where at nine and can I come?’ drawled a voice. Cindy appeared at my side. Her peroxide hair hung loosely curled. Her ladybird red painted lips curved into a smile. She was wearing leggings, knee-high boots and a hooded turquoise Disney jacket with a picture of Pluto on the back.

‘None of your business and no, you can’t,’ said Joe and smiled.

‘Honey, how refreshing to meet a straight-talking man, just like my pops. There ain’t much a man in a Stetson won’t tell you.’ She held out her hand. ‘Howdy – Cindy’s the name – having fun’s the game.’

He gave a little bow. ‘Pleasure to meet you. I’m Joe.’

Cindy glanced sideway at me and winked. ‘I hear you’re a personal trainer – may I?’ She stepped forward and squeezed his arm. ‘Impressive!’

At that moment Blade appeared from the underground exit – he wasn’t easy to miss, with his distinctive height, hair, and clothes. He headed towards us and shook his head as Cindy squeezed Joe’s other bicep.

‘Zut alors, I hope you aren’t going to treat me in such a sexist manner,’ he said and gave a teasing smile.

‘No offence, sugar, but nothing could match up to what I’ve got between my fingers right here….’

Joe smirked at Blade who muttered something about the stuff in between people’s ears being more important. Oh dear. His male pride was clearly still bruised from yesterday’s slip, when I told him that heavy metal fan Joe had no idea who he was.

Introductions made, we headed towards one of the many queues and eventually had our tickets checked at an entrance booth. My heart leapt as Disney music wafted across from Main Street.

‘Is this your first time here?’ I asked Blade.

He shook his head. ‘I came once before – but don’t think I made the most of it then.’

‘You a Disney virgin?’ said Cindy to Joe.

‘Nope. Been to all the Disney parks.’

‘Even in Tokyo?’ she asked.

He nodded. ‘I travel a lot. And these places – kind of remind me of Star Trek conventions. I’m a fan.’

Her jaw dropped. ‘I’m a Trekkie too!’

‘You’ve never talked about that, Cindy!’ I said, now remembering the Star Trek T-shirt she’d worn on our first trip to Disneyland with Edward, when I’d just thought she was a general movie buff.

Her cheeks flushed. ‘Dang, because if you declare love for Star Trek, most people write you off as some geek.’

Joe and Cindy both looked daggers at me.

I shrugged. ‘Not me, I’m an out and out Twihard, loved the vampires in Twilight –still do, always will – so I know what it’s like when people take the mickey. My brothers drew huge fangs and devil tails on all my posters of Robert Pattinson.’

Cindy turned her attention to Joe again. ‘Original series or modern?’

‘Original.’

‘Me too! Favourite episode? Mine is “Tomorrow is Yesterday”, the first ever time-travel episode where they end up…’

‘… on 1960s earth?’ Joe nodded. ‘Agreed – great episode. But the best is “Errand of Mercy” where, for the first time, we meet the…’

‘Klingons and Kor.’ Cindy’s eyes shone. ‘So, are you team Captain Kirk or Spock?’

‘Kirk every time.’

‘No! He’s far too much of a clichéd hero – the wise Vulcan sure ain’t as purtee with those pointy ears, but hell, he …’

And that was it. She linked her arm in his and they headed off chatting, towards Sleeping Beauty’s castle. I heard his deep laugh – a rare sound – and glanced up at Blade.

‘She seems to have taken a shine to Joe.’

He flexed his arms. ‘Perhaps I should work out more.’

I grinned. ‘Don’t you dare. Although I might need a strong pair of arms around me, if I agree to go on Space Mountain.’

‘So might I…’ he said and pulled a face.

I giggled. ‘Come on – let’s catch the others up. Cindy wanted some more photos of the dragon to put on Facebook.’

After which, we went on the Voyages de Pinocchio and the Snow White ride. All the to-ing and fro-ing between the different themed lands would have worn out a pedometer. Joe suggested we get organised and visit one land at a time, but Cindy was far too impulsive for that. Eventually we ended up at the dreaded Space Mountain.

As it turned out, neither Blade nor I put our arms around each other, as over-shoulder harnesses pinned us in our rollercoaster seats, side by side. We had queued for half an hour outside the gold and turquoise building in Discoveryland, right next to a pool with a submarine in. In the queue, Blade couldn’t stop fiddling with his skull jewellery.

‘Nothing to be afraid of, mate,’ said Joe as Blade moved from one foot to the other.

‘Don’t need to tell me that, mon ami,’ said Blade with a tight smile. ‘Singing in front of hundreds of screaming fans prepares you for anything.’

‘Ah yes… Black Bijou – can’t say I’ve heard of them,’ said Joe as the four of us neared the front of the queue. I could now see the rollercoasters whiz into their parking lots, and wide-eyed, wind-swept laughing passengers climb off.

Cindy chatted to some fellow Americans behind us, whilst the two men squared up.

‘How long has the band been together?’ asked Joe.

‘A couple of years,’ said Blade. ‘We’ve been touring clubs in the south.’

‘Do you know Enfer Rouge? I saw them play in Marseilles last year. Brilliant.’

Blade shrugged. ‘We know a lot of bands.’

‘So who have been your heroes?’

‘Kiss are my all-time favourites from ze glam heavy metal world – although Judas Priest’s music is also fantastique… And, of course, I adore ze metal greats Def Leppard, Whitesnake, Deep Purple and Black Sabbath.’

‘Blade met up with Ozzy Osbourne only a few nights ago,’ I said.

‘Really?’ Joe’s eyes narrowed. ‘A small-town band like yours has done well to make such famous connections in the rock world.’

Fortunately, at that point, we’d reached the front and were directed into our seats. The over-shoulder harnesses came down and our rollercoaster whooshed upwards, along the tube which ran on the outside of the building. Then voom! Into the darkness.

Blade placed his hands on his head. ‘See, nothing to fear,’ he said loudly, although his voice wobbled. As we ducked and dived, squinting at flashing lights, Blade never once flinched.

Cindy and Joe hollered and laughed loudly behind us. I screamed. Still, Blade was deadly silent. As we got off, Blade stumbled into me. His hair looked a mess and he gagged as if he was going to be sick. Quickly the two of us headed outside. After a few breaths of fresh air, Blade shot me a smile.

‘Feeling better?’ I whispered.

‘Never better, pucette,’ he said, just as the other two caught us up.

Joe slapped him on the back. ‘Thought a tough heavy metal singer would have felt right at home with all those flashing lights and screams.’

‘Um, come on, let’s get a bite to eat,’ I said and took Joe by the elbow. ‘Blade, which restaurant did you want to try?’

‘A friend recommended the Silver Spur Steakhouse, near Thunder Mountain – apparently they do an exquisite Cactus Sauce and sweetcorn soup – something a little bit different.’

‘Let’s go!’ I said brightly, and steered Joe through the chatting crowds, out of Discoveryland.

‘Look, give Blade a break,’ I said to Joe, after a few minutes, as we passed through the Central Plaza and over into Frontierland. ‘Why have you got it in for him?’

‘Don’t trust him. I made up that French rock band, Enfer Rouge. He seems vague about his career. I’ve just got a bad gut feeling about him. Call it my MIsixth sense.’

‘Ha, ha.’ I shook my head. ‘Blade can’t be expected to know about every single heavy metal band in the world…’

Mmm, for a moment the yummy woodsmoke smells and the sight of Frontierland’s Mississippi steamboat, distracted me.

‘Honestly, once his birthdate checks out in England, revealing his real name, you’re going to feel like a right prat,’ I continued. ‘Blade’s turning out to be a wicked friend.’

Joe sighed. ‘Have I taught you nothing? This mission isn’t about making friends. You have a job to do. Suspect everyone until you have concrete proof that they are not a criminal, terrorist or spy.’

I pursed my lips together. Joe needed to chill out. My gut instincts were as good as his. Blade had a sincere heart, anyone could see that.

‘What are you two muttering about?’ said Cindy, as we came to the Steakhouse. ‘And Gemma, how come you know so many sexy guys?’ she whispered into my ear. ‘That Blade’s hotter than Hades – even if he is as jumpy as a spooked buffalo on rollercoaster rides.’

We grinned at each other and I turned around to Blade.

‘Having fun?’ I said. ‘Fancy Peter Pan’s Flight after lunch?’

‘And those spinning cups…’ His eyes twinkled. ‘Merde, and I thought my life was wild…’

We went inside and – wow – the restaurant was much bigger than I imagined, done out with mahogany furniture, warm colours and chandeliers… In a funny way, it reminded me of Chez Dubois, except it lacked the glossy ferns and Hugo’s glare. Also, the female staff wore old-style civil war American dress and looked like they belonged on the set of Little House on the Prairie. We ordered our food and the drinks arrived – Blade had a beer and smirked as Joe sipped his coke. Cindy admired the bright blue flowers on the table – said they looked just like her favourite Bluebonnet, the state flower of Texas which, unusually, started blooming now, the end of February.

I opened my handbag and took out the map of the park. We began to plan our afternoon, but were interrupted by a funny noise – like a suppressed squeal. One of the old pioneer-style dressed waitresses stared straight at Blade. She gabbled something at him in French – I picked out the words “Black Bijou” and “superbe”.

When he nodded she turned bright red and clapped her hands, then asked him to wait just one minute and disappeared. We raised our eyebrows at Blade and he just shrugged airily, shooting a decidedly smug look Joe’s way. Before I could quiz him, the waitress returned and shoved some kind of music magazine under Blade’s nose, with a biro. Oh my God! There was a photo of him, next to an interview. He signed it and gave the girl back her pen.

Joe reached out to look at the magazine and quickly flicked through. Blade shot him a dirty look and who could blame him? What would it take for the agent to believe that Blade was a heavy metal star, through and through?

‘You’ve made her day!’ I said, after the girl left.

‘Something of a rock god, aren’t you,’ Cindy said and winked.

Joe kept quiet and downed the rest of his coke. In fact, he didn’t speak much for the rest of the day – although he couldn’t help belly-laughing when Cindy dragged him over to Buzz Lightyear for a photo.

Whereas Blade relaxed more and insisted on doing the Star Tours ride two times. We fitted in the Mad Hatter’s Tea Cups, Phantom Manor – and, of course, It’s a Small World. As we headed for the exit, all of us hummed the last ride’s annoyingly addictive tune. Blade joked how he might try to incorporate it into a song he was presently writing and Joe gave a sarcastic snort.

Then we said our goodbyes… Well, Joe and I made some excuse about going for a coffee to catch up. We kissed Blade and Cindy and waved them off. I pulled Joe over to a nearby bench and, back to Secret Service mode, we discussed the mob’s meeting on Saturday night. Although every now and then, Joe stared at a Tarzan keyring in his hands. Cindy had insisted on buying it for him because she said Joe reminded her of the hunky cartoon character.

I almost chuckled out loud. What a pairing that would be – impulsive, fun-loving Cindy and serious Joe. I mean just because they both loved Star Trek… And keeping fit… Just because both had declared a serious relationship would never suit their career…

Oh my God! In my mind I did one of my palm-slaps against my forehead. Why hadn’t I thought of this before? Joe and Cindy were the perfect couple! Neither wanted a clingy partner. Both travelled the world. Plus the fancy-factor was definitely there – she couldn’t keep her hands off his biceps and I’d seen how his eyes shone when they talked together.

That was it –I now had two missions to complete: in just over one week I had to save the royal couple and get Cindy and Joe together!


Chapter 21

Oh God. What sick torture – pulling my insides out. Along the top of my skin ran my intestines, all gooey and red. My kidneys lay on my stomach like a couple of squashed lovehearts. Veins rested on the topside of my leg, pulsating as they pumped my blood…

No. I hadn’t been caught by Monique’s gang, who’d worked out I was investigating them and were hoping to get me to talk. It was Friday morning, before my afternoon shift at Chez Dubois, and I was meeting Agent John Smith at the Pompidou Centre, so that we could reconnoitre the Saturday night address that Monique had emailed several people about. I remembered Edward talking about the Pompidou Centre once – apparently it was built to look inside out. I stood in the huge plaza, opposite it. The architects had done a good job. Pipes, no doubt for electricity and plumbing, in white, blue, green and yellow, ran all over its outside. The building looked more like an industrial factory, than a well-respected centre of art and culture. In awe I admired its glass exterior, and the external escalator taking people up to the sixth floor.

 That’s why I was imagining what I’d look like with all my gory plumbing displayed on the outside of my body. Not a pretty sight, although it would be interesting to see exactly where all those cakes I ate had laid down fat. I gave a wry smile as I thought of the time I was complaining to Edward about my muffin top. He’d thrown me onto the sofa in the parlour, hiked up my jumper and blown raspberry kisses into my belly. How my shrieks and his laughter had resounded through Applebridge Hall. Kathleen the cook come to my help and said afterwards that she’d never heard Edward guffaw like that.

 The estate manager, Mr Thompson, had hurtled in too, with his hunting gun. Later that day, over an evening whiskey, he’d muttered that the scene in the parlour was reminiscent of Edward as a small child. A man of few words, Mr Thompson gruffly said that it was good to see me showing Edward that adults too, could have fun. The irony was, after all of Lady C’s training to be modest, that it was me who’d been more embarrassed about people witnessing the incident, and not once-straightlaced Edward.

 I yawned. Last night I’d bought tickets for me and Blade to go to a rock concert. Just some unknown group, performing for students, but what a laugh – my ears were still ringing from bass-heavy tunes. As for my investigations, nothing much had moved forward on Wednesday and Thursday – I’d worked as usual and found no more incriminating emails in Monique’s inbox. Wow. The charity match was only one week away. Edward and I were three quarters through our stay. How I would miss Paris’ exciting, romantic atmosphere.

I yawned again as smarmy John Smith approached, and took a deep breath. Hopefully us checking out the address wouldn’t take too long. Somehow John managed to make his regimental black suit look stylish, unlike Joe who wore it like a uniform. But then John did always wear fancy cufflinks and expensive-looking ties. Perhaps I should have worn something smarter than my usual jeans and duffle coat. Although I’d twisted my hair into a bun and resisted the urge to wear my favourite fuchsia pink lip gloss. After all, I was on serious business.

‘Good day, Agent G…’ John ran his hand up and down my arm. Urgh! As usual, a sensation ran across my spine, which sent my brain the message “perv-alert”.

‘Hi. I Googled the address. Follow me,’ I said.

We curved around a posse of street dancers. Large groups of tourist encircled several entertainers. Two mime artists attracted a lot of attention – they were completely white-washed and looked like something by sculptor Rodin – back in Applebridge, Edward had showed me a book containing photos of his work. Nearby a man, dressed in a harlequin jumpsuit and red wig, cycled on a penny farthing whilst juggling. The plaza reminded me of a trip I’d once made to Covent Garden – although on a much grander scale, I thought, as we passed groups of schoolchildren with clipboards.

‘It’s right down this road,’ I said as we made a turn and passed an Italian restaurant. A whiff of garlic caught my attention and I gave a loud sniff. Hmm, all of a sudden breakfast and my chocolate pastry from The Golden Croissant seemed like a long time ago. John grinned.

‘How about I buy you lunch at that place, afterwards?’ He winked. ‘On expenses, of course – I believe in making the most of all possible perks.’

‘Um, thanks very much, but I couldn’t – you see work starts at three and…’

‘There you go! Plenty of time. I insist.’

My heart sank. So much for my shopping spree – but I guessed the occasional lunch with a fellow spy was all part of my remit. John continued to chat about perks, as we made our way past apartment blocks and random shops like a shoe repair place and beauty salon.

‘I’m all for taking advantage of any opportunity that arises,’ said John. ‘You should see the suits I’ve claimed for over the years – all Italian cut. Dear me, it’s a mystery, how I get through so many clothes on each mission,’ he said, innocently, ‘but what’s a man to do if a sleeve or trouser leg gets accidentally torn when wrestling some villain, or falling over whilst on the chase.’ He grinned. ‘Being creative with the truth is a useful tool. Like when I’m adamant I can’t schmooze suspects, for information, without buttering them up first in a five star restaurant.’ He shook his head. ‘Joe misses a lot of these tricks. Last year we had a case in Monaco and I suggested we spent an afternoon in the casinos, to supposedly keep an eye on our target.’ John sneered. ‘Joe was having none of it, of course, and just muttered something about tax-payers money not being meant for fruit machines.’

‘But isn’t honesty an essential quality for a secret agent?’ I said.

John shot me the strangest look. ‘As it happens I’d like to talk to you about that, over lunch…’

‘Really? Why?’

But he held up his hand. We’d arrived at the address. Ah ha. The building was a dance studios.

Hmm, clever. It made sense for Monique to meet somewhere like that. No one would suspect a well-known ballerina for booking one of the large rooms. She could pretend to teach her partners in crime the moves for Swan Lake, whilst they actually went through their evil anti-royal plan.

I pushed open the door and we headed for the reception. Classical music came out of a room upstairs. The walls were dingy and everywhere looked like it could do with a lick of paint. At the simple desk ahead, stood a very slim woman in leggings and a loose, floral top. Her grey hair was scraped into a bun, like mine.

‘Bonjour,’ I said… ‘Um…Combien… To rent a studio…?’

The woman’s brow furrowed, so John proceeded to talk to her in his excellent French. I understood the first bit – he gave her some sleazy compliment about her top. A piano stopped playing upstairs, and eventually a group of students appeared, chatting and wiping their brows with towels. They came down the stairs by the side of reception and headed into a room behind.

I took a peek and saw a drinks machine, a load of sports holdalls on the floor and a ballet barre in the distance. It all looked kosher. There were no sticks of dynamite sticking out of bags, nor pistol-filled rucksacks.

I turned back to reception and took out my phone. Pretending it was broken, like that night at Chez Dubois, I held it up in the air and took a photo of the receptionist’s face. At that moment John said goodbye to her and turned around.

‘Let’s go,’ said John. We left the building and I put my mobile away.

‘Did she let anything interesting slip?’ I asked, as we walked back the way we’d come.

John shook his head. ‘She couldn’t be swayed to show us around – said they only rented out rooms to people they knew well. Well done, by the way, getting that photo…’ He glanced sideways at me. ‘Shows you’re focused. I can see why you were picked for this job.’

I cleared my throat, as an awkward silence hung in the air. Why was he complimenting me and what was this chat he wanted, at lunch, all about?

‘I started off by asking if they ever rented out rooms at night. She said only at the weekend – during the week, the school that owns this joint runs evening classes. In fact she did mention that tomorrow night one of the rooms was in use, even though cleaners were coming in to spruce the place up.’

It needs it, I thought, thinking back to those dingy walls.

‘But when she found out I’d no previous connection to the school, the shutters came down. Apparently they used to let the place out to all sorts, but it got trashed more than once.’ He fiddled with his left cufflink as we passed the shoe repair shop from earlier. ‘Of course, that information was useful. Tomorrow night you and Joe can dress up as cleaners. You’ll get in no problem.’ He pulled a face. ‘Glad I won’t be slumming it with you. Fortunately, I’ve a delicate mission to carry out, near the Champs-Elysées.’

Just as we finished discussing what Joe and I would wear, plus the equipment needed to look realistic, we reached the Italian restaurant, which was only just opening up for lunch. As we arrived, a little girl in a red coat, with high pigtails, scootered around the corner and leant too far to the left. She fell down and with a thud, landed on her side.

 Seconds behind her, a worried mother appeared, but by then, John had already helped the girl to her feet and lifted the scooter, so that she could board it again. Profusely, the mother thanked him.

‘That’s the only regret I have about this job,’ he said. ‘Don’t get to spend enough time with my nephew, back in Nottingham.’

