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“The author takes an improbable
twosome and writes such a splendid romance that you actually think
it is possible…this is a great romance and a lovely
read.”—Best Lesfic Reviews
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“This book is fun, witty, and
adorable. I had no idea which way this book was going to take me,
and I loved it. Each character is interesting and loveable in their
own right. You don’t want to miss this one—heck, if you have read
any of A.E. Radley’s books you know it’s quality
stuff.”—Romantic Reader Blog

“Radley writes with a deceptively
simple style, meaning the narrative flows naturally and quickly,
yet takes readers effortlessly over rocky terrain. The pacing is
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ahead to see what happens next.”—Lesbian
Review

The Startling Inaccuracy of the
First Impression
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Rêveur
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and it’s just the start…enough said!”—Les
Rêveur
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locations you wish you could experience
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read. Likeable characters, well-written, easy flow and sweet
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Stars.”—Les Rêveur

The Road Ahead

“I really enjoyed this age-gap,
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For the readers.


Chapter One

Katherine Lovegrove loved the walk from her office
to her home. It was thirty minutes where she could attempt to
disappear into the busy London streets and not worry about work,
family, obligation, or being recognised. Some people struggled with
the bustle of a crowded street, but Katherine enjoyed weaving in
between people as if she was just anyone else.

She felt her phone vibrating in her pocket as it did
constantly throughout the day. She’d catch up on all the messages
when she got home, but for now, she was enjoying not having the
phone glued to her ear.

Working in events was tiring. Working on
high-profile events for well-connected and demanding clients was
exhausting. Katherine loved what she did despite the stress it
sometimes brought.

Knowing she’d helped to organise a perfect wedding
or made a charity concert go from an idea to reality was a thrill.
It allowed her to marry her heritage and her skillset
perfectly.

“Katherine!”

She paused and turned towards the voice. A woman in
a Temperley London coat was striding across the road towards her.
Blending into the London crowd didn’t always work. Katherine smiled
and did her best to look ecstatic to see the woman despite the fact
she was still attempting to place her.

The London scene was enormous and growing all the
time. Katherine did her best to keep up with who was who, but
meeting so many thousands of people every year meant it sometimes
took a while to pinpoint a name.

“Look at you!” the woman said, her arms outstretched
and enveloping Katherine in a hug. “You look divine!”

“As do you,” Katherine replied. Her mind whirled.
The face was familiar, but Katherine couldn’t place if the woman
was a client or someone she knew socially.

“You must come to drinks. You must.” The woman
turned and raised her arm to flag down a taxi.

“I would love to, but I have to get home,” Katherine
replied.

The woman lowered her arm and pouted like a child.
“Are you sure? Not even just a little drink? We must catch up.”

“We must,” Katherine agreed. “How long has it
been?”

The woman scrunched up her face and looked to the
sky, deep in thought. “Was it at Millie’s wedding? No, you were at
Claude’s soirée—I remember that you wore Bav Tailor’s latest. Did
you come to Mummy’s gallery opening?”

Poppy Bailey, Katherine recalled in a flash.
Poppy was the granddaughter of the Earl of Elgin and her mother
hosted the Dragonfly Charity Ball. Katherine had met her
approximately six times throughout her forty-two years on the
planet. Like so many other socialites that Katherine knew, Poppy
had decided that a handful of meetings was enough to proclaim them
best friends.

Katherine assumed that Poppy was bored, judging by
the many shopping bags she held. Katherine knew that if she hadn’t
gone and gotten herself a job, she’d be in the same situation as
Poppy and filling her days with shopping, and dragging
acquaintances into trendy bars.

“I didn’t. I had a previous engagement, but I think
Daddy went along,” Katherine said, trying to skirt around the fact
that her father had spent a good hour complaining that all the art
was splodges and dots of nothingness.

“He did! Are you going to the opening of Safe
tomorrow?”

“Possibly, I have another thing that night, but I’m
going to try to swing by,” Katherine said.

