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Praise for the Girls on Tour series:

‘Nicola Doherty is one of my favourite chick lit authors for a reason and Lily Does LA only made me love her style of writing even more … The girls in this series are fun and full of life and energy which really lifts your spirits’ Reviewed the Book

‘A great story with new beginnings, new friends, new city and finding things that you actually weren’t looking for’ On My Bookshelf

‘It’s got everything a great chick lit novella is supposed to have, interesting and oh-so-not perfect heroine with big dreams, giggly moments as well as some serious ones … Can’t wait to see what Nicola has got in store for us next’ This Chick Reads

‘It had everything that I love in a great book – humour, wit, life-like characters, light-hearted romances, a fast pace, twists and a beautiful setting’ Dreaming with Open Eyes

‘With its likeable characters, gorgeous sights and amusing moments, I loved everything about Poppy Does Paris so much so that I didn’t want it to end!’ 23 Review Street

‘Nicola Doherty has managed to create a character who I wanted to be – flaws and foibles included’ Lisa Talks About
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Four girls. One year.
Five fabulous destinations.

Poppy is bound for Paris, the City of Love. Could this be her chance to end her epic dry spell?

Lily is en route to her cousin’s wedding in LA, where she’s willing to break a few rules to land her dream role.

Maggie can’t wait for her romantic ski holiday in Meribel – until it goes seriously off-piste.

Rachel packs for a glamorous Roman holiday, but a blast from the past is about to sabotage la dolce vita.

The girls get together and fly to Manhattan. But someone’s been hiding a big secret in the Big Apple …
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A big thank you to Sherise Hobbs, Christina Demosthenous, Vicky Palmer, Frances Gough and Beau Merchant at Headline – a dream team indeed. Massive thanks also to Mari Evans. Thank you to Queen of Agents Rowan Lawton and to Liane-Louise Smith. And thank you to Adrian Valencia for a stunning cover.

Many, many thanks as well to all the readers who have got in touch to tell me they liked my books, and to all the amazing bloggers and reviewers who spread the word about books. As Jenny would say: you’re all amazeballs.


POPPY DOES PARIS

Hi. I’m Poppy.

I stare at the blinking cursor. Where to start?

I’m a fairly normal girl.

Hah! I delete that right away. Bland Central Station, also not true.

I’m confident and outgoing.

No, that’s even worse – makes me sound totally conceited. This is awful. Right. Start again.


Hi, I’m Poppy. On an average day you’re likely to find me with my nose deep in a book, cycling home from the farmers’ market in Hackney with my basket full of goodies, or at a vintage fashion fair. I love soul music, baking, Smarties, the sea, the 10th arrondissement in Paris and the Dirty Burger from MEATliquor—



Oh God. I sound like a revolting parody of middle-class hipsterdom: bike, farmers’ market, Dirty Burger and all. It’s all so cringe-worthy; I feel like I’m listing myself on eBay. Also, I forgot I’m going to need a pseudonym. Patricia? Penelope?

I tap my fingers for a few minutes, and then decide to just type the truth and see how it looks.


Hi, I’m Poppy. I work really long hours in an office full of women, and I haven’t had a proper boyfriend in almost two years. I tend to rant on about things I find important and not many other people do. I’m addicted to cake and I’m like a demon when I’m hungry. I’d like to meet someone creative, intelligent and sensitive. I seriously doubt that I’m going to find such a gem on the internet, but I’ve tried all the other—



‘I’ve finished with these proofs,’ says Sorrell, breezing into the office. ‘Did you want to see them before they go up to production?’

‘Oh, thanks, that was quick. Yes please – just leave them there,’ I say, quickly minimising my screen. I don’t want my assistant to see me composing my internet profile, though probably Sorrell could give me some excellent tips.

‘Hey, I like your leather trousers,’ I add, as she turns to leave.

‘Thanks,’ says Sorrell, doing a little twirl. ‘Sample sale. Alasdair says they remind him of The Avengers!’

Good lord. I was here a year before I even spoke to our managing director, let alone cracked jokes with him about my leatherwear.

‘Oh!’ I laugh. ‘Yeah. Very Emma Peel.’

‘Who?’ says Sorrell.

‘Emma Peel, you know. From The Avengers.’

‘Oh,’ says Sorrell. ‘Sorry. I don’t remember them first time around.’ And she’s gone, leaving me wanting to explain: I don’t remember them either! I was born in the eighties, like you! Except I’m twenty-nine and Sorrell is probably twenty-three, at most.

As I watch her leather rear depart, I have a guilty, resentful thought: once I was the zany, confident assistant with the memorable name and the quirky style, who made friends with all the senior people. But that was six years ago and I’m starting to feel like part of the furniture – and not a very shiny part either.

Right: that’s enough of the pity party. I save my dating profile and start making myself presentable for today’s editorial meeting. I’m in one of my favourite dresses: a fifties-style party frock I made myself from some red Liberty-print silk my mum found in a charity shop in Hastings. And my curls are looking frizz-free, thank God. I nearly cried when they discontinued the only leave-in conditioner that stopped me looking like one of the Supremes circa 1970, but I think I’ve found a replacement. I look in the mirror to check I don’t have pen marks on my face and I’m good to go.

Until I stand up and hear the unmistakable rip of a seam. A quick feel confirms that the entire side of the dress has gone. Wonderful. I’d love to be able to blame the delicate vintage fabric, but the sad fact is that I’ve put on half a stone in the last six months. Too many work lunches, and too much time sitting at my desk. I quickly do a repair job with safety pins, throw on a spare cardigan that doesn’t really go with the dress, and scuttle off to the meeting.

It’s a long time since I’ve felt nervous when attending the editorial meeting, but today I do. There’s a book that I’m really passionate about and today I’m going to find out whether anyone else agrees with me.

‘Let’s make a start,’ says Ellen, our publishing director and my boss. ‘Ooh, what are those?’

‘They’re pastéis de nata – Portuguese custard tarts,’ I say, putting the box down in the middle of the table along with some paper napkins. ‘Help yourselves.’

‘Don’t let me have one,’ says Ellen. I know how she feels – I probably shouldn’t have brought them either, but it was for a good cause.

‘Oh yum. Thanks, Poppy,’ says Melanie, the sales director, who’s rake-thin. ‘Can I take two? Where did you get them?’

‘Bar San Marco. You know, the little snack bar down the road?’

My reason for bringing these in today was twofold. One, I think everyone will be more into my book if they’re high on sugar; and two, a bit of product placement. The San Marco is a little gem, but it’s struggling to compete against all the huge coffee shops, and the owner has told me he’s not sure how much longer he can keep paying the rent.

‘Is that the dingy little caff by the Tube?’ asks Charlie, one of the marketing guys. ‘I had a terrible coffee there once. Never been back.’ He takes a slug from his PretACostaBucks paper cup.

I just smile. Charlie is nice enough, but he’s a bit of a lad. If it’s not in Metro or sponsored by Nike, he doesn’t want to know.

‘OK, let’s begin,’ says Ellen. ‘Any new business? Poppy?’

I walk over to the hot seat, and the room goes quiet. I sit up straight and make sure I sound poised, enthusiastic and – above all – confident.

‘Last week I circulated to a few of you a very, very exciting debut novel. It’s a coming-of-age story set in London and Lagos …’ I recap my pitch for those who haven’t read the book, and wrap up with, ‘So what did people think?’

There’s an awkward pause while they all look at each other; it’s as if I’ve put a dead frog in the middle of the table. Melanie speaks first. ‘I thought the writing was beautiful, but … it felt like a difficult sell.’

Ellen nods. ‘Same here. I did like the voice, but I wasn’t one hundred per cent convinced either.’