I glanced at him. Okay, so John wasn’t totally evil but I still didn’t like him.

Reluctantly, I followed him inside. The head waiter gave us a knowing glance and found a discreet table in the corner and brought over a red rose in a vase. Ick! He obviously thought we were lovebirds. Just the thought of John’s curious hands… I shuddered. He asked for champagne and two plates of an expensive lobster pasta dish – clearly taking advantage of the MI6’s expenses system again.

‘Hope you don’t mind me ordering,’ he said, ‘but I’ve eaten this dish before, in an exquisite hotel in Rome. You really must try it.’ The champagne arrived and the waiter filled two glasses. John took a sip and then leant back in his chair. ‘In fact it’s the speciality of my local Italian restaurant near my condo in Orangedog, in the States…’

‘Orangedog?’

John shrugged. ‘Yeah, weird name isn’t it? Nice place – well, the half I live in, is. The other district is full of dubious sorts who’d steal from their nearest and dearest, if it earned them a cent. I also own a villa in Barbados and a penthouse near the Thames…’ His eyes narrowed. ‘You could have that life too, if you made the right choices.’

‘What choices?’ I said, hoping we were moving on to what he wanted to talk to me about and could get this whole lunch over with.

His eyes shone. ‘You’re a bright girl, Gemma – can I call you that, seeing as this lunch isn’t business?’

‘I thought you lot always stayed on the job.’

A muscle in his cheek flinched. ‘Sounds to me like you’ve been spending too much time with dedicated Joe. Anyway as I was saying, you’re a bright girl and not bad looking – if you lost a stone or so you’d be an absolute stunner.’

My fists curled under the table – bloomin’ cheek! Yeah, and if John got a personality transplant he’d be just about passable.

‘I’ve got a proposal for you,’ he said. ‘How do you fancy living the MI6 lifestyle, without joining the agency? Trips abroad? Stays in topnotch hotels? Wearing the best clothes and jewellery – all the works?’

I shrugged. ‘A chef – that’s what I want to be. Money’s not everything.’

‘It is once you’re used to it and understand its power. Work with me for a few years and you’ll have enough money to buy your own restaurant.’

‘Doing what?’

John eyed me closely. ‘Your intelligence and pretty face… Those two qualities are immeasurably important in my business.’

‘You mean being an agent?’

John smirked. ‘Not exactly. I like good food… well-tailored clothes… expensive accessories. My… extra-curricular activities get me all those things. I could earn even more with a second-in-command – a woman like you who has assets I don’t.’ He ogled my chest.

‘So you see me as some sort of Bond girl, out to help James – like… like Aki, his Japanese guardian angel in You Only Live Twice?’

‘Ooh, hold that thought – or what about Ursula Andress. I get posted to a lot of hot locations. Mmm, just picturing you in a teeny bikini…’ He licked his lips.

I almost gagged. ‘Tell me more about these extra-curricular activities.’

His eyes crinkled. ‘Let’s just say… Sometimes if the opportunity arises, I might help myself to stuff and pass it on – for a price.’

‘You’re a thief?’

‘Ooh, that’s a harsh word. I’m… a business man – an innovative one, at that. In fact, I’ve become a victim of my own success and fear it won’t be long before I leave a trail… I need someone else at my side to detract attention from me – I’d become the mastermind in the background.’

I shuddered. Apart from the fact I’d never get involved in a highly illegal act, the thought of being ordered around by John made my nose wrinkle.

‘Sorry, John. That’s enough information. I’m not interested.’

‘Why? Because of what you said earlier, about honesty being important…?’ He guffawed. ‘Please. You spent two weeks last year fooling a whole family – a nation – that you were some aristocratic bird and now, several months later, you’re part of another charade. Yet you’ve suddenly found a conscience? Come off it, you’re as bent as the rest of us.’

‘Speak for yourself!’ I spluttered. ‘My intentions are always honourable.’

‘But you’re so good at carrying off another identity.’ His grey eyes flashed. ‘It’s a talent, being able to blag like that – bluff your way through situation after situation without losing your cool. It would be a shame to waste such a gift that could earn you some serious money by–’

‘Don’t tell me any more – I’ve given my answer.’

His grey eyes cooled back to slate. ‘Shame. That means I might have to implicate someone innocent, who isn’t in on my game.’

‘Like who?’ I said.

His lips narrowed into a line and he sipped his drink again. ‘Upstanding, unsuspecting, loyal-to-the-end Joe might be the perfect candidate. Did you know he almost blew a mission, back in the day, because he couldn’t see that the MI6 colleague he was assigned to was a double agent? They’d trained together – had history – and Joe had let that emotional baggage get in the way. I don’t know why MI6’s top dogs didn’t get rid of him then and there.’

Er, because he’s clearly loyal and dedicated, has integrity and is kind at heart – not a reckless monster like you, Agent Dick Head,

I smiled sweetly. ‘Ooh, tell me about some of your previous missions again, John – didn’t you once tell me you’d been to Prague, Thailand and Milan? How exotic. What a jet-setter you are – I bet women find that very appealing…’

And, as we ate the lobster, me all delicately (thanks to Lady C’s training last year), John rambled on about his previous missions. You see, I, Agent G, would NOT let him get lovely Joe into trouble. Through careful investigation (er, okay Googling) I was determined to find this “trail” John might have left – and find out more about his underhand activity.

Thanks to him drinking most of the champers, John was mega forthcoming. Sipping water, I mentally stored most of what he said and before I knew it, the lunch hour passed and it was time for me to hurry into work. Trouble was, I was too eager to leave the restaurant and was bursting for the loo within minutes. There was no way I’d last until the nearest underground – Hôtel de Ville – without an accident.

However, yay! One of those public toilets with swivel doors loomed into view. As I waited for it to become vacant, a bearded man in big sunglasses and a beanie hat queued up behind me. You’d think I’d have been suspicious, after my MI6 training, and asked myself why a man (not in the Secret Intelligence Service) would wear sunglasses on a dull day, in February. He was clearly no fashion follower, so it wasn’t an image statement. But no, I was so desperate to pee that nothing odd crossed my mind – not until I went into the loo and the door closed behind me… with him inside!

With a squeal, I tried to dive past him. However, he pushed me up against the side of the cubicle. I yanked off his sunglasses and beanie.

‘You!’ It was the bearded man from the other night, who’d hollered “Imposteuse” before chasing me onto the trampoline.

‘Today, I was at ze dance studio – and couldn’t believe it when you turned up,’ he snarled. ‘For your own good, Anglaise, keep you little nose out of things that don’t concern you – or risk facing the wrath of the mob…’


Chapter 22

‘Dang, he’s so hot, the hens are laying hard-boiled eggs!’

Er, no, I hadn’t moved onto a farm – Cindy had arrived early at the flat. I’d invited her, Blade and Joe around for an early dinner, before me and Joe left for the dance studio, to spy on Monique. It was all part of my plan to get those two lonely hearts, Joe and Cindy, together.

‘Who is?’ I asked innocently and straightened cushions on the sofa and chairs. A bowl of crisps sat on the glass coffee table and good old Texan chilli and cornbread cooked in the oven. Plus, in the fridge was a yummy pecan pie. I’d finished work at two in the afternoon today which had just given me time to get ready. The men were due to arrive at six. Yesterday Cindy, whose shift ended at the same time as mine today, offered to come back and teach me the best of Texan home-cooking. Also she’d muttered something about the way to a man’s heart being through his stomach. So here she was, having brought a nice outfit with her to work, in a holdall. After preparing the dishes, we set the table and then got changed.

Of course, I wore practical black trousers and flat shoes, as after our guests left, Joe and me had to scoot to the dance studio and pretend to be cleaners. To think that before meeting Lady C I’d only ever lived in high heels. However, I hadn’t given up my sparkles and put on a sequinned T-shirt – I’d throw a jumper over it before leaving. Yesterday John explained that there would be a silver Audi parked near the dance studio, containing cleaning overalls and equipment. Joe would have the keys. The arrangements were, as the earl would say, “all tickety boo”.

Cindy stared out of the balcony window, then turned around with a sigh, her hair sexily piled on top of her head. Tinkerbell earrings swung from her ears. A green wrap-around dress snaked around her curves. She looked awesome. Surely Joe would be unable to resist?

‘You know, honey…What did you say Joe’s surname was?’

‘I didn’t. Why?’ I asked and grinned. ‘Is he marriage material?’

Cindy’s cheeks tinged pink. ‘Course not – but I bet he’s a fabulous kisser.’

‘Really? No potential for something more permanent than that?’ I said in a softer voice. Since our trip to Disneyland, Cindy had mentioned his name a lot – you know the way people do, when they’ve just started having feelings for someone. Plus she was almost lost for words – this is Cindy we’re talking about! –when he popped into the restaurant on Wednesday. He wanted to tell her about a Star Trek convention due to arrive in Paris, next month.

Cindy folded her arms. ‘Yes, I’m sure. You know me – commitment-free for the sake of my career.’

‘Joe’s a good sort though, isn’t he?’ I said, for one second sounding just like Lady C.

Cindy’s arms dropped by her sides. ‘He has that appealing, old-fashioned English politeness about him, like Edward, that us Americans just love. And those eyes…’ She shook herself. ‘Anyways, it’s not like a whole lot is gonna happen – you’re only here for one more week. I probably won’t see him after that.’

‘One week…’ I muttered. ‘Where has the time gone?’ One week, until me and Edward were returning to England as just good mates. I sighed. From lover to friend was a transition Edward seemed to have easily mastered. In fact, today we’d sat together, over coffee, during our break – well, after one of the regulars, Mme Durand, had come in to show Edward photos of her recent trip to a French castle. In her fifties, with dark dyed hair, strong make-up and a flamboyant purple scarf, she clearly saw herself as some kind of cougar. But ever oblivious to his effect on women, Edward laughed at her jokes and sexily ran a hand through his hair whilst she talked about ramparts and dungeons.

Then Edward had brought me a coffee and talked about his trip out with Monique last night, to a special exhibition at the Louvre. Lamb kebabs, at her favourite Afghani restaurant, apparently followed this. The owner had treated her like family and insisted the meal was free. Yeah, that so-called restaurant owner was probably some Middle Eastern terror mentor, I’d been gagging to say

Someone rapped at the door and Cindy quickly sat down on the sofa, trying to look casual. Managing not to giggle, I opened the door and Blade walked in.

‘Salut, ma pucette,’ he said and my heart pumped as he bent down to kiss my cheeks. His jacket collar was upturned and several silver crucifixes hung around his neck. I had a sudden urge to touch him, like at the concert I took him to, on Thursday night. The band – Vampires de Fer – had played in a tiny crowded student venue and each time Blade and I bumped into each other, the funniest feeling had bubbled inside my chest.

‘Howdy, Blade,’ said Cindy, unable to remove the disappointment from her face. He winked at her and handed me a bottle of wine.

‘Aw, that’s kind – thanks,’ I said as the doorbell rang again. Mmm… I breathed in – that chilli smelt yummy and I couldn’t wait to try the cornbread. Cindy straightened her dress and pretended to take a sudden interest in her nails. Blade went into the kitchen, pulled open a drawer for the corkscrew and opened the wine. Whilst he hunted through my cupboards for glasses, I opened the door. Joe beckoned and I went into the corridor for a moment.

‘After I’ve said hello to Cindy, you and I need to talk, urgently. Alone.’ he said.

‘What about?’ I whispered.

Joe put a finger to his lips. In the other hand he carried a wrapped present. I reached out for it, the word “thanks” on my lips, but he walked straight past me and into the flat. Rude or what! I followed him, to see Cindy on her feet. Joe wore his black suit but muttered some excuse about having just had a meeting with a new client and wanting to impress. Cindy’s cheeks blushed red to match her ladybird lipstick, as she accepted the gift.

‘Hey, thanks! Not only are you easy on the eye, ambitious, fit and good company… but generous as well.’ She shook her head. ‘You’ve sure got plenty of arrows in your quiver.’ Carefully Cindy opened the package and let out a gasp. ‘Bluebonnet perfume?’

‘A, um, American client of mine accidentally ordered two bottles for his wife, and as soon as I saw the name I asked if I could buy one.’ He shuffled from foot to foot. ‘Bluebonnet… That’s the state flower of Texas you mentioned, right? Your favourite bloom?’

Cindy pulled off the lid and squirted her wrists. Her eyes glistened, as she sniffed the fragrance. ‘That’s so… I mean…’Her eyes looked watery. ‘Makes me realise how much I miss home.’

Wow. I’ll say it again – what a real softie Joe was. My stomach pinched as I thought of him so determined to be alone. Perhaps his resolve was weakening. I mean, come on! It was clear to anyone that he’d actually ordered that stuff online, himself.

Blade passed me two glasses filled with wine and I took them over to the couple who were now talking about that Star Trek convention coming to Paris. When I got back to Blade, he was wiping down some wine that had splashed onto the fridge.

I giggled.

‘What?’ he said.

‘The rockstar look doesn’t go with domestic life. You should be throwing that fridge out of the window, not cleaning it.’

His raven eyes flashed. ‘So, what would go with my look?’

My stomach tingled. I went to take the dishcloth from him, but it fell onto the floor. At the same time we both knelt down to pick it up, hidden behind the kitchen units from Cindy and Joe.

We lifted our heads, the same height, for once – usually he towered over me. He was one of the tallest men I’d ever known.

Greedily, my eyes took in the come-to-bed black spiky hair and sexy thick eyeliner. He couldn’t have been more different to Edward. Yet – without trying – he made me smile. Around Blade I felt good about myself. I swallowed. He lifted his hand and cupped it around my cheek.

‘Oh, Gemma,’ he murmured, in his brilliant English and leant forward. So did I. Our lips practically touched and…

‘Ow!’ I banged my head, having jumped up, following a loud cough from above.

‘You startled me!’ I said to Joe.

Blade stood up and scowled at the MI6 agent.

‘Need to talk to you. In private. Can’t wait any longer.’ he said.

I glared at him. There was no need to be so rude. Although he’d probably done me a favour – on paper, I had even less in common with Blade than Edward. We didn’t come from the same country and I wasn’t a big fan of heavy metal music. I doubt he liked romcom movies and I loved colours whereas he lived in black and white…

‘It’ll have to wait until after we’ve eaten,’ I said to Joe, airily. ‘If I don’t serve up now the meal will be ruined.’ I passed him a box of matches and jerked my head towards the beech table, past the windows. ‘Could you light the candles, please?’

With pursed lips, he headed over to the table.

‘Are all English men so impolite?’ asked Blade and gave one of his crooked smiles. ‘Is Edward the exception? He seems très courteous.’

I sighed. ‘Yes. Edward is the perfect gentleman; a really decent bloke.’

Blade stared at me. ‘Is there really no chance, pucette, that you two will ever get back together?’

I stared back, heart beating faster again, as I wondered why he asked. Perhaps Blade was as gentlemanly as Edward, and just checking that I was really over my ex-boyfriend, before taking things further.

‘The thing is…’ I shrugged. ‘In my head, there is no chance at all, but in my heart… Part of me will always love Edward.’ I cleared my throat. ‘But I’ve had no second thoughts. He belongs with someone like Monique…’

Blade didn’t answer.

Cindy came over, carrying the perfume bottle.

‘Shall we dish up?’ I said.

She nodded and reluctantly put down the box. Blade carried four warm plates over to the table, whilst Joe collected everyone’s glasses. Within minutes we all sat down and helped ourselves to dinner.

I bit into the cornbread. ‘Wow. Cindy. This is awesome. Love that texture… and it tastes kind of sweet.’

And so the meal passed, with us women making conversation about food and work…

‘Did you watch JC hold his temper when a customer asked for a sugar-free menu, yesterday?’ I asked and we giggled.

Whereas Joe and her discussed sci-fi and keep-fit…

‘I read about a new fitness craze just for trekkie fans,’ said Joe. ‘You have a five minute start to run away, before being chased by Star Trek villains. It’s a great aerobic activity, as long as you don’t get caught.’

Plus Blade and I had good chats about general stuff, like what I should still visit in Paris before I leave.

However, conversation between the two men didn’t exist and they spent the whole meal vying, to see who could be the most polite. Joe insisted me and Cindy finish the chilli, whilst Blade fetched us all glasses of water as no one wanted to open another bottle of wine.

I glanced at the clock. It was half past seven. Soon Joe and I would have to head out. Cindy had to go soon anyway, as she was meeting a friend. As for Blade, I’d explained it was an early dinner as Joe and I had a lot of catching up to do and our conversation would probably bore him.

Except that my rockstar friend had quite clearly decided to irk Joe as much as possible. He gave Cindy a big hug when she left and lay down on the sofa.

‘That word I need to have with you – now,’ said Joe in a measured tone and I made some excuse to Blade that Joe had promised to look at a wonky cupboard door in my bedroom. To muffle our voices, as I couldn’t really shut the bedroom door without it looking suspicious, I told Blade to turn on the TV if he wanted.

Once by the bed, Joe turned to face me.

‘Stay away from Blade. His story about having an English mother didn’t check out. So far there’s no trace of someone his age, working in a music shop, footloose and fancy-free, on a French or British birth register.’

I snorted. ‘There must be some logical explanation!’

Joe shook his head. ‘Over the years, I’ve come to trust my sixth sense. From the start I found Blade suspicious – I only accepted that invitation to Disneyland Paris so that I could find out more about him.’

‘Then that trip should have zapped away your doubts. Remember the fan, in the restaurant?’

Joe’s voice softened. ‘Look, Agent G… I know you’re fond of him but these are the facts: that magazine the girl asked him to sign… It must have been a set-up. I took a look at it, remember? It was amateurishly put together. I Googled the title – it doesn’t exist.’

‘So what? It could be an underground magazine or one she’d just made for herself. And I’ve seen him perform…’

‘At a Black Bijou concert?’

‘No – in a bar, near to the flea market. He got up on stage and sang a Motorhead song. Wow – talk about bloody amazin’!’

‘But don’t you think it really odd there isn’t one single word about his band, Black Bijou, on the internet? I know he purports to not liking social media and computers, but you’d have thought some fan, somewhere, would have posted a few words about his group.’

I stirred uneasily. ‘Yes. I’ll give you that.’

‘And in any event, John visited the shop where Blade supposedly works. The owner had no one working for him that matched Blade’s description.’

‘There must be some mistake, I mean… Blade, he’s…the coolest… And…’ Surely my new friend hadn’t made everything up? Nah. No way.

‘Face it, Agent G– Blade the Rock Star – not just the name, the whole thing – is a false identity.’ His eyes narrowed. ‘I trust you’ve haven’t mentioned anything to him about your mission?’

‘Of course not! Look… I still think you’re wrong…You aren’t going to rough him up and question him? Like in Casino Royale when Daniel Craig sat butt naked on that chair and got whipped.’ I shuddered. ‘Anyway – if he was involved with the MiddleWin Mort plot, don’t you think he’d be keen to rush off tonight, and meet up with Monique and the others?’

Joe shrugged. ‘Perhaps he was at that youth club, the night you were chased, and Monique has assigned him to keep an eye on you, just in case the bearded man’s threats didn’t work.’

These accusations seemed too unsubstantiated to me. Blade was a straight-up kind of guy, not dodgy.

Talking of dodgy, should I tell Joe about my lunchtime date with John and that agent’s attempt to recruit me into a life of crime? Probably not. Joe had enough to contend with at the moment and I didn’t want him to tackle John head on… Not with that creep intending to set Joe up to take the blame. This all had to be handled very carefully. For the moment, investigating John would be my own little covert assignment.

