
        
            
                
            
        

    French Press

Sienna Waters





Sienna Waters
© 2020 All Rights Reserved
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or or transmitted in any form or by any means, without prior permission by the author except in the case of brief quotations for the purposes of review and non-commercial cases as per law.
This is a work of fiction. All characters and events exist solely in the author’s imagination, and any resemblance to actual people, alive or dead, is pure coincidence. All characters are eighteen years of age or older.








Stay up to date with the latest news from Sienna Waters by signing up for my newsletter. Or follow me on Twitter!




To N.–

Je t'aime (and French coffee isn't that bad...)
xxx





Chapter One
There was a definite spring in my step as I walked, and why the hell wouldn't there be? There were days, days like today, when I really did feel like I was going to take over the world.
“Hayden Wright,” I said to the host and didn't even wait for him to greet me before I strode across the restaurant.
He scurried to keep up. “Welcome, Ms. Wright.”
I ignored him, scanning quickly to see if Elizabeth beat me here. But of course she didn't. She never does.
New York's richest and chic-est and up and coming didn't bother to stare at me. They were looking out of the corner of their eyes though, I just knew it. Wondering who I was, what I was doing here, whether I was someone worth impressing.
I straightened my spine a little, lifted my chin, giving the impression that I certainly was worth impressing, though the truth was slightly different. I wasn't. Yet.
But I would be one day. I'd already promised myself that.
“Your table, Ms. Wright.”
It was... fine. Not next to the bathroom, not next to a wall, not crammed into a corner. Elizabeth might, just might, ask to be moved. But I doubted it. So I nodded and let the host pull out my chair so that I could sit elegantly, legs crossed just so.
Who the hell did I think I was?
It's a fair question.
Striding into one of the priciest restaurants on the block with my head held high and the right outfit and the right shoes and the right everything else does provoke that kind of question. I could see it in the eyes of the woman at the next table, while she tried to look like she was eating without actually eating. Preserving her thin New York body.
Alright, who am I?
First, I should be honest. I wasn't exactly here on my own recognizances. Elizabeth made the reservation, Elizabeth would be paying the bill.
And me?
I like to think of myself as a sort of cross between Carrie Bradshaw and Rosalind Russell in His Girl Friday. With a little Grace Kelly thrown in for good measure.
The looks are pure Kelly, a slight resemblance that I've pampered and encouraged by curling my hair and keeping my makeup natural looking and innocent. My sense of style and taste and my thirst for a story are all Bradshaw. My ambition and talent are pure Russell.
How's that for a mixture?
If you prefer the bare facts, then I'm Hayden Wright. A journalist. A magazine writer. Attached currently to Align, the hottest women's monthly in the country. You might not have heard my name yet, but I assure you one day you will. Sooner rather than later.
And Elizabeth? Elizabeth was my partner. Girlfriend, I supposed. Soon to be more, hopefully.
I tapped my empty glass with a manicured fingernail. I hated waiting. I hated that Elizabeth was always late. I hated that her latest case was more important than me.
But I had to admit that I liked the trappings. The shopping without looking at price tags. The weekends in Connecticut. The fancy restaurants.
“Water, ma'am?”
Eugh. I hated being called ma'am. It made me feel like my mother. Still, I smiled nicely at the waiter and let him top up my glass with water so cold it condensed immediately.
And there she was.
She walked through the restaurant like she owned the place. Tall and slim, her face and body all angles, hair sleeked back, eyes bright and sharp behind dark-rimmed glasses. Everything about Elizabeth was sharp. That's just how she was.
And she didn't make my heart skip a beat as she walked toward me, but hell, it'd been three years now, so why should it? We'd settled into ourselves. Settled into what we had, who we were. It'd be foolish to want my pulse to race every time I saw her. Inconvenient even, getting flushed every time she showed her face.
“Darling.”
I half-stood and she brushed my cheek with a kiss that barely made contact. I smelled her citrus scent.
“Long day?” I asked.
She nodded and opened the menu and there was clearly something on her mind. I took a couple of breaths and wondered if I was supposed to bring up the fact that she wasn't happy about something, or if I should wait for her to speak first.
Elizabeth is not easy. She's sharp and intelligent and likes things just so.
She isn't easy, but she is right. Right for me. Right for the lifestyle I wanted. Right in the way that a good pair of shoes is right, or the perfect purse. And I did feel a little thrill now, because I had a surprise up my sleeve, one that I'd managed to keep even from Elizabeth. One that hopefully was going to come to fruition next week. Somewhere on the banks of the Seine, I'd decided. Definitely somewhere Instagram worthy.
“I'll take the sole,” Elizabeth said, slapping the menu shut. “You?”
“Risotto.”
She arched an eyebrow, but I didn't care. I wasn't in the mood for skinny. I wanted comfort food. I wanted to feel safe and fed. I wanted to be confident enough that I could order risotto and not be thinking I should have ordered the salad.
“So, Paris.”
I was in the middle of taking a gulp of water and I swallowed quickly and nodded.
“In the works. All the arrangements are made,” I said. “And I've been working on a few leads. I think I've got a good starting place for the story. Plus, Lauren pulled me into the office today and gave me a couple of fluff pieces to do whilst we're there.”
She was sitting back, eyebrow still raised and I thought she was interested, so I kept going.
“Honestly, I was pissed. I mean, as if I haven't got enough on my hands with the Sydney thing.”
Sydney Duchamp, that is. You've probably heard of her. Unless you've been stuck under a rock for the last fifty years, of course.
“Ah, Sydney.”
I nodded and it was only then that I noticed that Elizabeth's eyebrow wasn't arched in interest, it was something else. Something I couldn't quite get a hold of.
What would Sydney do? It had become a habit of late, a silly one, I was sure, to think that. Like those bracelets and t-shirts that used to be popular, the ones with WWJD marked across them. What would Jesus do? Except in my case I set a little more stock by Sydney Duchamp.
In the current circumstances, my guess was that Sydney would shut the hell up and stop talking until she figured out what was going on.
So that's what I did.
Elizabeth sat forward a little now. Her eyes still sparkled behind their glasses. But now my heart did skip a beat. Not because she was beautiful, though she was, but because I was suddenly concerned. Worried even.
“What?” I asked, breaking my vow to shut the hell up almost as soon as it was made. No patience, that's me.
“About Paris.”
My stomach sank. I knew she wouldn't be going. Whatever her excuse was, whatever the case, whatever stupid divorce or custody battle she was currently in the middle of, had taken precedence. Again.
The waiter came. She made her order calmly and quickly and then I made mine, for all the world as though I was fine and this was normal and my entire plan to propose in the most romantic city on earth hadn't just tumbled around my ears.
“I won't be going to Paris,” she said when the waiter had left.
It didn't come as a surprise, I could barely react. I'd had time to get used to the idea by now. Three whole minutes to console myself, to tell myself that it'd be fine, there'd be other occasions. After all, what did it matter if I asked her to marry me by the edge of the Seine or on the Staten Island ferry? As long as she said yes, it didn't matter in the slightest. Did it?
“Okay,” I said reasonably. Calmly. Gently.
She picked up her glass of water and took a swallow,  her pulse beating under the thin skin of her neck as she did so.
“I think it would be best if we spent some time apart.”
I was arranging my knife and fork into a more pleasing, more symmetrical placement and my hands kept moving even as my brain tried to understand what she was saying. The words all made sense individually. The whole sentence though? No way. I must have misheard, misunderstood.
“Say what now?”
She rolled her eyes. “Honestly, Hayden, I do hate it when you use phrases like that. It smacks of trying to be cool, young, of poor education.”
“I'm not poorly educated.”
A sprinkling of pink had appeared over her cheekbones and she was preparing herself for a fight, the kind of argument that she loved to have.
“I'm sorry, I didn't understand. Didn't hear. What did you say?” I placated.
She visibly restrained herself and the pink faded a little. “I think we should spend some time apart.”
“You and I?” I asked stupidly.
“Yes.”
“Why?”
“Because...”
For once, she was lost for words and she just gestured helplessly with her hands. And for once I lost my temper rather than the other way around and I was the one that pushed things. I wouldn't have this, I wouldn't be uncertain, I wouldn't spend days or weeks or months pondering my own fate. It wasn't fair. It was manipulative and mean.
“Say what you mean, Elizabeth. Spit the words out. What exactly are you saying?”
There was a heartbeat of a pause and the restaurant buzzed around us with the clinking of glasses and the hum of chatter and the scraping of silverware on plates. My skin was chilled and I couldn't focus on anything except Elizabeth's sharp, dark eyes.
“I mean that I think we should break up.”




Chapter Two
As the plane started to dip I tightened my hands on the armrests and closed my eyes. For the first time in a long while I wished that I was somewhere else. Someone else.
Elizabeth had been perfectly reasonable, perfectly logical. I'd never have expected anything else. And after the usual cliches about having grown apart, wanting different things, etc. etc., I'd managed to choke down two mouthfuls of risotto before escaping into the night.
Which left me here, on a plane, the seat beside me conspicuously empty.
“I'm going to have to ask you to fasten your seatbelt, ma'am.”
I tried to grimace at the word ma'am but I was too busy shaking and my hands fumbled for the belt. Fumbled so badly that the flight attendant squatted beside me, taking the belt and snapping it shut and laying a soft hand on my leg.
“We'll be landed soon,” she said, a hint of a smile on her lips. “And you'll be safe as houses. Promise.”
The smile widened just a little and her blue eyes twinkled and I found myself smiling back. Her skin looked so soft, so fragile and perfect that I ached to touch it and almost reached out my hand. Until she broke the moment and stood up.
As she walked back down the aisle my heart was beating faster. And it wasn't from fear.
Out of habit, I dismissed the idea of the attendant, only for a second though. Because I didn't have to dismiss the idea of her anymore, did I? Not now that I was a single woman.
Jesus. Even the thought gave me a chill down my spine. Two days single and already I was thinking about a flight attendant. What kind of monster was I?
The plane shuddered and dropped further and people started to crane their necks to see out of the window. The Paris skyline looked... dull. Grey and sprawling like the outskirts of any city.
Paris. The city of love. The city of lights. And here was I, all alone, marriage proposal screwed up and in the trash.
I swallowed and blinked, the tears threatening to come again. Not that I was going to let them. Not when I'd just been in the bathroom and repaired my makeup. Hell no.
What would Sydney do?
Sydney Duchamp would lift her head up high, tell Elizabeth to go screw herself, and jump into bed with the flight attendant, I decided.
I stared after the attendant but she'd buckled herself into her seat now. And I wasn't sure I could bring myself to jump into bed with anyone. Not yet. Maybe not ever.
Not that I was intending to show anyone that. Not that I was intending to cry in public, mope around the Eiffel tower, or in any other way become the stereotype of a dumped girlfriend.
I was better than that. The pain, the sadness, they were better buried inside. Far better.
The plane lurched again.
Christ, I was going to die. And just when I'd found the perfect mascara. I clutched at my armrests and screwed my eyes tight shut again. I was damned if I was going to look death straight in the face.
✽✽✽
 
My favorite Louboutins clicked on the airport tiles. Some American women feel less than confident about strutting into the capital of fashion. Not me. I was determined to put my best foot forward. I was determined to put myself ahead of the game.
The long flight had given me a chance to prioritize. Yes, I was upset about Elizabeth. But I honestly wasn't sure if I was upset at losing her or upset at losing the idea of her. The perfect girlfriend, the perfect wife. A hot shot lawyer and a one-day magazine editor in chief. We would have been the epitome of a power couple.
And now we wouldn't be.
But that didn't mean that I couldn't be something. That didn't mean that I had to let her destroy everything.
If I was careful... No, screw that. If I was good, if I let my ambition drive me instead of my emotions, well then, this trip could be the start of something. After this trip, there was every possibility that I could make that restaurant reservation myself, that I could set tongues wagging as I stalked to my table, that people would see my face and my name would spring instantly to their tongues.
Luggage swirled around a conveyor belt and I tapped my foot impatiently, waiting for my Vuitton suitcases to appear.
Already the air smelled different. Already there was a hint of... chocolate, of croissants, of style and elegance and not love. Definitely not love.
Okay, honestly, yeah, I would have canceled the trip. If it had been pure pleasure, if the only reason for me being here had been Elizabeth, then I'd have turned those tickets in in a heartbeat.
But this wasn't just about us. It was about me.
Me and Sydney Duchamp, perhaps, but mostly me.
This isn't the 1950s. Magazines don't send correspondents jetting off to Paris at the drop of a hat. Hell, before this the furthest Lauren had sent me was Brooklyn.
But... win a prestigious prize like newbie writer of the year and things start to look a little different. Throw in a huge, fortieth anniversary edition of the magazine, one that needs only the best, only the greatest stories, and things look different still. Add to that the weavings of the beginning of an idea, an idea like finding Sydney Duchamp, and the prospects are even better.
Plus, I'd perhaps waved Elizabeth's credit card in the right direction too. Okay, okay, I'd paid for the flights. But Align was picking up the tab for everything else. All I needed to do was come home with a story.
My foot tapping had intensified. Still nothing. No suitcases. No luggage. What the hell was going on here?
Things get better though, another little twist, something else to make me salivate with anticipation. An associate editor position was up for grabs. First rung on the ladder to making editor in chief. First step on the way to having the life I've dreamed about since I was old enough to have a dream.
It hadn't exactly been said, the words hadn't exactly been written, but it was understood. Whoever got the cover story for the fortieth anniversary edition would get the job. So all I had to do was get my story.
Easy.
As long as I wasn't distracted by being heart-broken, of course.
The crowds around the baggage carousel were thinning. A rucksack went around the belt for the fifth time.
Jesus fucking Christ. I did not believe it. Tears pricked in my eyes again and I sucked them back, steadied myself.
The airline had not lost my luggage.
No.
Really no.
My pulse started thudding, my stomach felt sour and sick. I looked around, searching for help, but there was no one even kind of official looking.
Deep breaths.
Deep breaths.
I could do this.
It wasn't like this was my first time out of the country. Except it was.
I hadn't even told Elizabeth that. Hadn't told her that I'd never left the States. That as confident and cosmopolitan as I wanted to appear that I was still a little girl from Ohio and I hadn't even seen the ocean until I was in college.
Shit. What was I supposed to do?
I was nervous enough that my legs were shaking, that it was physically hard to make myself move.
I'd been so sure I could do this, so sure that I could sweep in and achieve everything I wanted. And here I was trembling at the first hurdle.
Suck it up, Hayden. Suck. It. Up.
There was a desk, a desk with a sign, something official. I forced myself to walk over there, forced myself to smile breezily and confidently. Talk to the man, explain what had happened. Easy. Sweat was beading on my forehead and my palms felt clammy.
“Hi, uh, hello, sir, my luggage...” I stammered.
He snorted and spouted off a stream of French that made my ears buzz and my eyes fill with tears again. A form was pushed toward me.
Deep breath. I could do this. I didn't understand a damn word he'd just said, but obviously I needed to fill out the form.
When I looked down the form was in French.
I was crumbling. I could feel it.
Jet lag, grief, heartbreak, anxiety, they were all creeping up on me, nibbling away and I was starting to feel sick. Very sick.
I like to pretend I've got my shit together, I like people to think that I'm ruthless and efficient and everything else. But it's a façade. Of course it is. No one is as cold as ice. Except maybe Elizabeth.
The black darkness of panic was overtaking me, tears heavy in my eyes, my breath coming in gulps.
“Can I help you?”
The voice was soothing, calm and pleasant, and most importantly, speaking English. I took a breath. A savior. I didn't care who the hell this was. I just cared that someone was reaching out a hand.
I turned, a smile already starting. And my heart skipped a beat.
Like actually, physically stopped for a moment.
Just long enough for me to take in the most effortlessly beautiful woman I'd ever seen.