I nod, trying to swallow my disappointment; if Ellen and Melanie don’t like it, it’s probably a lost cause.

‘Anyone else read it?’ Ellen asks.

‘I read it,’ says Charlie, to my surprise. I didn’t even send it to him.

‘And?’

‘I thought it was really well written,’ he says, making me even more surprised. ‘I could see it getting great reviews, good publicity, maybe even winning prizes …’

I’m leaning forward, amazed. I wouldn’t have thought the book was up his street at all. Have I completely misjudged him?

‘… and selling about ten copies.’

Everyone laughs; he pretends to look regretful but he obviously thinks he’s been funny – idiot.

‘Well, that sounds like a pass,’ I say, as lightly as I can. ‘Thanks for reading, everyone.’

‘Who’s next?’ Ellen asks.

‘Me,’ says Camilla, one of the non-fiction editors. ‘I have a lead on a book by Katie Chipping.’

Katie Chipshop, as she’s known, is a singer having her fifteen seconds of fame.

‘Fabulous! Yes please!’ says Melanie, and they start discussing it enthusiastically.

I do understand how important these books are to the business, but it’s depressing all the same. I look at Charlie, who’s now talking about Katie’s Twitter followers, and doing a partnership with a clothing brand, and think how unfair it is that we’re turning down a really talented writer for someone like Katie Chipping.

‘All other business,’ says Ellen. ‘Poppy, anything?’

‘Yes. I’m very excited to say that we have made an offer for a new novel by Jonathan Wilder.’

I’m pleased that the reaction is at least as positive as it was for Katie bloody Chipping. I continue, ‘His agent has been reviewing the offers, and they’ve asked a shortlist of editors to go and meet him, including me.’

‘Where does he live?’ asks one of the new publicists, whose name escapes me.

‘Paris,’ says Ellen. ‘And he grew up all over – Switzerland, Italy, the States. His father is of course Michael Wilder, very famous too as a writer. Poppy, do you want to add anything?’

‘Yes – well most of you will know his first book. It was set in a private school in New York and made into a film; the critics called him the new Bret Easton Ellis. And now he’s back with his second book, which is about an American diplomat in Paris who wrecks his career with an affair.’

‘Sounds great,’ says the publicist. ‘When are we doing it?’

‘The deal’s not done yet. He has other offers, so Poppy has to meet him and charm him,’ Ellen says.

‘The beauty parade,’ says Melanie. ‘You’ll win that, Poppy.’

Which is very nice of her. But as we walk out of the meeting room, I’m still disappointed about the book I wanted to buy. Charlie strolls by me for a minute, saying, ‘Fingers crossed for Jonathan Wilder. Melanie’s right; you’ll definitely win the beauty competition.’

‘Thanks,’ I say briefly. He can flirt all he likes but I’m still miffed at him for cracking jokes about my book.

As if he’s reading my mind, Charlie continues, ‘Sorry about that other book – I did think it was good, just a hard sell. I wasn’t trying to be funny.’

‘Oh … that’s all right. Thanks for reading it.’ Mollified, I give him a quick smile to show there are no hard feelings. He’s not a bad guy, Charlie; he just lacks imagination. He’s about to say something else when Melanie collars him, and I slip on ahead.

I would never admit it to anyone I work with, but when he first joined a year ago, I actually fancied Charlie. He is very handsome: he has a sort of young Viking look, with piercing blue eyes and blond hair. But then I began to notice things like his obsession with football, the way he dresses as if he’s in a boy band, and his habit of tossing peanuts into his mouth as if he’s training a seal. We did a bit of flirting at our last Christmas party and I was very briefly tempted, but now I’m so glad I didn’t go there. I later found out he’d slept with at least three girls at work, which is just … icky. As practically the only single straight male in the entire company, it must be like shooting fish.

Back at my desk, I write an email to the agent about the novel I have to turn down. I’d love to have another little cake to cheer myself up, but I make myself put them in the kitchen because soon I’m going to be meeting Jonathan Wilder, in Paris, and I want to be able to get back into my size twelve jeans.

As a compensation for not having the cake, I treat myself to a quick look at the GQ shoot Jonathan did to publicise his first book. Dark hair, soulful eyes, high cheekbones, bit skinny. I click on a more recent picture; he’s had a few protein shakes since then and he looks even better. Cut me a slice of that, as my friend Anthony would say.

‘Poppy?’ It’s Ellen. ‘Can I talk to you for a second?’

‘Sure,’ I say, quickly closing the screen. ‘What’s up?’

‘It’s about your trip to Paris,’ she says. ‘I thought it would be good if Charlie went with you.’

‘Oh. Really?’ I know Charlie’s been involved in the marketing plans, but I didn’t think he was that central to the pitch. And an irrational part of me thinks: this is my project – why does he have to come?

Ellen continues, ‘I just think you could do with some backup, to talk about all our marketing plans.’

‘Of course! That would be great. Really helpful,’ I say, telling myself not to be so silly. It will be good to have Charlie’s perspective, and show Jonathan the whole team is on board. It’s just weird that I’m going to be spending two whole days in Paris with him. Aside from work, what on earth are we going to talk about?

‘Wow. A trip to Paris to meet Jonathan Wilder … how great is that?’ says Alice. ‘It’s like going to LA to meet James Franco.’

‘Or going to Italy to meet Luther Carson?’ I say, smiling. I can’t resist reminding Alice of the eventful work trip she went on when we worked together, before she left our company to work for a literary agency. ‘Jonathan’s not quite James Franco famous. Just as well or we couldn’t afford him.’

Alice and I are sitting outside Bar Celona in Soho, the start of many a fun night in the past back when we were penniless assistants together. This evening, though, we’re having a quick after-work drink before Alice goes home to her boyfriend and I go home to Don Draper on DVD.

I don’t mean to moan, but I can’t help adding, ‘It’s ironic really that I’m going to Paris. I’ll be knee-deep in mini-breaking couples when I’m … well, let’s just say it’s been a while.’

‘I know,’ Alice says. After a minute she asks curiously, ‘How long exactly? I mean, I know it’s been a while, but …’

I swill the wine around in my glass. ‘Coming up to a year,’ I admit.

‘Oh,’ she says, taken aback. ‘Well, that’s not so long …’ she adds unconvincingly.

It’s funny. Where once it would have been shocking to be a single girl sleeping around, now it’s the not sleeping with anyone that raises eyebrows.

‘Why don’t we just hit some bar together, see who you meet?’ she suggests. Which is sweet of her, because picking up men in bars really isn’t Alice’s scene. Or mine, for that matter.

‘It’s OK, honestly. Call me old-fashioned, but I don’t like one-night stands. I like to get to know someone first. But generally, by the time I’ve been on a few dates with someone, either he’s gone off me or vice versa.’

Alice looks sympathetic.

‘Well, you’re sure to meet someone online,’ she says encouragingly. I’ve already told her about my foray into internet dating and she’s all for it.

‘Let’s hope so.’ I hold up crossed fingers. ‘I’d prefer someone in real life, but I just don’t seem to meet people any more.’

‘What about the running club? Were there no men in that?’

‘There were, but they were too fast. I was in the slower group and it was all women.’

‘I think triathlon clubs are meant to be good for that reason,’ says Alice. ‘The abilities are more mixed up together, and it’s more social. My cousin Lily’s friend Maggie met her boyfriend in a triathlon club.’

I look at Alice in dismay. ‘I’m not being funny, but … is that what it takes these days? Do we have to become triathletes to meet men?’

She laughs. ‘No, of course not. What happened with that guy, you know, the comedian you met at that gig?’

‘Oh, him. We were emailing, I made some joke, and he said I was being disrespectful to comedians and stopped writing back. And that’s that. I don’t know a single single man.’