‘Merde alors, how long are you going to be!’ called a voice.

‘We’ll finish this conversation later,’ said Joe in a low voice. ‘Just keep away from Blade. Remember – he’s a friend of Monique’s.’ He glanced at his watch. ‘You and I need to get going, so this calls for desperate measures. Where is that lipstick I gave you?’

‘We’re going to sedate him?’ I gasped. ‘You can’t treat Blade like a criminal, like he doesn’t matter, without further evidence! I mean… who knows, maybe it’s his mum’s fault… Perhaps his birth isn’t registered anywhere because she illegally bought him for adoption, or…’ My voice wobbled. Breaking up with Edward was bad enough – but now I was supposed to doubt a new, good mate?

Joe’s eyes narrowed. ‘Toughen up. It will only knock him out for a couple of hours. Now get in there and make a drink. We’ve got work to do. The sedative should take effect in five minutes.’ He patted his trouser pocket. ‘I have the keys for the silver Audi parked along the same road as the dance studio, containing our overalls, a wig for you with glasses, plus a trolley loaded with mops and cleaning products.’

I shook myself. Joe was right. No need to panic. I was sure there was a logical explanation surrounding Blade’s lack of identity. A few hours’ sleep wouldn’t harm my rockstar pal. Joe and I had work to do. The charity football match was exactly one week away.

I rifled in the bowl of potpourri, near the washbasin and jug, and retrieved the lipstick. Then I headed into the lounge and forced a smile. Joe stayed in the room for a moment, to send some important texts from his phone.

‘Fancy a nightcap?’ I said, in a bright voice.

Blade agreed, once I’d explained that was a drink and not a hat. He poured three cognacs. Then, whilst he went to blow out the candles, I tipped the sedative into his. Feeling a titch guilty, I handed it to him and went to the bathroom. When I got back, Blade stood in the kitchen, sipping his cognac. There was only one glass remaining.

‘Did Joe come out to fetch his?’ I said.

Blade turned around and shrugged. ‘Non – apologies, Gemma, I know I have been rude to your English friend today. He and I… Alors, whatever… I try to be polite from now on. So, I took him in the cognac you handed me and as a symbol of reconciliation, insisted we both knock back our drinks. I took one of the others for myself.’

‘Whaaat? I mean… Oh, um thanks… I’ll just go and check how he’s doing with the wonky cupboard door.’ I hurried into the bedroom.

Oh God. We were due to spy on Monique any minute and here was Joe, without a care in the world, sedated and snoring his head off, on my bed. John Smith couldn’t help as he was on his “delicate mission” near the Champs-Elysées and I still had to get rid of Blade before I could leave!


Chapter 23

Dressed in my overalls, curly brunette wig and blue-rimmed glasses, I raised my mop in the air and swung at Monique. But she darted to one side and rifled in her coat pocket. Oh no! What if she was reaching for the gun that would be used to assassinate the royal couple? I screamed and lobbed a scouring sponge at her face. She didn’t even flinch, so in desperation I reached for the bleach…

With a sigh, I slammed the door of the silver Audi, dressed in my cleaner’s disguise. Having just run through my mind how I would cope, if Monique sussed out I was Gemma, I gazed at the trolley of cleaning products. It hardly provided an impressive arsenal of weapons. The bleach could cause harm, but deep down I knew I’d never have the guts to use it. Much as I disliked Monique, well… You know me – even ants’ lives are sacred.

I consulted my watch: eight forty-five. I had fifteen minutes to get into the dance studio before Monique and her cronies turned up. I’d taken the keys out of Joe’s pocket, before tucking him up in bed.

 And then, jeez! Talk about difficult, it had been practically impossible to shake off Blade. Muttering some excuse about Joe working really hard lately and needing his sleep, I announced I was going to head into Chez Dubois. My excuse? Er, JC had put cheese soufflés on the specials board and I was keen to master that dish.

However, as Blade followed me out of the flat, he suggested instead that we head for Notre Dame, which was “très belle” at night. His mouth drooped slightly when I said no, and my stomach twisted with guilt. In fact, I couldn’t help staring at those lips…

We’d come so close to kissing tonight. Maybe it was just as well that we weren’t spending the evening together. I only had another week in Paris. What if the unthinkable happened and I got attached to someone new, then found it doubly heart-wrenching to return to England?

At last, Blade had accepted it was time to leave me be, and we said our goodbyes at the entrance to the underground station. Saturday nights were horrendously busy and as I walked down the steps, I had to push my way through the crowds.

I’d wrinkled my nose at the familiar, musty Métro and was relieved to get back into the crisp evening air, when I finally emerged at the Hôtel de Ville stop. Eventually I passed the Italian restaurant, where I’d eaten with John Smith. A few people sat outside smoking and I breathed in a welcome whiff of garlic. Despite the amber glow of street lights, the midnight blue sky glittered with stars. The occasional cloud floated by like an unattained dream. The hum of the city vibrated like cupid’s arrow…

Ooh, now I’m all airy-fairy and poetic. That’s what Paris does to an ordinary girl like me. Now I understood why, over the years, people who’d visited always gushed over their past trips to the French capital. I shook myself and, sensible head back on, made my way to the dance studio. The lights were on and the door stood open. Fortunately no one manned the reception but lots of chat came from upstairs. A couple of young women appeared, hair tied up, wearing leggings and wraparound ballet cardigans. Ten out of ten for looking the part – but I knew the real reason they were here and shot them a dirty look.

Perhaps I could head upstairs with a duster and spray. I’d decided to pretend to be Romanian – that way I wouldn’t be expected to understand or speak fluent French. Earlier today I’d studied an online phrasebook to learn some basic phrases and just had to pray that none of Monique’s group came from that country.

Deep breaths… I smoothed down my overalls and headed upstairs. At the top I faced a corridor, lined with several doors.

By the sounds of the nearest room, as many people were at this meeting as had been at the youth club the other night… Head down, I pushed open the door, went in, and squeezing past people, walked around the edge. So as not to look suspicious, I searched for something to polish. Everywhere smelt sort of sweaty, like the changing rooms back at school. Ah, fab, a desk. I shook the spray and started rubbing. A woman came over and spoke to me in French. I picked out a couple of words and reckoned she was saying this was a private session.

I smiled. ‘Cu placere, (you’re welcome)’ I said, in Romanian, as if she’d just congratulated me on doing a good job. I almost giggled as she rolled her eyes and stalked off.

Oh dear – and do you know what happened then? My phone, as usual, ahem, conveniently didn’t work. So, pretending to be cross, I took it out of my trouser pocket, under my overalls, and held it in the air. Secretly, I took photos of the faces all around.

Most people were young – including several hot guys – all dressed in disguise, in dancing gear. Several nationalities appeared in the mix, so no obvious terrorist group sprang to mind. I know. As if I’d have any real clue. But Joe was sleeping like a baby in my bed, so I had to assess the situation as best I could.

Clapping hands brought everyone to attention and Monique entered the room. Shit (sorry, Lady, C), whilst my disguise might work from a distance, if she came over to ask me to leave, the wig and glasses probably wouldn’t fool her for long. I put the mobile back in my pocket, left the desk and scuttled to the back of the room, to furiously polish the ballet barres. Everyone had rucksacks or holdalls – what might they hold? For the first time it struck me that the royal couple might not be the only people they were hoping to hurt. What if this was a mass group of suicide bombers?

 On the ground, near me, was a bag, its zip half open. I swallowed and looked around. Surely a titchy peek wouldn’t hurt? I leant down and pulled the zip back several centimetres. Hmm, a pair of trainers, a bottle of water… some energy bars… In other words, nothing much.

A few metres away lay a pink rucksack, open at the top. I glanced around – no one was interested in little old me, so I went over and had a quick rummage around. Again, there were trainers, a bottle of water and a small towel. I delved into a pocket and found a purse plus… My fingers curled around a piece of card.

I pulled it out. Wow. It was ticket to the charity football match. Quickly I took out my phone and photographed its seating details. Awesome! Joe would be impressed that I’d got evidence of the exact place this crowd were planning to sit. I shoved the ticket back inside the bag and just as I pulled my hand back out, nail-varnished fingers grabbed my wrist.

‘Qu’est-ce que vous faites?’ snapped a voice.

Eek! Joe wouldn’t be so impressed with me now. Suddenly, the wig felt suffocating. I pulled away from the vice-like grip on my arm. A woman not much taller than me, with a blonde pixie cut, stood before me, arms now folded. Loudly she fired out something else in French, and I picked out the word “thief”.

‘Pardon, pardon,’ I muttered and picked up my duster and spray from the floor, before hurrying around the side of the room, to the door.

But I heard her squeaky voice follow me, so I walked even quicker, shoving the mobile back into my pocket. I just reached the door when a tall man in a mustard corduroy coat stood in my way. I looked up to meet his gaze as he barked something at me.

I shrugged. The room went quiet. He barked at me again.

‘Vorbiti engleza (do you speak English)?’ I said and brainstormed an excuse I could give for rifling in someone’s bag. ‘Er, English?’

The blonde woman appeared in my face, eyes fiery, brow furrowed. ‘Oui. Yes. You – thief. We should call the police.’

I almost snorted. Talk about bluffing – as if a group of assassins would do that! But I kept a straight face.

‘No… You are very wrong…’ I said, putting on what I considered to be an eastern European accent. ‘I thought the bag was lost, so looked inside for a name to hand it in. Please… Do not say anything… I need this job, with… two small children to support.’ And then, in an apologetic voice I added the longest Romanian phrase I’d learnt from the book, hoping to come across as authentic. Little did she know it meant “I have diarrhoea, please show me to the nearest hospital.”

‘Allez-y!’ called Monique from the other side of the room. Clearly the actress was getting impatient. The blonde woman stared at me for a moment, then scowled before turning around to listen to the upcoming speech.

Head perspiring more than ever, under the wig, I squeezed past the tall man who sneered and shook his head. Unfortunately for me, the blonde woman had stuck her foot out and… Aarggh! I tripped, which Edward would have thought was karma, if he still believed I’d tripped Monique up, right at the beginning of our stay in Paris.

The polish flew across the ground and I sat up, glasses crooked and… My mouth went dry. A black fringe hung over my eyes which meant the wig had shifted and my light brown hair would be visible from behind. Even worse, it suddenly disappeared from view altogether and my head felt cold. I looked up to see the blonde woman, lipsticked mouth open, holding the curly wig in her hand. I jumped to my feet and without attempting to offer any explanation, bolted from the room.

After all, the most important thing Joe had taught me was, where possible, flight not fight. Behind me I heard Blondie loudly ‘espionne!’ –the French for “spy”. Two steps at a time, I descended down the staircase, past reception and outside. Feet pounded behind me, so there was no point aiming for the car, I’d never have time to open the door, get in and drive away. Instead, I turned right, ran fifty yards and legged it down an avenue. The sound of voices had petered away, but footsteps still followed, although not so many as before.

‘Stop!’ shouted a voice, which had the opposite effect on me and I ran for my life, hoping I wouldn’t trip over as this little street wasn’t lit and intermittent piles of rubbish littered the pavement.

‘Gemma!’ called a French male voice and I heard the screech of a car as well. Oh God. My identity was known. Clearly I was going to be thrown in a boot and this time tomorrow be in the Middle East or Russia or – I swallowed hard – a shallow grave in nearby woods.

I bit my lip, chest heaving as I squinted through the darkness. About fifty yards ahead stood a wall. I’d actually turned into a deadend. Now what would I do?

Nausea backed up my throat and I felt exactly the same as that day in the bunker, when Joe had turned nasty, during role play. And then – ouch! Two arms grabbed my shoulders. With all my might I stamped, hoping my foot would land on my assailant’s feet, but it was no good. I couldn’t wriggle out of my clothes easily, to escape, cos of the cumbersome overalls. So, I turned my head sharply to the right and bit into a hand. Someone swore in English and I wrenched myself free, but where to go?

The wall was only a bit higher than me. I charged ahead and with all my might, jumped – but two big arms pulled me back down. A tall body pinned me against the wall. Trembling from head to toe, I wriggled as my life flashed before me at breakneck speed…

Dad and my brothers cheering as I recited the offside rule… Auntie Jan trying not to cry as we sat, scoffing popcorn, in front of a mega slushy film… Winning a gold star at junior school for Drama… Getting my first ever tip as a waitress… The old Earl’s face when we won Million Dollar Mansion… Chef JC’s pride last week as I mastered a complicated sauce… Me and Edward kissing on Christmas night… Fans in the street shouting out how much they loved me… The Sacre-Coeur, lit up, under the French sky…

‘Let me go!’ I screamed, in a muffled voice, face pressed against the wall. I had a pretty cool life, and wasn’t about to let anyone bring it to a halt, not now. In fact, in that split-second, I realised a very important thing. Good times had existed before I knew Edward, and would without him, once again. What’s more, I, Gemma Goodwin, had been mad to be intimidated by Monique. So what if she lived and breathed art and probably had an IQ to match Einstein? I’d helped save a stately home. Now my catering skills were going from strength to strength. Plus I’d been cherry-picked to help protect our royals. I had friends from all social circles and still got bundles of fan letters. I was good enough for darling Edward. If only I’d realised that before, and put up more of a fight when Monique set her sights on my noble boyfriend.

I struggled again and to my surprise, the strong arms around me released their grip.

‘Gemma… It’s me.’ The body backed off.

Huh? I turned around and the shock almost winded me as I took in the spiky black hair and eyeliner.

‘Blade?’

‘Gemma, why are you –’

‘Blade?’ I shook my head. ‘What are you doing here?’ Then the penny dropped. ‘Oh my God… Joe was right. You are involved with this mega treacherous plot… How could you?’ My eyes tingled. Blade wasn’t the man I thought he was.

But I had no time for questions, as a familiar black BMW zoomed towards us and screeched to a halt. A wide-awake Joe jumped out, punched Blade deftly in the face and after a few seconds of wrestling, bundled him into the back of the car, which promptly drove off.


Chapter 24

‘All right, all right, j’arrive!’ I called as the rapping got louder. I yawned and glanced at my phone before heading to the front door. Honestly, who was knocking at this unearthly hour on a Sunday morning? It was only half past seven and I still felt knackered after being chased last night. A waiting text caught my attention. Wow. It was from Joe – said he’d made a mistake and that my rockstar mate was a good guy.

The knocking became more urgent and a wave of unease washed over me. It sounded remarkably like Blade calling my name. And Joe wouldn’t just message something like that – he’d have rung with an explanation. What if Blade had overcome him and escaped? What if the rockstar was waiting outside, ready to pounce?

I took a minute to read the text again. My chest squeezed as I read the word “Gemma”. Joe never called me that when he was on duty, or if we were talking spy stuff. And suddenly I knew that was his coded way of telling me all was not well.

The front door rattled and I ran into the kitchen to grab a frying pan. I tried to text Agent John Smith but my hands shook too much. With a deep breath I opened the door. Blade stood there in a different outfit from last night, as if he’d been home and changed. His lip had a slight cut on it from Joe’s punch. He held out a box and lifted the lid – croissants, fresh from the shop below, no doubt.

‘Gemma – please, may I come in? I feel we need to talk and…’

I tightened my grip on the frying pan. ‘Where is Joe? What have you done with him?’

‘Nothing?’ His brow furrowed. ‘Look…’

He strode right in and put the box on the kitchen unit, before raising his hands in the air. ‘Ma pucette, there is no need to…’

‘Tell me where Joe is!’ I said

‘Right here,’ said an abrupt voice and – all chiselled cheekbones and broad chest as usual – Joe strolled in. He gave a quick smile.

‘Good work. This was just short test. No doubt you surmised from my text that something was wrong. Just keeping you on your toes. Safety is para–’

‘… paramount, I know,’ I said.

‘Although, in actual fact, nothing is wrong…’ His cheeks flushed. ‘I was wrong about your friend. Blade’s identity checks out and he has nothing to do with Monique’s plans. I’ve apologised for the punch last night, along with bundling him into the car and interrogating him.’

Blade took the pan off me whilst I made my way to the sofa and collapsed. The two men came over and also sat down, Joe next to me and Blade in an armchair to the left.

‘Wait a minute, I mean… I can’t keep up…’ I shook my head. ‘So, the pretend text, whilst not real, is actually right? Blade’s not a criminal?’

‘Spot on,’ said Joe.

‘So, why didn’t his birthdate check out?’

His eyes narrowed. ‘Gemma, when you texted me it, you just said the twelfth of July.’

‘That’s right.’

‘Bastille day is actually the fourteenth!’

Oops. I looked at Blade, whose lips jerked into an appealing grin.

‘And what about the rock magazine that Blade autographed?’ I said. ‘You declared it a fake.’

The agent cleared his throat. ‘Let’s just say my knowledge of heavy metal media isn’t as extensive as I thought. It’s a new publication that’s just been set up and hasn’t even got a web page yet. We drove Blade to his flat. He showed us his back catalogue.’

‘And Blade’s job? Didn’t John check out the shop? No one matching Blade’s description worked there.’

Joe nodded. ‘Blade gave me his boss’s number and I rang him just before we came here. John had described Blade as looking like Alice Cooper. Blade’s boss didn’t hear properly and thought he was looking for someone called Alice. He doesn’t employ any women at the moment.’

‘Yes, well, John should have made himself clearer – and that doesn’t make me very confident in… in your, um, company,’ I said, not sure how much my agent friend had told Blade about who exactly he worked for.

Blade reached across and patted my hand. Tingles ran up my arm.

‘Just as well you are on the job,’ he said, in his yummy French accent.

The room spun a little. Talk about playing with my emotions. One minute Blade was a good guy. Then he wasn’t, and I’m being held against a wall, terrifed and with a mouthful of moss. Then he was again.

‘Sugar… Give me sugar,’ I said weakly.

Blade stood up and hurriedly fetched me a croissant, which he delivered to me on a plate. I took an enormous bite, chewed a few times and then swallowed. Whoosh, a little sugar rush focused my mind.

‘Okay. So Blade is who he is…’ I looked at Joe. ‘How much does he know – about you?’

‘Merde alors!’ said Blade. ‘Enough with the mystery. Yes please, explain why my identity is so important. Is all this to do with some television channel? Have you both signed up to pull some prank on… Is it Monique?’

Joe looked at me. I raised one eyebrow.

‘Blade does know Monique,’ I said. ‘He might be able to help. You know – someone else, like me, off the payroll…’

‘You aren’t getting paid, Gemma?’ Blade shook his head. ‘Well, leave me out.

Joe finally nodded. ‘Okay, Blade, mate. We’ll tell you what’s going on – first answer these questions: have you taken Class A drugs in the last twelve months?’

Blade shook his head.

‘Class B in the last six?’

Blade shook his head again.

‘Are you being treated for addiction, have you ever suffered from depression or schizophrenia and are you currently bankrupt?’

‘What is this?’ said Blade. ‘Non, non, non!’

‘Good. That’s the most basic security vetting I’ve ever done, but it will have to do for the minute, to prove that you are reliable. Okay, Gemma. Explain to him why his identity is important to us.’

I took a deep breath. ‘Joe doesn’t work for a television agency. He’s employed by MI6 – as a spy. We thought you were involved in an assassination plot Monique is masterminding and needed to check your true identity, to rule you out.’

Blade’s jaw dropped. Then he glared at me and Joe. A few seconds later he got to his feet, looking taller than ever and more – okay, only Lady C’s word “dashing” would do. I gazed upwards, taking in the inky eyes and athletic build.