Chapter Three
“I, uh, the...” I stuttered before managing to get out the words: “My luggage.”
She grinned, dimples forming in her perfect cheeks, navy blue eyes shining and I calmed. Just a little. Enough that I could breathe.
Someone else was taking control. Not a feeling that I was used to, not really. But it was light, nice in a way. She turned to the man behind the desk and spouted off a ream of French so melodic she was almost singing.
Dark hair fell over her shoulders, not curly, not straight, a little messy. Jeans clung to her legs, black boots half undone, a long white shirt hiding what was certainly a lithe body. I had a flashback to the flight attendant.
What a good job I hadn't followed my lustful impulses. I couldn't possibly justify jumping into bed with two women in a day.
My skin blushed hot and taut. Not that I was planning on jumping into bed with this one. Of course I wasn't. Just... She was magnetic, charming, beautiful. French.
I was still busy trying not to drool when she turned swiftly, clutched my elbow to her side, and swept me away.
“You're lucky,” she said.
She sounded American. Almost. There was a hint of elision in her voice, a softness that was all French. But her English was perfect.
“Lucky?”
“Yes.” She laughed and it was a full, throaty sound. She made no attempt to cover it up. “You're lucky because your luggage was lost but you spent so long not knowing how to find it that it's already been found for you.”
“I have no idea what that means.”
She laughed again and I pulled my arm from hers. I could walk alone. Besides, I didn't like being laughed at.
“No, don't be that way,” she said. “It's fine. Your luggage has been found. It should be right over here.”
She took my arm again and pulled me toward a dark corner of the hall where there was an emergency door. All of a sudden I thought that maybe she wasn't my savior. Maybe there was something else going on here. Maybe I was about to be... what? Robbed, raped? Scammed for sure. I looked around helplessly.
Jesus. Stupid American on her first trip out of the country. Not even here for five minutes and already she's been taken advantage of. I swallowed. I could fight. I balled my hands into fists, just in case. But the door was already opening. A hairy arm pushed first one suitcase, then the other through the opening.
The woman gestured with one arm. “Voila. Yours, I think, no?”
I nodded dumbly and she grinned that luminous grin again and against my will I felt my pulse speed up.
“And I didn't even bother to introduce myself. How rude. I'm Nicolette. And you're Ms. Wright, I assume? Or should I call you Hayden? Whichever you prefer.”
I was already opening my mouth to speak, to agree with her, to let her call me by my first name, when it occurred to me that there was no reason in the world why she should know my name. Just like that, I was suspicious again.
She laughed that full laugh and picked up a suitcase, pushing the other toward me with her foot. “It's fine. You Americans are always so serious. The hotel sent me.”
“The hotel.”
“Yes. And when you didn't come through to the arrivals hall I thought that something untoward had happened to you until the doors flashed open for a second to let out a family with screaming children and I saw a lost soul wandering through baggage claim.”
“Which had to be me.”
“You were wearing Louboutins. Only a fashion-conscious New Yorker would wear shoes like that to an airport.” She paused, then shrugged. “Or a French woman.”
It seemed like almost a compliment. I was almost French. A smile twitched at the corner of my mouth. “They're terribly uncomfortable,” I confided.
“Then let us get you to a taxi as soon as possible,” she said.
And that smile was so bright it made my eyes hurt.
✽✽✽
 
We were in the back of a cab, a foot of space between us but still I could smell her perfume. She'd pushed her way to the front of the line without thought, and then pushed me in through the back door before anyone else could say anything.
Paris flashed by. Or I assume it was Paris. The dirty, grey surroundings looked nothing like the stereotypical city. Grey clouds hung heavy over the darkening sky. Almost night. But I felt like I'd been up for days.
Which was probably why I'd reacted to Nicolette the way I had, I decided. She was nice, kind even. But younger than I'd thought. And she had a restless impulsivity, an inability to sit still, that was irritating.
I had to stop looking at women. In fact, this trip should be about not looking at women. I needed a break. I needed no women, no pickups, no romance, no nothing. It was time to think about me.
“So, what are you doing in Paris?”
I blinked. “Working.”
She raised an eyebrow.
“I'm a journalist, I work for Align. You know it?”
“Ah, yes, of course.” Her answer sounded neither positive or negative, so it was impossible for me to know whether this was a name she respected or not.
“So I'm covering a few stories here.”
“Ah, let me guess. Something about bakeries, something about French women and why they don't get fat, and something about fashion. Right?”
It sounded so dismissive. But she was right. Those were exactly the fluff topics that Lauren wanted me to write about. There was more to it than that though.
“Actually, I'm here looking to track down Sydney Duchamp.”
And now she gave me her full attention, eyes wide and mouth slightly open. “Seriously?”
“Seriously. We've got our fortieth anniversary edition coming up, and since Sydney was our very first cover model it seemed fitting to try and find her now.”
“But she disappeared, didn't she? Just walked off a shoot, never came back?”
That was the story, and one I'd found no reason to disbelieve. “Yes. But she definitely came back to France. A journalist a few years ago managed to trace her that far, found a ticket in her name. Other than that though, no one knows.”
“And you're hoping to find her here, in a city of two million people?”
I grinned. “Couldn't think of a better place to start. Besides... I've got a good feeling about this.”
We had a connection, Sydney and I. I didn't know exactly when it started. Sometime after I started my research. Sometime after I'd read every interview she'd given. There was something about her, about us. A similarity. I could see myself in her, could see the same ambition, the same strength.
“Then you will probably need help,” Nicolette said. Her eyes were serious. “Someone to translate for you, someone to set up appointments. Advise you. That sort of thing.”
I'd already considered this. But I was loathe to involve anyone else. At least at first. I wasn't sure how long the magazine would agree to pay my bills for. It seemed better to scout around first myself.
“You speak English very well,” I said in a weak attempt to deflect her comment. It was obvious she wanted a job from me.
“I lived in America for a while. We did.”
“We?”
“Elise and I.”
She said the name as though I should know who it was, and seemed unwilling to give more information. I'd offended her by ignoring the implied request for a job.
Elise. A girlfriend probably. I tried to imagine two such girls, two girls like Nicolette with perfect skin and unruly hair and glittering eyes and I had to close my eyes for a moment against a wave of dizziness.
“Are you okay?”
“Just jet-lag,” I lied.
The view had changed. The industrial buildings, the huge towering apartment blocks, had become elegant houses. The streets were narrow, lights flickering on. This was becoming more like the Paris that I expected.
All at once, over the rooftops, I saw a glimpse of the Eiffel tower. I said nothing, didn't let my excitement show, not wanting to seem like a tourist, not wanting to be provincial. If Nicolette noticed anything, she didn't say a word.
A few minutes later, the taxi pulled up in front of a small hotel. The city was bustling now, the sidewalks crowded, night definitely falling. I pulled a wad of notes from my pocket and pushed a few toward the driver.
“So, you will need some help?” Nicolette said, as we got out.
I looked at her in the dusk. The tilt of her chin, the glow of her eyes, and more than anything in the world I wanted to kiss her. The desire took me by surprise.
“No.”
It came out sharper than intended. I bent to get my suitcases from the trunk. When I stood again she was watching me, a small smile on her face. She bent and briefly pressed her cheek against mine, first the right side, then the left.
“We'll see,” she said.
She walked off down the street and I was left stranded in a swarm of people, a suitcase in each hand. I was sure that I hadn't seen the last of her. And the thought was strangely comforting.




Chapter Four
The hotel wasn't grand. The lobby was more of a sitting room, the chairs upholstered in red velvet, a dark wood bar serving as a reception desk. I dragged my suitcases inside and was struck with a feeling of going back in time.
“Salut and welcome.”
“Jesus Christ.”
The man that popped up from behind the desk was in his fifties, eyes brown and sharp like a monkey's. But he was smiling and his smile seemed generous enough and in a second I was smiling back.
“Did I afraid you?”
“Frighten.”
“You are frighten now?”
“No, the question... Never mind. My name is Hayden Wright, I should have a reservation.”
He grinned and bobbed his head. “Of course, of course. We have been waiting for you. Here, you must fill the form.”
We have been waiting for you. That implied others. Yet the hotel had the distinct feeling of being empty. A sort of hollow sense to it. I took the form he offered and found that it was thankfully in English. A minute later it was filled out, the strange man had taken my passport, and we were ready to go.
“You require help with your bags, madame?”
Madame was a big improvement on ma'am. I could get quite used to this. And since he'd offered, I nodded eagerly. He rang a bell and I looked around, expecting to see someone else. I'd obviously been wrong about the hotel being empty.
But when I turned back around, the same man was standing there, a round bell-boy cap on his head now. He grinned again.
“Please follow me, madame.”
I opened my mouth and then closed it again. I was really too tired for this. Whatever game the man was playing was beyond me anyway. Perhaps he was just eccentric. Harmlessly eccentric, I hoped, as I followed him to the elevator. But I was too tired to really care much. As long as he wasn't planning to murder me in my sleep we'd get along just fine.
“My name is Georges,” he said, as he opened the elevator door.
He pronounced it with soft Gs, the name sliding off his tongue.
“You call me for any problems. Yes?”
I nodded, struck dumb by just how small the elevator was. Like an upright coffin. I tentatively moved inside and Georges piled my cases in with an ease borne of long practice. Then he pressed a button and slid the door shut, leaving me alone.
So much for help.
The elevator creaked upstairs. And when the door buckled open a few seconds later, there was Georges. Slightly breathless, and with his cap askew, but ready to unload the cases.
What a place.
The room was airy and larger than I'd imagined after the cramped corridor and elevator. The linens were white and a large window looked out over the city. No view of the Eiffel tower, but then, you can't have everything.
Georges got me settled and the second he was gone I flopped down onto the bed.
If I'm being honest, my life felt like it was spinning out of control. Not quite totally out of control, but almost there. Like when I was a kind and I'd hold the hands of my best friend Ellie Grey and we'd spin and spin and spin around until eventually we fell. I was right on that pivot point, right when things could go either way, I could stop this, or I could fall.
It was a strange feeling for me. One I really wasn't used to. Up until three days ago everything had been proceeding according to plan. Everything had been perfect. I had the job, I had the girlfriend, I had the prospects. Everything I'd ever wanted.
Losing Elizabeth had knocked me off balance.
I looked at the view, red rooftops stretching out under streetlights, and sighed. Maybe I shouldn't have come. Maybe I was too delicate, too raw still for all this.
My phone buzzed. A text. Without thinking I picked it up, saw the alert. And then I about spit. Marcus Prickface. Not his real name, obviously. Marcus Longstein to be slightly more professional.
Marcus had started at Align at the same time as I did. Both newbies together. And I'd been new enough, and naïve enough, that I'd asked him to have lunch with me that very first day. Oh, he'd been sweet enough. Lovely, in fact. It wasn't until later that I realized he'd spotted my idea pad and read it through at some point. Probably while I was in the bathroom.
That very first editorial meeting I'd gone in prepared with my pitches. Only to find that Marcus had the exact same pitches, and that he was loud enough and rude enough to get his word in first.
Yeah, Marcus and I weren't exactly friends. He'd been fuming when I'd won the best newcomer award, and practically incandescent when Lauren had approved the Paris trip.
I grinned to myself. Yes. It was worth being here just for that. Just for the look of pure fury on Marcus's face when he'd heard about it.
I clicked open the text.
Better work fast little one. Nothing like a little healthy competition. Bon voyage!
That made me sit up. Bastard.
He was onto something. A story. Something he thought would get him the cover. Get him the cover and the associate editor job.
I took deep breaths. No. Nothing could beat Sydney. If I could find her. Hell, if I could persuade her to talk to me, be photographed even, that cover was mine. Marcus didn't stand a chance. As long as I found Sydney.
Sydney Duchamp. It girl. The hottest face of a decade. Women's rights activist, feminist, femi-nazi some called her. She'd been outspoken, rude, blunt, inspirational, and flawlessly beautiful. She'd been the model everyone wanted, the spokesperson everyone needed, she'd been everywhere. For the few months that she'd been big, she'd been everywhere.
Not that I remembered. I was far too young. But it was enough to read her interviews, see her pictures, watch her speeches.
And then, all of a sudden, she was just gone.
There'd been rumors at the time of course. Everything from a drug problem to an organized crime hit. But nothing had shown up. Nothing until a journalist working for the Post had finally tracked down her name on a manifest of a flight from JFK to Paris a week after she disappeared.
I could work this story. I could find her. I knew I could. I just needed the time and the opportunity, both of which I now had.
I deleted Marcus's text. Asshole. Just wait. Just wait until I was associate editor. I'd effectively be his boss. And then he could suck it.
I got myself up, persuaded myself to pull out a nightshirt and some toiletries, to strip off my plane-smelling clothes and at least wash my face.
Nicolette. Every now and then I could hear her laugh. Just an echo of it. Stupid really, I thought as I brushed my teeth. It wasn't like I didn't meet attractive women every day. Hell, I worked at a women's magazine, there was a flood of beautiful women in and out of my life.
Maybe I'd just never noticed them before. Maybe I'd been so wound up in Elizabeth that I hadn't needed to.
What about a little holiday romance? My brain teased me with a tantalizing image of Nicolette wearing nothing but a smile. Pure imagination.
No. No. The girl was gone. Okay, I could probably track her down through the hotel if I wanted to. But I didn't. No more complications. No more women. No more romance. The last thing I needed was a flighty French woman disrupting my plans and my work.
Even with all my good intentions though, I couldn't help but pick up my phone as I crawled into the fresh white sheets. Instinctively, I pressed the call icon. Without really thinking I hit Elizabeth's name. Out of habit perhaps, I called her. Wanting to hear her voice maybe. Or wanting her to know that I was safe.
I listened as the phone rang.
Three years was a long time. A long time to depend on someone, to love someone. And I'd known from the second we met that Elizabeth was right for me. That she was not just powerful and wealthy, but also smart and attractive. That she was the New York wife I'd dreamed of. The perfect spouse.
Except she wasn't, of course. Well, she was powerful and wealthy and all the rest of it. But she could also be cold, distracted, and she had zero sense of humor. I'd long ago given up showing her any form of comedy. She just didn't get.
The phone beeped and switched to voicemail.
Elizabeth wasn't picking up.