‘You must know one,’ Alice says. It’s sort of equal parts touching and annoying, the way all coupled-up girls are convinced that there must be eligible men around somewhere we haven’t looked. Like, at the bottom of our sock drawer, or at the back of the cupboard behind the baked beans. ‘What about Charlie from work, for example? I know you don’t like him, but he is single …’

‘Yes, he is single. And probably will be for ever, if he can help it. Definitely not relationship material.’

‘But you used to think he was cute. And he flirts with you,’ she reminds me.

‘He flirts with everyone,’ I reply automatically. But she’s right; he does.

‘I’m not saying he’s the one for you,’ she continues. ‘But it shows you, there might be people around who you’ve overlooked.’

An idea is forming in my brain. Charlie. I have to admit, I do think he’s attractive – in a seriously guilty-pleasure way, like Taylor Lautner or one of the Made in Chelsea boys. And I’m pretty sure he finds me attractive too, judging from that Christmas party, and other little things he’s said. But I’m not interested in him as a boyfriend, and he’s definitely not interested in me as a girlfriend. Which means …

‘Alice, that’s a brilliant idea.’

‘What is?’

‘I’m going to try and have a fling with Charlie in Paris. In fact, we’re staying for two nights, so who knows. It might be a whole dirty weekend!’

‘What? Poppy, that’s crazy! You don’t even like him!’

‘But that’s the whole point. We don’t want to go out with each other, but there’s an attraction there. So we can have a fling, and neither of us will get hurt.’

‘Are you sure? I mean, you work together – it could be awkward …’

‘No, it’ll be fine. Don’t you see? If I wanted a fairy-tale romance with him, that would be one thing, but I don’t, any more than he does. And also, I’m initiating it, which means I’m in control. He is right now packing his Chelsea boxer shorts and he has no idea what I’m thinking.’

‘But what if you end up liking him after all?’ Alice asks. ‘Or vice versa?’

I think of the fact that Charlie uses more hair product than I do; the fact that he owns a Porsche key ring; the fact that he’s at least three years younger than me and completely commitment-phobic. ‘No, I think we’ll be OK.’

Of course, by the time I’m queuing for the Eurostar late on Wednesday evening, I’m having second thoughts. What seemed like a great idea after a few glasses of white wine is different in the cold light of day.

‘Evening! I just walked right by you. Are you in disguise?’ Charlie asks me, as he joins me in the queue for check-in.

I don’t know what he’s on about. I’m in black pedal pushers, a black polo neck and a vintage trench, plus enormous sunglasses. I’ve added a big necklace of vertical silver spikes, just so it doesn’t look as if I’m in fancy dress. ‘Well, no … I was hoping more for Audrey Hepburn in Funny Face.’

Charlie is wielding a huge cappuccino coated in chocolate powder, and an even huger muffin, which he inhales almost whole before wiping his fingers on his double-breasted trench coat.

‘Remind me,’ he says. ‘Which one is Audrey Hepburn?’

I raise one eyebrow. ‘The one from Breakfast at Tiffany’s.’

‘Oh, right. Is that your suitcase?’

‘Yeah, why?’

‘It looks like something you’d take on the Titanic.’

I roll my eyes at him. It’s a genuine vintage trunk case, heavier than modern ones, but it’s beautiful, unlike Charlie’s Red Bull sports bag.

But then again, I think, as we shuffle through security, isn’t that a good thing? The more different we are, the more regret-free sex with him will be. As I watch him hoist his bag off his shoulder to put it in the plastic tray, his jumper rides up, revealing a very sexy midriff – not too flat. I find myself staring at that trail of hair that leads up from his tighty-whities. Aha. Briefs, not boxers. Which makes sense really. Once you get over a certain size, boxers just don’t provide enough support, do they?

‘Miss, come forward, please,’ says a security woman, distracting me from my reverie.

As we find our seats, I feel awkward. I’ve never spoken to Charlie for longer than three minutes, and now we’re stuck side by side in a train for more than two hours. As I sit down beside him, I notice his aftershave, strong but not unpleasant; I bet it’s Dior Homme or something equally flashy. Then I see that I have a message from my mum. I stand in the aisle to listen to it, because I know that whatever it is, I won’t want Charlie to hear.

‘Hi, love, it’s only me. Listen. I was talking to my friends at the bead shop, about your problems meeting men. And one of them suggested something called tag rugby? I looked it up and there’s a club in Finsbury Park, which is very handy for you, I’ll send you the details. Also, I’m going to come up to London for a demonstration against GM products on the fifteenth, so put that in your diary – we can have lunch afterwards. Oh, and have fun in Paris! OK, bye, love.’

I love her to bits, but honestly, Mum drives me around the bend sometimes. I don’t want to play tag rugby. And I feel like I spent my entire childhood on marches. There were so many pictures of Nelson Mandela in our house, I used to think he was a relative.

‘Poppy?’

‘Sorry, what?’

‘I thought maybe we should go over the details of the publicity and marketing plans again,’ Charlie suggests, wedging his coffee cup into the bin. ‘Maybe divide them up, decide who says what.’

‘OK. Though we don’t want to sound too rehearsed. He has all the facts; now it comes down to whether or not he likes us.’

‘Chemistry?’ suggests Charlie.

‘I suppose so.’ I look up to find his blue eyes on me. Is he flirting with me? ‘Well, partly. I imagine he’ll want to hear that we love his book. You have read the book, haven’t you?’

‘Of course. We talked about it the other day, remember?’

‘And what did you think?’

‘I think it would sell,’ he says. ‘He’s pretty good.’

‘Is that it? For God’s sake, don’t overwhelm him with your enthusiasm, whatever you do.’

Charlie pats my arm reassuringly. ‘Don’t worry, I won’t.’

I look down at his retreating hand, thinking: I wasn’t imagining it; he does fancy me. Well, in the same way that he probably fancies everyone.

Across the aisle from us, a French couple are already getting their seduction on. Her skinny-denimed legs are slung in his lap, and he’s trailing his hands lingeringly through her wavy dark brown hair. I stare at them and try to remember how long it’s been since I sat in anyone’s lap – not counting my gay friend Anthony when we were in someone’s car coming back from a weekend in Brighton. Then I notice Charlie looking at me in amusement; he’s obviously caught me staring at them.

‘What? Nothing,’ I say in confusion, and bury my head in my e-reader. It’s a misconception that people of colour don’t blush: I’m mixed race and I’m a chronic blusher. I don’t see how I’m going to be able to seduce him if I’m this easily embarrassed.

It’s always amazed me that in less time than it takes to get from London to Manchester, you can be in a completely foreign city. The Gare du Nord isn’t that different to the new, revamped St Pancras – aside from being smaller – but it feels different; even the platform announcements sound sophisticated and mysterious. It’s much warmer than London too; it’s properly July here, where it still felt like March in London.

‘Now what? Should we get a taxi?’ says Charlie, gazing at the pert skinny-jeaned rear of the French girl, who’s walking away with her boyfriend, still glued together like a three-legged race. ‘Where’s the hotel again?’

I immediately go off him once more as I realise I’m going to have to look after him the whole time we’re here. Why are men all so useless?

‘No, let’s get the Métro – much quicker and cheaper,’ I say, nodding towards the entrance to the station.

‘Lead on, Captain Poppy,’ he says, trailing along after me. ‘I’ve never been to Paris before.’

‘Are you serious? Not even on a school trip?’

He shakes his head. I suppose stag weekends in Ibiza are probably more his style. We head down into the Métro, where I find a free machine and start feeding euro coins – left over from the Frankfurt Book Fair last year – into the slot, getting us two carnets of ten adorably old-fashioned paper tickets.

‘Thanks, Mum,’ Charlie says, as I hand him his tickets. ‘That’s a thought. I don’t have any euros.’