She didn’t particularly want to go to the opening of
yet another cocktail bar in Chelsea but knew that most of her
clients and contacts would be there, so it would be poor form to
not show up for half an hour.

“It’s going to be good for the economy,” Poppy said.
“To have another bar, I mean.”

“Absolutely,” Katherine agreed even though she
thought another bar was really the last thing the area needed. The
London well-to-do already had row upon row of exclusive bars and
restaurants to keep them entertained with overpriced drinks while
keeping the rest of the population out with bouncers and guest
lists. “I’m so sorry, Pops, I have to get going,” Katherine said.
“But we will catch up sometime. I hope I’ll see you at the Pink
Ribbon Ball?”

“I’m going to try to make it,” Poppy said.

“We have a lot of great guests this year.” Katherine
started to sell the event. If they were going to meet their
fundraising target, then she needed the Poppys of the world to
attend. “And there’s a rumour…Actually, no, I’m sworn to
secrecy.”

Poppy’s eyes widened in delight at the idea of not
only a rumour but a secret one.

“I can keep secrets,” Poppy exclaimed.

Katherine knew that Poppy would absolutely not be
able to keep a secret, but she wanted the news spread so was happy
to say more. She looked around as if to check that no one was
listening in. She leant in close. Poppy did the same.

“Migs is coming,” Katherine whispered.

Poppy’s eyes nearly popped out of her head. “Migs?
No!”

Katherine nodded. She stood up and attempted to keep
a straight face at Poppy’s excitement. Margaret Calthorpe, known as
Migs, had become highly sought after, following her ongoing fling
with a Danish prince. Migs had royal contacts now, and every young
woman wanted to befriend her and attempt to get either an invite to
a bona fide royal wedding or an introduction to the prince’s
younger brother.

Katherine had gone to school with Migs and told her
that she needed to come to the Pink Ribbon Ball that year and help
Katherine extract money from the wealthy guests for charity. Migs
had readily agreed, as the cause was close to her heart.

“I shouldn’t have said anything,” Katherine said.
“Let’s keep this between us.”

“Of course,” Poppy agreed.

Katherine knew it would be broadcast on whatever
WhatsApp groups Poppy was a member of within the next hour. After
Poppy dropped hints that she knew a secret and an appropriate
amount of cajoling from her friends had taken place, of course.
Katherine mentally brought up the guest list and ticked off a whole
section of young women as now attending. If the women were
attending, then the eligible men would follow soon after. And if
the young women and men were there, then it wouldn’t be long before
their parents decided to attend as well to keep an eye on
proceedings and ensure that no one was attempting to link to anyone
unsuitable.

Katherine always managed to get a good turnout for
the Pink Ribbon event, but anything that made it even more popular
was great news.

She looked at her watch and let out a sigh. “I’m so
sorry, but I really must get going.”

Poppy pouted one last time before throwing her arms
around Katherine and hugging her farewell. Katherine knew that
Poppy’s sadness at not sharing a drink with Katherine that evening
would last for minutes until she bumped into someone else that she
knew.

She continued her walk home, her mind full of guest
lists and plans for the Pink Ribbon Ball. She had many events
coming up before then, but her mind always focused on what she
considered to be the event of the year, something she’d established
and fought for through the years. Attempting to get yet another
fundraiser off the ground in London society wasn’t easy, but she’d
managed it and now worked on maintaining its prestige and trying to
grow attendance year on year. London society was fickle, to say the
least, and Katherine knew that some new shiny thing could take
people’s attention away at any time.

She entered the lobby of her apartment building and
unlocked the mailbox. She flipped through the usual mix of
invitations, bills, and junk mail. At the bottom of the pile was a
letter that stood out. The envelope was addressed to Lady
Katherine Lovegrove, but there was no street address and no
postmark, which indicated that it had been delivered by hand.

Katherine had received plenty of unwanted
correspondence throughout her life and knew a piece of suspicious
post when she saw one. She sighed and put all the envelopes in her
bag and called for the elevator.