‘Okay – that is enough, especially as I didn’t even get to bed last night. Time for me to go,’ he said in a hard voice. ‘So far I have been très generous – not pressing charges for Joe assaulting me or kidnapping me in his car. I’ve been very reasonable, yet still you make up this ludicrous story? Do I look stupid enough to believe Joe is some sort of James Bond?’

‘It’s true,’ I said and reached up for his hand. Reluctantly he let me pull him down. ‘It looks like there’s a plot – to murder Kate and Wills when they visit next Saturday, as part of the First World War commemorative events. Apparently I, um, impressed Joe with how I pulled off being Abbey. Plus I’m a staunch royalist. So he asked me to help.

Blade shook his head. ‘You’ll have to do better than that.’

I jumped up and fetched my pepper spray, lipstick and handbag from the bedroom. One by one I demonstrated them to Blade.

‘My first weekend here I was desperate to explore Paris with Edward, but had to go to MI6’s bunker for basic training…’ I said and squirted a tissue with the blue spray.

Blade’s eyes narrowed. ‘Why not tell Edward, then? He seems trustworthy to me.’

I shook my head. ‘It was for his own good. The more he knew, the more he’d be at risk from these terrorists.’

At this point, Joe intervened and pulled a pass from his wallet. Blade examined it. Then Joe briefly explained the MiddleWin Mort suspicions and why we thought Monique was behind it. Still Blade wasn’t buying it. So, Joe told him to Google MI6 on his phone and ring the agency’s phone number for recruitment enquiries. Joe told him to ask to be put through to a specific extension number and then took the phone from him. He gave the person on the other end a couple of coded words and instructed them to confirm to Blade that he, Joe, was actually an international secret service agent.

Blade took back his phone and listened for several moments. Eventually he ended the call, slumped back into the armchair and didn’t say anything for a few moments. Joe stood up.

‘Call me later, Agent G. I’ve got a lead to follow up on another potential threat to the royal couple’s trip. Tell me whether Blade decides to help us or not.’

I followed Joe to the door and told him briefly about the football ticket I’d photographed.

‘Sorry though,’ I muttered. ‘About last night – I cocked up big time. I should have made sure Blade drank the right cognac. And as for publicly rifling in bags – that was a mistake.’

Joe squeezed my arm. ‘Quite the contrary, Agent G. Even if you hadn’t found the ticket, the outcome was positive – you proved again that this group of people has something to hide. Your actions last night only confirm that I chose the right woman for the job. You are brave, quick-thinking and not afraid of doing the necessary to complete your mission. Good work. Text me the photo of that ticket as soon as you can.’

Chest glowing, I nodded, Joe having confirmed those thoughts that raced through my head last night, when I’d been pressed up against the mossy wall. Monique might be an expert on seventeenth century literature, but I bet she wouldn’t have the balls to walk into a room of terrorists, in disguise, and retrieve evidence of an evil plot.

‘Look, Joe… How much more evidence do we need? I know none of it is one hundred percent concrete, but the case we’re building against Monique seems pretty solid to me.’ I shrugged. ‘Can’t you just take her to one side and question her, without giving away your ID – like you did with Blade?’

‘It’s not quite that straightforward – for a start, Blade and his apparent fake identity tapped into all my suspicions. Plus Monique is a relatively well-known, established public figure and for the sake of the agency’s reputation, needs handling more carefully. ’

‘Well, I’ve a good mind to have a word with her myself, at this rate, cos there’s no way I’m letting Kate and Wills’ lives be in jeopardy.’

‘Agent G! You will run any prospective actions by me first. You must NOT approach the suspect and give away the investigation. We still have no concrete evidence.’

‘But I’m not an official MI6 employee – so surely those restrictions don’t apply?’

Joe’s lips pursed.

‘Okay, okay,’ I muttered. ‘Don’t worry. I’ll behave.’

Joe squeezed my shoulder. ‘Believe me, I know how frustrated you feel and it’s tempting to take the initiative… But a good agent ALWAYS follows instructions from above. And for all intents and purposes, I’m your boss.’

‘So, I need to think more like an astronaut,’ I mumbled.

Joe raised one eyebrow.

‘I saw a programme about the International Space Station,’ I said. ‘NASA practically dictates everything, from what they eat to when they pee.’

‘Right – good analogy.’ His maple eyes twinkled. ‘Think spaceman – or woman. Excellent plan.’ With one of his rare grins, he left the flat.

Whilst Blade sat deep in thought, I made two strong coffees and put the rest of the croissants on the coffee table. I sat down on the sofa and passed Blade his drink. Carefully, he wriggled into a more upright position and took a sip then put down his cup.

‘So… Agent G…’ His face cracked into a smile. ‘Loyal, Gemma, non? Out to save Queen and country.’

‘Are you taking the piss?’

The smile dropped from his face. ‘Non, ma pucette. I know that loyalty is a quality Edward admires in you – as I do. Last night must have been frightening – explain, what exactly were you doing there?’

‘Does that mean you are willing to help?’ I asked. Ooh. He and Edward must have chatted about me. Wonder what else my Ex said.

‘Oui. I don’t believe Monique is a monster – but I am willing to help you discover the truth. My upbringing may be Republican, but I wouldn’t want the royal couple to come to any harm.’

Therefore I revealed the mystery of Monique’s emails, the coded dance words, the meeting where I was chased to the trampoline… I explained how Monique had talked about a “revolver” at the youth club and made the sign of a gun in the air. I told him about the word “mob” being bandied about, and how the bearded man had cornered me in the toilet and warned me off. Plus I added the fact that I’d found a football ticket in the bag of someone at the dance studio meeting last night and how, when my wig fell off, the blonde woman’s first reaction was to shout out “spy”, proving something dodgy was afoot.

‘I thought you were chasing me, last night…’ I said. ‘To shut me up.’

Blade took my hand in his,concern etched on his face. ‘My sweet, little, Gemma, how could you ever believe that? I would never hurt you. And I would kill anyone who did.’ Then he turned one of his hands over, to reveal teeth marks, and his face softened. ‘Well, perhaps you’re not quite so sweet, with a bite like that.’

My cheeks fired up and we both laughed. ‘Um, sorry,’ I said sheepishly, although I couldn’t help thinking my favourite characters out of The Vampire Diaries would have been chuffed with me.

‘And I am sorry for frightening you,’ he said. ‘I only followed, from the flat, because you seemed stressed and desperate to get away, after our chilli and cornbread meal. Moi, I was worried that you were in some sort of trouble. I hovered outside the dance studios, and my fears seemed confirmed when you charged out in that strange outfit.’

‘Hmm – I was stressed. You were supposed to be flat out snoring, not Joe.’

Blade gave a hearty laugh. ‘Oui – he explained about that sedative. I should be furious!’

‘But you understand why I wanted you asleep?’

‘Oui,’ he said, in a gentler voice. ‘And I will do my best to find out exactly what Monique is up to, with these people. In fact, no time like the present. Perhaps I will head off to her flat today, after my shift at the music shop. I finish at four.’ Blade consulted his watch. ‘Hmm, soon I must get going.’

‘It’s Edward’s day off too – like mine. Perhaps he and Monique have arranged something together.’

‘Then I shall have to invent some emergency, to lure her away – all for the greater good, of course,’ he said, with a wicked grin. ‘And, um, Joe – he’s a decent man. During the night hours we had quite a chat. I… get the feeling he is keen on Cindy. She must be the first woman to interest him for years. Perhaps we should arrange another get-together, just the four of us… and I promise not to be so rude to him this time.’

I punched his arm. ‘You old romantic!’

Blade shrugged. ‘Love is a rare gift, wrapped up in problems, and tied with bows of misunderstanding. Often people need help to open it.’

We smiled at each other.

‘It’s late notice, but perhaps I’ll arrange an outing, for the four of us, tonight.’ My shoulders bobbed up and down. ‘I think Cindy finishes work around seven. I could text her. Would that suit you?’

Blade grinned and gave a big yawn. ‘Yes. I’ll make sure I see Monique before then.’

He stood up and I saw him to the door. An awkward moment passed as we looked at each other. I gave him a quick hug.

That should have been all that happened, right? I mean, we had more important things to think about together, now, than love stuff. And then there was Edward… However, as I gazed up into Blade’s eyes and recalled the emotion on his face, when he wondered if he’d hurt me last night… When I saw his eyes crinkle at the corners and felt my face break into a smile… I couldn’t help myself and stood on tiptoe, slipping my arms around his neck. Blade bent down and a magical sensation washed over me, as I felt his soft lips press against mine. A myriad of colours sparkled before my closed eyes as his hands ran up and down my back – as my fingers trailed down his chest and slipped between shirt buttons to feel his firm, muscular flesh.

An arm swung underneath my legs and Blade carried me easily into the bedroom. Gently he placed me on the mattress. I pulled him down by his jacket collar and once again we kissed. His mouth moved to my neck and I let out a series of gasps. With an urgency as strong as mine, his lips returned to my mouth. I undid his shirt buttons as spurts of desire exploded inside me…


Chapter 25

Whaddya mean, give you the low-down? Any love stuff between me and Blade stays strictly between the sheets! Let’s just say my belly was on fire every time we kissed. Feeling his strong hands stroke my skin so tenderly did something indescribable to me.

And… *sigh* … If you must know, not much more happened than those snogs. It was weird, things were just about to get more heated when we both backed off. For some reason, an image of Edward had flashed into my head and I tensed. No doubt gentlemanly Blade sensed that. So there was no sex, nor drugs, nor rock ‘n’roll… He simply lay by my side for a while, holding my hand and muttering husky compliments in his sexy French accent.

I was glad. Once my heart again found its normal rhythm – once my cheeks had cooled and the butterflies in my stomach settled to rest. You see, I did still think about Edward, every hour, every day. And, at the same time, I could feel gorgeous, good-natured Blade igniting emotions in me that I wasn’t ready for yet.

Not long after our passionate clinch, Blade had to get off to work and we agreed to meet late-ish for drinks. He would pick me up at eight, whilst it was my job to persuade Cindy and Joe to join us. But urgh! Joe insisted he had work to do and got the vibe that I was trying to matchmake him with Cindy. He insisted there was no point, him being doggedly determined to remain single, for the sake of his job.

Now that was what Edward’s medieval ancestors would call throwing down the gauntlet! Joe’s declaration made me even more determined to hook him up with the American.

Cindy was easy to persuade. I dropped into Chez Dubois to ask her and also spent a couple of hours in front of the restaurant laptop. Dear Pierre didn’t mind and even brought me a coffee. My eyes had tingled when he said Edward and me were such hard workers, he’d miss us when we left next weekend. Glad to distract my thoughts from the reality of vacating my lovely flat and this romantic city, I first of all checked out Monique’s emails.

But there was nothing, apart from another message to her sister. Clearly my appearances at the youth club and dance studio had spooked her out and she was taking no chances by writing down information. Although she did talk to her sister of being relieved when this Saturday would be over; said she was responsible for some project and that there was a lot hanging on everything going like clockwork. Hmm.

After reading that – and another coffee – I spent ages trying to find out information about John Smith’s missions and dodgy “extra-curricular activities”. This was the first proper opportunity I’d had since Friday, to investigate him.

So, let me think… In 2012 he was in Prague, 2013 in Thailand and later that year in Milan… I screwed up my forehead, trying to remember all the details he’d told me – or rather bragged about, as he described the women he’d dated in each country.

There was the twenty-one year old redhead in Milan, where John had been investigating the supposed existence of a European terrorist cell. The girl studied jewellery-making. John’s chest had puffed out as he talked of the extravagant shopping trips he’d taken her on. Although he’d seemed most generous with his wallet in Thailand, where he’d been part of some global investigation into drug rings… MI6 sent John to Bangkok, to be precise, where he visited several girls for, um, entertainment.

He’d lavished them with fancy clothes, pearl earrings and exotic chokers…. And done the same for his Prague girlfriend in the Czech Republic. There he’d followed a trail to do with child-trafficking from Eastern Europe. Apparently this woman, a six-foot model, had taken him to the Museum of Decorative Arts to ogle the Fabergé eggs and period gold jewellery – perhaps she was dropping a hint. You only had to look at John to see he had money and an appreciation of expensive things.

I took a deep breath and tried to absorb all the information I’d uncovered about the terrorist cell in Milan, the drug rings in Bangkok and child-trafficking from Eastern Europe… But nothing stood out. There was no mention of MI6’s involvement in any arrests or convictions. According to the internet, those investigations must have turned out to be deadends.

How could John have earned so much extra money? Was he warning some criminals and getting paid for tipping them off? One report, on the internet, indicated that the hunt for terrorists had uncovered hundreds of falsified driving licenses. Could John be holding onto such evidence and selling it on himself? Perhaps he was involved with drug-dealing. As for child-trafficking… much as John creeped me out, I thought back to how he’d helped the little girl who fell off her scooter. Then there was the comment about missing his nephew back in Nottingham… Nah, I don’t think even he could accept money for condemning children to a life of abuse.

My mind still buzzed when Blade picked me up that evening. We made our way over to St Michel, my stomach feeling all fuzzy, every time I looked at him. Images came into my mind of him singing on stage at Porte de Clignancourt. No doubt about it, Blade was a real heartbreaker.

We would meet Cindy in a jazz café that Blade sometimes visited with mates. With difficulty I ignored the urge to drag him back to my flat, my bedroom and… Urgh, no! Friend, he was just a friend!

‘So you really like Jazz music, Blade?’ I said as we emerged from the underground, and passed the wonderful St Michel fountain. I tried not to remember my last time here – when Monique had tripped over and Edward had thought I was to blame. I put up the hood of my duffle coat. The moon was invisible tonight, due to drizzling rain. Blade bent his head, no doubt worried the weather might ruin his carefully made-up face. Tonight he had black diamonds, not star shapes, drawn over his eyes.

‘Are you implying that just because I play heavy metal, I cannot appreciate other types of music?’ His inky eyes twinkled.

‘Of course not!’ I slipped my arm into his – my big grizzly bear of a man who, however, was tender and sensitive.

 ‘Let’s run, pucette,’ he said as the drizzle developed into torrents and, dodging puddles, we sped up.

Blade guided me to the jazz club, which was next to a colourful Greek restaurant. We passed the doorman, who wore a thick coat and earpiece, and went down dingy stairs. Music drifted towards us from a basement. Finally we reached black curtains and pulled them apart.

What a cute place, with a small oval stage, lit up by red spotlights. Candle-lit round tables filled up the remaining floor space. Amber walls added to the sense of cosiness, as did the plush red carpet and glam gilt bar, at the back of the room. Smart waiters milled around, delivering cocktails and bowls of olives. Yet the atmosphere was relaxed and several people, casually dressed, just drank soft drinks or beer. Framed sketches of saxophonists lined the walls.

We headed to a table, to the left of the stage. It was nine o’clock and Cindy should arrive any minute. As for Joe… I sat down and checked my texts.

‘Still no response, since his last refusal to meet up,’ I said to Blade. Poor Cindy. ‘Honestly! I could throttle him! I’ve only got one week to get that pair together.’

‘If he’s not coming, you’d better text him what I found out from Monique.’

I straightened up. ‘What did she say?’

He shrugged. ‘Nothing specific but during our walk across Pont des Arts, I asked her if she’d be free next Saturday, to go out on a trip. She made some excuse – said she had some big event to manage, that would hopefully go some way to securing her financial future.’

‘Wow – so it seems she’s getting paid for this gig?’

He nodded. ‘Oui. If she is a criminal – which I still don’t believe – it’s not for altruistic reasons, such as religious beliefs. But she’s definitely acting suspiciously, for whatever reason, I’ll give you that. Plus…’

‘What?’

‘I believe, since moving in, Edward has always said to Monique that she is more than welcome to pay a visit to Applebridge Hall. Well, they had lunch out together today, and it would seem she finally took him up on his offer and was keen to travel back with him on Sunday.’ He fiddled with his skull necklace. ‘Some might say that smacked of a guilty conscience; a desire to quickly get away.’

‘Pah!’ I snorted. ‘It’s much more likely to be part of her romantic plan to ensnare my Ex…’

‘Non, I disagree…’ My rockstar pal looked at me earnestly. ‘When I see them together, it is not like boyfriend and girlfriend… You know the Pont des Arts we visited today is the bridge where thousands of lovers have attached a padlock to the railings, as a symbol of their love. They throw the key into the river. Monique talked of how her parents did that, when they first got together. Such a place is the perfect opportunity to gush about your latest love interest, but she didn’t mention Edward once.’

‘Yeah, well, watch and see,’ I mumbled. ‘In any case, Edward’s too much of a gentleman to make a move on her in Paris, with me around.’

‘You honestly still believe that they’ll get together?’

‘Er, duh, yes, Blade. And by now Monique will have worked out that Edward is a man with integrity. He wouldn’t be interested in a fling, so she’s playing the long game. Whenever I see them together at Chez Dubois, the two of them are always whispering together, sharing jokes, laughing… It’s just a matter of time, if something hasn’t already happened.’

Blade shrugged and helped me put my navy coat on the back of my chair. Strange combo, wasn’t he? All swear words and satanic colours, yet in most ways the kind of bloke any girl’s parents would approve of. Pushing thoughts of Edward and Monique together, out of my head, I smoothed down my sparkly top. Piped jazz music strummed in the background. Apparently the next band came on at half nine.

‘Why don’t we order Cindy a fancy cocktail?’ he said. ‘It might soften the blow when she finds out Joe’s not turned up.’

‘Great idea.’ I studied the drinks menu. What fabulous names! The red Black Rose looked delish, with its vermouth, blackberry syrup and blackberry garnish, as did the rich Sidecar with its cognac, Cointreau and lemon juice. However, in the end, we decided to order two classic Kir Royals for me and Cindy – the champagne-based cocktail, with crème de cassis (blackcurrant cordial), which was the signature drink of Paris.

As for Blade, he ordered a beer. Minutes later Cindy appeared, wearing high shoes, a black dress and impractically skimpy jacket. Her Disney umbrella dripped. With a red nose and blue fingers, she sat down as the tune “Me and Mrs Jones” played in the background. Oh dear. Joe wasn’t here and she’d gone to such an effort to look good.

‘Dang, it’s cold outside,’ she said, voice particularly bright. ‘So, you, um couldn’t get hold of Joe? He ain’t here yet?’

‘Sorry, Cindy…’ I rolled my eyes. ‘Sometimes Joe can be all work, work, work.’

‘Now don’t you worry about that,’ she said and gave a smile that didn’t reach her eyes. ‘The day I need the company of a man to enjoy myself, is the day I deserve to die! Um, no offence, handsome,’ she said to Blade who gave her a wink.

Our drinks arrived, with a free bowl of nuts, and I took a big gulp of fizz. An adrenaline surge rushed through my veins as a plan came to my mind.

Okay. My idea wasn’t entirely sensible but since when was love dictated by reason? I picked up my leopard-print handbag and my finger located the button on the bottom, which would summon Joe immediately. I hadn’t used it yet and would never normally abuse its power. But for fu…dge’s sake (urgh, just pictured Lady C’s fierce dinner lady stare!) Joe needed pointing – nay, SHOVING – in the right direction. That was, towards this gorgeous, funny, independent American gal.

Whilst my two companions discussed the merits of Dave Brubeck and Count Basie, I counted to three and then pressed the button firmly. I jumped as a cymbal crashed and the band started to play. Piano music wafted across the room, accompanied by guitar strums. A woman, with a vintage Fifties hairstyle, sang with a beautiful soprano voice. My foot beat in time to the tune and Cindy slipped off her jacket and turned to watch. Blade and I exchanged looks and a magnetism drew our hands together. His fingers gripped mine tightly and as we sat there, his thumb ran over my palm. Talk about tingles…

My eyes strayed to the black curtains, waiting for Joe to appear. Five minutes passed. Then ten. What a good thing some terrorist wasn’t holding me at gunpoint – I’d have been dead by now! However, at the beginning of another song, his solid silhouette appeared at the entrance. Joe took off his shades and scanned the room, stopping at our table. In a flash he came over, hand inside his jacket. Oh my God, was he reaching for his gun?