I recover from the ‘Thanks, Mum’ just in time to say, trying to keep my voice friendly, ‘There’s a cashpoint upstairs, where we were before. I’ll wait for you here.’

Maybe this seduction thing isn’t such a good idea after all, I think, as I watch the crowds sweeping in and out of the station. People dashing home from a late evening at work, pile-ups of tourists; it’s just like London, except with subtitles. And except for that person who really is carrying a baguette.

Charlie rejoins me and we descend into the Métro, with its distinctive and not unpleasant smell, almost flowery, with base notes of hot metal. It takes me right back to my last trip to Paris, with my ex, Crippo. He spent three hours contemplating an installation in the Pompidou Centre, and then dragged me to a ‘party’ at his friend’s place, where they spent the entire evening smoking weed and watching an experimental silent film set in a coal mine. Good times.

‘Are you sure we’re going the right way?’ Charlie says, looking at the map of the line on the carriage wall. I nod. After spending a year here as a student, I like to think I know my way around and could maybe even be mistaken for a local. I’m probably deluding myself, but still, a girl can dream.

Twenty rattling minutes later, we arrive at Odéon. I sigh with pleasure as we come out of the Métro and see all the beautiful familiar sights: the glamorous, leggy students exchanging cheek kisses by the statue of Danton, the cinemas with huge queues outside, the broad boulevards of tall white buildings lined with cafés with names like Le Danton and L’Odéon. Everyone is very chic and intense-looking; as we pass people sitting at the little cane tables and chairs you can tell they’re talking about philosophy, life and the universe, not last night’s TV.

‘Here you go,’ says Charlie, handing my trunk back to me. I was so distracted, I didn’t even notice that he just carried it up the stairs for me along with his own.

‘Oh. Thank you.’ I look around, trying to get my bearings. We’re staying at the Relais Saint-Germain, on rue Saint-Sulpice. I know exactly where that is; I just need to orient myself.

‘I’ve got a map in my bag,’ says Charlie. ‘And we’re on … Boulevard Saint-German?’

‘Saint-Germain,’ I correct him. ‘It’s this way – come on.’

I’m pretty sure we’re going the right way, and I keep expecting to see the rue Saint-Sulpice on the right, but then we find the Jardins de Luxembourg where they’re not supposed to be, and have to turn back. My case is getting really heavy now.

‘Let’s stop for a minute. My phone’s not working … I’ll get out my map,’ says Charlie.

‘No, it’s fine. I know where we are now; it’s just down here, past this square and left. I’ve been here before.’

Ignoring me, he crouches down and there on the pavement he starts rooting in his sports bag, which seems to be mainly full of underwear. An elegant woman carrying a huge Yves Saint Laurent carrier bag steps over him and gives me a reproachful look. I can’t even meet her eye, I’m so mortified. Then we end up getting directions from an American couple armed with maps, bum-bags and sensible walking shoes. It turns out we were looking for the wrong hotel: we’re at the Relais Saint-Germain, which is right by Odéon, and I had the address for the Relais Saint-Sulpice. So much for me being like a local.

At least the hotel is lovely: lots of dark wood, exposed brickwork, tapestries and heavy velvet curtains. Charlie barrels up to the desk and starts talking in English to the pretty girl.

‘Ah yes,’ she replies, when he tells her our names. ‘I have two rooms – a single and a deluxe suite?’

‘Oh, but it was meant to be two singles,’ I say, dismayed. ‘Can we change?’

‘I’m sorry, madame, we are fully booked,’ she says apologetically. ‘Victor will show you the rooms, and you can choose.’

There being not much choice, we stump upstairs after Victor, who looks like a resting model, as he carries my massive trunk.

‘I’ll take the single,’ Charlie says.

‘You don’t have to do that – we can toss for it.’ It doesn’t seem fair for him to have the single just because he’s a boy.

The single is perfectly nice, with pink striped wallpaper, flat-screen TV and a nice view over the Carrefour de l’Odéon. The deluxe suite, on the other hand, is gorgeous, with dark wooden beams on the ceiling, a seating area and a gigantic bed with a red counterpane and a fur throw. Behind a curtained alcove, floor-length windows lead on to a balcony with pink geraniums and a view over the jumble of metal roofs towards the two towers of Saint-Sulpice.

I look at it longingly. Gender equality be damned; I want this room! ‘You can leave us the keys,’ I tell Victor, in my best French. ‘We’ll arrange it between us.’

I’m quite proud of that construction, but Victor isn’t fooled, and replies in English: ‘Of course. Have a pleasant stay.’

I fish out a twenty-cent coin, trying to decide which is heads and which is tails. ‘Let’s toss for it, OK?’

‘I tell you what,’ Charlie says. ‘Why don’t you just take it, and in return I get to choose where we go to eat tomorrow night.’

‘But we’re not going out tomorrow night. We’re meeting Jonathan in the morning, right? For coffee?’

‘Sure, but you’re going to want to eat at some point, aren’t you? I know I am.’

This would certainly aid my seduction plan. But I’m not sure about that plan any more, especially if it means spending an entire evening with him. I don’t want to be rude or hurt his feelings so I try and think up a quick excuse.

‘Oh, sorry … I have plans with a friend.’ This is a total lie, but he won’t find out, I hope. ‘My friend … Nicole. She lives in Paris. Didn’t I say?’

‘No, you didn’t,’ he says amiably. ‘Nicole, huh? What does she do here?’

‘She works for …’ I look out of the window for inspiration. ‘Renault. She works for Renault.’

Charlie shrugs, and says, ‘OK. Well, let’s flip for the room, if you insist.’

I wish I’d just accepted his offer of the bloody room, but it’s too late now.

‘Here goes. And it’s …’ I lift my hand. ‘Oh. Heads. You win.’ I watch as he flops happily on to his massive bed.

An hour later, having unpacked and gone for a stroll by myself, I open the window of my room and look out at the stream of people walking up and down the street. It’s a quarter to ten in the evening. I can’t quite erase the sight of Charlie lounging luxuriously in the four-poster bed.

Hmm. Am I actually going to try this seduction thing? Tonight?

While I think about it, I get out of the polo neck and trousers, which are way too hot for this evening, and have a quick shower. I ran out yesterday lunchtime and had a Brazilian and full leg wax – I lied and told Sorrell I had a work lunch, in case anyone asked. And I bought some brand-new underwear: a cute, frothy little black and pink bra from Coco de Mer and matching frilly knickers that cost as much as a full outfit. It seems a pity to waste them.

OK, I’m going to do it. I’ll pop next door and see what happens. The key to the whole thing, obviously, is alcohol, so I’ll ask Charlie if I can have a drink from his minibar. And if it all goes wrong, I can just blame it on my hay fever medicine – tell him it makes me go crazy.

I pull on a seventies denim baby-doll minidress and some low wooden mules. I spray a bit of Vivienne Westwood Boudoir on my pulse points and between my legs for good measure. I’m just on my way to the door when I remember to grab my handbag and put in a condom. In a spirit of optimism, I take two. My pulse is hammering in my throat; I can’t believe I am actually doing this!

Charlie answers the door with no top on, which seems a promising start. ‘Oh, hi,’ he says. ‘Sorry, I just got out of the shower. Wait a sec.’ He pulls on an Adidas T-shirt over his tracksuit bottoms. ‘What’s up?’ The TV is on in the background.

‘Not much. I feel like a drink and I don’t seem to have a minibar in my room,’ I say, trying to sound nonchalant.

‘I have one, help yourself.’

‘Do you want one?’ I ask as I pour myself a vodka and tonic, hoping my legs look OK in this dress.