Chapter Five
I woke up at four in the morning and tossed and turned and tried to sleep again but it just wasn't happening. So I took a bath. And then washed my hair. And then unpacked everything that I'd brought with me and spent an age choosing just the right outfit.
My first day in Paris. I needed to look good. No J. Crew sweater and Gap jeans here. No, I was determined not to be the stereotypical American tourist. Nicolette's comment about my Louboutin shoes at the airport had hit home. I was going to look as French as possible.
Partly I wanted to fit in. A horrible trait, I'll admit it, but one that I've always excelled at. I've always been good at camouflaging myself and looking just like everyone else.
Partly I wanted people to take me seriously. And since I was planning on paying a visit to Sydney Duchamp's modeling agency later that day, I needed to look my best.
Even after all of that though, all the primping and preening that I could manage. And trust me, I can manage a lot. It was still only half past seven by the time I crept down the stairs. Reception was empty and silent. I waited for a moment, thinking perhaps I needed to leave my key. When no one appeared, I decided to live dangerously and slipped the key into my purse before striding out purposefully.
The morning was soft and yellow and grey. The city smelled of traffic and perfume and fresh baked bread. It was the most energizing, uplifting scent I'd ever smelled. Just taking a deep breath filled me with confidence and drive. I could do this.
Paris alone.
It wasn't a big deal. It really wasn't. Okay, so the whole not speaking French thing was a pain in the ass. But I had a smartphone, I had Google Maps and Translate and everything else I needed. I just needed to be open-minded. First though, I needed a plan.
On the corner of the street there was a cafe, tables outside arranged in rows facing the street. A few other early birds were there, so I plopped myself down on a wicker chair and pulled out my idea pad.
Some people are all about electronics. But not me. I prefer the old way of doing things. You know those reporter's notebooks? The spiral-bound ones with a pen slipped into the metal binding? I'm the person that still buys them. Okay, they're nostalgic, a symbol of old-style reporting. But they're also practical. Being able to rip pages out shouldn't be underestimated.
I started with a list of all the places that I thought might have information about Sydney. Her modeling agency, whatever the French equivalent of a DMV was, or birth records. Anything. There were a couple of French magazines that Sydney had worked with, I'd go through them too. And then there was the list of other little pieces that Lauren wanted. It was going to be a full trip.
I was in the middle of planning what to do when, my head bent over my notebook, when a waiter approached.
“S'il vous plait?”
Obviously, I didn't understand, but he had his pen poised over his own notebook, so it was clear that I was expected to order. I hadn't looked at the menu, but this couldn't be too hard.
“Croissant?”
He nodded and scribbled something down. Alright, food dealt with.
“Coffee?”
He scowled at me.
“Coffee. You know, coffee.” I mimed drinking a cup.
He scowled back.
“Coffee...” I racked my brains trying to come up with another way of saying it. Ah. Yes. “French press.”
He tutted and shook his head.
“French press,” I said. “Jesus, it's a French thing, surely you know the name of something you invented. French press. Coffee.”
I was starting to get irate now. He was playing dumb. Screwing with the tourist, I was sure of it.
“Café allongé.”
The waiter's face cleared and he nodded as the chair next to me scraped out.
“French press isn't called French press in France, or anything even close to it. And to be honest, I've never seen that kind of coffee served in a cafe here. You'll have to make do with an allongé, it's the closest to an American coffee that I've found.”
“What are you doing here?”
Nicolette just shrugged. “I was just passing.”
“At seven thirty in the morning?”
She shrugged again. “I haven't been home yet.”
And she was still wearing the same clothes, the same white shirt, still pristine. Her hair was rumpled slightly, her eyes a little bruised, but she looked fantastic. Not a lick of makeup on her. I felt like rolling my eyes. What kind of woman went out without makeup?
“And you're welcome, by the way.”
“For what?” I knew I sounded mean, but I couldn't help it. There was something going on here and I wasn't sure I liked it. I felt like I'd been cornered, that she'd been waiting for me somehow. After all, the cafe was the closest one to the hotel, it wasn't exactly a stretch to imagine that I'd end up here eventually.
“For me ordering you coffee.”
The waiter set a coffee cup and a plate with a croissant on it in front of me. Nicolette grinned and tore off a corner of the pastry.
“So, do you need me yet?” she asked.
The coffee was hot and exactly what I needed. I ignored her question. “What is it exactly that you do?”
“Eh, in the summer I work as a tour guide. The rest of the time, I do what pleases me. Sometimes I pick up some translation work. Maybe a little modeling. Whatever pays the bills.”
No plans then. No ambition. A girl like that. I shook my head. She was beautiful, fluent in at least two languages. Not stupid, I thought. So why wasn't she doing something with her life? The fact that she wasn't made me more uncomfortable than it should. The idea of a life without a plan, without a goal, made me feel a little nauseous.
“That's all?” I asked.
She shrugged yet again. The movement was so Gallic, so natural to her. A lock of dark wavy hair fell across her face and she brushed it back. “That's all.”
“And last night?” It was none of my business, but I couldn't help but be curious about what had kept her up all night.
“A party,” was all she said.
A party. Without makeup. In jeans and a white shirt. Not my kind of party. Not any kind of party by any definition I knew.
“So, you didn't answer my question, Hayden.”
Her English was excellent and her accent minimal. But she still slightly dropped the H at the beginning of my name. It made me sound exotic. Exciting even. “Your question?”
“Do you need my help?”
She was lounging in her chair, one leg thrown over the arm. The morning sunlight caught her hair and she was breathtakingly beautiful. I itched to touch her, to see if she was real.
“No.”
“Aha.”
“What's that supposed to mean?”
“It means just that. Aha.” She took another piece of croissant from my plate, popping it into her mouth. “It is very difficult getting around Paris without speaking French, you know?”
I was sure it was. But I'd managed to get food myself, even if the coffee had been a disaster. I needed to remember the word she'd used. Al-lonshay? Alenzhey? Something like that. “I'll be fine,” I said.
She shrugged one last time. “Then I will leave you to your breakfast.”
She stood up and I was already reconsidering. Maybe she was right. Maybe I did need her help. Okay, not right now, but I could ask her to come back tomorrow, or the next day. I could get her phone number. Call her when I actually did need someone.
But she was already walking away.
“Au revoir, Hayden,” she called over her shoulder.
As soon as she was gone, I returned to my senses. No. I didn't need her. She would be more trouble than she was worth, that much was obvious.
Her spell over me was broken. I finished my croissant, drank my coffee, and managed to convey to the waiter that I wanted the bill.
It was time to get started. Paris awaited. And I had a mystery to unravel. With any  luck, I'd never see Nicolette again. I didn't need that kind of confusion in my life.




Chapter Six
The streets were narrower than I was used to, the uneven cobblestones and broken tarmac played hell with my shoes. The buildings were shorter, squatter, but more appealing. The smell was different, less smoky, less plastic somehow. And the sounds...
New York was a city that shouted. As though everyone was always trying to be heard. Paris sang. It was a melodic place, harmonious even.
But people still hurried, there was still bustle and movement and everyone had someplace they needed to be. And trying to catch a cab was still a nightmare. I guess that some things are the same no matter the city.
By the time I was in the back of a cab, having flung myself across two lanes of traffic to get there, I was exhausted. And it was still just short of nine in the morning.
I showed the driver the address that I needed on my phone, flashing it at him as he nodded without expression.
The car was old and smelled of cigarettes. It was a strange smell, familiar from my childhood, but unfamiliar after years spent in health-conscious New York. I cracked the window and the driver tutted but said nothing.
Five minutes later and we'd gone all of about three blocks. We'd clearly hit rush hour traffic. At home I'd jump out, confident that I'd find the address I needed in a clean, neat grid of streets. But my phone showed Paris as a jumbled knot of roads and I just didn't have it in me to track down the modeling agency.
The cab was safe, I told myself.
“How much longer?” I asked after ten minutes had passed.
The driver grumbled in French and I understood nothing.
I was starting to worry now, watching the meter tick over again and again as the car crawled through traffic. How the hell did Parisians get anywhere? Up ahead an ornate sign curled over a descending set of stairs. I pressed my nose to the window, looking more closely.
Of course. The metro. Jesus, I hadn't ridden the New York subway in years. But Paris would be different, right? I'd heard that the platforms were cleaned with special perfumed water. Only the French could pull that off.
“Stop here,” I said.
“Non, non.”
Even I understood that. “Stop!” I said more firmly.
The driver growled then held up his hand. Five fingers. He said something in French. Five minutes. Five minutes away. I quelled the rising panic inside me and sat back again. I could wait five minutes.
It was more like fifteen minutes by the time we pulled up in front of an open plaza. I looked out of the window on both sides. This didn't look like where I needed to be. For a start there were no buildings.
“Eiffel tower,” the driver said. “Eiffel tower.”
Ahead I could see the monstrous iron construction. “No. No Eiffel tower. Here. I want to go here.” I pulled my phone out again, flicking open the address of the agency. “Here. Take me here.”
“Eiffel tower,” he said again, gesturing toward it.
“No!”
“Eiffel tower!” He turned around now and was looking more aggressive by the second. Shaking inside I pulled out a note from my pocket and shoved it at him, stumbling as I got out of the cab.
Obviously, all tourists must want the Eiffel tower. I looked up at it, craning my neck. Fine. I'd seen it. But now what? I looked around. Time for plan B.
✽✽✽
 
Let me tell you something. It might have been years since I rode the subway, but I'm damn sure that it was a whole lot easier than the Metro. First of all, it took me fifteen minutes and the help of several maps to find out just where I wanted to go. I then spent another ten minutes standing in front of a machine that I thought might give me a ticket if I could only figure out which damn button to press. When it finally did spit out a ticket I had no idea what to do with it and spent a further several minutes hanging around the gates and surreptitiously watching other people until I figured it out.
All of which meant that I was in a horrific mood, with the beginning of a killer headache forming, by the time I alighted at my chosen station.
Which turned out not to be the station I needed at all.
I checked my phone map again only to find that I was still miles from where I needed to be. I glanced over my shoulder, half expecting to see Nicolette there laughing at me. She'd rescued me every time so far, so maybe it wasn't so ridiculous to expect her to be there. But she wasn't. I was firmly alone. And I was dangerously close to crying.
Which is when I noticed an ad for Uber on a fat advertising column. Hands shaking and barely able to believe it might really be this easy, I opened up the app and to my delight it worked. It worked and it was still in English. Thanking all the Gods that there were, I keyed in my request and waited mere minutes until a car drove up.
The window rolled down and a woman said something in French.
“Here, please,” I said, showing her the address.
“Of course, no problem.”
I let out a sigh of relief. Finally, I might actually get some work done.
✽✽✽
 
