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June Moore

The Billionaire's Plaything

parts 3-4


1. Fact from Fiction
My legs give way from under me. A terrible thought crosses my mind. 
“Is everything alright, Lou?” asks Mike Tucker, the marketing assistant, feigning concern.
I jump at the feel of his hand on my shoulder. His touch makes my blood run cold.
I mustn't let him know that I suspect him of really being Mathew, Alex's half-brother.
“Yes, I'm fine. I just needed to get some air for a couple of minutes.” 
I'm lying, I'm still shaken after being locked in the bathroom a few minutes earlier. My mind is racing. I have to find out more before making any accusations or crying conspiracy.
I give myself a few moments of respite before going back up into the Bogaert offices. If Mike is really Mathew, and I'm sure he is, then he's working with his sister, Nina. I suspect it's Karine, Alex's P.A. She is the only one who would have the opportunity to slyly steal his phone, but I need proof!
 
Mike has left his office door open. I move towards it without making a sound. He's on the phone and I catch a few words of his conversation... words that make my blood run cold.
“L is definitely with A. We have to move fast. We can't wait any longer.”
 
My heart races – I think I know what he means: L is me, Lou. A, that must be Alexander. We are in danger! I'm gripped by anxiety. What on earth can he be planning? I have to warn Alex, but if Karine has stolen his phone, surely she'll intercept my call. Being his assistant makes it easy for her to spy on everything he does. I have to get out of here if I want to stop them putting their plan into action, whatever it is. I think back to the break-in at my little apartment. Is it possible that Mike and Karine, or rather Mathew and Nina, are behind that too? I'm in danger. They talked about acting quickly. John, Mike's dad, did warn me about their bad intentions. But how can I warn Alex? I have to protect him at all costs! 
I rush towards Cerise's office. Cerise is still looking as remorseful as she did earlier when she confessed about having deleted Alex's message on my phone. 
“I quit.”
“Lou, don't do that, not over a silly bit of jealousy. It's absurd.”
“It's not that, Cerise. I'm still mad at you for trying to interfere with my love life, but it's not important. I have other commitments.”
Without even leaving her time to respond, I turn heel, firmly decided that I’m going to leave the company. I take the few belongings I have on my desk and decide to go to Renex, the lingerie business I'm secretly working for and which is run by my friend Renée. While I'm emptying my desk, I find the card I was given by Gilles, Alex's personal chauffeur. He's left me his details so I can reach him if needed, and he already knows some of the story. 
Of course! That's the answer!
Surely he must know how to get in touch with Alex. At the moment, Alex is in the United Arab Emirates negotiating a huge contract for the construction of the world's biggest marina. Feeling a little better, I walk out of the famous fashion house, without looking back.
***
When I arrive outside Renex, I immediately call my best friend, Charlotte.
“What!” she says reproachfully. “You quit? But why? You'd better tell me what's going on.”
“It's complicated and I want to tell you the whole story. I'm scared that something will happen to me if I keep working there! Someone even locked me in the bathroom earlier… You remember those threatening texts I've been getting? I think it's all linked... They might be targeting Alex too!” 
“My God! Where are you? Is there anything I can do?”
“No, it's OK. I'm safe for now at Renex. I just wanted to talk to you…”
“OK, listen, I'm on a shoot in Deauville at the moment. I'll be back tomorrow or the day after. Let's talk on Skype tonight so you can tell me everything. Alright?”
“OK.”
“Be careful.”
As soon as I finish my call with Charlotte, I call Gilles. Voicemail. I leave him a message:
“Could you get hold of Alex as soon as possible? I need him to call me urgently.” 
I go into the workshop. Inside I find Renée Moreau, who created the label fifty years ago and lives in the apartment upstairs. She looks concerned.
“Lou. You're looking very pale these days. You're in the midst of a fabulous romance, but you don't exactly look radiant. What's going on?”
I don't want to worry my friend so I change the subject.
“It's just because I'm a little tired, that's all. I've just quit my job at Bogaert,” I finish.
“Oh?” the old lady replies, surprised. “But are you sure you've done the right thing? You must have your reasons, but Bogaert is a label with an international reputation and Renex is just a little workshop that's about to go under... What about your career? I hope you've made the right decision.”
“Yes. Don't worry. I want to devote myself entirely to the new Renex collection. It's much more of a challenge working with you instead of moving my way up through a company that has nothing left to prove. And you know what? I've just had a brilliant idea. We could organize a show next month in one of the open-air bars by the river! It would be a great way to reintroduce the label – with a chic, retro event. We could invite journalists too…”
“Ah yes! I hadn't thought of that! Perfect. Do you know where?”
“Er… no, actually...” 
“How about Chez Gégène? The most famous riverside bar in France! I spent many a happy time there in my youth. But make sure it’s classy vintage, right?”
“Don't worry Renée. I'll organize everything. I'll ask Charlotte to help, and anyone who's anyone in the Paris fashion world will be there.”
“I don't doubt it, Lou. You’re so talented. I'll never be able to thank you enough for everything you've done for me!” says the old lady, her eyes welling up with tears of gratitude.
Renée's face lights up with a big smile. She gets back to work, more cheerful than ever. I'm hiding the feel reason for my concern from her: Alex. Is Karine, aka Nina, who's supposed to be his number two, really his secret half-sister? If she stole his personal cell, I'd better stay on my guard. Suddenly, I feel overcome by a weariness that seems insurmountable. Perhaps I should put an end to our relationship for good, to protect us? He asked me to give him a bit of space. His mom, Helen, is gradually descending into madness, and seems completely opposed to our relationship. I think that would be too much for me.
My thoughts wander between the thought of his kisses on my lips and the caress of his hands on my body. I shiver just thinking about it. 
No. I could never leave him. He's under my skin for good.
At that moment Gilles calls me back, dragging me abruptly out of my delicious melancholy.
“Hello, Miss Arpad. I got your message.” 
“Gilles! Finally! I'm so worried. Have you heard from Alex?”
“You can't get hold of him?”
“No, I think someone stole the cell he uses to contact me. I got a call, but no one was on the other end of the line... It might be Karine, but I'm not sure. And just after that, somebody locked me in the bathroom. It must have been Mike! I got really scared and decided to quit my job at Bogaert. Could you try calling Alex, and tell him that I want to get hold of him urgently? I heard Mike talking about Alex and me on the phone.”
I tell him what I overheard in Mike's office.
“OK, I'll try. I'll also do a little checking up on these people: Mathew, Nina and John Bogaert. So we can find out if they really are Mike and Karine… I have a friend who works at Interpol. He'll be able to give me some information, but it may take some time.”
“Thank you, Gilles. I know Alex’s safety is important to you.”
“In the meantime, you should be very careful, Miss. You know, people as rich as Mr. Bogaert are sometimes kidnapped, as are those who are close to them. This is very serious. Call me if you see anything suspicious. I'll keep you updated about my investigations.”
“I promise I'll be careful. Call me as soon as you have any information.”
I hang up. My palms are clammy. I have a bad feeling, as if Gilles is going to come back with bad news. And this kidnapping idea is really starting to take shape in my head. 
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