‘Sure,’ he says, sounding distracted. I turn around to find he’s lying on the bed, eyes glued to golf on the TV. ‘I’ll have a beer, please.’

Feeling less and less like a seductive siren and more like a waitress, I retrieve a can. I’m guessing he won’t want a glass.

‘Thanks,’ he says, barely looking at me as I hand him the beer. ‘Sorry. Big match tonight, it’s just starting.’

‘Oh. I don’t really follow—’ I’m about to say ‘golf’ when Charlie shushes me and holds up a finger. ‘I just want to see this … Go on! Get it in there! Get in the hole!’

Unfortunate choice of words. I sip my vodka and tonic. I wish I could just leave but it would look too obvious, so I have to sit through half an hour of the most agonisingly boring sport ever invented – with the most hideous clothes, too. The sleeveless wool vests! The visors!

‘Not a golf fan, no?’ Charlie says, when finally there’s an ad break.

‘Oh, I don’t mind a bit of golf,’ I lie. ‘When does it finish?’

‘A couple of hours. Do you want another drink?’

A couple of hours! I’m not that desperate.

‘No, I think I’ll head to bed. I’ll see you tomorrow – meet in the lobby at a quarter to eleven?’

‘Great. See you then,’ he says. ‘Oh, here we go. What’s he doing now?’

Charlie barely looks up as I leave the suite. Back in my bedroom, I bury my face in my hands and let out a stifled shriek. What was I thinking? That was excruciating. I rip off my cute dress and seduction underwear, and get into my nightie. I thought Charlie fancied me, but he rates me somewhere below golf on the scale of attraction. Honestly, if it was football or Wimbledon it wouldn’t be so bad, but golf!

I shudder as I remember how he called me Captain Poppy. And another memory I blocked out: the way he said ‘Thanks, Mum.’ Aargh. He obviously sees me as some kind of parent figure. So much for our one-night stand; it looks like this weekend is going to be all work and no foreplay after all.

The next morning, Charlie and I set off from our hotel on foot to meet Jonathan. We’re not going far; he’s suggested a rendezvous at the bookshop Shakespeare and Company, which is right by the Seine, opposite Notre-Dame. I adore this place. I haven’t been since I was a student, but I remember it having so much character; it’s crammed from floor to ceiling with dusty old books, and there are chairs everywhere so you can sit peacefully reading.

Unfortunately, the peace and quiet I remember is nowhere in evidence as we squeeze ourselves into the shop. It’s still crammed from floor to ceiling with lovely books, but also with tourists, most of whom are manically taking pictures despite the signs everywhere telling you not to. I lead Charlie upstairs to the second-hand section. There are two Japanese girls photographing each other in an alcove, but it’s more peaceful here at least.

‘Is that a bed over there?’ Charlie mutters.

‘Yeah. You can sleep here for free, as long as you read a book a day, and do chores I think.’

‘Yuck. No thanks.’

Shrugging, I check my reflection in a tarnished mirror beside a bookshelf. I’m wearing a blue silk jumpsuit by Katherine Hamnett, which my mum wore in the eighties. I could see Charlie doing a double take when I appeared in it this morning; like me, it’s obviously not his style. I am so glad nothing happened between us last night. Never in my life have I barked up such a wrong tree.

We edge into a side room, where two guys are playing chess. I watch them for a minute, smiling. Then I spot a dark head bent over a book. A tall frame curled into a chair.

‘Jonathan?’

He looks up, frowning, and then slowly the mists seem to clear.

‘Poppy,’ he says, closing the book and standing up. ‘Of course.’ He leans forward to kiss me on either cheek, which I must say I wasn’t expecting. Nice aftershave. ‘I hope you haven’t been searching for me for too long. It’s dangerous to let me loose in here.’ His dark-blue eyes, behind his black glasses, hold mine for a long minute.

‘No, we just got here,’ I say, taking in his height, the broad shoulders under a T-shirt and linen jacket, navy cotton scarf thrown loosely around his neck. He’s well-built, like an American, but he definitely has a sort of French style going on. ‘This is my colleague Charlie, our marketing guru.’

‘Good to meet you both,’ he says.

For some reason I’d expected Jonathan to be a bit aloof, but he’s charm personified, leading us out of the bookshop and talking about taking us somewhere nearby for coffee.

‘Was that your book?’ Charlie asks, as we’re about to head out the door. ‘Or did you need to pay for it?’

I glare at him, but Jonathan just looks down at the ancient Penguin Classic in his hand and frowns. ‘Oh, yes. Hey, Georgie,’ he says, to a leggy girl descending from a ladder. ‘Put this on my account, would you?’

‘Sure, Jonathan. No problem,’ she says, in a chirpy American voice. I love the fact that he has an account at his favourite bookshop.

‘Stealing from a bookshop,’ Jonathan says as we step out of the dark building into the sunshine. ‘That’s a crime that should land you in the lowest circle of hell.’ He has a beautiful voice: deep, sexy and a little hoarse, with a transatlantic accent like Robert Pattinson’s. His writer father is English and his mother is American, which of course explains it. Actually he looks a bit like R-Patz. Nothing wrong with that.

‘It was our fault. We distracted you,’ I offer.

‘No, it was the book. I’m always in a daze after reading Kafka, aren’t you?’ He gives me a charming sideways smile, and I laugh.

‘Me too,’ says Charlie. ‘Total daze.’

I give him another glare, but Jonathan doesn’t seem to have noticed. Instead he leads us past an ancient church and down a few narrow, winding little medieval streets, crammed with restaurants and T-shirt shops, and then around a corner.

‘That looks like a lovely place,’ I say, observing a blue-painted café on our left.

‘Well spotted,’ says Jonathan. ‘It’s La Fourmi Ailée. It’s where we’re going. One of the best tea shops in Paris.’

I notice that his French accent is excellent, and that he really emphasises it, rolling his ‘r’s – he doesn’t just swallow them up with the rest of his English words.

Inside the café is charming, with old yellow leather booths, a high ceiling with lots of bookshelves and what look like lines of poetry written up on the walls. There’s a fireplace and even a Buddha statue; it’s airy, peaceful and bohemian, the kind of place where you could spend a few hours sipping tea, reading or writing – though thankfully, there are no MacBook Airs in evidence.

‘This is such a wonderful place,’ I exclaim, as we sit down. ‘It’s so individual.’

‘It’s named after a quotation from Virginia Woolf,’ says Jonathan. ‘It’s a line – I think it’s in one of her letters – where she talks about wanting to write a light, feathery book with wings, after doing ant work. And “la fourmi ailée” means—’

My finger’s already on the buzzer. ‘The ant with wings?’

‘Very good,’ he says. ‘Bonjour,’ he adds to the waitress, who’s just joined us, and orders un grand crème.

‘Pour moi aussi,’ I say.

‘Très bien,’ says the waitress, who’s looking very chic and bohemian in denim cut-offs and a big floral shirt. I’m just thinking how nice it is that we’re not being dumb tourists when Charlie says, ‘Coffee, please.’

‘Sure,’ says the waitress, switching to perfect English. ‘Latte, cappuccino, Americano?’

‘I’ll have what they’re having,’ Charlie says, smiling at her in a flirty way.

‘So what made you decide to move to Paris, Jonathan?’ I ask, when she’s gone. ‘Aside from the fact that it’s the most beautiful city in the world, of course.’

‘Aside from that? Well, the thing is, I write well here. And so many of the writers I love have lived here – Hemingway, Fitzgerald, George Orwell …’ He shrugs. ‘Anyway, I’ve never felt completely at home either in England or the States. Paris seems the natural place for exiles.’

‘Your girlfriend is French, is that right?’ asks Charlie.