‘Agent G?’ he said in a low voice.

‘Howdy, Joe, you made it after all!’ interrupted Cindy.

Brow furrowed, Joe pulled his hand away from his jacket. He scanned our faces. Then with a glare, he sat down, due to Cindy tugging his sleeve. Airily I shrugged.

‘Great that you could make it,’ I said.

Oops. His eyes blazed. Joe turned to look at Cindy and for one moment his jawline relaxed, then he turned back to me with accusing eyes.

‘Great to see you, Cindy. Classy dress. But…’ He peered at her face. ‘What is that on your nose? You’d better check that out … Sooner rather than later.’

Oh dear. Clearly he wanted a word with me on my own.

‘Yes, um, you better check that out,’ I said.

‘Say no more,’ said Cindy and cheeks flushing, she picked up her bag and scooted off to the ladies

As soon as she was on the other side of the room, Joe turned to me, eyes once again ablaze.

‘What the hell were you thinking? That button is for emergencies only. You look safe enough to me.’

‘What’s going on?’ said Blade and dragged his attention away from the music. ‘Bonsoir, Joe – I didn’t think you were coming.’

I felt my bottom lip jut out. ‘I summoned Joe with the emergency button on my handbag – and don’t expect me to apologise.’

Blade chuckled. ‘I’m keeping out of this.’

‘How irresponsible. I have work to do,’ said Joe and got to his feet. ‘Don’t EVER misuse that gadget again.’

I yanked him back down. ‘No you don’t. No one works twenty-four seven. Not the Queen, President of America or Dalai Lama. Now stop being so stubborn, order yourself a drink and spend some time with the nicest woman you’ve met in a long time. Plus you’d better make it up to her for being so rude just now.’

‘Now, look here…’ Joe stuttered.

I held up the palm of my hand as the band began to play Louis Armstrong’s “We Have All The Time In The World”. ‘No excuses. I’ve only got one week left in Paris – don’t begrudge me one night with new friends that…’ My voice gave a wobble. ‘… that I’ve come to care about.’

His maple eyes stared into mine and his lips became less tense.

‘I can spare thirty minutes,’ he said.

‘Two hours,’ I replied.

‘One.’

‘One and a half – come on, Joe… Listen to the words of Louis’ song…’

He sighed. ‘Okay. But don’t think I’m any less impressed with your behaviour, just because I stay and…’

Cindy sat down next to him at that moment.

‘Y’all need to get glasses,’ she said. ‘My button nose was just as cute as ever.’

‘I never said it wasn’t…’ Joe pulled in his chair and brushed a strand of blonde hair from her face.

I grinned at Blade as the waiter came over to see if we wanted more drinks. Joe ordered an orange juice and Cindy joined him. I zoned out as their talk turned to Star Trek, and in my head tried to translate the lyrics of a French jazz song playing. Eventually, the four of us chatted together. Joe and Blade got on better now. In fact you’d have thought they’d have an in-depth chat about their love of heavy metal music, but instead they both talked enthusiastically about international current affairs. Cindy talked about her dreams to travel the world – like me – with her cooking. Open-mouthed, we all listened as Joe described the exotic places he’d visited as, ahem, a personal trainer.

Aw, it was so sweet – how close he and Cindy leant towards each other. She’d touch his shoulder or he’d brush her hand with his. Joe looked ten years younger when they shared a joke.

‘Got any more information about Monique?’ said Joe when, an hour or so later, the band took a break and Cindy once more disappeared to the ladies’. We’d all just been discussing the First World War commemorative events. Blade nodded and told Joe what he’d told me.

‘Much as I like Monique,’ said Blade, ‘even I begin to think her behaviour out of the ordinary. She was very secretive. I moved the conversation to the royal couple’s visit but her answers were monosyllabic, before she changed the conversation. Plus just occasionally I find her… colder than I expected.’

‘What do you mean?’ said Joe.

‘Monique is an excellent fencer and occasionally has injured another player, if their protective gear has failed. This happened last week but she showed no remorse – said it was her opponent’s fault and that the scar from her sword would teach him a lesson.’

Joe shrugged. ‘Being competitive doesn’t make her an assassin. But I take your point on board – Monique isn’t squeamish.’

‘And in one of her emails to her sister she talked again of her financial situation easing after Saturday,’ I said and threw up my hands. ‘Come on – time is ticking, Joe. The moment has come to confront her.’


Chapter 26

JC brandished the hammer. ‘François Brun has had this coming for a long time.’ With each blow, flesh flattened, and a queasy sensation tickled my throat. Forget previous comments about JC being a softie inside – he was ruthless. Relentless. A complete psycho!

‘Your turn now, Pudding!’ he ordered in his thick French accent.

I glanced at his black and white chequered trousers now splattered with specks of blood. Palms sweaty (sorry, Lady C, I mean perspiring), I grasped the hammer – okay, really, it was meat mallet. We were preparing steaks for marinating and JC was venting his frustration. This Brun bloke managed JC’s favourite football team, and at the weekend they’d lost four nil.

I preferred to think of the flesh as belonging to Monique. With gusto I brought down the mallet. Ouch! I missed and hit my thumb that held the steak in position.

JC chuckled and headed back to his workstation. ‘Sacre bleu! We’ll be marinating your hand at this rate!’

With a wry smile, I concentrated hard and started again. It was early morning. My last Monday in Paris. A sinking feeling was just prevented by Cindy floating in with a soppy, loved-up expression on her face.

‘Enjoy last night?’ I asked as she tucked the last strands of peroxide hair into her white skull cap. ‘Even though Joe had to leave early?’

‘You bet your bottom dollar I did – even more so because of that!’ she drawled. ‘Nothing turns me on more than a man who has his own life.’ Cindy took out her set of knives.

I carried on tenderising the meat. She and Joe made such a perfect match.

‘Did you swap phone numbers?’ I asked. ‘So that you can contact each other once I’ve gone?’

‘Nah… I mean…’ She avoided my eye. ‘When I suggested it, Joe hesitated. But that’s no big deal – I don’t want a heavy commitment, right?’

I whacked the steak again, this time thinking of stubborn Joe. Honestly, I’d have words with him this afternoon. Giving someone your phone number was hardly a proposal of marriage. He really was out of touch – almost as if he didn’t think women could be as independent and commitment-phobic as some men. Although to be fair to Joe, he struck me as someone who saw very few differences between the two sexes. Certainly during training, back at the bunker, Joe didn’t hold back and expected me to be just as capable as any male agent.

However, he was still an inflexible so-and-so, refusing to let me confront Monique. He was picking me up from work today, in order to persuade me not to visit her or do anything stupid.

More gently, I struck the meat again and JC came back over. He picked the steak up and examined it.

‘Bon, now we make ze cinnamon and paprika marinade.’

Cindy headed off to the pantry to fetch loads of eggs for the floating island desserts on the menu today. A couple of kitchenhands busily chopped veg. JC lowered his voice. ‘You know, Pudding, preparing steak in this way is a bit like moving onto a new relationship.’

I raised my eyebrows. ‘What – each break-up involves gore and violence?’

‘Non. But when we split up from someone we have loved… Like this meat, we’ll end up bruised, non? In order to find somezing special again (like ze completed dish) we need to treat ourselves kindly for a while – like we do when we leave ze meat in a marinade…’

My brow furrowed. ‘Um, sorry, JC, you’ve lost me with all the food analogies…’

He harrumphed – sort of a cross between a snort and a cough. ‘Word spreads quickly here – I have heard about your rockstar boyfriend.’

‘Boyfriend? Hardly – we are just friends…’ I said, cheeks hot.

‘Really?’ He paused. ‘Whatever you say, Pudding – but just remember, after splitting from Edward, you are a leetle wounded. Don’t hurry into something new without a bit of time to nurture yourself.’ He cleared his throat. ‘It is advice from my grandmother who was an excellent chef, and helped me over my very first break-up when a girl in ze year above me at school broke my heart.’

Aw, that was so sweet!

‘Thanks,’ I said. ‘And don’t worry – I’m… I’m trying really hard not to rush into another relationship.’

The doors swung open and Hugo caught the end of that sentence. ‘Oh là là! Has JC gone into advice mode?’

Eyes twinkling, JC swore at the head waiter.

‘You should be flattered, Gemma,’ continued Hugo. ‘It is a sign that he likes you. It was months before he gave me any guidance and that was only to recommend a good shoe polish.’

Both men chuckled.

‘Has he given you any of his secret chocolate stash yet?’

‘Zut, does everyone know about that?’ said JC and rolled his eyes in mock disapproval.

‘What chocolate?’ said Cindy, coming back from the pantry.

‘Nothing you need to know about,’ said JC, ‘as due to your admirable self-reliance, you never require it.’

‘You better believe it,’ she said in a bright voice and set down the big carton of eggs. However, her face quickly fell. I may have only known Cindy for a few weeks, but guessed that her obsession with eternal independence was bravado. Didn’t everyone, man or woman, deep down, long to find a mate for life?

Thirty steaks and twenty-three floating islands later, I was ready to leave. Edward had tried to collar me to discuss something, but I didn’t have time after my shift as Joe was waiting for me. With a wave to Pierre, who was enjoying a well-earned cappuccino with Hugo, I pushed open the door and headed straight for the BMW waiting by the pavement.

‘Nice dress,’ said Joe as I got in the back next to him.A pungent whiff of aftershave told me John was driving. I wore the cherry red dress I’d flown over to Paris in.

‘Thought I’d better make an effort, seeing as you are taking me out to lunch. It won’t work, though – I’ve still got every intention of confronting Monique.’

Joe shifted uncomfortably and stared out of the window. I understood why when, twenty minutes later, the car ground to a halt outside a McDonalds.

‘Sorry,’ he said sheepishly, ‘I thought this type of food was your favourite…’

I giggled. ‘It’s perfect. Honestly, Joe. I was getting withdrawal symptoms. And after working all morning with fine food, a burger and fries will be mega refreshing.’

Joe got out the car and John turned around to stare at me.

‘Have you reconsidered my proposal?’ he said in a low voice.

I shook my head.

‘Your loss, dear.’ He shrugged. ‘I thought you were brighter than that.’

I’d rather be honest than bright, I thought, and followed Joe into the fastfood restaurant. I ordered my usual – a cheeseburger, fries and ice cream. Joe, of course, had one of their salads and a fruit juice.

‘So, do your worst, then,’ I said in between mouthfuls of yummy heaven. ‘Try to persuade me not to interrogate Monique myself. There’s little doubt left in my mind about her guilt, since she’s suddenly agreed to leave the country with Edward, on Sunday.’

Joe wiped his mouth, due to rogue trickle of salad dressing. ‘I dug a bit deeper into Monique’s background, last night. When you first told me you thought she was implicated, I got a junior agent to quickly draw up a profile – without letting him in on our unofficial investigations, of course. He found out that her father went into politics, but as I knew no one with the Masson surname in the French political arena, I didn’t think it a very important detail. However, after my own research last night, I discovered that he is a very high-profile member of the most radical section of the National Front party.’

No wonder Monique always talked politics and had strong opinions, being brought up with a dad like that.

‘He’s called Alain Lemercier and is always on political chat shows. He is very well-known. There is an estrangement between father and daughter – especially since the mother’s suicide, six months ago. That’s no doubt why Monique has taken her mother’s maiden name, Masson, as her own. If her surname was Lemercier, I would have obviously worked out the connection a long time ago.’

‘Suicide? I had no idea.’ Poor Monique. How tragic. Not that I disliked her any less, but I could see how she might have been vulnerable to the criminal life, what with a father she wasn’t talking to, a sister who needed support and mother who took her own life…

‘In all her publicity as an actress, Monique has never mentioned her father. Contacts within the National Front suggest he doesn’t talk of her either. That’s also why the junior agent’s profile didn’t pick up the connection. The party’s stance, naturally, is anti-Europe.’ Joe sipped his juice. ‘They would have a field day with the British Intelligence Service wrongly accusing a French citizen on such flimsy evidence. The case would be all over the papers. The National Front would make sure the story hit the front pages and use it as an example of how supposed loyal ties with European neighbours actually mean very little. The fact that this mission is unofficial wouldn’t matter. Once they found out I worked for MI6, the agency’s reputation would be compromised – Lemercier is ruthless, he’d make sure of that.’

‘But what if we’re right about Monique?’

Joe scrunched up his plastic beaker. ‘We don’t act on “what ifs”.’

I sighed. ‘Okay… Look, perhaps we should at least get closer to the actress. Give it one last shot, trying to find out something?’

‘You have a plan?’ said Joe.

‘A simple one. Tomorrow night – I’ll invite Edward and Monique to the flat for dinner. He caught me earlier and wanted to discuss something, anyway. It’ll be my day off, so I have plenty of time to cook. Maybe Blade could come – and, um, Cindy, she might ease conversation as she’s known Monique all these months.’ I said innocently. ‘You’ll join us, of course?’

‘Yep. Even better, I’ll somehow retrieve Monique’s keys and make my excuses to leave early. You keep her and Edward busy whilst I search their flat. This could be our last chance to find something concrete against her.’


Chapter 27

If you looked up the word “Gooseberry” in the dictionary, it would probably say: “globular, prickly fruit”, which was exactly how I felt, sitting around the dining room table in my flat. Unfortunately Blade couldn’t make the meal – something about a songwriting session with Dagger and Stanley. So here I was, the odd one out, playing gooseberry – or as Cindy might say, being a fifth wheel – to the two couples, Edward and Monique, Cindy and Joe.

Globular? Yes, very globe-like compared to skinny Monique. Prickly? Absolutely, every time she giggled with Edward, my hackles rose. Cindy gave me a sympathetic smile. At least there was no sign from Edward that he was completely smitten – no intimate looks between them or holding of hands. Either he was being sensitive to my feelings, or their relationship was going to be one of these slow-burn ones that took a while to take off.

Perhaps I should have made gooseberry crumble, for dessert. Instead I kept the menu French with a couple of dishes I’d learnt at Chez Dubois – namely garlic stuffed chicken with three bean salad, and crème brûlée. I was growing in confidence and surprised even myself with certain skills. I may not have been able to dance the Nutcracker, like Monique, but could work up wonders in the kitchen with nuts. Although I’d practised the pudding once this morning, to remind myself how to get the consistency just right. Plus today I had time to investigate John Smith a bit further, on the internet. I tapped in the locations and dates of his recent missions, to see what news items came up.

The results? In Milan, whilst John was there, a fake designer production outlet was closed down, a famous Roman statue was vandalised, a football match-fixing racket was uncovered, a top politician died and the Italian authorities were victorious in regaining ancient Etruscan artefacts that had been looted and shipped overseas. This stash included bronze chokers and figurines – and then some of them went missing again.

In Bangkok, the main news items reported arrests due to child prostitution and drug-dealing. There had been anti-corruption demonstrations resulting in violence, and the Royal Thai Police failed to find out who stole diamonds from a visiting Saudi family, even the jewels eventually turned up in Turkey. Plus a mini hurricane caused the death of one tourist.

Finally in Prague, three people were arrested for arms dealing, explosives were found at the Palestinian embassy, there were leaks of a bribery scandal in the government, the Bohemian Crown Jewels were stolen from Prague Castle – or rather replicas, as the real ones were out on loan, for a private viewing – and areas of the Czech capital badly flooded.

Hmm. Nothing odd had jumped out at me. Tomorrow I would study my findings again.

‘This chicken is delicious,’ said Monique, clearly on her best behaviour. She touched Edward’s arm and he knew instinctively to top up her glass of wine. I bit my lip. Perhaps I’d spoken too soon. Whereas Cindy and Joe… I was ready to give up on the blinkered, MI6 doofus who ignored the American in order to spend the evening pumping an unsuspecting Monique for information. And he looked so cute, in his blue shirt and chinos. What a waste! Plus Cindy was all dressed up to impress. But this matchmaking malarkey wasn’t exactly going to plan.

‘I believe you like talking politics, Monique,’ said Joe.

She pushed away her plate – only half-eaten, of course. ‘Like most French people, oui.’

‘Are you socialist? Conservative?’ He put down his knife and fork.

‘Socialist – is there any other party for intelligent, fair-minded people who believe in equality for all?’

‘You won’t approve of our royal family then,’ I chipped in.

‘Honey, I just love that Kate and Wills. As for baby George, now he’s adorable…’ interrupted Cindy and then knocked back the rest of her wine. ‘It wouldn’t be a life for me, though – being forever answerable to my husband’s family. Kate’s “career”, if you like, is already mapped out for her.’

I shrugged. ‘Maybe that’s what she wants.’

‘The royal family’s existence is of no interest to me, either way,’ said Monique.

Joe and I exchanged glances.

‘They are irrelevant to political life,’ she continued. ‘Mere figureheads who have no concept of reality. I feel nothing when I see them, apart from occasionally wishing Catherine would wear something more flamboyant.’

‘That’s a bit harsh, Moni,’ said Edward. ‘The present-day monarchs are more in touch with your average Britain, than ever before. In times of hardship they raise morale, plus are excellent ambassadors for our country.’ His eyes twinkled. ‘Clearly you didn’t grow up amongst patriots with a strong sense of national identity.’

Ooh…I held my breath. Would she reveal anything about her National Front dad?

She laughed nervously. ‘Um, my my father would probably approve of a thoroughbred Frenchman – or woman – being crowned.’

‘Conservative, is he?’ said Joe casually.

Monique paused for a moment. ‘Something like that. The Masson family does have a tradition of strong patriotic feelings. My grandfather fought in the First World War. He gained a reputation for rallying the depressed troops with his rhetoric. He was still spinning speeches when he got killed in the trenches, defending our country. I guess that heavily influenced my father’s world view.’ She shrugged. ‘I am very proud of my grandpapa. He was brave and had principles.’

‘So, Joe, who are you training at the moment, honey? Any new moves you can show me?’ said Cindy, clearly wanting his attention diverted back to her.

Without looking at Cindy, Joe aimed his answer at the French actress. ‘I’m training one of the footballers playing in this charity match, at the weekend – funnily enough, the young royal couple will be there to watch.’

‘Do you like football, Monique?’ I asked. She’d been mega polite to me all evening – bordering on friendly at times.

Her cheeks flushed. ‘Non.’

‘So you won’t be going to that match on Saturday?’ said Joe and smiled.

Her cheeks burned redder, hiding her smattering of freckles for a moment. ‘Absolutely not!’ she said and gave another nervous laugh. ‘Me? At a football stadium? I cannot think of anything worse.’

‘So, tell me about this footballer, Joe,’ said Cindy, voice edged with desperation now. Urgh, she must have been wondering why she was practically invisible to Mr Stupid Cupid Bloggs. It didn’t help when his phone bleeped (he’d timed that to happen, with a pre-set alarm) Joe pretended to read a message and then got to his feet.

‘Apologies, folks. Personal training pays well, but it means you’re at the beck and call of clients. I’ve just received a message about an injured hamstring. I’ll try and get back later. Thanks for dinner, Age–, I mean Gemma.’

He went into the bedroom where I’d put everyone’s coats, no doubt hoping to find Monique’s keys. A few minutes later he reappeared and left the flat.