The woman at the reception desk was frost personified. Her skin was milk white, her hair platinum blond and sculpted to her head. She looked at me down her nose. I can't say I blamed her. My carefully chosen outfit had not fared well given the exertions of the morning.
“Hello,” I said, attempting a smile.
“Bonjour.” Not even a twitch of the lips.
“I'm a journalist and I'm hoping you can help me.”
She said something in French and frowned at me.
I tried again. “I'm looking for any information you have about Sydney Duchamp?”
Her face cleared a little and she pointed me towards a pile of magazines next to a large couch in the waiting room. I took a step towards them and saw that they were emblazoned with Sydney's perfectly symmetrical face.
“No, no,” I said. “I'm actually looking for her. The person. Not a magazine. I know who she is.”
The woman rolled her eyes and then barked something. A name, as it turned out, since a younger looking girl appeared from behind a screen. The receptionist said something long and complicated and I recognized only Sydney's name.
“Yes?” the younger girl said.
“I'm a journalist,” I said again. “I'm looking for information about Sydney Duchamp.”
“There,” she said, making it sound more like 'zair.' “The magazines.”
“No, not her picture. I want information. Maybe someone who knows her or—”
She talked over me, spouting French at the receptionist who answered back just as rapidly.
“She say you go now,” said the girl.
Her English was creaky and halting, but I didn't think she meant to be rude. Or maybe she did, what did I know. “Why?”
The girl licked her lips and tried again. “She say you go. Come again with a...” She paused, said something to the receptionist. “With a translator.”
She nodded as though her job was done and then turned on her heel before I could argue.
Shit.
It had taken me all morning and part of the afternoon to actually get here. And now I'd accomplished exactly nothing.
Less than nothing. I was no closer to finding Sydney than when I started. At this rate I might get an appointment to see someone who once knew her mother's dog by the end of my stay.
Things were not going to plan. I blew out a breath of air and the receptionist stared at me, smiling smugly.
“Sydney Duchamp,” I tried again.
“Go now,” she said. She hesitated then smiled again. “Goodbye.”
It was clear I was being thrown out and as much as I would have liked to have made a scene, I actually did need to talk to people at the agency. If I was a pain in the ass now, my chances of getting help later were less than zero.
With as much elegance as I could muster I stalked towards the door and pushed through it.
What a day. I'd been up since four and it was almost three in the afternoon now. I'd satisfactorily proven that I was extremely unable to navigate my way around the city. And I'd been looking over my shoulder for Nicolette to save my ass all day.
I needed a nap. And a drink. Not necessarily in that order.
Time to regroup at the hotel. Assuming I could find my way back, of course.




Chapter Seven
When I finally arrived back at the hotel I was tired, dirty, and disheveled. And Georges was waiting, smile plastered across his face. I had to bite my tongue not to be mean. I'd just about had it with Parisians for one day.
“Salut, madame,” George chirped.
I shot him a scowl and was about to head straight for the elevator when I remembered that a nap was not the only thing I needed. “Where would I go to get a drink around here, Georges?”
He glanced up at the clock above the mantel. Just a tad past four. Did French people not day drink? Okay, it'd be frowned upon in New York, but surely things were a little easier here.
“Is there a problem?” I asked, just daring him to try and get into a fight with me in the mood that I was in.
“Non, madame. I was just... looking at time.” He grinned. “There is a hotel bar, of course.”
“There is?” I asked in surprise.
“Through this door, madame.” He gestured toward a wooden door to his right.
I hadn't expected a place so small to have a bar, but I shrugged. “Give me five minutes.”
My bed looked inviting enough that I almost stood Georges up, but my mind was busy working and I knew I'd find it tough to sleep yet. A drink was just what I needed.
I tidied up my makeup and changed my shirt so that I was presentable enough to be seen in public, and then started back down the stairs.
Today had been a wash out, I decided. A complete and utter failure. All my plans had been derailed by the pure fact that no one in the city seemed to want to talk to me. Or to speak English. Which I suppose was my fault rather than anyone else's, and should have been something that I foresaw. Yet I hadn't. I'd put that down to being out of sorts over Elizabeth.
If I was going to compete, if I was going to make a success out of this trip, then I needed more than wandering around like some dumb tourist. I needed efficiency, drive, I needed to accomplish.
I pushed through the door that Georges had pointed to, only to find the man himself standing behind a small bar. He wasn't wearing the bell-boy cap, nor was he wearing the jacket that he wore behind reception. Now he was the bartender, obviously, so he was in a vest and his shirt-sleeves.
“What can I get madame?”
“Vodka and tonic.” Plain, simple, impossible to screw up. Never trust a bartender you don't know with anything more complicated than a long drink. A lesson that was hard-learned in New York.
He got busy and I watched him.
“Do you do everything around here, Georges?”
“Hmm?”
“You're the receptionist, the bell-boy, the bartender. You do all the jobs?”
He nodded enthusiastically. “Of course, of course.” He paused for a second, knife in one hand and lemon in the other. “Not in the summer. Then there are more tourists. Now though, yes, I do it all.”
There was a brief silence as he poured the rest of my drink and then placed it in front of me.
“So, madame, what do you think of Paris?”
I almost answered with the truth. Which was that so far I thought it was a bit of a shit-hole full of some of the rudest people that I'd ever met, and I'm including New Yorkers in that comparison. But instead I took a long sip  of the cold drink, the alcohol trickling slowly down my throat until I could breathe properly again. Then I smiled.
“It's... difficult,” I said.
“Paris is difficult. You know, we have a disease named after us.”
“You do?”
“Yes, they call it Paris Syndrome. It happens when tourists come here with big expectations of Paris. And when they see that the city does not, uh, match those expectations, then they get sick. Sometimes aggressive, sometimes sick of the body.”
“Is that true?” I asked suspiciously. “Or did you just make that up to entertain me?”
“It's true, madame. I swear it.” He started wiping glasses with a cloth. “But you have had a difficult day. Why so difficult?”
So I told him. I told him about the taxis and the Metro and the Uber, I told him about not speaking French, about being turned away from the modeling agency. I told him about having accomplished nothing and feeling like a failure. And I didn't really know why. It was one of those things, I suppose, the caring bartender, it seemed natural to spill my troubles to him. I just about stopped myself telling him that I'd just been dumped. Another drink though, and I'd be sobbing on his shoulder about Elizabeth, I was sure.
“What exactly is your job?” he asked, leaning on the bar, when I was done.
“I'm a journalist.”
He smiled. “And this is a very important job to you, non?”
I nodded.
It was more than a job. It was a dream. For as long as I could remember this was all I'd wanted. I'd been five years old the first time that I'd seen His Girl Friday, an old black and white film with Cary Grant and Rosalind Russell. And from the first, I'd been entranced by Russell's hard-talking, hard-working character.
Later, when I was older, I'd figured out that I'd probably been crushing on the actress. But it hadn't mattered. By then I was enamored with the idea of being a New York City reporter.
Then Sex and the City had happened, and I'd become obsessed with becoming the next Carrie Bradshaw. Worse, The Devil Wears Prada had come out, and then I just wanted to be Miranda Priestly.
And if it seems like all my dreams were based on TV and films, well, what can I say? There's not an awful lot going on in Ohio for a growing girl.
I lived, slept, and ate the idea. I spent an entire summer working on a fake Brooklyn accent that almost got me laughed out of sixth grade. And when high school came around, I was the star reporter on the school newspaper. Internships, college newspapers, and finally, finally, my big shot. A chance to work for Align.
After years of dreaming and working and fantasizing, finally all my plans were working. I was getting what I wanted. I'd been so sure of myself, so confident. So why did I feel now like I was on shaky ground? It could only be because of Elizabeth.
Don't let your personal life interfere with business. I could hear my father saying those words in my head. Solid advice.
“I love my job,” I told Georges, truthfully.
He nodded. “And being here, being in Paris, this is important, yes?”
“Yes. Reporters don't just get sent abroad anymore. No one has the money for that. Usually if we want a story from somewhere like Paris, we'll get a French journalist to cover it for us.”
“So you must be special if your magazine is willing to send you all this way,” said Georges.
And a little warmth bloomed inside me. Yes, I was special. I was talented, I knew that, and I worked hard, I definitely knew that. And I deserved to be here. “I hope so,” I said, trying not to sound like an arrogant asshole.
I took another drink, the alcohol was good for me. It smoothed the edges of my day a little so I was less irritated, less angry. “If I can get this story, if I can make this trip work, then I've got a good chance of becoming associate editor,” I said after I swallowed.
Georges nodded. “Then that is what you will do. I am sure you will be an excellent editor.”
“Associate editor.”
“Yes.” He stopped polishing glasses for a second. “But what will you do if you do not get the job? Americans always have the plan B.”
I puffed a breath out. What would I do? Shoot myself probably. No, failure was not an option. “Plan B is to make sure that Plan A works,” I said.
Georges laughed. “You know, if you are to be successful here you will need some help.”
I bristled a little. “Really?”
He shrugged. “Parisians are not friendly people. They don't even like other French people, so especially they don't like tourists. And many do not speak English. Or they do, but they are embarrassed to not speak so well. They are shy and will not talk with you. It is not personal.”
“It's not? It sure as hell felt pretty personal this afternoon.”
“It is not. Even I, who have lived here for thirty years, still am spoken to badly sometimes. It is not you, madame.”
I drank the last of my drink. “So what do you suggest then, Georges?”
He rubbed his chin. “You need a... what do you say? A fixer? That is the word, non?”
I sighed and nodded. “That's the word.” I stood up.
Him and Nicolette. Maybe they were both right. I did need help here. I'd been stubborn to try and do things alone. But I wasn't about to make a decision when I could barely keep my eyes open.
“I'll think about it,” I said.
Georges nodded. “As you wish, madame.”




Chapter Eight
I slept like the dead. I dreamed of nothing at all, that's how tired I was. And when I finally did awake, I wasn't really awake, I was in an odd sort of half-sleep. I had no idea what time it was, but I felt a strange excitement in my stomach.
You know how it feels when you finally solve that math problem? Or you suddenly realize what's been holding you back? Or that burst of an idea that you know, just know, is going to be your making? It was that kind of feeling, and it took me a second to figure out why.
Elizabeth. That's what it was.
She'd broken up with me, sure. I'd spent the last few days reeling in shock, sure. But there was something that hadn't occurred to me at all. Which was that no one said this had to be forever.
No, really, I honestly hadn't thought about it. I'd been so busy lamenting my lost perfect life, so busy moping about my plans that had turned to dust, that I really just hadn't considered the fact that I could win her back. Might win her back.
Maybe this was some kind of test. Some sort of trial. My mouth watered a little at the scent of competition.
I was still pondering all this, half of me wondering why I hadn't thought of it before, and half of me still excited by the idea that all might not be lost, when my phone started to ring.
Remembering the night before, the call I'd made that hadn't been answered, I knew it had to be Elizabeth. I shot to my feet, ignoring the ringing. If there was one thing that Elizabeth despised it was napping during the day. Still ignoring the ringing, I could always call back, I brushed my hair and rinsed my mouth out and by the time I got back to the bed, there was no sound from the phone.
I took deep breaths and sat casually on the side of the bed. As though Elizabeth could see me. Hurriedly, I pulled the pillow and comforter straight. There. Perfect.
Then and only then did I check my phone.
My heart sank.
With a sigh, I redialled the number.
“Lauren Williams, Align magazine.”
Her voice purred and she answered like that despite the fact that she must know that it was me calling. I rolled my eyes.
“Hi Lauren, it's Hayden. You called?”
“About damn time,” she spat. “Did you not think to keep me updated? Did you forget that it's me paying your bills while you gad about in Paris?”
Technically, Lauren wasn't paying anything. Not herself, obviously. But since Lauren was absolutely uninterested in anything that didn't involve herself, I supposed she considered that she was personally responsible for me. Plus, to be fair, I hadn't thought to keep her updated.
“I'm so sorry, jet-lag,” I muttered.
She snorted on the other end of the line. “Update me then.”
I spun out a story as fast as I could. I'd done research all day, scouting locations, which was somewhat true if you could count my disastrous taxi ride as location scouting and my three minute conversation at the modeling agency as research.
Lauren snorted again. “Sounds like you don't have much to go on.”
The thing with Lauren was that she was a bitch. A bitch, but exceptionally good at her job. She'd been made editor-in-chief when she was only thirty, practically unheard of in the publishing world. Unfortunately, after that, she had nowhere else to go. Now that she was pushing fifty, she was brim-full of thwarted ambition. Which only fuelled her bitchiness.
“I'm working on this,” I promised. “I've got some good leads. I only just got here. I needed to get the lay of the land.”
“Hmm. Well, don't waste my money.”
“I've got no intention of doing that,” I said patiently.
I could see her now, leaning back in her desk chair, picture window behind her splaying out the Manhattan skyline, feet up on the corner of her desk.
“And don't waste time either.”
“Again, I've got no intention of doing that.”
She was silent for a moment and I could feel it. She was pleased about something. And I didn't have long to wonder what exactly it was.
“Longstein is onto something.”
I let out a breath. “I know, he told me.”
“It's good.”
I waited a heartbeat for her to give me more info, until it was clear that she had no intention of telling me what Marcus was working on. “That's good,” I said blandly.
“I'm going to be straight with you, Hayden.” I doubted it. Lauren wouldn't be straight with me unless it served her own purposes. “That cover story is going to either you or him, whichever of you brings home the bacon first.”
I'd already guessed as much. “That's fine. Fair.”
“Competition makes for good stories. I like competition.”
I said nothing, let her brood on that for a moment. When she spoke again, her voice was brighter, more cheerful. And a hell of a lot more fake.
“And of course, there's that associate editor position up for grabs as well. So, whoever gets the anniversary cover is going to be in the running for that.”
“Aha.” It seemed better not to say anything more. I could tell from her tone that there was some point here, something she was chewing on, something she was eager to let me know.
“There's another job opening up though.”
Okay, alright, this was new. My pulse sped up. Another associate editor position? How? That wasn't possible. I ran through the magazine staff in my head, who could be leaving? No one that I could think of. “There is?” I asked finally in confusion.
“Mmm, there is.” She paused, letting me hang there. Then added: “It's an associate editorship, actually.”
My pulse was racing now. We couldn't both get a job, could we? Not Marcus and I. The world just didn't work that way. There was a catch here somewhere. “Another one?” I managed to ask.
“You and Longstein are my cub reporters. You've both done well and proven your worth. So there'll be a position for each of you.”
Sweat was running down my back. I wanted to be happy, but I couldn't. Because this just couldn't be true. Lauren was playing with me and I didn't know how. My head was whirling, trying to put the pieces together, trying to find the catch that was making Lauren sound so self-satisfied.
I was afraid. A bizarre feeling to have when talking on the phone. But suddenly I was terrified. I could see in my mind's eye, Lauren's long red fingernails tapping on her desk, her wolfish grin. And I was damned if I knew what she was playing at.
“Two associate editor positions,” I said as coolly as I could manage. I hated to ask my next question, but if I didn't, I knew that Lauren would just leave me hanging, that she wouldn't solve the mystery for me. She enjoyed having us all on tenterhooks. “Is someone else leaving?”
Lauren chuckled. “Oh no, dear. Nothing like that. You know all about Marie, of course?”
“Uh-huh.” Marie was one of the current associate editors, about to leave for another magazine. Somewhere where she'd be fortunate enough not to work with Lauren.
“Well, that's one position.”
“Uh-huh,” I said again, my voice raising by another octave.
“And the other position will be for Align Online.”
I barely responded or even noticed as Lauren gave her cheery goodbyes and hung up.
Align Online.
As in the online, digital version of Align.
Where real editors went to die.
Okay, okay, it's probably not that bad. But digital media? Really? Print media was all I'd ever wanted, all I'd based my career and hopes on. Being shunted over into an online magazine was more than a demotion, it was a slap in the face. And Lauren knew that.
There was no way in hell that I was working online.
I took a deep breath and let my panic subside.
I wasn't going to work online which meant I needed the print position, and that meant I needed to win this stupid little competition between Marcus and I.
It was time to pull out all the stops.