When she arrived in her apartment, she took the
suspicious envelope and placed it in a polythene bag provided to
her by her father’s security company. She’d drop it off to their
office the next morning.

If she thought on it for too long, then she would
feel a familiar shiver at the knowledge that someone potentially
unpleasant had been lurking in the lobby at some point during the
day. But Katherine didn’t have a friend who didn’t have a similar
story. When your family was well-known, the letters would start to
come. Threats or requests for money were commonplace.

She pushed the thought to one side. She had calls to
make and emails to catch up on. Contrary to popular belief, events
didn’t organise themselves.


Chapter Two

Eve hurried down the busy Tokyo street, weaving in
and out of throngs of people. She used to think that London at five
o’clock on a Friday was busy, but that was nothing compared to a
supposedly quiet day in central Tokyo.

She held on to her backpack straps and focused her
gaze down at the feet of oncoming people. The trick was to not make
eye contact. If you made eye contact, it was likely you would be
the one to move out of someone’s way. If you didn’t make eye
contact, people would—hopefully—move around you. At least that
worked the majority of the time.

In her first few months in Japan she had always been
the one to step aside. Back then she had been wide-eyed and
awestruck by the bustling city around her. And like every other
unexperienced tourist, she’d spent most of her time being rammed
out of the way by the locals. That had been when she’d first
arrived three years ago.

She was a natural these days.

Unlike her sister, who had visited a couple of times
and just couldn’t fathom why Eve liked Tokyo. But that was because
Paula hated crowds, and crowds of people were a fact of life in the
city. Eve had looked it up once—Tokyo’s population density was five
times higher than London’s. And London wasn’t exactly quiet.

Of course, that factoid had started Paula on her
theory of Eve trying to surround herself with white noise in order
to ignore her problems. Apparently, Paula considered the nine
million citizens of Tokyo a background hum.

Eve had spent the entire five days of her sister’s
last visit telling her that she wouldn’t be returning to England,
as well as clarifying for the hundredth time that she wasn’t
suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder. To say it had put a
dampener on her plans to show her favourite person in the world her
new home would be an understatement.

Paula was absolutely convinced that Eve was still
suffering—and hiding—from the events that had happened five years
ago. It was inconceivable to her that Eve had just decided to move
to another country and subsequently enjoyed her new life more than
her old one.

Sometimes Eve wondered if maybe she should be
suffering from PTSD. The terrorist attack on the busy London street
had come from nowhere and caused carnage in minutes. She’d seen
things she never wanted to see again. But she was a professional
and trained for such terrible events. Yes, it had been shocking and
horrifying. But like any other professional, her training had
kicked in, and she’d done her job to the best of her ability. She’d
even attended the requisite and optional sessions with counsellors
afterwards. These days she didn’t wake up in a cold sweat, and the
nightmares had all but faded to nothing.

She wasn’t hiding. She’d just found a new life for
herself—she was sure of it.

Paula didn’t believe her. She’d seen one too many
movies about police officers who couldn’t get past the horrors
they’d seen in the line of duty. Read one too many novels about
brave soldiers who suffered flashbacks because of their time on the
front line. Paula was an average civilian who’d gained most of her
psychological analytical skills from media. She also missed her
younger sister and didn’t like long flights or busy cities, and so
begging Eve to come home was a frequent event.

Sadly, it just wasn’t possible for Eve to fly to
England to see her. Flights didn’t come cheap, and Eve was on tight
budget. She’d used all her savings and her half of the inheritance
from their parents to buy a cheap and tiny apartment in a rundown
neighbourhood on the outskirts of Tokyo. Now she lived month to
month doing odd jobs, usually teaching Japanese to people. It paid
enough to live on but not a lot more.

Her phone, which she always kept in a tight grasp in
her pocket, vibrated. She’d lost a phone once to a pickpocket many
years ago, and she’d never lived it down once her colleagues had
found out. Since then she always kept a grip on her mobile just in
case.