To my amazement, the conversation flowed during dessert and coffee – although I shouldn’t have been surprised. Chatty Cindy was the perfect antidote to any awkwardness. In fact, seeing Monique joke with Edward and my American friend, I could almost understand why people liked her. She was a good listener. Plus Monique opened up about her family, when Cindy said how much she missed hers. Apparently the actress was never close to her dad, growing up. She didn’t let on who he was, but talked of how his work always took a priority; of how he kept trying to persuade her to study politics, economics and social science, when all she wanted to do was dance. What’s more, I held my own, talking about my new cookery skills and – when quizzed by Cindy – about just how I hard I’d worked last year, to fool everyone that I was really Abbey.

‘That must have taken real balls, Gemma, you should have been a secret agent,’ said Cindy.

Oh, the irony!

‘Mom wanted me to be a hairdresser,’ Cindy continued. ‘Don’t think she’s ever forgiven me for not learning how to colour and perm!’

Monique nodded. ‘Oui, even as an actress, I don’t think I could have pulled off two weeks pretending to be an aristocrat, “on stage” all the time.’ She smiled at Cindy. ‘Ma mère, aussi, wished I’d gone into hairdressing – or failing that, been a dress designer… Towards the end, she was so ill, Maman let me cut her hair…’ Monique gave a wry smile. ‘One of her last laughs was looking at her reflection in the mirror, afterwards.’

‘And how are you doing, Monique?’ said Cindy. ‘It seems like no time at all since last summer…’

Of course. Cindy would have known about the actress’ mum dying six months ago, as she’d been working at Chez Dubois for a year. The American reached over and, Daffy Duck bracelet jingling, patted Monique’s hand.

The actress shrugged. ‘I don’t know if one ever gets over losing a parent – let alone if they took their own life.’

‘That must have been hard,’ I said in a sympathetic voice, without thinking. Okay, I felt sorry for her, but she was plotting cold murder. I mustn’t lose sight of that.

‘Oui – particularly for my little sister.Maman… Things were bad for a long time. She never got over my father’s affair…’ Monique stared me in the eye. ‘But then you hardly knew your mother, non? Guess I am lucky to have memories…’

Blimey. Edward must have had quite deep conversations about me with her.

She got to her feet. ‘Bon, enough of such sadness. Cindy, shall we clear the dishes? I believe Edward wants to talk to Gemma.’

He smiled at me as the other two carried our plates over to the kitchen. ‘That was a delightful meal, Gem.’

‘Thanks. Guess you’ve learnt a lot about French home-cooking, living with Monique.’

‘And no doubt you have acquired an excellent knowledge of French pastries, living above The Golden Croissant.’

‘Are you suggesting I’ve put on weight?’

We grinned at each other and for one second it was as if our trip to Paris had never torn us apart.

‘Lady C will soon tell me if I’ve let myself go – I mean… Not that I’m probably going to see her much, away from Applebridge Hall.’

‘You are always welcome, Gemma,’ he said and ran a hand through his bedroom curls. ‘That’s what I wanted to talk to you about… I’ve spoken to Father and we hope you will consider working at Applebridge Hall’s food academy… On a good wage, of course, with free board… What I mean is… We consider you one of the Croxley family, regardless of… the situation between you and me.’

A lump formed in my throat. Since moving out and picking up the last of his things, Edward had made no attempt to make up with me. Which of course, was a good thing – but he seemed to have accepted a future without me so easily. ‘That’s… I mean… Thank you. But I don’t think…’ I sat up straighter. ‘Is Monique returning with you on Sunday?’

‘She wants to.’

‘Then… No… I couldn’t watch you and her…’

‘Gemma, how many times? There is nothing going,’ Edward said, voice edged with irritation.

Wow. He’d raised his voice – most unbecoming behaviour for a Croxley. But he was either naïve or in denial.

‘Well, if not yet it’s only a matter of time…’ I said. ‘You wait until she charms the Earl with her knowledge of art… Rupert will fall at her feet… Lady C will clap her hands at Monique’s genteel appearance… Everyone in your social circle will consider the pair of you a perfect match.’

‘They thought that of you and me,’ he said, sharply.

My eyes tingled. ‘Probably not, deep down.’

‘In fact, Gemma, look, there really is something I ought to tell you that might finally change your mind about us …’

My eyes tingled. Oh my God. At last, evidence that Edward hadn’t moved on, quite as easily as I thought. The irony was, just lately I’d realised that in love-rival terms, Monique was less of a threat. We each had our own strengths. Yet as much as I still longed for Edward to hold me in his arms and declare undying love, I had to keep my head on. I couldn’t risk my heart being broken in the future. Nothing changed the fact that Edward and I had as much in common as Prince William and the pop star Will.i.am – as Auntie Jan and all her ex-boyfriends. ‘Don’t bother,’ I said in a low voice. ‘Nothing will make a difference. Please accept my decision. Don’t make this any harder for me than it already is.’

Edward lifted his hands in the air. ‘We’re back in England within days and you won’t give us one last chance?’

I had to bite my lip at the clearest indication yet, that he still missed me – still reckoned we had a future. But I was no Auntie Jan. I had to be strong.

‘No. You can give me the most convincing examples of opposites attracting, but it won’t change my opinion,’ I said in the firmest voice possible. ‘I’ve come to realise – you and me, we are equals, but in too many different ways. We have passion for different interests and a determination to achieve different things…’ I swallowed. ‘Please. Let it lie, Edward. We’ve got the farewell party Pierre is throwing for us Sunday afternoon. And then I’ll… I’ll let you know of my plans – arrange to pick up my stuff from Applebridge…’

Edward’s mouth went into a hard line and he stood up, just as someone rapped on the door. Monique opened the door to Joe. As he came in, Edward got up and fetched his and Monique’s coats.

‘Thank you for a pleasant evening,’ he said tightly to no one in particular and my stomach squeezed. Hastily, he headed into the corridor. Monique kissed Cindy, half-smiled at me and closed the front door behind them. Joe looked at me. He was carrying a black plastic bag.

‘How was the hamstring?’ drawled Cindy tentatively.

‘What? Oh, yep, fine now,’ said Joe abruptly. Inwardly I groaned. He really needed training in how to speak to the ladeez!

A sigh escaped Cindy’s lips as her phone rang and she went over to the balcony to answer it.

‘So?’ I whispered, ignoring the lump in my throat that ached at Edward’s brusque departure. ‘Did you get into the flat?’

Joe nodded. ‘Didn’t find Monique’s keys in her coat, but her front door was easy to pick.’

‘And?’ I glanced pointedly at the bag.

But before he could reply, Cindy rushed over, eyes watering. She hurtled into the bedroom and grabbed her coat.

‘Gotta go,’ she said, coming back into the living area. ‘That was my neighbour – my apartment’s been burgled. Apparently…’ A sob escaped her lips. ‘They smashed up the joint – photos from home… Even my goldfish tank is cracked and leaking.’

She headed for the door but within seconds Joe had passed the plastic bag to me and stood in front of the chef. He put his hands on her shoulders.

‘I’ll drive you,’ he said.

‘No… It’s okay… I don’t want to be a nuisance. You’re busy tonight with stuff – I can tell that. Don’t need anyone to look after me – never have, never will.’

Joe stepped back, looking kind of surprised that she hadn’t swooned at his heroic tone. Clearly he was used to saving damsels in distress. ‘Yeah, I’ve been distracted. Sorry Cindy. You deserve better than that.’

She lifted her head and sniffed. ‘It’s okay, I mean…Honestly. It’s just the shock. No cowardly thief’s gonna get the better of me. I’m an independent woman. Fine on my own.’ She forced a smile. ‘Don’t need no knight in shining armour, but thanks anyway. The neighbours called the police. Hopefully there are fingerprints and… With any luck, Bubbles is managing in a couple of inches of water.’

Aw bless. How typical of Cindy. Money or her passport could have been stolen but she was most worried about photos of family and a fish.

Face etched with concern, Joe took out his car keys. ‘No arguments, Cindy. Let’s get going. I’ve got friends who can secure your place. If you’d feel better though…You can spend the night at mine. Everyone needs help now and again.’

Cindy’s face brightened. ‘Really? I mean, not that I’m scared but…’

‘I also know a guy who owns a pet shop – I’ll get a new tank sent over.’ Joe delved into his coat pocket and pulled out a neatly pressed handkerchief, which he passed to her.

‘You have lots of connections,’ said Cindy, voice all thick with emotion as she dabbed her eyes.

If only she knew. In fact, how could she possibly stay over at a flat belonging to MI6? But then Joe’s place was probably minimalist, like his black suits.

*Claps hands* This was great! Proof that Joe liked my fab friend.

He wrapped an arm around her shoulder, but Cindy shook it off and glared.

‘I am perfectly capable of walking, thank you,’ she said. ‘And don’t think you can take advantage of me, in this vulnerable state – not unless I want you to.’

‘Yes ma’am,’ said Joe and chuckled. Cindy giggled back. They stared at each other for a moment.

‘I’ll be in touch. Look after that bag,’ he said to me, as Cindy texted her neighbour.

We exchanged looks and I nodded. Curiosity pricked, I hurried into the bedroom to open it, as soon as they were gone.

The plastic rustled as I slipped my hand into the bag. My mouth went dry as my fingers curled around smooth, cold metal. Oh my God. Already knowing what it was, I pulled the object out of the bag and held it in the air. My heart pounded as I stared at the shiny, lethal-looking gun.


Chapter 28

According to Joe, Monique’s gun was a CZ 75 and well capable of causing great harm. However, he insisted there was no point in informing the bosses at MI6, as they would simply reply that ownership of a weapon didn’t imply any intention to murder. Especially as Monique enjoyed sports such as fencing. A bigger, official investigation would first use MI6 manpower to find out if she belonged to a local gun club, as another hobby.

I sighed as my shift ended and headed out of the kitchen, towards the bar, to grab a coffee. Joe was there, out of uniform, chatting with Cindy. He’d come in yesterday as well, the day after the burglary, just to check she was okay. How great to see him acting more human – and fab to see Cindy letting a man into her life.

She got up to fetch her handbag from the staff room. Joe was driving her to an out of town furniture warehouse as the burglars had trashed her sofa.

‘Nice to see you taking a break,’ I said to Joe, eyes twinkling.

‘Not for long. I still have a lot of preparation to do for Saturday. It will be my job to follow the royal couple closely, alongside the royal protection officers. Good thing Pierre has given you and Edward Saturday off, as a leaving present – we haven’t got to think of a cover story, for you missing your last day of work.’ He cleared his throat. ‘There’s nothing more we can do about Monique except keep a close eye on her, on the day.’

I shook my head. ‘It’s ridiculous, now that we know she had a gun.’

Joe ignored my comment. ‘I’ve managed to get you and Blade security passes and will pick you both up from your flat at nine o’clock, Saturday morning, to make sure you get inside the stadium without any problem. I’ve wangled two seats for you right by the ticket you found in that girl’s handbag – which is the seating area just below the royal box.’

I stared at him. The evidence may not be concrete yet, but it was certainly piling up.

‘I’ll be close to the royal couple but John Smith will be near you. The slightest whiff of a weapon and you tell him.’

I sighed.

‘Chin up, Agent G. Your mission has not been in vain. Whilst we’ve reached no definite conclusion, it’s enabled us to realise extra attention does need to be paid to the royals on Saturday – just to be on the safe side.’

I nodded, as Cindy reappeared and started breezily talking about how Pierre had offered me more weeks’ work, if I wanted to stay in France.

‘Decided what you’ll do yet, honey?’ said Cindy, now in a scarlet bomber jacket. ‘Either way, you’ve still got to come to your leaving bash here, on Sunday afternoon.’

‘Wouldn’t miss it for the world – JC is making some of his chocolate tarts.’

‘You’re both gonna be missed, that’s for sure,’ said Cindy and pulled on her gloves. ‘Hugo’s invited Edward out for a game of boules tomorrow, after his last ever shift. And he asked you over for dinner with his family last night, didn’t he? How did that go?’

My chest glowed – it had been a huge surprise when Hugo approached me, yesterday morning. I’d been hoping to see Blade that evening but my rockstar friend texted me something about a gig – the first I’d heard of it – and didn’t sign off with one of his usual funny comments. So I’d gladly accepted the head waiter’s invitation, and met his lovely wife and adorable children.

‘Wicked – the kids were so cute. Len – Hélène – Hugo’s wife had the night off her supermarket job and went to such trouble. She cooked classic French onion soup with goats’ cheese croutons, followed by Beef Bourguignon. Once Herbert and Henri got back from football, they helped her make yummy macaroons, whist Hugo picked little Honore up from ballet and Heloise from her piano lesson.’

Cindy let out a long whistle. ‘That’s why I ain’t looking to settle down for a LONG time. Maybe I’m too selfish…’

‘Or perhaps you just love your career,’ I said.

‘Nothing wrong with that,’ said Joe, warmly, and stared at Cindy.

‘Takes a special kind of man to accept a woman who doesn’t want to be tied down, though,’ said my American pal. ‘I don’t mean emotionally – I’m as loyal as they come – but physically. If I wanna jump on a plane to go stay at a cookery school for two weeks, I don’t want no man telling me I can’t.’

Oh my God…! I just saw a soppy look on Joe’s face – could it be… was Agent Joe Bloggs finally falling in love? My eyes tingled as they left the restaurant holding hands… Not only was I a super-spy – Gemma Goodwin was a matchmaker supreme!

As they left, Edward strolled in, carrying various bags.

‘Been shopping?’ I asked.

Edward gave a shrug. ‘Yes. Thanks to knowing you, I quite enjoy ambling around a mall, looking for bargains.’

‘Hmm, it’s one of the more significant pastimes that I introduced you to. I hope you didn’t forget the most important thing…’

‘Coffee and cake halfway through?’ He shrugged again.

I eyed him closely. Edward had been distant ever since the meal on Tuesday, when I’d very firmly told him that nothing he’d say could change my mind.

‘So, what did you get?’

‘Gifts for everyone back at Applebridge Hall,’ he said, gruffly.

That was so typical of thoughtful Edward.

‘For Kathleen I bought a beautiful egg whisk, in the shape of the Eiffel Tower, and gourmet chocolates,’ he said. ‘For Father, a vintage, cherry wood French pipe to add to his already extensive collection. I hope birdwatcher Lady Constance will like a small silver brooch of a house martin, which is one of the most common feathered friends here in Paris. For estate manage Mr Thompson, a beret – to act as an alternative to his Sherlock Holmes hat.’

‘They’ll love them,’ I said. ‘Have you spoken to your dad, lately?’

‘Yes. The First World War commemorative events have got us both thinking that Applebridge Hall should get involved. We might arrange a charity event later this year, to raise money for ex-Service men and women.’ He gave a wry smile. ‘And on a far less serious level, the glittering view from the Sacre-Coeur made me realise we could make much more of the Hall’s exterior. Father has agreed to us putting up fairy lights at night – especially since the cookery courses at the Academy are now residential.’

‘He agreed to that?’

Edward finally smiled. ‘Yes. We both agreed it was something that we’d never have considered before you came into our lives.’ He cleared his throat. ‘Anyway, the place has to be at its best as our French friends have agreed to visit later in the year. Hugo jumped at my invitation to put up him and his family for a couple of weeks, I think it appealed to his money-saving nature.

‘Edward! Edward!’ The door had swung open and Mme Durand, the self-professed cougar, hurried in – her make-up as vibrant as ever, a sparkly scarf around her neck. She held her arms out to Edward, a small gift bag swinging from her wrist. She kissed him on either cheek and, eyes glistening, stood back.

‘I am just off on a leetle cruise and cannot make your leaving party on Sunday. So I bring you a gift to remember me by…’ She clasped her hands together. ‘Chez Dubois will not be the same without its handsome Englishman.’

Edward face had lit up. He placed his bags on the floor and slipped an arm around her shoulders. With a squeeze he spoke to her in French for several seconds. I picked out several words – the charmer was reassuring Mme Durand that she was totally unforgettable. A lovestruck schoolgirl expression crossed her face. And who could blame her for totally crushing on this unassuming Adonis with toned limbs, seductive lips and teasing eyes? Finally Edward took the bag and pulled out a silver padlock with keys.

‘It might be useful for your luggage,’ she said, blushing.

‘How considerate,’ he said. ‘Plus of course, it will remind me of the Pont des Arts… Merci bien!’

Aw, of course, the bridge Blade told me about where lovers affixed padlocks to the railings, as a symbol of their love, and threw away the key. Anyone else might have laughed at this woman’s attention. But not Edward, and I crushed a little bit, too, as ever courteous, he gently guided romantic Mme Durand to the bar, so that they could share one last coffee before his shift began.

 I headed off home, mulling over the chances of me and Edward staying good friends, when back in England. But once back at my flat, I turned my attention to Blade and sent him a text – said I hoped the gig went well last night and could he come over. Eventually I got a reply – him saying tonight he was busy. So I told him it was a matter of international security.

Luckily that did the trick and he agreed to come over for dinner, at six. I spent the afternoon investigating John Smith again, online, hoping that if I presented all the information to Blade, he’d help me figure out what the creepy guy was up to. As it was, when Blade turned up, I could hardly get a comment out of him about anything, let alone a view on my very important investigation. Honestly, what was it with the men in my life, today?

‘Wine or a cup of coffee?’ I asked as he came in.

‘Got any tea?’

I grinned, once again bemused at his lack of rock’n’roll lifestyle. We sat down and I asked him how the gig went but he answered in monosyllables.

Well, you know me – I’m a forthright girl and couldn’t contain myself any longer.

‘Blade! What’s up? You haven’t been yourself for a couple of days? Where’s that wicked sense of humour?’ I lay my hand on top of his, but he pulled away. A lump formed in my throat. ‘Is it something I’ve done?’

‘No… Don’t worry – it’s… personal. I thought I could put right something that was very wrong but…’ He cleared his throat. ‘Ignore me. Us artists are temperamental beings. So, what did you want to talk to me about?’

‘Saturday,’ I said studying his face. The black eyeliner wasn’t straight and today Blade hadn’t bothered wearing any necklaces. ‘Joe wants you at the football stadium. With me. We’ve got security passes – are you in?’

He nodded. ‘If you really think I’ll be useful. Found any more information about Monique?’

I took a deep breath. ‘Brace yourself – Joe found a gun under her bed.’

‘What?’ Blade’s jaw dropped. ‘Non!’

‘Yes – but Joe still says that proves nothing. So all you and I can do is be vigilant in the crowd. John Smith will be near us, whilst Joe shadows the royal couple…And we – we also need to protect him.’

Blade raised his eyebrows and I proceeded to tell him about John’s proposal and how he intended to set Joe up.

Blade stared at me hard and then finally squeezed the top of my arm. ‘These little shoulders are strong – you have been carrying a lot of responsibility,’ he said, in a soft voice. ‘Ma pucette, I really admire you. I don’t know how I would have coped.’

‘Oh…Um… Thanks,’ I said, an electric sensation running down my arm. Blade was right. I’d actually been responsible about this secret service stuff. Despite my urges to approach Monique, I’d restrained myself, plus not told a soul. It… it made me feel good, to think – like last year – my actions could make a difference. Little old Gemma was becoming an accomplished cook, plus a person others could rely on. It felt good.

‘Bon – so this rogue agent, John, tell me everything…’ said Blade.

I took out some notes I’d made, glad to see him more like himself.

‘Let’s go through it one more time,’ he said, two hours later, as we finished a simple bolognese I’d rustled up.

With a groan, I picked up our dishes. We sat at the dining room table, by the balcony window. ‘Okay – but first let me bring over two coffees and a couple of mango mousse cakes I couldn’t resist buying from The Golden Croissant.’