Chapter Nine
I'm a lady, so I didn't thunder down the stairs, although I wanted to. I walked carefully down until I was at the reception desk, and then I rang the little bell and waited for Georges to appear.
“Madame?”
“I need a fixer,” I blurted out. “Do you know one?”
He pursed his lips in thought, then nodded. “I know someone who may be able to help you.”
I waited a second for him to pick up the phone or shout into the back room or something. But he didn't move. “Now,” I said. “Would be helpful.”
In the end he sent me off to a restaurant to finally eat something whilst he made arrangements. And after a meal full of things that were delicious but unpronounceable, I marched straight back to the hotel.
“All is in hand, madame,” Georges said holding up his hands. “Everything is ready for you.”
“Perfect.” I needed to get a head start on tomorrow and it was after seven as it was.
“You will go here and the fixer will meet you there.” He pointed to a street on a map. “It is a cafe,” he added helpfully.
As much as I really didn't want to be trawling around the city again after the day I'd had, I knew that beggars couldn't be choosers. I took the map and studied it, heart sinking at seeing the distance. There was a metro stop nearby but...
“Madame, would you prefer a taxi?”
I steeled myself. “No, no thank you. I'll take the metro.”
“As you wish.”
I might as well get used to this, and I wasn't about to let the damn subway system beat me. I was a big girl, a big confident girl that was about to be an associate editor and not of an online magazine. I was going to do this.
✽✽✽
 
My cheeks were flushed as I climbed up from the station and found the bar I was looking for just ahead. No screw ups, no mis-directions, I'd done it all by myself. Alright, it might sound a bit pathetic, but hell, I was willing to take a win where I could. And getting to my appointment on time and in one piece was a definite win.
It was only when I was approaching the bar that I realized that I hadn't asked Georges just how I was supposed to recognize this fixer of his. Or how he was supposed to recognize me. But Georges was a smart man, he'd probably figured something out.
Or at least I hoped he had.
I took a deep breath before opening the door onto a cozy little place with a bar and coffee machine and a dozen little wooden tables scattered around. It was warm inside, warmer than the crisp air outside anyway, and candles on the table made the place look rounded at the corners.
Hesitantly, I stepped inside. It was empty except for one table. A woman with her back to me. I was already walking towards her, already hoping she was there for me, when I understood what was happening. There was something familiar about her, about her posture, about that hair.
“And you have come back to me,” Nicolette said with a grin as I approached the table. “I knew you would.”
“What the fuck is this?”
I was getting annoyed now. Was she stalking me? Why was she everywhere when I didn't need her and nowhere when I did? If she was stalking me she could at least have made herself useful earlier in the day. Maybe by taking that stupid taxi driver down a peg or two.
“What the fuck is what?” she asked casually as she held up two fingers to the man who had appeared behind the bar.
“You. Here. What are you doing here? I'm supposed to be—”
“Meeting a fixer,” she finished. “Which you are. Me.”
“You.”
She gave that Gallic shrug. “Me, yes. What did you expect? I mean, the hotel sent me to pick you up from the airport, didn't they? Was it such a stretch to imagine that Georges thought you might need a little help from the start?”
“Georges, I'll kill him.”
“Please don't,” she said as two cups of coffee were placed on the table. “He's my uncle.”
Of course. Now things were starting to make a little more sense.
She stirred her coffee with a small spoon, licking the foam off before placing it on the saucer. Not exactly good manners. My mother had always taught me that you never lick your coffee spoon. Maybe it was a French thing.
Something so small really shouldn't irritate me so much, yet it did. Watching those pale pink lips close over the spoon, watching the rise and fall of her throat as she sucked and the swallowed. My mouth went dry.
“So,” she said. “You want someone to help with your research. A fixer. A translator. Someone who can help you and get things done. Correct?”
I nodded, unable to speak for a second, still fixated on the spoon next to her cup.
“Then you've come to the perfect person. I can do all those things. No problem.”
Now I did tear my eyes away from the cup, but looking into her blue eyes was no better. My mouth didn't get any less dry. Jesus, I needed to snap out of this. I cleared my throat. “And what exactly makes you think you're perfect for the job?” I snapped.
That shrug. “I'm fluent in both French and English, which is more than you are,” she said. She smirked a little to show this was a joke. “And I'm also very pushy. I can open closed doors. I know many people. This is the perfect job for me.”
I sat back in my seat and stirred my own coffee. My gut instinct was to say no and I didn't really know why.
I'd earmarked Nicolette as flighty. Based on the fact that she'd been out all night and she didn't wear makeup.
She gave me uncomfortable feelings. Partially because she was attractive. But also, I realized, because I was jealous. Jealous of the way she looked, her ease with herself, her own body. She was so unlike me that I didn't know how to act around her.
She sipped her coffee and my eyes went to those lips again and the flawless tanned skin around them and... And I definitely found her more attractive than I really should. Dangerously so. No mixing business and pleasure, something else my father used to say.
“I don't think—” I began.
“I got you your luggage, didn't I?” she interrupted.
I nodded. I had to be fair. The one time I'd really needed her to do something she'd saved my ass.
“And I got you your coffee this morning,” she pointed out.
This morning? It seemed like a lifetime ago.
“Plus, I'm the only one sitting here waiting to help you.”
That was the best point she'd made so far. If I wanted to make a success of this trip I needed help and I needed it now and Nicolette was the only one there. Besides, turning a woman down for a job because I found her attractive, or because I was jealous of her, stank of prejudice. The kind of prejudice that women really needed to stop having for each other. I knew damn well what Sydney Duchamp would make of me if I told Nicolette no for those reasons.
“Fine,” I said. “We start tomorrow at seven.”
“Not a problem.”
She scraped back her chair and stood up. Tonight she was wearing black pants, tight enough that they looked painted on, and a loud t-shirt with ten different colors swirled over it. She pulled on a leather jacket that had been hanging over the back of her chair.
“Where are you going?” I asked.
“To a party.”
“But we have work to do.” I wanted to plan the next day, figure out just what we were going to do.
“I start work tomorrow at seven,” she said. “I won't be late, don't worry.”
She walked away making it all the way to the door before she turned around. “Do you want to come?”
I frowned. “Come where?”
“To the party with me.”
A party. On a work night. It was already very clear the kind of parties that Nicolette went to. And I certainly was not interested.
“No.” As an afterthought I added: “Thank you.”
She gazed at me, eyes raking over my body, then shook her head. “You need to lighten up,” she said.
And she was gone before I could think of a response.




Chapter Ten
I met Nicolette in front of the modeling agency and she was surprisingly on time. I'd prepared myself for an argument, or at least to be slightly perturbed, but there she was, fresh as a daisy, despite the hour and last night's party.
“Have fun last night?” I asked pointedly.
“Yes, of course,” she said, pushing through the door and holding it open for me. “Otherwise, why would I go?”
There was no real answer to that. As I'd expected, the agency was quiet. It was early, sure, but these kinds of places had to open early. You'd be surprised at how many photographers want their models in early morning light.
The same receptionist was there, and this time I kept my mouth shut and let Nicolette do the talking. Within seconds the two were jabbering away and the stony receptionist was even smiling. I sighed. Hiring Nicolette had been the right thing to do. But it didn't mean I was comfortable with it.
“What kind of information are you looking for?” Nicolette asked, turning to me.
“Anything they have. Anything that mentions Sydney's name.”
Nicolette starting speaking French again and the receptionist was shaking her head and then I heard Nicolette mention Align. It surprised me only because I hadn't expected her to remember the name. Hadn't thought it was that important to her. But the receptionist was backing down now, was even standing up. And Nicolette was thanking her and then escorting me to one of those big fluffy couches.
“She'll be right back,” Nicolette said, sitting down next to me, but far enough away that even I was comfortable with it. “She said that old records haven't been digitalized yet, so she's going to look in their records room. Maybe there's something there that will help.”
“What did you tell her?” I asked, surprised that the woman would go to so much trouble. The receptionist didn't look like the kind of person that went rooting around in dusty record rooms.
“That it was important,” said Nicolette.
I was going to pursue that when the receptionist came back. She was carrying a box and talking to Nicolette.
“It was right at the front, she says,” translated Nicolette. “Perhaps someone else had been looking for it, or in it. But everything we need from the important period should be there. If it's not, then the records were destroyed.”
Fantastic, just what I needed. But at least there was something. I pulled the box toward me and opened the lid. A cloud of dust blew up. Inside there were stacks and stacks of papers. All in French, obviously. I took a deep breath. Alright. Time to get started. Who knew what prizes a dusty old box could hold?
✽✽✽
 
“These are all just modeling contracts,” Nicolette said after a couple of hours. She patted a pile of papers in front of her. “There's nothing interesting there, I think.”
“Okay, what about these?”
We'd split the work, going through half the papers each. I knew enough about basic modeling work to know what a contract looked like, whether it was in French or English. All contracts I'd put to one side. Anything I didn't recognize I'd kept. I passed my pile over to Nicolette.
“This is an expense claim,” she said, pulling off the top sheet. “And so are most of the others.” She flicked through them and I sank back into the couch.
We'd been searching through the papers for a couple of hours now. Long enough that I really wanted something to show for it. Long enough that I needed something to show for it. The agency was my best bet for information about Sydney, at least right now. But it looked like we'd turned up nothing.
“Hold on a second,” Nicolette said.
She was holding a paper in her hand and as she moved to show it to me she came closer. Close enough that I could smell her flowery scent. Close enough that her arm brushed against mine. Close enough that for a second I forgot all about Sydney Duchamp.
“This is a contract of termination,” she said.
“Okay.” I tried to ignore her warmth.
“But it's interesting, it looks like...” She turned the contract over, there was something stapled to the other side. “It looks like a receipt for some kind of payment as well. I don't really understand.”
But I did. Or I thought I did.
✽✽✽
 