What? I happen to have scanned the acknowledgements of Jonathan’s new book for any sign of a girlfriend and there’s nothing. To my relief, Jonathan replies, ‘My ex-girlfriend was, yes. That is, she still is. We’re still friends.’ We all exchange the grown-up smiles of people who stay friends with exes.

‘So,’ says Jonathan. ‘Tell me what you’ve got in mind for my book.’

Charlie and I talk him briefly through our ideas, and I’m pretty pleased: we sound enthusiastic but we’re not sales-pitchy. I must admit, Charlie’s impressive, and he’s done his homework on all Jonathan’s previous activities, including his modelling stint.

‘Oh, it was hardly modelling,’ Jonathan says modestly. ‘One photo shoot for GQ.’

‘Would you be willing to do it again?’ asks Charlie.

‘Sure. Whatever it takes.’

‘I’m glad you don’t see promoting your book as a chore,’ I tell him.

‘Absolutely not,’ says Jonathan. ‘There’s no point in being the reclusive auteur. That was fine in Salinger’s day, but not now.’

‘Even Salinger would have to be on Twitter today,’ says Charlie. ‘And Pinterest.’

Jonathan laughs heartily. ‘That’s funny. Yes, I like Twitter. It’s a good way to network, there’s no doubt about it. Sometimes I just pour myself a Kir and pretend I’m at a cocktail party.’

Our coffee arrives, rich and dark, with a dense foam topping. I sip it, trying to savour this moment of having coffee in Paris with Jonathan Wilder.

‘Great coffee,’ Charlie says. ‘Is the food good too? What’s your favourite place to eat in Paris?’

‘Probably …’ Jonathan seems lost in thought, then smiles. ‘Well, not the place you’d expect. A tiny, crappy-looking Algerian joint in the 20th arrondissement. No sign outside. Fluorescent lights, everyone chain-smoking. No menu. The food is out of this world.’

‘It sounds great,’ says Charlie. ‘Why don’t we go there tomorrow?’

Jonathan just laughs again, as if he’s made a great joke. ‘No, let’s just book somewhere more conventional, like maybe … Le Meurice?’

‘Le Meurice,’ says Charlie. ‘Sounds good. We’ll book.’

‘Where are you both staying?’

‘Near Saint-Sulpice,’ says Charlie.

Jonathan doesn’t understand, and frowns. ‘Where? Ah, Saint-Sulpice,’ he repeats, giving it the full French. ‘Great choice.’ He gets to his feet. ‘Excuse me, please.’

Charlie and I stay quiet for a minute after he’s gone, then I let out a sigh of relief.

‘Well, that seems to be going well. He’s nice, isn’t he?’

‘I’m glad he likes our publishing plans,’ says Charlie.

‘You don’t think he’s nice?’

‘Sure. Bit pretentious, maybe …’

I roll my eyes. ‘Don’t be ridiculous. You can’t be pretentious if you’re a genuine talent.’

‘“Sometimes I just pour myself a Kir and pretend I’m at a cocktail party”,’ says Charlie.

‘Shhh,’ I hiss.

‘Poppy? Charlie?’ says a voice beside us.

Standing before us is Clémence Poésy, or a dead ringer thereof. A petite vision in black, with tumbling waves of mink-blond hair, a pouting pink mouth, a leather biker jacket sliding off her shoulders, and the most astonishing pair of legs ever poured into skinny jeans. No danger of deep-vein thrombosis in Paris: I’ve never seen such tight jeans anywhere.

‘I am Constance,’ she says, putting out a hand.

‘Of course! Hi!’ It’s Jonathan’s agent – I wasn’t sure if she’d be joining us today. And I didn’t expect her to be quite so glamorous.

‘Great to meet you, Constance,’ says Charlie, getting to his feet and shaking her hand. ‘I’m Charlie.’ He’s brightened up quite a bit.

‘I am so sorry I was so late. I couldn’t find anywhere to park my motorbike,’ she says. Her accent is adorable: ‘park’ comes out as ‘purrk’. I can’t believe how chic she looks considering she’s just stepped off a motorbike. Even her helmet is cute, swinging neatly beside her tiny Chanel bag. I can’t go anywhere on my bike without looking like a total nerd, with a helmet that makes me resemble a giant insect (extra-large to accommodate all my hair).

‘Motorbike?’ says Charlie. ‘Fantastic. What kind?’ Forget brightening up; he’s looking at Constance as if she’s something to eat.

‘You must be really brave to ride it around Paris,’ I say.

I’m sort of assuming Constance will say something like, ‘Oh no, I’m a real chicken’ or ‘I’m very careful’. Instead, she startles me by putting her head on one side, appearing to consider and then smiling and saying, ‘Yes, I suppose I am.’

‘Constance. Te voilà enfin,’ says a voice behind us.

Jonathan and Constance exchange cheek kisses.

‘Salut, Jonathan! Excuse-moi, impossible de trouver un endroit pour garer mon scooter …’

We watch as they catch up with much shrugging and gesticulating. I feel like an extra in a very glamorous French film. Then Jonathan slaps his forehead.

‘So rude of us,’ he says. ‘I sometimes forget that I’m speaking French, not English. You’ve all met?’

‘Yes – we were just wondering how much of our spiel Constance needs to hear again,’ Charlie says. He looks as if he’d be happy to tell her any amount of spiel.

‘I’ve got an idea,’ says Jonathan. ‘Constance, why don’t you let Charlie bring you up to speed on their very exciting publishing plans … and Poppy and I can take a stroll?’

Charlie and I exchange glances. I can tell that we’re both thinking: what is the catch?

‘That sounds an excellent plan,’ says Charlie. ‘I can talk you through the whole thing, flipcharts and all. And later, you’ll have to show me that motorbike.’

‘Sans problème,’ says Constance. ‘We can even go for a ride if you want, why not?’

‘Great! I’d say you know Paris like the back of your hand.’

‘I know it very well,’ says Constance without a trace of false modesty.

Jonathan and I walk out of the café and I try to hide my smile as I put my sunglasses on. I’ve got Jonathan all to myself: what a result! Charlie has clearly got the hots for his agent, but she looks as if she can handle him. I can’t believe I wanted to seduce Charlie last night; Jonathan is so much more attractive. Of course, this is a professional meeting and Jonathan is totally off-limits. But it reminds me that I have standards. Intelligent conversation; someone who’s interested in culture and not afraid to be a bit different – that’s much more me.

‘There’s just something about the light here, isn’t there?’ I say. ‘It’s that creamy colour of the buildings … the river … Wasn’t Paris called the City of Light?’

‘That’s exactly right,’ says Jonathan. ‘About a hundred years ago. Can you imagine? Picasso, Matisse, Hemingway, Chanel, all working away together in a few square miles, all inventing the twentieth century.’ He shakes his head as we start to drift towards the river. ‘It’s humbling, really. I feel very audacious even trying to write anything here.’

I make a non-committal murmur and Jonathan laughs. ‘I must sound like a pretentious idiot.’

‘Of course you don’t,’ I say sincerely. ‘Honestly. What are we coming to if we can’t mention bloody Picasso without being thought pretentious?’ I’m really talking to Charlie, but of course he’s not here to hear my words of wisdom. It’s wonderful to be in Paris again and I’m drinking it all in: the old buildings with their dove-grey shutters and lanterns, the flowing brown river, the green stalls on the quays with their collections of second-hand books and prints.

‘Ah, the bouquinistes,’ Jonathan says when I point them out. ‘It’s impossible to imagine the river without them, isn’t it?’

To our left is the peaceful grey bulk of Notre-Dame, rising out of the clumps of greenery. Below us are quays where couples are sprawled and intertwined. No point in telling people in Paris to get a room, I muse. The whole city is their room.