She made her way to a shop doorway to get out of the
mass of people. She looked at the screen and sighed. It was her
next meeting, Simon Bailey. The man had cancelled every other
appointment for the last two months. He was apparently a financial
genius, but the skills he’d honed with numbers weren’t
transferrable to a calendar.

“Simon,” she greeted, “let me guess, you’re calling
to tell me that you’re on your way to the classroom for your
Japanese lesson, and I’ll see you there in five minutes, as we
agreed, right?”

“Not exactly,” Simon admitted. “I thought it was
tomorrow, and I booked an important meeting for today. Can we move
it to the same time tomorrow?”

Eve wanted to say no, wanted to demonstrate that his
constant tardiness wasn’t acceptable by cancelling his lesson
altogether. But she needed the money. She shook her head angrily,
mentally calculating if she could get across town from her existing
appointment the next day in enough time to meet him. She’d thought
working for herself as a language tutor would be great. It meant
setting her own schedule and being the boss. But the truth was it
was nothing but stress. People were unreliable—at least her
students certainly were.

“Yes, but you really need to stop doing this,” she
said. “This is my living, you know.”

“I know, I know. I’m really sorry. You know what I’m
like,” he said.

Yes, she knew exactly what he was like. Irritating,
bad with promises, terrible at keeping appointments, rudely
thinking that constant apologies were adequate over actually
changing his behaviour, Eve thought.

“So you’ll be there tomorrow?” Eve clarified
aloud.

“Absolutely. Promise. Thanks, Eve, you’re the
best.”

“I’ll text you an appointment,” Eve said. At least
that way she knew he had received and read the correct date and
time and had a slight possibility of being there.

“Cool. Got to run, thanks!”

She lowered the phone from her ear and stared at the
screen. He’d hung up, and the background image of her former pet
cat, Percy, came into view. Percy had been the only reliable man in
her life until he’d rudely died at the age of twenty-one.

She put the phone back in her pocket and prepped to
join the crowds in the opposite direction to return to her
apartment. It was a thirty-minute walk, forty as it was approaching
the evening rush hour. She briefly considered getting the bus but
quickly discounted the idea as she was in no mood to be crowded
into a few scant square centimetres to herself for the journey
home. The street was busy, but the bus was ridiculous, and even she
had her limits.

The time passed quickly, mainly because she was
considering ways to get her own back on Simon as she walked. She’d
decided it was time to introduce a cancellation fee. If he was such
a genius with money, then surely he would respond when he could see
the financial implications of constantly cancelling his
appointments. Especially at the last minute.

She turned into the narrow street where she lived
and stopped dead. She cocked her head to one side and stared at the
familiar suited man who was pressing the intercom button outside
her apartment building.

She started walking again, thinking for sure she
must be mistaken. There was no way it could be him. There was no
reason for him to be in Japan. They hadn’t spoken for years. How
would he even know where she lived?

He turned around, and any doubt slipped from her
mind. Her former boss was somehow standing right in front of
her.

“Charles?” She couldn’t believe her eyes.

“Webb!” He always insisted on calling her by her
surname, which wasn’t surprising since it was common practice
during her time in the Metropolitan Police Service and latterly in
Protection Command.

“Charles O’Court.” She grinned and shook her head.
“What on earth are you doing here?”

“You are a hard woman to find, Eve Webb.” He stepped
forward and wrapped her in a big bear hug.

“I know. It’s deliberate,” she joked.

He stood back, taking her upper arms in his hands to
look her over. “It’s been so long. I almost forgot what you looked
like.”

Eve hadn’t kept up to date with any of her old
colleagues and had no idea what Charles was doing these days.
Judging by his smart suit and expensive tiepin, she was certain
he’d done well for himself.