It took some doing, but eventually we found two people at the agency who actually remembered Sydney. And I checked out my hunch on the contract of termination, which turned out to be right. All of which took us until long after lunchtime. I hadn't quite realized how time consuming it was going to be having everything translated all the time.
“In here,” Nicolette said, dragging me into the first restaurant that we passed after we left the agency.
She held up her hand to stop me speaking, plonked me in a chair, talked to the waiter in a rapid stream of French and then took a deep breath and smiled. “Sustenance is on its way.”
“The French really don't like to skip lunch, huh?”
“Never,” she said, looking shocked at the very idea. “Especially after such hard work.”
“Well, we're a step closer than we were this morning,” I said. “We know that somebody, possibly Sydney herself, bought out her contract at the agency.”
“I'm not sure I quite understand that.”
“It's simple. She signed a contract with the agency for a set period of time. But she, or somebody else, wanted to finish the contract before that time period was finished. So the contract was paid off, money was paid in order to finish early.”
“You think she did that herself?”
“The signature is hers, so I assume so. Though I guess another agency could have paid her the money to end her contract and then start another with them.”
“And where do we go from here?”
I shook my head. “Public records, I suppose. It's all I've got to go on right now. But tomorrow I've got to take care of some other stuff.” Fluff pieces for Lauren.
“So I'm off the clock?”
“Yes, I guess.”
“I'll drink to that,” Nicolette said, accepting a glass of red wine from the waiter.
Food came and it was as stereotypically delicious as you'd expect from a French restaurant. It was going to be tough not to pack on the pounds over the next week and a half.
“Why is all this so important?” Nicolette asked as I started to eat.
It was a story that I was getting a little tired of telling, so I slimmed it down to the main points. Sydney, cover story, associate editor, print not online. That pretty much got the job done.
“Why don't you want to work for the online magazine?”
“I just don't.” I put my fork down. “It's... Not real. Not concrete. For me a physical copy is always more important. More prestigious. Seeing my name in print isn't the same thing as seeing it on a screen.”
“And yet so many more people read on screens nowadays,” Nicolette said.
“Then that just means that our print media needs to get better,” I said.
Nicolette rolled her eyes. “Whatever.” She leaned forward. “Do you really think that a story about a model from forty years ago is going to get you a promotion?”
She was so close I could see the soft down on her cheeks. A fleck of hazel in her blue iris.
“Yes,” I said.
“Okay then.”
And that was the end of the discussion. We ate and talked about other things until eventually I paid the bill and we both stood up.
“Come on,” said Nicolette. “I'll give you a lift. But then I have to go. Elise will be waiting.”
That name again. Obviously, someone as beautiful as Nicolette was going to have someone waiting for her. I didn't know why the name Elise bothered me so much. It wasn't as though I was going to go chasing after Nicolette, after all. No. There was still every chance that Elizabeth and I were going to get back together.
“Sure, thanks.” Anything to stop me taking the metro again. A nice calm car ride was just what I needed.
✽✽✽
 
“No.”
“Wait? What? I thought you wanted a ride?” Nicolette said.
“Not on that.”
The scooter was more rust-colored than blue and tilted alarmingly to one side. Nicolette was holding a helmet out to me.
“It's perfectly safe,” she said. “You've got a helmet. Besides, it's the best way to beat traffic in the city. We'll be back at the hotel in no time.”
“Absolutely not.”
She looked at me, blue eyes boring through me. “You need to lighten up.”
It was the second time she'd said as much. And it irked me just as much the second time as it had the first. “I'm light enough as it is.”
“No, you're not,” she said. “I know you. You play by the rules. You stick to the plan. You're a good girl and you never let yourself have too much fun, just in case you end up liking it too much.”
“You don't know me at all.”
“Am I wrong?” she said, smiling sweetly and holding the helmet out to me again.
I itched to run away, to turn and just go. But her eyes were holding me there. And before I could stop myself I was reaching out, taking the damn helmet.
“You're absolutely wrong,” I said.
And the surprise on her face was almost worth risking death for.




Chapter Eleven
My legs hurt. There was a burning on the inside of my thighs like... well, like I'd been screwing all night, if you want the honest truth. The kind of burning that I hadn't felt for a good long time. Not that Elizabeth and I didn't have a sex life. We did. Just... it was perhaps a little perfunctory.
From the very beginning we'd had different sex drives. I just put things down to her being busy, to us both being busy. Which ended up with us doing it once every couple of weeks when we both happened to be home and nobody had work to do. Which sounds pathetic now that I think about it.
I stretched delicately as I lay in bed. Alone in bed, FYI. The burning muscles were certainly from clinging on for dear life onto the back of that damn scooter.
Then my arms started burning too. Burning with the memory of clenching tight around Nicolette's sleek body as she dodged the vehicle around the traffic.
I got up before anything else started to burn.
Jesus, I needed to get a grip here.
The only good thing was that I'd refrained from calling Elizabeth last night. She hadn't called back, so I hadn't called again. She needed her space, I couldn't cramp her style. That would drive her away from me faster than ever.
And sex once every two weeks was better than no sex at all, right? Forget what would Sydney Duchamp say to that. What the hell would Carrie Bradshaw say?
The water from the shower was a warm trickle, but it did the job, waking me up and getting me properly on my feet. I dressed carefully again, opting for simplicity. Black ankle-skimming pants and a white silk shirt. Being around Nicolette might be starting to rub off on me. But there was no shame in taking style advice.
I managed to settle in at the cafe on the corner and even order my own breakfast and coffee (allongé, I'd had to write it down). There was even wifi, so I pulled out my laptop to get a little emailing done while I waited.
It was going to be a strange day without Nicolette. I already felt it. And that was ridiculous because I'd literally spent only a day with her. There was no reason to miss her. Except I did. I missed her pulling off the corner of my croissant and tearing at it with those sharp white teeth. My stomach flipped a little.
Hormones. It had to be hormones. All these thoughts of sex. Maybe I should see my gyno when I got home. Just a check up...
Marcus's email was buried in the middle of my inbox so that I didn't see it until I was almost done with breakfast.
There was no message body. Just a picture. And my mouth dried up when I saw it.
Sydney Duchamp, her face as familiar to me by now as my own, her arm around another woman, one I vaguely recognized. It took me a moment to understand, to place the face. Mary something. I'd seen plenty of pictures of them together, now that I thought about it.
I sat back in my chair, the cool morning air caressing my face, sipping at my coffee. What was this all about?
My fingers flicked over keys. Mary Angelo, that was the name. She and Sydney had been close. Very close. Close enough that some people thought they were more than friends.
I was being taunted here, I knew that. Marcus was an asshole. He was a good journalist, don't get me wrong, Lauren would never keep him on board otherwise. But he was an asshole. And he couldn't resist an opportunity to gloat.
Putting that together, I figured that Marcus must be lining up an interview with Mary Angelo. The woman who knew Sydney Duchamp best. An interview that could be solid front page material. Unless I could get the woman herself.
I drained my coffee cup and banged it on the table. Time to get the hell out of here and do my job. There was no way Marcus was winning this one. No way in hell.
✽✽✽
 
I hadn't really had the chance to meet the real Paris. The one you see in the movies, the one that's bright under the sun and filled with beautiful people and sights that you've seen a million times. But that morning I did.
Yes, I got pushed around, yes, people were rude to me, yes the sights were often a little tackier, a little more tawdry than I'd imagined. But it didn't matter. Walking down the streets, smelling the smells, seeing the people, I fell in love right then.
It wasn't the deep, abiding love that I felt for New York. It was more like a summer crush, intense and vibrant. But I loved the city anyway. I couldn't help it. There was something so iconic about it, so beautiful about it, that I was helpless in front of her. It was like seeing an actress whose face you've known since you were a child, whose beauty was legendary, splayed out naked in front of you.
I didn't forget why I was there. I got the work done. I tasted macarons and noted what women were wearing and all the rest of it, building up enough to get me a few fluff pieces for a later date.
But I also bathed in Paris. Busy, dirty, and amazing as it was.
It helped that the sun was finally shining. Everything looks better in the sun. Plus, my French was coming along quite nicely. I could now order coffee, say please, thank you and hello and goodbye. Which was getting me surprisingly far.
There was really only one problem. I was lonely.
Doing Paris alone is hardly ideal. It's a city, a culture, built so much around the idea of love, that being alone was sad somehow.
“Table for two?” asked a young waitress as I finally pushed through a restaurant door famished.
I looked around, half-expecting Nicolette to either all be there or to have snuck up behind me. But there was no one there. “Just one.”
She nodded and guided me to a place by the wall. She spoke English well enough to help me order something I could eat, which was a blessing. But then she too left me alone and all I could do was eat.
I stared out of the window and tried to look like I didn't care that I was alone. My heart kept skipping every time I saw a woman with long dark hair though.
I really needed to stop this. Stop assuming that Nicolette was some kind of witch that would just appear when needed. Obviously, at the beginning she'd wanted a job, so she'd followed me a little, hung around hoping to run into me. Now she had no need to do that. Besides, I was the one that had given her the day off.
My mobile rang and nearly buzzed itself off the table. My hand shot out, catching it just in time.
“Hayden?”
At the first hint of that slightly dropped H a warmth grew in my stomach. “Nicolette.”
“I'm sorry to bother you.”
“It's no bother.”
“I know that you're working on other things today, it's just that, well, I've had a couple of ideas for places that we can check out. Maybe they'll have some info on Sydney Duchamp.” She paused for a second. “But maybe I should have waited until tomorrow.”
She should have. Of course she should have. There was nothing urgent about this. But Nicolette was that kind of person, I could sense it. No plans, no logistics, just spouting out what was on her mind at the time, and as soon as she thought of an idea she had to share it. Normally, this wouldn't be a trait that I approved of. Normally, I preferred my women... logical. Like Elizabeth.
“No, it's fine,” I said. “Actually, I was just finished. I was super productive this morning.”
“Ah, so perhaps you have some time now then?”
“I—”
“Or not, it's fine if you don't.”
I took a breath. It was kind of her to think of ways to help me. Kinder since I'd thought she was a little dismissive yesterday about what I did, who I was. And okay, this didn't exactly fit in with my plans. But then, maybe I needed to be a little more flexible right now. Maybe this would be what I needed to kick Marcus's ass half-way down the block.
“Where do you want to go?” I asked.
“It's fine. I can come and pick you up, just tell me where you are.”
I had flashbacks of the scooter. My thighs quivered and, without instruction, so did another part of my anatomy.
“No,” I said quickly. “Just text me the address. I'll meet you there.”




Chapter Twelve
Mannequins stretched away into the darkness, each clothed in some fantastic creation, faces plastic and still. The effect was spooky to say the least.
“I'm going to have nightmares about this.”
“Poor, poor Hayden. Do I need to hold your hand?”
I had to clamp my teeth tight closed to stop myself from answering that question with a resounding yes. The problem with Nicolette, I was beginning to realize, is that she had some kind of pull over me. I don't think it was intentional. It was probably biological, like an eagle chasing a mouse or something. But when I was actually in her presence she drew me toward her like a moth to a lamp and sooner or later I was worried that I was going to do something stupid.
“Look over here,” she called.
She'd walked a few steps away, her pull over me weakening a little with the distance. I did not want anything more from Nicolette than her help, I reminded myself. I had more than enough on my plate already.
“Show me.”
Reluctantly, I stepped closer to her, almost losing my breath at her scent. She pointed out a picture in a display case. “That's her, no?”
“Yes, yes, it's Sydney.”
“Then we know she worked for Saint Laurent at some point. Let's see if we can find someone with more information. Perhaps someone who'll let us look at their records.”
She was off, bounding through the displays like a small child and I had no choice but to follow her.
The idea wasn't a bad one, I had to admit. I really should have thought of it myself. The Yves Saint Laurent Museum was a shrine dedicated not just to the designer and his clothes, but also, in part to the models that had worn them. And whilst Sydney wasn't exactly Catherine Deneuve, old Yves' muse, she had worked for most of the French fashion houses.
So coming here was a bit of a shot in the dark, but not much of one. Plus, of course, I got to drool over the clothes. Pieces kept attracting my attention, forcing me to stop and take a better look, until Nicolette was gritting her teeth and escorting me to the entrance of the museum.
But in the end, even through the flood of French, I could tell that no one was going to help us. After speaking to a receptionist and another, stern-looking woman who'd been summoned from the back, Nicolette was practically shouting, and this time I escorted her out.
“Idiots,” she said.
“Calm down.” I was surprised that she was so angry. Angry on my behalf, I assumed.
“They said all their records are private and they wouldn't help. Even when I told them who you were.” She spat out something rude sounding in French, then looked at her watch. “But we still have time for another try.”
I glanced back at the museum, unsure if I'd ever be welcomed there again.
“No, no. Not there. There's somewhere else. We'll try again.”
She started to walk off, and again, I had no choice but to follow her. What else was I going to do? Leave myself stranded in the middle of Paris?
“Where are we going?” I asked, hurrying to catch up.
“The Museum of Decorative Arts. It was my second choice, but there still might be someone there that might help. It's worth a look I think.”
“Maybe.” I was dubious about that.
“And it's a nice walk.”
That sealed it then. If I wasn't about to get on that damn scooter I should be counting my blessings.
Nicolette wasn't wrong. We walked down the bank of the Seine, the Quai d'Orsay glittering across the water. Autumn air stirred the trees and paper-thin leaves rattled. This was the picture book Paris, the city of lovers.
Just as I thought that, Nicolette hooked her arm around mine. She really did have an uncanny ability to appear just at a moment. I flushed and didn't look her in the eye.
“Tell me more about you,” I said, diverting attention from myself. “I know nothing about you. You're a tour guide.”
“And a translator.” She sniffed. “There's nothing much else to know.”
“Is that what you always wanted to be?”
She shrugged. “I don't know. No, I suppose. But then I don't know what I'd rather do, so...”
That was unthinkable to me. To be without that ambition, without that bright star leading you somewhere. How confusing it must be. I felt bad for even asking and didn't know what else to say. She kept her arm in mine though, the weight of it comforting and intimate.
“And you,” she said eventually. “What about you? You're a journalist. American. What else? Are you married?”
“No,” I said quickly.
“Ah. Together with someone perhaps?”
“No.” Again, too quickly.
“A sore subject,” Nicolette said, though I thought her pace had slowed a little.
“It...” For God's sake, this wasn't a state secret. There was no harm in letting her inside a little, surely? “We just broke up,” I said. “Right before I came here.”
“Silly man.”
“Woman,” I corrected. “And not silly. Far from it. Elizabeth was never, ever silly. She's a lawyer. Hot-shot city type. I'm not sure silly is in her vocabulary.”
“Maybe that was the problem,” said Nicolette.
We turned a corner into the desolate but still grand Place de la Concorde. I could see the Louvre away in the distance. And I wanted to ask what Nicolette meant but I couldn't. I couldn't talk about this with her, not here, not like this, not now. So instead I made some comment about the weather and that was the end of it.
✽✽✽
 