Whilst Blade read over my notes for the umpteenth time, I prepared the drinks and desserts. When I returned to the table he was scribbling, in English, so that I could understand.

‘Bon, first Milan… We can find nothing to relate John to the fake designer factory or football match-fixing. As for the stole Etruscan artefacts…’

I shrugged. ‘John was investigating the existence of a terrorist cell. The only thing that could link him to that theft was his love of the finer side of life – jewellery and so on. He’s talked of visiting museums…’

‘But that’s a tenuous link,’ said Blade and my heart squeezed. That was just the sort of posh thing Edward would have said.

‘So, Bangkok… Do you think that John could be involved with drugs?’

‘Yes, that’s possible. As for the diamonds stolen from that Saudi family and turning up in Turkey…’ My shoulders bobbed up and down. ‘I don’t think he could give them away if he was involved – he’d love them too much!’

‘That brings us to Prague,’ said Blade. ‘You don’t think he’d have anything to do with child-trafficking.’

I shook my head.

‘Perhaps he was involved in the arms dealing…?’

‘Possible.’

‘Or the stealing of the Bohemian Crown Jewels?’ Blade gave a snort and threw down his pen. ‘This is going nowhere – it is like… How do you English say? Looking for a needle in a haystack. John’s extra-curricular activities are probably nothing to do with these news items that you have randomly picked.’

I sighed. ‘Agreed, it does seem mega hopeless – but this stuff is all we’ve got to go on.’ A large swig of strong coffee perked me up. ‘Pass the notes to me…’ I scanned them again. And again. The word jewellery kept popping up. It made me think of John’s love of expensive cufflinks and that time I saw him staring into a jewellery store on the Champs-Elysées. I looked at my finger – and how he’d admired the mood ring Blade bought me.

Hmm. I picked up my phone and once again logged onto a search engine. Milan… The Etrusan artefacts that went missing, included a fine bronze choker… Eventually a gang was interrogated but no evidence would stick. The ringleader came from the States and had a criminal record for theft…He was well-known by the courts in his hometown of… Orangedog.

My brow furrowed. Orangedog – where had I heard that name before? Stomach fluttering, I searched on the missing Saudi diamonds – again, an American from Orangedog had been arrested.

I squealed and clapped my hands. ‘Oh my God! Blade, I’ve worked out the connection between John and all these locations!’

‘What?’

‘Search on the missing Bohemian Crown Jewels from Prague – I bet one of the defendants being questioned was American, more specifically, a known criminal from a town called Orangedog…’

Heart pounding, I waited, whilst Blade tapped into his phone. ‘Merde! You are right… But how did you know?’

‘Agent John Smith loves jewellery and it makes perfect sense, now, that he is involved in thefts on a grand scale. In all three countries, some jewel or another has been taken, each case with a suspect from Orangedog. John owns a condo there. Part of it is chock-a-block full of criminals. He could have easily recruited thieves from there… Unless…’

‘Unless what?’

‘All of this is just a matter of coincidence.’

‘Coincidences are usually only that,’ said Blade.

‘True… But come on! Orangedog is an obscure place. What’s the likelihood of more than one criminal from there turning up abroad?’ I dug my spoon into the fruity mango mousse. ‘Now we just have to work out what on earth that has to do with the royal couple’s visit. Kate isn’t usually flamboyant enough to wear big jewels – certainly not at a commemorative event, during the daytime…’

Blade studied the notes again. ‘Are you finally going to tell Joe about all this?’

‘Noooo… No, not just yet. It might be easier to see exactly how John means to set up his colleague, if Joe doesn’t suspect anything. What do you reckon?’

Blade paused. ‘Oui – it is risky, but I agree. However if nothing happens you must tell Joe about this, before you leave, on Sunday. He should cover his back by reporting John to his superiors at MI6.’

I nodded.

‘Right…’ Blade stood up. ‘Time I was going.’

I glanced at my watch. ‘But it is only…Ah. Quarter to eleven! Where has the evening gone?’ I bit my lip, for some reason not wanting Blade to leave.

‘How about another coffee?’ I said. ‘This could be our last time alone, if I go back to England on Sunday.’

‘What about tomorrow night?’

‘Cindy and I are having a girls’ night out at Disneyland – it’s expensive, just for a few hours, but I’m dying to see the electric light parade.’

‘And Sunday…’ Blade gazed away for a moment, out of the window. ‘Are you staying here or returning to England?’

I shrugged. ‘My head has been so full of this secret agent stuff. I’ve a feeling I might not decide until the last minute, when I’ll follow my gut instinct. Although…’ I smiled. ‘It is very tempting to stay here, with you and Cindy, working at Chez Dubois. I’d have to find another flat – you haven’t got a spare room to let, by any chance?’

Blade cleared his throat. ‘Sorry, Gemma, I should have told you – I also leave Paris on Sunday. The band… We have a tour. You probably won’t see me again.’

Huh? Why did I think he was lying? A shard of pain pierced my chest. I thought we had something special – that Blade and me would at least be friends forever. I mean, he got me – we laughed at all the same things. Often he’d finish my sentence. Silence was never awkward between us. Why this sudden, dramatic announcement?

‘A tour?’ I said. ‘But you haven’t practised much – why didn’t you mention this before? I thought… You and I… Even though I wasn’t ready to…’

Face screwed up, Blade carried his dessert dish to the kitchen. ‘Sorry, ma pucette,’ he said, French accent wavering. ‘I did my best to fight for us.’ With that cryptic comment he left.


Chapter 29

‘Yoohoooo, Gemma!’ The Duchess of Cambridge (Kate to you and me!) called from the royal box. I stood amongst the stadium crowd below, not caring that the princess might have blown my cover.

‘Loved you in Million Dollar Mansion – I’m a real fan!’ she cooed.

I sighed. Okay, I was daydreaming – but wouldn’t that be awesome! Joe had picked Blade and me up on time and got us into the football stadium early. We checked under the seats near us – not sure why, it just seemed the right thing to do. Blade was still a titch subdued, but I didn’t ask him about his cryptic comment on Thursday night. No, today my brain needed to stay in Agent G mode. I needed to keep my eye on the job. A bit later, John Smith turned up. Joe had disappeared to join the royal protection officers – apparently the Duke and Duchess were making a detour, on their way to the charity match.

Thankfully the sky was one of those awesome clear ones known only to a Parisian spring. The cold air bit sharply and I was glad to be wearing a woolly hat, which might also make my appearance less obvious to Monique. Slowly, the seats around us filled and I recognised one or two faces I’d seen at the dance studio.

‘That woman – with the blonde hair,’ I said to Blade and pointed to our right. ‘She’s the one who found me looking through her bag.’

‘Fidgety, aren’t they,’ said Blade as a band started playing down on the pitch. Thousands of people had turned up and the air was filled with excited chat. Flapping in the wind, on poles behind each goal post, were flags of countries involved in the First World War.

‘What do you mean?’ I asked.

‘Blade blew on his hands and jerked his head. ‘The group of people around that blonde woman keep checking their watches and looking at each other.’

I studied them and gasped as the bearded man appeared by Monique’s side. The match was due to kick off in half an hour and I concentrated so hard on the potential suspects around me that it was only the deafening cheer of the crowd that alerted me to the arrival of the royal couple.

Blade nudged me and I glanced up to the box, which was only about twenty feet away. Stern-faced, Joe stood in the background, behind Kate and Wills.

Wow. She really was stunning, with translucent skin and shiny chestnut hair tumbling around her face in styled waves. She wore a cornflower blue jacket and skirt, plus one of those teeny weeny hats, called fascinators. However, what intrigued me the most was a beautiful belt around her waspish waist with… I screwed up my eyes – were those bejewelled flowers in the middle of it?

My stomach cramped as the enormity of my job here, hit me. What if Blade and I failed to stop Monique? At that moment John Smith appeared behind us, actually in undercover clothes – that is, smart jeans and a waterproof jacket.

‘Seen anything suspicious?’ he asked.

Swallowing my last minute nerves, I shook my head and glanced at the actress again. Several rows behind us, she stood laughing with her friends as if her most evil intention was to jeer bad referee decisions.

I jumped as an opera singer belted out some words that resounded around the stadium. The song lasted a lifetime. What a pity Edward wasn’t here to enjoy it. I stole a look behind me once more, to see Monique swaying in time to the music.

Then a loud whistle blew and everyone sat down. Helicopters circled in the sky. Growing up with my dad and two brothers meant that I unavoidably knew a lot about football. More than that, I enjoyed the sport and my family would have been green-eyed if they knew I was here. I recognised some of the team’s players and got to my feet with everyone else at the first awesome goal. After that, no one sat down, which made it easier for Blade and me to secretly keep an eye on the people surrounding us…

As ever, the cronies around Monique – or “the mob” as she’d called them – wore comfortable jogging pants and trainers. As the clock headed towards half-time, they all kept looking at her and with only one minute to go…Suddenly pop music boomed out of a hidden CD player. The royal couple glanced down towards where we stood and Blade and I left our seats, pushing towards Monique. Oh my God – she was reaching into her pocket. I launched myself forward, clambering over seats. Blade overtook me, striding easily over the chair backs. He was just two rows from the French actress when… she thrust her empty hand into the air, her fingers in the shape of a gun.

Huh? Blade turned around and shrugged as a nearby man scowled. A couple of people next to Monique followed her move in time to the feisty music. Then the row in front of them and the row behind, mimicked their dance moves exactly. The football match reached half-time and TV cameras left the match and aimed at the royal couple, to focus on the commotion. This meant Monique and her mob were now displayed up on the big screens, around the stadium. Row by row joined in with the technical dance moves – it looked amazing. Arm movements represented gun shots and waving flags… Body moves portrayed soldiers shot and dying. The bearded man and blonde also danced precisely. Increasing numbers of people, supposedly just from the crowd, joined in as the music became more jubilant. Then the dance moves represented soldiers marching and punching the air with happiness.

‘The mob,’ I muttered to Blade and palm-slapped my forehead. ‘This is a flash mob, isn’t it?’

‘A what?’

I almost chuckled. Edward wouldn’t have known what that meant, either.

John Smith appeared at my shoulder. ‘It’s when a group of apparently unconnected people congregate in a public place and then, to the surprise of everyone else, one by one, put on a synchronised, rehearsed performance.’

I shook my head and gazed at the hundred or so people dancing. The rest of the stadium was clapping in time – even the royals. With its battle-like moves the dance was clearly some sort of tribute to the war dead. Blade, John and I exchanged glances. MiddleWin must have been to do with the dance taking place halfway through the match, when someone would have been winning – nothing to do with Middleton and Windsor.

As Monique shot into the air again, with her fingers in the shape of a gun, I decided that move must have inspired the code word “Mort”, meaning death. The MiddleWin Mort was a dance tribute to men who’d died, defending their countries – not an evil assassination attempt.

Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed a man, in an MI6 uniform, sidle up to John. John reached into his back pocket and passed the man a pair of pliers. He nodded, and the man crept away. The hair rose on the back of my neck – what was all that about? And that man hadn’t got one of the security tags around his neck that the rest of us were wearing.

‘Why did the royal couple make a detour on their way here?’ asked Blade.

‘The Musée de l’Armée has a special display of artefacts from the First World War, including weapons and uniform, plus letters home…’ said John. Eyes shining, he glanced up at the royal box. ‘They also lent the Duchess that very special belt. A real masterpiece it is, doubling as a necklace, with a platinum chain and setting, with forget-me-nots and diamonds in the actual pendant – the round bit you can see at the front of her waist.’

Of course, forget-me-nots would have been close to soldiers’ hearts. My mouth went dry. I thought about the jewellery thefts in Milan, Bangkok and Prague. Could my suspicions about John really be right?

I glanced at Blade. No words were necessary. Lordie, the whole thing sounded so bonkers. Bonkers that anyone would attempt to pull off such a brazen theft – and bonkers that upcoming rockstar Blade and little old me were probably the only people who could stop it.

Discreetly, John Smith consulted his watch. I gestured to Blade to bend down, so that I could whisper in his ear.

‘I’ve got to get to Joe – you keep an eye on John. Don’t let him follow. That man, with the pliers – I don’t think he’s a proper agent. I bet he’s one of John’s criminal contacts from Orangedog.’

‘No way. I’m coming with you – it could be dangerous…’

‘But John’s too big for me to keep here, if he tries to follow and things turn nasty…’

After a pause, Blade nodded and I slipped into the aisle and upstairs, making some excuse to John about getting a drink before the dance stopped and the half-time crowd left their seats with the same idea. I followed the circular corridor at the top past snack bars and towards the entrance to the royal box. The door had been left open – just inside stood the supposed agent, with the pliers. He was now wearing gloves. Hardly daring to breath, I hovered behind him. Joe stood at the front of the box, scanning the crowds.

Wow. I was just a few metres away from Kate! My heart pounded and I had to control an adrenalin rush telling me to give her a big hug! Breath in, breath out, in… My eyes narrowed as I watched the supposed agent’s every move.

The dance finished and the whole stadium roared. Kate and Wills clapped furiously. Taking advantage of the commotion, the fake agent took that moment to take the pliers out of his pocket and snip the back of the belt. He whisked it away and dropped the pliers into an unsuspecting Joe’s pocket.

‘Joe!’ I hollered and the dud agent swore with an American accent and headed past me. Newfound maturity and reason pushed to one side, in aid of a national emergency, I jumped onto him, piggy-back style and gripped on for my life. He swayed and fell down onto his back.

‘Get off me, you bitch,’ he yelled, as the platinum belt flew across the floor.

How rude that he’d fallen! I didn’t weigh that much. Fortunately I landed on top of him and managed to grip him between my legs whilst I retrieved my pepper spray from my trouser pocket. Straight into his face it went, staining his cheeks a most appropriate forget-me-not blue, just as… Aargghh – his fist landed on my cheek.

Joe appeared, flanked by the royal protection officers, who each grabbed one of the man’s arms. Joe glanced back at the royal couple, who stayed inside the box, with another officer. One eyebrow raised, he glanced at me and, rubbing my cheek, I mouthed that I was okay. He picked up the belt, whilst a hollering came from along the corridor. Blade appeared, holding onto a purple-faced John Smith.

‘He saw a commotion in the royal box and tried to head up this way,’ said my panting rockstar friend.

‘There are pliers in your pocket,’ I yelled at Joe. ‘This bloke works for John, who’s left a trail of jewellery thefts behind him, across the world. He was trying to set you up!’

Crowds started to assemble around the snack bars and someone shouted out ‘Blade!’

Whilst the royal protection officers bundled John and his accomplice away, Joe checked I was okay.

‘Excellent Gemma. I was hoping you’d find out what John was up to.’

‘You knew he was involved in something dodgy?’

Joe nodded. ‘That was part of the reason I asked you to get involved in this mission. It wasn’t just about my suspicions concerning the royals. The time you spent with John – I reckoned a bright person like you would realise if he was up to no good. I’ve had a bad feeling about him ever since we’ve worked together. John lacks the principles of most agents. Plus he lives a much more opulent life than the rest of us. I didn’t want to voice my suspicions. I needed you to confirm, off your own back, that I was right.’ Joe stared me straight in the eyes. ‘You’ve fulfilled all my expectations and more. It just saddens me that you’ve had to help out unofficially. Otherwise I have no doubt you’d be up for an award.’

My eyes tingled, as Joe headed off to interrogate John. Blade came over to me, just as Monique approached.

Out of breath, she stopped by us. The royal box door was now firmly closed.

‘Who was that man you dragged away?’ she asked Blade. ‘And what are you doing here?’ She stared at my cheek. ‘Gemma? You are hurt?’

Blade darted forward and ran his finger gently over my face. Monique took both our arms and led us to a hospitality suite, managed by a friend of hers. She ordered three cognacs and without arguing we knocked them back. As other guests filtered out of the room and back to the match, she raised her eyebrows.

So, it all came out – me sussing out the password to her emails, reading her dodgy messages, and how Joe was a, um, private investigator (I wasn’t sure I could reveal his true identity). How I’d checked out the youth club and dance studio and heard her mention the words revolver and mob. Monique’s gasps were punctuated with the odd swear word. Especially when we revealed Joe had snuck into her flat and found the gun.

She shook her head. ‘I could have him charged!’

But by the looks on our faces, Monique seemed to understand that she couldn’t.

‘Is this Joe really a private investigator?’ she murmured.

Our lips were sealed.

‘Bon, I don’t need to know…’ She shook her head. ‘The gun…’ her voice wobbled. ‘It belonged to my father – he took it from one of his bodyguards, to protect us at home. He is an important member of the National Front party and as such regularly received death threats when I was little.’

‘But why have you got it, now?’ I asked.

‘Maman…towards the end, I suspected she might try to take her own life. I found this gun in her underwear drawer, one day – she must have taken it from my father, just before the divorce. All these years later I was worried she might use it…’ Monique bit her lip. ‘As it was, she chose a bottle of vodka and packets of pills.’

‘But what about the money? You kept hinting that after today you’d be financially better off.’

‘So, you thought I was being paid to do an assassination…’ A muscle in her neck flinched. ‘I don’t know whether to laugh or cry. If you must know, a good journalist friend filmed the whole thing from his helicopter and is giving me the tape. If you tell YouTube you want to earn money from your video, they put adverts at the beginning – I shall hurry home to upload it and am sure many will watch it, especially as the royal couple were there. So you see… I am not a monster. Just a woman trying to support herself and her little sister.’

My cheeks flushed.

‘Although I can see why you might have thought the worst of me…’ she said and took Blade’s hand. ‘Why don’t you tell Gemma the truth?’

Huh? More secrets? Something between her and my rockstar friend?’

He shook his head. ‘Non. There is no point. Leave it, Monique.’ He stood up and gave me a crooked smile. ‘Au revoir, dear Gemma. You will not see me again.’


Chapter 30

“Edward is here, packing before the farewell party. Come to my flat immediately. It is to do with our mutual ami, Blade.”

I stood outside the green door of Monique’s apartment block, once again staring at the text she had sent me, this morning. I’d texted back, hoping for more information, but nothing… Who did she think she was, summoning me like that?

Although to my huge annoyance, after chatting to her yesterday afternoon, following the charity match, I was beginning to like her. She’d stared at me sympathetically after Blade had left, but could offer no explanation for his dramatic departure. Then we shared a camembert baguette and she talked to me about how long she’d been organising the flash mob dance. If anything, she should have been spitting at our suspicions and the break-in to her flat. Plus when Joe arrived, to take me away to make a statement, she instinctively knew not to pry. Perhaps that’s what came from growing up with a dad in politics.

Whatever the reason, I began to see why she and Edward had become good friends – not just because of her dignity, sophistication and annoyingly cool dress sense… No, she was warm, loyal, dedicated, and her chest swelled when she talked of how well her sister was doing at university.

By the end of the afternoon she was even laughing at me bouncing off a trampoline, over a fence, with one of her somersaulting dancer friends following me. Monique had used English terms such as “mob” because a good number of the dancers were international students and she didn’t want the project to have an exclusively French feel. Monique intended to have firm words with her bearded friend who cornered me in that public toilet. She explained that secrecy was paramount for a successful flash mob, and that after weeks of rehearsal, he’d become particularly paranoid.

So yeah, she was okay – although we’d steered around the subject of Edward. Butterflies stirred in my stomach as I pressed the buzzer for Monique’s flat, hoping I wouldn’t catch them snogging. A few moments later the front door to the building clicked open. I went up one flight of steps and stood outside number fourteen. I knocked and waited.