Charles had been her commanding officer for a while
before several promotions saw him skyrocket to the top of the
police service. He was charismatic and intelligent and could read a
room like no one else. His constant climbing of the ladder had
surprised no one. Eve was curious to know where he had ended up and
why he was seeking her out.

“Why are you here, Charles?” She cut to the
chase.

“Can’t I visit? Pop in and see an old friend?” His
eyes sparkled mischievously.

“Pop in? It’s six thousand miles.”

“Would you believe I was in the area?”

“No. But I’ll pretend to if you’re buying
dinner.”

He laughed. “Same old Eve Webb. Sure, I suppose you
know somewhere suitably expensive?”

“I’ve had my eye on a couple of places.” She raised
her hand and gestured for him to start walking.

It was obvious that Charles had something important
to say. And whatever it was, it couldn’t be said via email or
phone. She kept calm and tried to ignore the swirling feeling in
her stomach. This obviously wasn’t a social call, but that led to
the question: What was it?

 


* * *

 


The restaurant was small and looked tired, but Eve
knew that meant nothing. It was one of the best restaurants in the
quiet residential area she lived in. Eve knew the owner, and that
meant they were given a quiet table in the corner and left to talk.
Charles removed his suit jacket and placed it on the back of the
chair. He lined up three mobile phones along the table. She knew
all too well that they were business, personal, and
emergency—standard for someone in the personal protection
service.

“Still in the game?” She indicated the phones with a
tilt of her head.

He nodded. “Sort of. I have my own company these
days. Been out on my own for about seven years. We have a good name
for ourselves, a decent client list,” he explained.

It wasn’t unusual for people in protection to branch
out on their own, especially when they had the option to take early
retirement from the police service. Often that meant taking up a
role in security or working for a particular business or
family.

The cloak of secrecy, Charles’s sudden appearance in
Tokyo, and the expensive suit all suggested that the business was
far more than providing muscle to shopping centres. Eve strongly
suspected that Charles’s many contacts he’d made over the years
would mean that his company catered to the elite. Also, he’d
mentioned a client list, which meant this was more than just casual
security contracts.

“What kind of clients?” Eve asked.

“Well, this is a feast, isn’t it?” Charles evaded
the question. He looked at one of the many plates of food that had
been placed between them. He picked up some chopsticks and debated
aloud where to start.

Eve rolled her eyes and took a sip of water. She
didn’t miss the layers of mystery that her job used to surround her
in. There was a dance that needed to be performed, one where each
participant in the conversation used their personal skills to size
up the other and decide whether they could be trusted with
sensitive information.

Charles hadn’t seen Eve for years, and he obviously
wasn’t about to spill secrets to her until his sixth sense had
decided it was safe to do so. He wasn’t about to divulge anything
he didn’t want to before he wanted to. He was reconnecting and
judging her all at once. She could sense it. And she felt the same
way. And so they’d perform this little dance until they felt as
though they could trust one another again.

“Is this tuna?” He pointed to a piece of sushi.

She nodded and picked up her own chopsticks.

“Tell me about what you’ve been doing.” He snatched
up a piece of sushi with his chopsticks and threw it into his
mouth.

Eve picked up a bowl of rice and started to scoop
some onto her plate. She felt like she was being interviewed, but
she had no idea for what. She debated if she should just tell
Charles that whatever it was, she wasn’t interested. But her
curiosity was piqued.

“This and that,” she answered simply. “Soaking up
the culture, teaching Japanese to the English and English to the
Japanese to make some money. A few other odd jobs.”

“You’ve not been tempted to go into security?”

She shook her head. “I left that kind of work behind
when I left England.”

“Shame.”

“Not really.”

“You don’t miss it?”

She wanted to say that she didn’t, but that wouldn’t
be entirely true. Sometimes she did miss it. It was hard not to
miss a job that had been so all-encompassing for so much of her
life. A career that she had trained hard for. From the Met through
to the Parliamentary and Diplomatic Protection branch of Protection
Command. It had been a whirlwind of promotions and special
commendations that had allowed her to climb the ranks at an
impressive speed.