“Coffee? Water perhaps?”
I accepted a glass of water poured with a hand that shook only a little. The woman opposite me sat down and smiled.
She was old now, but I could still see her youth. Cheekbones that could cut glass, deep green eyes, she must have been stunning when she was twenty. Hell, she was pretty stunning at almost seventy, which is how old I calculated she must be by now.
“So, you want to talk about Sydney Duchamp?” she said in careful English. It seemed as though she hadn't spoken the language for some time.
“I can translate if you prefer?” Nicolette asked from beside me.
“No, child. It's fine. There isn't so much to say that it needs translating.” The woman sighed. “I don't really know how I can help you.”
We'd lucked out at the decorative art museum. The staff had been friendly and accommodating and as it turned out one of the curators had once been a designer and had worked a little with Sydney. The woman now sitting in front of me.
“You knew her?”
“Yes, of course. Everyone in Paris knew Sydney Duchamp back then.” She eyed me. “So, I assume, did everyone in New York.”
I nodded. “I'll be honest with you, I need any information I can get my hands on, but what I really want to know is why she disappeared, where she might have gone. Can you help with that?”
The woman gave a shrug. “I really know very little. Sydney was a pleasure to work with, she was a lovely woman, but I didn't know her well. All I really know is probably the same as you. She disappeared one day. Anything else is rumor.”
Rumor. Interesting. I heard Nicolette shift in her seat at the word. “And what were the rumors in Paris around that time?”
“Bah, people said it was a publicity stunt. That she was trying to get attention. That she'd reappear in a few months and be the toast of the town.”
“But you didn't believe that?”
“No. I didn't. And of course, it turned out not to be true. She's never been seen since.”
“Why didn't you believe it?”
Those green eyes studied me, then she leaned forward a little. “Because Sydney wouldn't have done something like that to get more attention. She would perhaps have done it to get less attention, but certainly not more.”
“She didn't like fame?”
A puff of air, dismissive. “Who does? But she, more than most, I think, needed some time away. If I had to give my opinion, that is all that happened. She took a break and found she liked being out of the public eye, so decided to keep things that way.”
It made sense, I supposed. “Do you have any idea where she went?”
“No, child, I don't. Sydney was born in Paris, that much I know, so this city was always her home. If she didn't come here, then I don't know where she went.”




Chapter Thirteen
“This is impossible,” I groaned, as we made our way back out into the late afternoon.
“Not impossible, just more difficult,” Nicolette said. “And anyway, I thought that the only things worth chasing were those that ran fast?”
“Psh. Yes. You're right. I guess.”
“Surely, the great Hayden Wright isn't thinking about giving up?” She had a half-smile that was breathtakingly beautiful. Hard to ignore.
“Of course not. I just have to think of something else, that's all.”
“Well, I can go to the town hall. If Sydney was born in Paris then perhaps there'll be some kind of information there. It can't hurt to look. Even a birth certificate might help. Perhaps her parents were from somewhere else, perhaps she went to discover her roots.”
We were walking in the darkening air down toward the Champs-Élysées and people were hurrying around us. Bright neon lights cut through the air and the effect was disconcerting after being inside for so long. I stopped and turned to Nicolette.
“Listen, you've been more than helpful.”
She had. Both the museums were her idea. Now she was talking about going to the town hall. There was no need for her to do these things. Particularly, since I still got the sense that she didn't entirely approve of what I was doing.
“It's my job, I am being paid,” she said. Then she arched an elegant eyebrow. “Aren't I?”
“Yes, of course. But, well, you're going above and beyond. It's... nice.” How to explain? In my world people stabbed me in the back to get ahead. Being offered help was strange but good too. A little weight dropped from my shoulders.
“You're welcome.” Her eyes were shining and her nose was level with mine, wavy hair stirred in the wind and I almost, almost stepped forward. But I stopped myself. Distracted myself by opening my mouth.
“Let me take you to dinner. To say thank you.”
She smiled and it lit her face up in a way that made me want to make her smile forever. “A wonderful idea. I know just the place.”
✽✽✽
 
The bistro was charming and small and intimate and smelled heavenly. I forgot that I hadn't had time to change or brush my hair or fix my makeup. It didn't matter. In the candlelight, no one could see if my mascara smudged. And Nicolette was good company, her tales of guiding tourists around the city hilarious and diverting.
I wanted it to last forever, this dinner. I had a feeling that something was going to happen. A sense of expectation and I didn't want to ruin anything. I didn't know what I wanted, to be truthful, which was unusual for me.
Nicolette was younger than me, she had the mysterious Elise, she was doing nothing more than what she was being paid to do. But that didn't make the connection I was beginning to feel between us any less real.
“So, you want me to go to the town hall tomorrow? I can check things out there.”
“If you'd like to.”
She shrugged in that way of hers, non-committal.
“You disapprove of what I'm doing, don't you?”
She swirled her wine glass in her hand. “It's none of my business.”
“But...”
“But, well, if the lady disappeared, maybe she doesn't want to be found. Or didn't want to be found. Maybe there was a good reason. Maybe you're just infringing on someone's privacy.”
“Maybe,” I allowed. The age-old problem of being a journalist. Where did a person's privacy end? Where did the public's right to know begin? Not an ethical conversation I wanted to have right now.
“Maybe she's dead.”
“Maybe,” I agreed. “But maybe not. I won't know until I find out more.”
“This job is important to you, isn't it?” Nicolette asked. She was still swirling deep red wine around in her glass.
“Obviously.”
“Would you like to know what I think?”
I smiled a little. What I wouldn't give for a glimpse inside her head for just a second. “Sure.”
“I think that you think that if you get this promotion then maybe you'll impress this Elizabeth of yours. Perhaps she will take you back.”
I frowned. “What makes you think that?”
“Just a feeling. You don't seem... heartbroken enough for someone that has just lost her love. Which makes me think that you're planning on getting her back. Are you?”
I swallowed. The bistro was quiet, calm, the lull of conversation in the background like a melody. I didn't want to answer that question. There was a fragile balance between us and I didn't want anything to destroy it.
“You said that Elizabeth not being silly was a problem. Why?”
Nicolette laughed and her teeth showed white and even. “Because you look like you need something silly in your life. You're too serious. Too driven maybe. When do you have fun?”
“I have fun.”
She pursed her lips. “Really? When was the last time you had fun? Tell me.”
“I—”
But I was damned if I could think of anything. I had fun, of course I did. I'm sure that I did. Just... Just recently life had been getting in the way.
“Exactly what I thought,” Nicolette said. “A question you can't answer. But I can answer it for you.” She leaned forward conspiratorially, the candlelight flickering on her face.
“You know the last time I had fun?” I asked.
She arched her eyebrow and I was drawn to her again, leaning forward myself, letting myself be pulled to her, my gaze on her dancing eyes.
“I do,” she said.
And still I came closer. Closer until the world around us faded into nothingness. Until I was an inch, two, away from her. “And when was that?” I asked in a hoarse whisper.
“Yesterday,” she said. “Yesterday when you were on the back of my scooter. That was the last time you had fun.”
I almost laughed. The thought of it. Fun? Abject terror at best. A near-death experience at worst. But she wasn't laughing, wasn't even smiling. She was completely serious.
“That was the last time,” she continued. “The last time you surrendered control to someone else, the last time you did something that wasn't planned. The last time you just let something happen. Tell me it wasn't fun.”
I tried, but my mouth was too dry to speak.
“Flying through the traffic like that, wind in your face, warmth and power vibrating between your legs, your arms around a beautiful woman.”
My face was starting to burn, heat was starting to radiate down, from my stomach and further, further. My legs felt strange as though they wouldn't hold me and my breath started to come faster. I couldn't tear myself away. I knew I had to move, I knew I had to back off now. But I didn't want to. I couldn't.
“That was fun, wasn't it... Hayden?”
The way she said my name, that slip of the H at the front. It made me tremble inside.
I moved a millimeter toward her. I parted my lips. The balance was fragile and I was about to ruin it but in that one moment I didn't care. In that one moment everything had condensed down to just one thing. Those lips in front of mine.
There was no hesitation. I saw a curve of a smile tickle at the corner of her mouth. I saw her move toward me too, I saw her lips push outwards just a little, preparing themselves. Preparing for me.
“Excusez-moi.”
The waiter was backing away, aware that he was interrupting someone. But I moved first, sitting back in my chair. “Not a problem,” I said. “No problem at all.” Even though he didn't understand me.
✽✽✽
 
I'd assured Nicolette that I was more than capable of getting back to the hotel by myself. And eventually she'd agreed. Neither of us mentioned what had come so close to happening. Maybe I'd imagined it.
I almost hoped I'd imagined it.
Nothing could happen for a million reasons. Nicolette was someone's girlfriend. She had Elise. I was... not technically someone's girlfriend, but not really not either. And there was no way I was going to blow all of this for a cheap fling. Miss out on a story, miss out on a promotion, miss out on impressing Elizabeth just because I wanted to get laid. Because a pretty girl smiled at me. Not going to happen.
“Don't get distracted,” I whispered to myself. “Stay the course.”
The wind was coming off the river and it was cold now. I pulled my jacket closer around me and felt my phone start to vibrate.
Nicolette checking I hadn't gotten lost, I assumed. Making sure I hadn't inadvertently wandered into the Seine. I almost didn't answer it. Almost let it ring out.
But I didn't.
Instead, I pulled it from my pocket and almost dropped it when I saw who was calling.
Elizabeth.




Chapter Fourteen
I stood by the side of the wind-swept river, a chain of lights sparkling off the water. Another balance, another decision to make. Coming so soon after the first, I didn't know what to do.
“Get your shit together,” I barked, scaring a nearby pigeon.
Of course I knew what to do. I clicked 'accept call.'
“I have had time to think and believe that I may have acted too hastily.”
Elizabeth never indulged in small talk. She never even said her name when she picked up a phone call. She just assumed that everyone would know who she was.
“Okay.” What else could I say?”
“You were owed an apology. I shouldn't have dropped this on you right before your trip. I just felt that the trip was becoming more onerous than I wished it to be. I've got a lot on at work, I didn't want to make time for a vacation, and I felt like you'd pushed me into it. That we were on... different wavelengths.”
Not an Elizabeth phrase, that one. Which meant that someone had been talking to her. Her psychotherapist, I assumed, since otherwise Elizabeth didn't tend to surround herself with yes-men or even those prone to discussing feelings rather than actions.
“I see,” I said.
“Can we take it as read that I have apologized?”
“Yes.”
“Good. I'm assuming that work is going well?”
“Well enough.” She was unlikely to ask if I was enjoying myself, or if I'd had a good flight, or anything else. She asked after only the things that she considered important. Like work. I took a deep breath. “So where does this leave us?”
“I don't understand the question.”
“Are we still... not together? Or together? Or... I don't know.”
There was a slight pause. Sign enough that she was perturbed, that she was as unsure about things as I was, that she was maybe regretting her decision. “I think traditionally we should talk about these things in person,” she said finally.
“Okay then.”
Not a yes, but not a no. I'd take it as a good sign.
“Then I hope we'll speak in person soon,” she said.
The phone buzzed and then hung up. I stowed it away in my pocket and started walking again.
People sometimes wondered what I saw in Elizabeth. And it was a fair point. She's difficult, spiky. But she's also honest to a fault. She's incapable of telling the kind of white lies that make life in New York so unpredictable. If she dislikes something, she'll say so. If she likes something, she'll say so. There was never really any doubt with her. And I liked that. It made me feel safe.
She was always richer than I. She was always more powerful than I. But I was catching up. Together we could be formidable, I knew that. I'd known it from the second that she'd approached me in a bar in Manhattan. There'd been no nerves, no hesitation, she'd simply told me how attractive she found me and asked for my phone number. That directness, it was all her.
No, she wasn't silly. She was career driven and sensible and she had her life planned the way she wanted it. But then, so did I. We were sympathetic in a way. I'd never complain when she worked until two in the morning, wouldn't even think of it. Nor would she.
It worked.
Thinking of the halo of light from her desk lamp, the way it sharply etched her profile against the black of the night window, made me smile.
We had something, Elizabeth and I. Okay, maybe it wasn't perfect. Maybe I needed to work on it a little more. But we'd both put so much into this relationship that just walking away from it seemed stupid.
Because I knew deep down that an affair with a woman I barely knew wasn't going to make things any better. As close as Nicolette and I had come to... something. Something I didn't want to think about now because of the squirmings of embarrassed lust it made me feel. As close as we'd come, it would be a mistake.
I needed to focus on the important things in life. The things I'd worked for, strived for. Not just the fripperies, the silly little things that I wanted.
I can remember begging my father one day for a pair of shiny earrings I'd seen and coveted. They cost all of ten dollars, but it was a fortune to me at the time. In response, he'd taken me to a real jewelry store, had shown me real diamonds.
“Don't waste your time on money on what's cheap,” he'd said. “Take the time and work hard, and get something that's worthy of you instead.”
He was right. I knew that now. At the time though, all my little heart could think of was those ten dollar earrings. I still felt a pang of regret when I thought of them now.
✽✽✽
 