‘Where do you want to go?’ he asks, as we approach a bridge. ‘Over to the Ile Saint-Louis and the Marais? Or do you want to head back towards the Latin Quarter and the Pantheon?’

I laugh. ‘I feel spoiled for choice … Let’s head towards the Marais. I love it there.’

‘Do you know Paris well?’ Jonathan asks, as we walk towards a bridge.

‘Yes – I spent a year studying here, and I used to come here a lot with my ex. Good lord, what are these?’

The whole side of the bridge is covered with what I thought was a bronze wall of some kind, but in fact is little padlocks bolted to the bridge, with messages engraved on them. People are walking up and down taking pictures of them and examining the messages, most of which seem to be in English. Snicky and Snuffy for ever. To Maria, my angel: will you marry me? 17.08.12. 18.08.12: She said yes!

‘The cadenas d’amour,’ says Jonathan. ‘It started on the Pont des Arts but the mairie took them all away overnight. Now they’ve popped up here.’

I shake my head. ‘Is there anywhere on earth more obsessed with love and romance?’ I say before I realise how weird that must sound.

‘I hope not,’ says Jonathan enigmatically. ‘Tell me about the year you were here as an étudiante.’

We walk over the bridge towards the Ile Saint-Louis, and I tell Jonathan about my Erasmus year in Paris, when I stayed in a firetrap of a sixth-floor studio on the rue Soufflot, living off crêpes and Nutella and two-euro bottles of wine, and having the time of my life.

‘I shouldn’t really have been here – I was studying English in Manchester and a year in Paris wasn’t totally relevant – but I just couldn’t pass up the opportunity. It was such a great place to be a student. It didn’t matter that we had no money. In summer we used to have picnics on the Pont des Arts, and in winter we used to spend hours in cafés nursing one drink …’

‘Wonderful,’ says Jonathan. ‘Yes, Paris is almost better with no money. Especially for writers. It’s like Hemingway says: “Hunger is a good discipline.” Sometimes I envy him that … I worry that I’m not hungry enough.’ He looks despondent.

‘Oh no! Don’t think that. You know, we haven’t talked enough about your book yet. I loved it.’

‘That’s great. What did you … I mean, did you have any notes, for the book?’

I’m thrilled that he’s brought this up. As we stroll through the quaint old streets of the Ile Saint-Louis, dodging groups of tourists queuing outside Berthillon for ice cream, I tell him everything I loved about his book, and make a few editorial suggestions, which he takes very well. When we arrive at the Place des Vosges, Jonathan stops walking, pulls off his glasses and turns to me.

‘I am pathetically grateful to you for telling me all that,’ he says. ‘Those are outstanding suggestions, and I feel like you really got the book. Thank you for saying those nice things. You know how needy authors are, so I know you won’t judge me for it.’

‘No judging,’ I say, smiling. If Charlie could see him now, he would know that he’s not pretentious; he’s lovely.

‘Let me get you a Perrier Menthe,’ says Jonathan. ‘Or something stronger? The French don’t have any Anglo-Saxon hang-ups about drinking at lunchtime, you know.’

We take a seat at a café in the arcade that runs around the square. It must be one of the most elegant in Paris, with its red and cream buildings and the garden with its topiary chestnut trees, white gravelled paths and black railings. The shade of the arches is delicious after the heat of the streets. I’m getting pretty hungry, but I don’t know whether to suggest lunch; he might not have time.

‘Can you believe it’s nearly two p.m.?’ says Jonathan, looking at his watch. ‘Time flies. Do you want food?’

‘Yes, definitely.’ I love it when a man knows you’re hungry.

I’m slightly disappointed to notice that most of the people sitting around us are tourists – a group of English women and an American couple, and a handful of Germans. It’s not exactly my Parisian café fantasy. But at last the waitress addresses us in French. Jonathan orders a beer, and I order a Kir.

‘Would you like your Kir with Sauvignon or Chablis?’ the waitress asks me in English.

‘Avec Chablis, s’il vous plaît,’ I say stubbornly. ‘Why did she do that?’ I ask, when she’s gone. ‘I know my French is a little rusty, but I’m capable of ordering a drink.’

Jonathan smiles. ‘They do it to me too. I think they’re just not used to foreigners who speak such good French.’

I make a face. ‘It’s nice of you to turn it into a compliment.’

The waitress appears back in record time with our drinks.

‘To your Paris trip,’ Jonathan says, clinking my glass.

‘To your book.’ I clink Jonathan’s glass.

‘Thank you. And to getting to know each other.’ He clinks mine again.

I’m so happy we got rid of Charlie; I can only imagine how much he would take the piss if he could see us toasting Paris and ourselves.

As if reading my mind, Jonathan says, ‘You and your colleague are quite different, aren’t you?’

‘Well,’ I say diplomatically, ‘we do different things.’

Jonathan looks even more serious. ‘For me, there’s no contest. I’m sure he’s very, ah, competent but I feel as if you understand me much better. If that doesn’t sound trop égoiste.’

‘Not égoiste at all,’ I say, smiling.

Remembering my greedy breakfast of croissants at the hotel, I decide to order a salad, which isn’t a penance at all; it’s utterly delicious. It’s just goat’s cheese and tomatoes and salad leaves; it’s simple but so fresh and tasty, and the tomatoes are mouth-watering.

‘Oh my God, this salad is to die for,’ I say, closing my eyes briefly. ‘They just do not serve salads like this in London. It’s incredible.’

Jonathan has ordered a croque-monsieur, which seems a bit boring, but I suppose he can eat here whenever he wants. ‘So when’s the last time you were in Paris?’ he asks.

I was prepared for Jonathan to be somewhat self-obsessed, but he’s the complete opposite. He listens intently as I end up telling him all about myself; how long I’ve been doing my job, and the studio flat in Hackney I managed to buy by the skin of my teeth. I even end up telling him about my mum and what a kick she gets out of seeing my name in the acknowledgements of my books.

‘Of course she’d have preferred me to be prime minister. Well, she’d have settled for me being an MP. Or a human rights lawyer or some sort of social activist. I went on a lot of marches when I was a kid.’

‘What does she do now?’

‘She’s a social worker. Very dedicated. Lives in Brighton, still marching. She has boundless energy, all thanks to coconut oil, apparently. She’s always forwarding me petitions and articles from the Guardian about nuclear power and women being oppressed. She’s kind of exhausting, but she’s great. We get on really well now.’

My glass seems to be empty. Jonathan lifts a finger and within minutes, two more Kirs have materialised. He obviously doesn’t have any Anglo-Saxon hang-ups about drinking at lunchtime, either.

‘So you didn’t always get on so well?’ he says.

Wow. It’s honestly been years since I’ve met a man who was so great at asking questions. ‘Well, when I was a teenager, we used to clash over all the usual things – boys, drinking, staying out late. Oh, and my hair.’

‘Your hair?’

‘Yeah. I went through a phase of experimenting with weaves, or relaxing my hair – you know, straightening it. She wanted me to wear it au naturel, the way I do now.’ I indicate my mop. ‘So I did the opposite just to wind her up. But now I love my hair.’ I smile, and take a sip of my drink.

‘I think she was right,’ Jonathan says, smiling. ‘Your hair is gorgeous.’

Now I’m blushing. And this second Kir is definitely going to my head.

‘And what about your dad?’

‘Well, I don’t see him very often. He lives in Saudi now, working for a big corporate law firm. He’s sold out, in my mum’s view. They split up when I was seven.’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘Oh, it’s fine. It’s actually a miracle they lasted that long. They met at a CND demonstration when they were students and moved in together a week later. Mum’s parents were very strict church-going Jamaicans and they were furious with her – running off with a long-haired white boy, even if he was training to be a lawyer.’

‘I see.’

‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to ramble on. Bad habit of mine.’

Jonathan leans back in his chair, and takes an assessing look at me. ‘Don’t be sorry. It’s very interesting. You are …’ he smiles slowly, ‘very interesting.’

Whoa, Nelly. I don’t even need to get out my Flirt-o-Meter: that was easily a nine. Jonathan Wilder is flirting with me. Outrageously. And I really want to flirt back.

‘What about a coffee?’ I say weakly.

‘Sure.’ He pauses, then continues, ‘Actually, my place is pretty close to here. Do you want to have coffee there?’

Hm. He’s suggesting coffee at his place – when we’re actually in a café. Now what? If I blush and say, ‘That doesn’t seem like such a good idea,’ then it’s all out in the open that we’re flirting, and then he’ll have to say something and I’ll have to say something and then where will we be? But if I say yes and go back to his place for coffee … I’m old enough to know that coffee doesn’t always mean coffee.

‘What kind of coffee are we talking about exactly?’ I say, playing for time.

‘I have one of those Italian machines that cost as much as a small car,’ says Jonathan. ‘I love showing it off. So you’d be doing me a favour.’

OK, fine. This sounds like genuine, actual coffee. As opposed to the kind of coffee that never gets made. It might be my imagination, but looking at the French couples walking by us, it seems like they’re drifting off back to their tiny wooden-beamed attic rooms for some afternoon delight.

‘Poppy?’

‘Sorry. Yes, sure. Coffee sounds great,’ I say. ‘Don’t be silly,’ I add as he makes to pay the bill. ‘I can expense it.’

That was the perfect thing to say, I decide, as we leave the elegant arcades of the square. It puts us right back on a work footing. I am not going to mess up this book deal just because he’s gorgeous and I’m a few Kirs to the wind. Anyway, it’s the middle of the day; nothing untoward is going to happen.

‘Watch out, Poppy,’ Jonathan says, and pulls me back by my arm. He’s just saved me from nearly getting knocked down by a couple of people wobbling by on Vélib bikes. Shaking his fist at them, he yells after them in French, sounding very Gallic and indignant.

‘Thanks,’ I murmur. Was it my imagination or did his hand leave my arm a bit reluctantly? Oh God, this is unfair. Why does the most attractive man I’ve met in ages have to be off-limits because of work?

Weirdly, Jonathan seems on edge as well. He’s suddenly become very chatty, pointing out landmarks as we walk.

‘So,’ he says. ‘This is the rue des Francs Bourgeois – it was almshouses originally, but now it’s the home of the real bourgeoisie; they’ve got every shop here from L’Occitane to Ted Baker. Oh, that’s the Musée Carnavalet … it was the home of the Marquise de Sévigné. You must read her letters … this is a great ice-cream place – want one? No? Me neither … and this is me, to the right.’

We turn on to a quiet side street. Jonathan punches the code of number five and the huge, heavy door swings open. I step over the lintel and we enter a peaceful cobbled courtyard, with actual white doves pecking around the middle. The contrast between this and the bustle of the street we just left couldn’t be greater.

‘Wow,’ I breathe. ‘These courtyards are so magical – I love that sense that you just enter the code and step into a hidden, private world—’

‘Bonjour, Monsieur Villder,’ says a loud voice. ‘Bonjour, mademoiselle.’ A tiny figure in flowery overalls pokes her head out of a cubby to the right.

‘Bonjour, Madame Gibert,’ Jonathan says.

‘Bonjour, madame,’ I add.

She takes a good look at me before ducking back into her cubby, where the TV is blaring. Jonathan says, ‘Not so private really … but I love the fact that this is one of the few buildings still in Paris with a real concierge.’ He leads me to a broad flight of steps to the left: dark polished oak, worn smooth by countless feet over the centuries. Jonathan gestures me to go ahead – what a gentleman – and I walk up the stairs ahead of him, hoping I look OK from behind.

‘How old is this building?’ I ask.

‘Seventeenth century. Hence we’re sans ascenseur.’

No lift. Well, that puts it in perspective. People must have climbed these stairs hundreds, thousands of times, during the Revolution, during the war, probably lots of them in order to do stupid things. Including sleep with the wrong people. Maybe the reason people go so crazy in love in Paris is because you’re surrounded by the evidence of hundreds of years of bad behaviour. With every step I feel as if I’m coming closer to doing something very foolish, and not caring one bit.

‘Here we are.’ He holds the door open for me and ushers me in.

It’s my dream apartment. Whitewashed walls, low leather sofas, and two huge windows that overlook the street. Dark wooden beams on the ceiling. Two sides of the room are lined with bookshelves filled with paperbacks, hefty-looking hardbacks and art books. There’s a cinema poster for Les Liaisons Dangereuses – the 1950s version. His desk overlooks the street. To the right, there’s a cosy galley kitchen with a table and two chairs.

‘I love your place.’

‘Just a simple deux-pièces,’ says Jonathan, handing me a glass of water. ‘I’ve had it about a year. It’s not big, but it suits me.’

‘Good lord, is that a Matisse?’ I ask, looking at the wall behind him.

‘Just a lithograph,’ he says. With a smile, he adds, ‘I’m not that successful.’

I can’t exactly remember what a lithograph is, and I don’t want to ask Jonathan. I perch on the edge of a sofa and sip my water. He’s even added ice and lemon; colour me impressed.

‘Now. Chopin, or Duke Ellington?’ he asks, lifting up two records.

‘Either,’ I say, even though to be honest I’m not a huge jazz fan; soul music is more my thing.

‘The Duke, I think. It’s too hot for Chopin.’ He puts the record on, then looks at me and adds, ‘I think … I think I’ll open a window.’

There’s something in the air here. I haven’t felt it in a very long time, but I’m feeling it now and I know I’m not imagining it. I walk slowly, following him to the window, and watch as he wrestles with the latch. There’s a drop of sweat on his forehead. I have a mad urge to lick it off.

‘Finally,’ he says, getting it open at last. ‘Just a second …’ He turns aside to write something down in a notebook.

‘Nice breeze,’ I say, fanning my hair with my hand.

He stares at me and seems to swallow. ‘That’s a pretty bracelet,’ he says. He reaches out and brushes it with his fingertips. ‘Or is it a bangle?’ His fingers close gently around it.

Now it’s my turn to swallow. ‘Actually, it’s more of a … cuff.’

‘Such a rich vocabulary,’ he murmurs. His hand is still on my arm. And then he’s pulling me forward … and Jonathan Wilder is kissing me.

Instantly, we both go wild. All the pent-up frustration seems to explode and I’m kissing him back, running my hands through his hair, grabbing his body and pressing it against me. I don’t care any more about his book or how dangerous this is: I just want him, now.

‘Let’s go next door,’ he murmurs. He leads me into the bedroom, where we fall back on to his pristine white sheets. He slides the straps of my jumpsuit down, and I slip out of it, revealing the black and pink bra, which he takes off skilfully before kissing me all over and reducing me to jelly. Now we’re kissing again, and he’s driving me mad by sliding his hands up my thighs and slowly, delicately, stroking me between my legs, through the thin material of the jumpsuit, until I feel as if I’m going to explode. Sitting upright, I wriggle out of it completely, wishing I hadn’t worn something so awkward to take off. He pulls off his own clothes and I see that yes, you can spend all day writing the important literature of our time and still have a great body.

There’s a brief interruption while Jonathan produces a condom from beside the bed. Then he kisses me again, lowers himself slowly on to me … and then we’re moving together and it is incredible. He’s muttering all the most flattering things – about how sexy and gorgeous I am – in French. I feel as if I’m in a film or a music video, complete with four-poster bed and billowing white sheets. Or maybe this is a dream; I can’t quite believe it’s happening.
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