“Can you pass the tamari sauce?” she asked.

He handed over the bottle. “You were one of the
best, Eve.”

“Protection Command is full of the best,” she said.
“You don’t get into that division unless you’re the best.”

“Oh, I don’t know…” he said softly. He sipped his
lager.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Do you remember that time the prime minister’s car
was sideswiped on the M5?” Charles changed the subject. “You were
on the bike in second, weren’t you?”

“Third,” Eve corrected.

“Yes, third! I just remember seeing you screech by
in pursuit. I’ve never seen someone drive a bike while opening the
door of a speeding car and pulling the driver out like that.”
Charles laughed at the memory, and Eve couldn’t help but do the
same.

“I was young and foolish,” she confessed. “Nearly
got killed.”

“But what a story if you had,” Charles said. “Some
people die in their sleep. At least you would have been saved
that.”

“My sister wouldn’t have been pleased. Especially
because she hated that prime minister,” Eve pointed out.

“Oh, everyone hated that prime minister. Not that
we’re much better off now.” He gestured to Eve with the lager
bottle. “What are the odds of me being able to convince you to come
back?”

He’d sized Eve up and decided that she was
trustworthy. Now it was time for Eve to let him down gently.

“Zero.”

“Seriously, what are the odds?”

“I am being serious. Zero.” She examined the
plates between them and started to pick up a few choice pieces of
sushi. In the back of her mind she wondered why on earth Charles
would come all this way to ask her to come back to a job she’d left
years before. She wouldn’t ask him outright—she figured that she
wouldn’t need to. If he was that desperate, then he’d soon explain
everything.

“What if I told you that your country needed
you?”

“I’d laugh in your face.”

He chuckled. “Fair enough. It’s a particularly
cheesy line. What if I told you that I needed you?”

She paused mid-reach for a piece of takoyaki. She
looked up at him. “I’m still considering laughing in your
face.”

“I have a client, a very well-respected client who I
have worked with for many, many years,” Charles explained.
“There’ve been credible threats, and we need the best.”

Eve chuckled. “You’ve been in this business a lot
longer than me, Charles. You must have other choices. Why me?”

“I can’t explain everything right now—to do so would
break certain client confidentiality agreements. But the truth is,
I need someone who is professional and exceptional at their job,
and I need a woman.”

Eve rolled her eyes. The rise of the presence of
female bodyguards was something that began when she was in the job.
She’d lost count of the number of job offers she received from film
stars and business tycoons. Women simply blended in better. A
female bodyguard accompanying someone’s children could easily be
mistaken for a nanny. And women were often better at conflict
resolution, which meant it was less likely that situations would
escalate.

While Eve was happy that women were in demand for
such roles, she didn’t like being considered the best for a job
simply because of her gender. She knew that might appear petty to
some, especially after women had so often lost out to men in the
employment arena. But Eve believed in fairness and equality, and as
much as she hated a man getting a job just because he was a man,
she didn’t want to be on the receiving end of a reversal of the
same inequality. Eve wanted to win fair and square, not have the
starting blocks moved a little further up the track or have her
opponent hold back their punches just because she was a woman. It
was a matter of principle, something that was very important to
her.

“It’s a close protection role,” Charles elaborated.
“One client, one guard.”

Eve paused at that. “Just one? For a credible
threat?”

Protection wasn’t a delicate art form. If a client
was high profile, then they could easily have one or two permanent
officers with them even when no direct intelligence had been
received to put the client at risk. If an actual threat had been
issued—one that was being taken seriously—it was usual procedure to
throw everyone into the mix. There was only one chance to keep a
client safe. No do-overs.

“Well, no, a team of people and an entire squad
within the police force,” Charles said. “But they will all be led
by one person. One person who will shadow the client at all times.
I need someone I can trust, someone who can remain with the client
all day, every day, until this specific threat is concluded. As the
client is female, I need a female agent. And, most
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