The door swung open and Edward stood there, honey curls shining from sunrays shooting through a nearby window, inside. He wore a beige shirt, unbuttoned at the top, and navy chinos. My heart pumped. Despite everything, I still longed to kiss him and run my hands down his strong back.

‘Gemma? What are you doing here? What’s happened to your face?’

‘Um, can I come in? It’s about a text I got from Monique.’ I rubbed my cheek. ‘Oh, um nothing – I walked into a lamppost.’

‘Right, um, well, of course… Although the place is a mess… We’re both packing, you see…’ He stood back to let me in and I headed past the kitchen area, towards the living room.

Wow. Messy or not, nice place – classy but understated, of course, with shelves of books and a couple of beanbags. A dreamcatcher hung at a window and in the kitchenette was a cute row of potted herbs. Clothes hung over the sofa and on a small dining room table lay Edward’s suitcase.

Monique must have been in the bedroom and I was just about to ask Edward to fetch her, when I took a double-take at some items on a beanbag.

I swallowed. It was Blade’s black leather jacket and several silver cross and skull necklaces. Why would his clothes be here…? Oh my God.

‘I’ve been so stupid!’ I said and pointed to the jacket, mentally taking back all the good things I’d thought about Monique. ‘You… Blade… Both of you have been bewitched by Monique. Has he been living here as well? Been having threesomes, have you? Laughing at me, behind my back? No wonder he’s been upset this week – it’s no doubt due to Monique leaving for England.’ My eyes felt wet. ‘Why did she invite me here today? To make me feel bad, just when she and I were getting on?’ Confused, I looked around. ‘Blade! Where are you? Come on out.’

‘Gemma! Slow down! It’s not what you think.’ His eyes flashed. ‘Moni had no right to invite you over this morning. It’s obvious that she was hoping this would happen.’

I was going to ask what on earth he was going on about, when something on the sofa caught my eye. Feeling giddy, I walked over, sat down and picked up a spiky black wig.

Next to it was black eyeliner, and a glass box containing… inky black contact lenses. Wow. Blade must look really different without all this paraphernalia on.

‘I… thought his black hair was real. What’s his actual eye colour?’ I asked.

By now Monique had appeared at the bedroom door. ‘Blue – with small green specks in,’ she answered. ‘And his hair is blonde.’

I stared from her to Edward… The room span…. What? No! Never! ‘Are you saying…? But Blade is –was – way taller than Edward.’

‘Moni!’ said Edward and scowled. She ignored him, came over and picked up Blade’s scuffed boots.

‘These were borrowed from an actor friend of mine who isn’t as tall as he’d like. There are lifts inside.’

 My chest tightened.

‘All this time, my rockstar friend was you, Edward?’ I felt dizzy. ‘But why?’

Monique disappeared back into the bedroom as he sat next to me. ‘It was the only way I could try to persuade you to change your mind – about us.’

I snorted. ‘What, by trying to get me to fall in love with another guy? Not that I did,’ I added quickly.

‘I hoped that if you got on with Blade, you’d realise that the most opposite people could work well together; that our different interests didn’t matter. That the sizzling chemistry between us was still there….But you made it quite plain this week that a reunion would never be possible.’

‘You mean, at the garlic chicken meal at mine on Tuesday, when Joe had to dash off to his client?’

Edward nodded.

‘You tried to tell me something, didn’t you? Was it that you were really Blade?’

‘Yes.’

‘That’s why you’ve been in a funny mood this week – you and Blade – cos I declared nothing you said would make a difference.’ I bit my lip, thinking back to Blade’s cryptic comment about doing his best to fight for “us”.

‘No wonder he announced a sudden tour – you’d be back in England.’ I gazed at Edward. This explained why his heavy metal counterpart had always acted like the perfect gentleman – the way he always wiped his mouth with a napkin and how he’d pulled away the first time we almost kissed, after visiting the Eiffel Tower. How he never pushed for us to actually sleep together, in case he was taking advantage… I shook my head. Duh, and come to think of it, I’d never seen Edward and Blade in the same room. No wonder “Blade” couldn’t make the meal at mine last Tuesday, seeing as Edward was there. How could I have not guessed all this before?

I stared hard at Edward’s face, imagining him with eyeliner on and dark eyes. Of course! The charade was obvious now. Yet because of Blade’s height and French accent, I never suspected a thing…

‘So that day at the flea market, when you rushed off – there wasn’t really a meeting with a bar manager was there? You had to quickly change and then, as Edward, visit the Seine with Monique?’

‘Yes. At times it was tricky, leading the lives of two men.’

I shook my head. ‘No wonder Joe couldn’t find any trace of Blade’s identity…’ I thought back over recent days… ‘That’s why the stallholder at the flea market couldn’t understand your French either when we bought that harissa sauce… And you didn’t reveal any gossip about Ozzy Osbourne because you’d never really met him.’ I shook my head. It was beginning to make sense, as I recalled the way “Blade” had raved about the Eiffel Tower – one of Edward’s favourite landmarks.

‘But why did you dislike Joe so much, if Black Bijou didn’t exist anyway? It was no slight to you, seeing as the band was made up.’

‘Oh Gem… Can’t you guess? I was jealous – jealous of the sudden appearance of this new man in your life. Particularly one so confident, who spent hours in the gym… So I understand why at first you thought, wrongly, that Monique was some sort of rival. You must have experienced the same, green-eyed feelings.’

‘But since we broke up, you’ve been civil – never pleaded with me to come back… Acted all excited about your journalism career… Seemed to be easily moving on with your life – until the meal last Tuesday…’

‘But inside I felt as if my heart had shattered into pieces, shards of it slicing through my lungs, through my chest, every time I saw you. And us Croxleys don’t plead… plus you know me by now, and my habit of donning the proverbial glass half full, stiff upper lip. I refused to believe that we wouldn’t, at some point, reunite. So, challenging as it was, I just got on with my daily life – although I am genuinely excited about my writing prospects…’

I swallowed. Yes. This all made sense. Edward putting on a dignified brave face – that had always been a strong feature of his life. Like when his mother got cancer – like when he carried the burden of saving Applebridge Hall…

I stared at him. ‘So what happened when Joe bundled you into the car and took you off for interrogation?’ My mouth fell open. ‘Oh my God – you told him the truth, didn’t you? That you were Edward…And Joe agreed to help you continue the charade.’

Edward looked sheepish and rubbed the back of his neck. ‘Yes. Faced with the prospect of a tortuous interrogation, I didn’t have much choice. It just goes to prove that Joe really is a romantic deep down – he understood why I had to pretend to be Blade. And you getting the date of Blade’s birthday, Bastille Day, wrong, made it sound believable as to why he no longer suspected me.’

I shook my head. ‘I remember at the jazz club, being surprised that you and Joe didn’t discuss your love of heavy metal. But, of course, by then he knew you weren’t even a fan, so you both chatted about international politics instead…’ Lots of little things slowly began to fall into place. Like when I bit Blade’s hand, the night he chased me, and his instinct had been to swear in English, not French.

I shook my head. ‘It feels like a betrayal – all that time you spent with me, pretending to be someone else. I feel so stupid. The way Blade and I almost kissed… The deep chats we had…’ My voice wavered. ‘And yet you are too much of a gentleman to defend yourself by saying the obvious.’

He raised an eyebrow.

‘That’s exactly how you must have felt, last year, when I revealed I wasn’t your cousin Abbey. What a shock for you. But I did it with the best intentions… As no doubt you did, when pretending to be a rockstar.’

Edward took my hand. ‘Gem – you know I hate lying, but this was the only way I could prove to you that we have something real and special between us. It’s made me realise just what you went through, last year, pretending to be Abbey. So many times I wanted to pull of that wig and shout that the man you were having a good time with was really me. And…’ His voice softened. ‘I really did love Disneyland Paris that second time – although I was worried my wig might fly off on Space Mountain.’

‘And I thought you were placing your hands on your head to show off, being brave…’ I gave a wry smile. ‘I still hate opera, you know,’ I murmured.

‘So what? You were considering dating a heavy metal singer. Doesn’t that prove that our love can overcome all sorts of obstacles?’

I couldn’t take it all in. ‘But what about the band’s fan, in the Silver Spur Restaurant, who wanted your autograph?’

Edward cleared his throat. ‘It was a set-up, I’m afraid. Monique missed a trip to Versailles with me to arrange everything. Remember I was keen to go to that particular place to eat? She was one of Monique’s friends, waiting for us. The music magazine was put together by Moni and a photographer friend. Joe was right – it doesn’t really exist.’

‘How on earth did you come up with this whole charade? Even the way Blade walked was nothing like you.’

Edward called Monique back in.

‘It was Moni,’ he said. ‘Her idea. She gave me a couple of days’ intense training in how to speak and move differently – all the acting lessons she’s had over the years came in terribly useful.’

I gasped. ‘Monique? But when we first arrived she was determined to split us up and date you herself.’

Monique leant against the back of the sofa and blushed. ‘Please forgive me, Gemma. I… just saw red, as you English say… The first time I saw you.’

‘Why?’ I shook my head.

‘My mother… She only died six months ago. It is still raw and… Her unhappiness truly started when Papa had an affair with an air hostess. The vixen was English. I met her once. You look similar and that hit a nerve. I decided then and there that you didn’t deserve a charmer like Edward. So… I am not proud, but I did everything I could to make you seem unsuitable for him. Plus I made out that you’d tripped me up outside the restaurant, when I knew that you hadn’t.’

‘But… but your password on the laptop, it’s “Edward” – proof of how much he means to you…’

Monique blushed. ‘Oui, it is Edward – after Edward Cullen. Commercial as it is, I am a huge fan of the Twilight films. He is my favourite vampire.’

Blimey! Perhaps us two women had more in common than I thought.

‘So why the change of heart…?’ I asked. ‘…About trying to break up me and Edward.’ I thought back to that time out the back, at Chez Dubois, when I’d felt sick after JC disembowelled the trout… Monique had tried to be make things up but I’d just suspected her motives, thinking it was nothing but a show to impress Edward.

‘Because very quickly after you two split, and Edward moved in here, I saw how it broke his heart. He put on a good act in public, but couldn’t carry that off twenty-four seven. Back at my flat, each day, I saw the hurt in his eyes. Guilt pinched my soul, therefore I came up with this plan, to prove that superficial things like hobbies don’t matter. When it comes to love, the chemistry is everything. That’s what sees you through years together.’ She shrugged. ‘Looking back, I can see that my papa never really loved Maman, whereas quickly I understood that Edward… He adores every bone of you. And who wouldn’t…’ She smiled sheepishly. ‘Whilst on the surface I patronised you from the beginning, secretly I was in awe. It’s all over the internet, how you did an amazing job of being Abbey last year. I thought you were the ultimate actress, as well as popular and fun…’

My bottom lip quivered. And without being big-headed, I kind of understood. Being single for the first time since Million Dollar Mansion had given me time to think – made me realise just how much I’d achieved in recent months. I became aware that my confidence wasn’t defined by a boyfriend liking me or not. No, it was defined by the fact that I, Gemma Goodwin, actually liked and respected myself.

My eyes filled. ‘I guess you are right – about superficial things not mattering. I mean, friends and interests change over the years, anyway. Take Dad, he used to hate pop music and dancing. Now he’s the Karaoke King thanks to his new girlfriend’s friends… Yet lots of couples stay together for life, despite each of them being or becoming different people.’

‘Even if I still love opera when I’m eighty, and you still want to visit Mickey Mouse, it won’t matter…’ said Edward.

‘You missed a little clue, as to Blade’s true identity,’ said Monique and grinned.

I raised my eyebrows.

‘The band name, Black Bijou – “bijou” translates as “gem”.’

A lump rose in my throat.

Monique headed to the kitchenette and I stared Edward in the eyes, noticing those tiny pine specks in the blue.

‘I’ve missed you so much, Edward,’ I whispered. ‘It’s been hard, blocking you out of my mind. Although Blade really helped, even if I felt guilty for the feelings I had for him.’ Now I knew why I had those popping candy sensations with Blade as well.

Fervently, Edward kissed my hand. ‘Those feelings prove that you and I belong together, whatever we look like, whatever we’re interested in, whoever we like mixing with… Gemma, ma pucette, you are stuck with me forever.’

I laughed, but then gave a stifled sob. ‘This is going to sound silly, but I’ll miss Blade.’

A wicked look crossed Edward’s face. ‘I’m sure Monique will let me keep some of his things. Perhaps the rockstar will make an appearance now and again.’

I covered my face with my hands. ‘Oh God – I made you perform on stage, at that bar near the flea market. You must have been mega scared!’

‘You’ve got no idea! The first few seconds were the most terrifying of my life.’

I shook my head. ‘And there was another clue I missed – you sang your favourite Guitar Hero song – Ace of Spades by Motorhead.’

‘Actually, it was fun by the end.’ His eyes twinkled. ‘Pretending to be Blade… It’s something I could never have done without knowing you.’

‘You mean my bonkers ways have rubbed off?’

We smiled and I leant forward. Our lips met and that old magical sensation washed over me. I felt like I’d come home, after a long trip away.

Finally we parted.

‘Je t’aime,’ he said, in soft tones.

‘And I love you too,’ I mumbled and turned around to smile at Monique. ‘Come on – us three have got a party to go to.’


Chapter 31

Fresh baguettes, rich pâté, deep-fried onion rings, salad niçoise, garlic chicken goujons, strips of beef, baked brie and savoury croissants… Mini custard pastries, chocolate flans, apple tarts, floating islands, passion fruit soufflés… Wow! JC had really gone to town!

Not that I got a chance to eat much at the party – as soon as Edward and I arrived holding hands, everyone wanted the gossip. Pierre passed us each a glass of champagne and said he always knew we’d get back together. And I had to quickly reply to a text from Abbey. I’d messaged her on the way over and she was “super excited” that me and Edward were once again an item. As was Lady C, who gave me a quick phone call.

I gazed around at the mahogany furniture and glossy ferns, at the terracotta floor tiles and wrought iron eight-candle chandelier. This place had been home for the last month. A pit formed in the bottom of my stomach when I imagined life in this busy restaurant carrying on, without me in the kitchen and Edward waiting on tables.

Cindy came over and kissed us both – and then Joe for good measure. Apparently MI6 encouraged a degree of transparency with families and close friends nowadays, so he’d told her who he really was.

‘A spy makes the perfect boyfriend,’ she’d whispered in my ear, as Edward and Monique went to speak to Hugo. ‘No ties. Fab sex. You should see this special gadget he uses to–’

I held up my hand as Joe’s cheeks flushed. ‘Too much information!’

She and I giggled.

‘Gadgets are very important,’ said Joe and winked at Cindy.

‘Talking of which…’ I handed him a plastic bag. ‘Here are mine. You might want to give Cindy that leopard-print handbag with the special button, just in case she ever needs to summon you for, um, special services.’

‘Ooh, good idea – a woman’s needs can strike at any time…’ she said.

I grinned. ‘So… Joe – what’s happened to John Smith?’

‘He’s in custody. At a first glance it looks like your suspicions about the jewellery thefts in Milan, Bangkok and Prague, have substance.’ Joe gave the plastic bag to Cindy and leant forward. His strong arms draped around me and he held me tight. Eventually Joe stood back, hands on my shoulders and stared into my eyes. ‘You did yourself proud, Gemma. As far as wingmen go, you’re one of the best. You discovered that something was going down at the football match, and even though it was just a flash mob, I’m so glad we played safe and checked it out. Plus we caught John. Rogue agents are a dangerous thing. This year he’s stealing jewellery – next year he could have been causing real damage and flogging state secrets, so I think you and I can be very proud of ourselves. Mission accomplished.’

The back of my throat felt all funny. I sniffed. ‘Thanks Joe… The bunker training seems like a long time ago now… But you were an awesome teacher.’ I smiled. ‘Maybe one day you’ll be the Chief of the Secret Intelligence Service.’

Joe glanced at Cindy who was chatting with JC. ‘Can’t see myself at MI6 for ever. It’s early days, but I’ve just got a feeling that my life might eventually follow a different path…’

‘Can you just tell me…?’ I gave him a half-smile. ‘What’s your real name? I’ve been trying to guess. To me you look like a Max. Or Sebastian. Perhaps a Ralph.’

‘Really?’ Joe leant forward to whisper in my ear. My eyes widened. Now I would never have guessed that!

Cindy came over. ‘Joe – you should try the savoury croissants, they are fabulous, honey!’

We both watched his pert backside in admiration as he headed over to the buffet.

‘You and him seem to be getting on well,’ I said.

‘He’s the sweetest guy, Gemma – loyal, protective, caring without being possessive or treating me as less than an equal.’

‘How often will you see each other, now his mission here is almost over?’

‘He’s off to Singapore next month but with private jets and MI6 accommodation all over the world, I can’t see it being a problem wherever he’s placed – or wherever my career takes me…’ She sighed. ‘He’s just so perfect. Apart from his strict diet and exercise routine. I might have to take him home to Texas – Mom’s sticky sauce barbecues are bound to lead him astray!’

‘Pudding! ‘Ave you tried those chocolate flans? I made zem especially for you.’

Aw, I was going to miss JC’s strong French accent and grinned at him standing there in his white chef’s coat and chequered trousers.

‘Those custard pastries are to die for,’ said Cindy and headed back to the buffet.

I went on tiptoe to kiss JC’s cheek. ‘Of course I have! Forget the savoury stuff – they were the first thing I went for. Truly delicious. I am going to miss your yummy food. But I’ve learnt so much…. Thanks for being so patient with me.’

‘You are a hard worker, Gemma. I zink you’ll go far in ze food business.’

Just then Pierre tapped his champagne glass and silence fell.

‘Merci for staying back after the morning shift, everyone… It gives me great pleasure to formally wish our dear friends, Edward and Gemma, every success back in England. It pleases me even more that they are once again a couple…’ He smiled. ‘Paris never fails on the romantic front.’ He raised his glass. ‘Thank you both for your hard work. You are welcome back here any time. Here’s to Edward and Gemma! Santé!’

‘Santé!’ chorused everyone and clinked glasses.

‘Thanks to you all, too,’ I added.

‘And please keep your promises to visit Applebridge Hall,’ said Edward.

Everyone murmured that they would and after another mouthful of fizz, went back to eating.

Edward and I glanced at each other across the room. Heart pounding I headed over to him, firstly making a detour via the buffet table.

‘Can I have a word,’ I said, voice wavering a titch. There was one last thing I had to do before leaving Paris.

‘Everything okay? Joe hasn’t recruited you for another mission, has he?’

I smiled. ‘No… I have a little mission of my own to complete.’

We walked across the room, to the windows and I gazed out onto the bustling street. Pierre had closed the restaurant for a couple of hours and by the looks of the Sunday crowds Chez Dubois would be busy later on.

I turned to face Edward and sat him down on one of the chairs. Then I knelt in front of him, lifted up my hand and held out one of the deep-fried onion rings.

‘Edward… Please, marry me. After everything that’s happened, I’m ready to make that commitment.’

His mouth fell open. ‘Really? I mean… There’s no pressure… Are you certain?’

Eyes tingling, I nodded.

He stared at me for a few seconds before his adorable face broke into a smile. ‘I’m not sure… Can I cope with a lifetime of being married to Vajazzle WithGems?’

As I giggled, Edward jumped to his feet. Before I knew it, he’d pulled me up and pressed his lips against mine. Mmm. Popping candy in my stomach. Tingles up and down my spine.

Eventually, he pulled away.

‘Is that a yes?’ I stuttered.

He grinned. ‘Oui, ma pucette.’

‘Je t’aime, my old cockroach. You, me – and Blade…’ I grinned back, ‘…it was meant to be.’

The End
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