“You didn't have to come.”
I rolled my eyes. “This is my project, my story, of course I had to come. What, I'm going to let you wander around investigating on my behalf?”
“It's going to be boring. It's just old records, and they're all in French, nothing you can read.”
“It's fine.”
I stomped ahead on the sidewalk. She was right, I didn't have to come. But I hadn't been able to stop myself. I wanted this test, wanted to make sure that I could trust myself around her. A glutton for punishment, maybe, but I needed this.
“Don't be snappy,” Nicolette said, chasing after me. “I'm sorry. I didn't mean to make you feel unwelcome.” She made to link her arm in with mine again.
“You didn't,” I said, side-stepping so that there was distance between  us, so that she couldn't touch me.
I felt a sense of instant relief. I could say no, I could stop whatever had tried to start last night. Thank God.
“O-kay.” She drew the word out longer than it needed to be.
I stopped in my tracks. “What's that supposed to mean?”
She shrugged but continued walking right past me. “You're the one being a bitch, not me.”
I had to race a few steps to catch up with her. “Excuse me?” She did stop now. “I am your employer, you do realize that, don't you?”
“It doesn't mean I have to take shit from you.”
“And what shit exactly am I giving you?” I stared hard, a death-stare, or at least my attempt at one. Not as good as Lauren's, nor Elizabeth's, but it was a work in progress.
“Putain.” I could guess the meaning of that. She took a breath, then spoke more calmly. “I don't understand what's wrong.”
“Nothing's wrong.”
“Fine, then let's just continue to the town hall, shall we?”
“Not until you tell me why exactly I'm being a bitch.”
My heart was starting to pump harder, I was enjoying this, I realized. I didn't know why. It wasn't the fighting exactly. It was more... the adrenaline. That and perhaps surprise. Surprise because I knew exactly what Nicolette was talking about, and I hadn't expected her to pull me up on it. I hadn't expected her to be so direct with me.
It was something Elizabeth would have done, sure. But not something I thought Nicolette would do.
“Fine. You want this conversation, then fine,” she said now. “Last night you almost kissed me.”
“No, no, don't—”
“No bullshit. Be pedantic if you want,” she said, waving a hand at me. “We almost kissed, however you prefer to say it. Now this morning, you don't even want to stand next to me. That's why you're being a bitch.”
“Nicolette—”
“Hear me out.” Her cheeks were red now. “I can accept that perhaps you think you made a mistake. I can even accept that maybe it would have been a mistake. But if that's the case, if things have changed, or you don't want me working for you, then you need to use your big girl words and tell me. Don't pull this passive-aggressive shit.”
I took a step back. Passive-aggressive. I hadn't meant it. I honestly hadn't. “I'm not checking up on you,” I said. “I'm interested in the town hall, I want to be here. I'm not...”
She closed her eyes for a minute. “I'm sorry.”
“No, I'm sorry. I don't want you to think that I don't trust you.”
“Understood.”
“I just want to hear anything as soon as you discover it. I'm... I guess I'm a little desperate at this point.”
Her lips twitched into something that could almost be a smile, but that had something else underneath it. Some sadness. “Desperate. So that you can find the story, get the job, and win back the girl.”
I laughed a little. “Something like that.”
She nodded. “Okay then. Back to business.”
“No talking about last night?”
“What's there to talk about? You regret it. I can understand that. And you have more important things on your mind. Besides, you're right. You're my employer. So let us get back to work.” There was a genuine smile now, one with forgiveness in it. “Let's go.”
She reached for my arm again and I hesitated. Only for a second though. Then I let her take it and we walked together to the town hall.




Chapter Fifteen
I was barely sleeping.
I'd never really had problems sleeping before. And at first I thought it was the jet-lag. It wasn't though. As I lay awake in my bed for hour after hour with thoughts of the magazine and Sydney and Elizabeth and Nicolette running through my head I knew it wasn't just the jet-lag. It was more than that.
Shuffling along the pavement I must have looked like I was eighty. I certainly felt like it. But then I saw Nicolette lounging against the wall of a shop and a spring jumped back in my step. All she was missing was the cigarette. She didn't smoke, thank God. That was the one stereotype that she didn't fulfill.
Her lips were full and pink, her hair as unruly as ever. And with her hands in the pockets of her leather jacket and one foot propped against the wall behind her she looked like the poster-girl for Paris punk.
It shouldn't make me so happy to see her. But it did. Ridiculous. I walked towards her. She's not in your plan, I told myself. She's already got a girlfriend. You have Elizabeth. The simple reminders seemed to help me keep my feelings in check.
“Are you ready for this?” She was beaming.
“One hundred percent.” I managed a smile back.
The town hall had turned up nothing. Nothing of any use. I hadn't particularly expected it to. And after a disappointing day yesterday I figured I'd get some other stuff done and give the Sydney plan time to percolate around my brain a little. And when I'd mentioned that I needed to do a piece on one of the oldest chocolate shops in the city, Nicolette had insisted on coming with me.
“You don't have to pay me,” she'd pleaded. “I'll do it for free.”
And I'd rolled my eyes and said yes because I'd had every intention of asking her anyway.
“Let's go then,” she said, tugging at my arm like a small child. “This place is amazing. As in, this is the best thing that you'll ever put in your mouth. Come on!”
I couldn't help but laugh as I let myself be pulled into the shop.
✽✽✽
 
“Did you try this one?” Nicolette said, pointing to a plate to her right.
I nodded. My stomach was groaning and my mouth was a bazaar of different sweet flavors. “Did you try the one with coconut milk?”
“Yes, but I might have to try another piece, just to be sure, you know.” She reached for the plate and there was a smudge of chocolate to the right of her lip. “I think the dark one was my favorite though,” she continued.
There was an array of plates in front of us. Each laden with pieces of the most exquisite chocolate I'd ever tasted. Sweet, oddly savory, spicy, dark, white, milk and even ruby. There was something for every taste.
A young man with a pencil thin mustache had given us the full tour and had patiently answered all my questions. And then he'd led us in here, a small room at the back of the shop, to give us the full tasting experience. To give him credit, he'd put up with a solid ten minutes of Nicolette and I screaming like excited kids and urging each other to try everything before he'd excused himself. Leaving us alone.
“The chili was better than I expected though,” Nicolette was saying. The smudge of dark chocolate dance by her lip and I couldn't take my eyes off it.
“Uh-huh.”
“And ruby chocolate... I had no idea chocolate even came in pink.”
“Mmm.” My eyes were glued to the soft corner where the pink of her lips met the paleness of her skin and the smudge of chocolate that was moving as she talked.
It took every atom of willpower I possessed not to reach over and wipe it off. With anyone else I'd have been embarrassed, I would have averted my eyes, told them to fix themselves up. But with Nicolette it was different.
With Nicolette it made my stupid heart beat too fast, my stupid pulse start to race, it made me feel warm and sticky and breathless and it was just a smear of fucking chocolate. Jesus. I took a breath.
What the hell was wrong with me?
With a hand that didn't dare tremor I reached for a napkin.
“Have some of the orange,” Nicolette was saying.
And then she was leaning toward me and I was leaning toward her. I'd intended to give her the napkin but as she got closer I got... confused maybe. And instead I reached out and let my hand get closer to her face and then she was there, chocolate beginning to melt on her fingers. I slid the napkin toward her hesitating only a second before I let it touch her face, so entranced by what I was doing that she slid the chocolate between my lips almost undetected. Her eyes closed and I softly wiped the chocolate from her lips letting the tart orange taste melt over my tongue and every nerve was on fire every tendon every ligament stretched and taut and...
“Mesdames?”
I shot backward, almost knocking over my chair. “Everything is fine,” I said, breath gasping. “Absolutely fine.”
The pencil-mustached man raised an eyebrow then nodded politely. Nicolette smiled a secret half-smile. My heart skipped a beat, then another.
✽✽✽
 
“You should come.”
“I have work to do.”
It was already five o'clock. My evening was as planned as my day. If I went back to the hotel now I could write up my notes, take a shower, eat, then work until I fell into bed. But here was Nicolette trying to disrupt that.
“Work can wait.”
“I'm only here for two weeks.”
“Exactly,” she said, grinning. “So you should enjoy yourself.”
“I—”
I didn't have time to finish. A tall man with a hipster beard was sweeping Nicolette up into a bear hug and suddenly the air was full of French and I was isolated in a little bubble.
“Down, down!” Nicolette said finally. The giant returned her to her feet. “This is Jacques,” she said to me, pointing at the giant. “And then there is... Marie-Claire, Lila, Clement... Uh...” She craned her neck to see the face of a man bent talking to a woman. “Oh, and that's Laurent.”
“Nice to meet you,” I said. But half of them were busy chattering amongst themselves. Only the bearded giant nodded in acknowledgment.
“You should come,” Nicolette said again. “It's going to be fun. It'll be... How do you say? Chill?”
“No, thank you.”
“Just some drinks and then maybe some dancing.”
“No.”
The word was harsh and sharp in the evening air. The giant's hand went to Nicolette's shoulder. But Nicolette just shrugged.
“Okay. Then I'll see you tomorrow.”
I walked away, keeping my shoulders relaxed and my spine straight. I hadn't needed to snap. Except I had. Because I'd come closer than I wanted to agreeing to go with her. Agreeing to screw work and go have fun. And that wasn't who I was.
Who was I kidding? I'd come closer than I should to doing a lot of things today. Nursing an inevitable crush on a beautiful French woman was one thing. Acting on it was another. I needed to be more careful. Perhaps I needed to find myself a new translator.
I turned as I reached the corner of the street. Nicolette was still standing on the sidewalk, surrounded by her friends. They were laughing. As I watched, one, Laurent I thought, picked up one of the girls and swirled her around.
What would it be like to be that free?
What would it be like to have no place to go, no plans, no ambition waiting to make you feel guilty at the first night off?
They looked young. Unrestrained. But most of all they looked happy.
My feet ached to run to them, to join them, to throw caution to the wind and let everything go for one evening.
What would Sydney do? I'd tried to banish Sydney from my mind for the day. Let the subject rest. But she was always there, always lurking in the corner of my brain and waiting for me. What would she do? I laughed. She'd run right over and insert herself into the middle of the crowd, of course. She'd take her fun where she could find it.
I let my eyes linger for a minute more, watching them laugh and be free. Then my stomach tugged me away. I had work to do. My feet began leading me back to the hotel.




Chapter Sixteen
The morning was bright enough to hurt my eyes. Too much time in front of my laptop working, I guessed, as I blinked my way out of the hotel. At least it was warm. Warm enough to be in a light jacket, and definitely warm enough to breakfast outside.
As I slid my way into my normal seat at the cafe on the corner and shouted my now normal order to the waiter in what could almost pass as real French, I realized that I could get used to this. A relaxed breakfast before a day of work. A few minutes to gather my thoughts. Maybe I should institute a real breakfast time into my schedule when I got home.
“Good morning,” Nicolette said chirpily.
“You're bright as a button this morning,” I said. I looked her up and down as she sat down. She didn't look hungover in the slightest. Not even tired. And she'd changed her clothes after her big night out. I bit my tongue. I'd kind of wanted to be able to say 'I told you so.' To make her work with a hangover, to make her see that my way, the sensible way, was best.
“I had an awesome time last night,” she beamed. She flicked her hair over her shoulder and called out her own order in French far more fluent than mine. “We drank, we danced, it was nice.” She lifted an eyebrow at me. “You know, sometimes it's good to let go, to have a little fun after a day at work.”
“Mmm.”
“And what did you do?”
“I worked.” I'd sat in front of my laptop until after midnight, working on the chocolate shop story, figuring out my schedule for the next few days. Trying not to Skype Elizabeth. Not to be clingy.
“You should have come, Hayden.” She patted my hand. “It would  have been nice. You would have enjoyed it.”
I shook my head. I was jealous now, sad that I hadn't gone. But I'd made the right decision. So why did it seem so wrong?
“Why do you have to be like this?” Nicolette asked. Her eyes were blue and piercing.
“Like what?”
“All so planned and all work, never any fun?”
I snorted. “Why do you have to be like you? All fun and no sense of what's appropriate at work? Not everyone can be as flexible as you, you know. In fact, some people would say that you're flighty.”
“Flighty?” She tasted the unfamiliar word.
“That you have trouble committing, settling on anything. It's not always a great quality to have.”
“Well, neither is being a stick-in-the-mud.” Full coffee cups were placed in front of us. “When was the last time you had fun, Hayden?”
Not the first time she'd asked the question. I bit my tongue again. The problem was that she and I had different ideas of what fun was.
“You're in Paris,” she continued. “The city of love, of romance. A huge capital. And you don't want to take advantage of any of the things that are here. All you want to do is work.”
“There's nothing wrong with being ambitious. Nothing wrong with wanting a career.”
“But there is if you miss out on everything else.”
“I'm not missing out.” Even I knew that was a lie.
Nicolette sighed. “It's like... It's like you're taking the autoroute. The highway. You're zooming fast to your destination and you don't see anything else. But me, well, I'm taking the little roads. I'm winding in and out of towns and villages, and okay, maybe it'll take me longer to get to where I'm going, but at least I'm seeing nice things, I'm experiencing things, on the way.”
“That's not it at all.”
“You don't stop,” Nicolette said. “That's what I mean. And when you get to where you want, when you get this job or this promotion or whatever it is that you want, then what? Do you have friends to celebrate it with? Will it be enough? Will you stop then and have fun? Or will you just move on to the next step of your plan?”
I rolled my eyes. “What about you then?” I asked. “You're a grown woman who still hasn't decided what she wants to do in life. You're dependent on tourists and family to get you gigs. What do you want in life? Have you even decided yet?”
“I want...” Her mouth snapped shut. She gave one of her shrugs. “I don't know,” she admitted. “I have no idea what I want.”
“And you criticize me for knowing where I'm going, what I'm doing? Is your way any better?”
Croissants came, buttery and delicious, flakes of pastry scattering across the table. At some point in the conversation we'd moved closed together. Nicolette's smile dropped a little. Her eyes clouded a little. It was the first time, I thought, that I'd seen her anything other than a hundred percent happy.
“Not better,” she said. “My way is... confusing I suppose.”
“You lack direction.”
“That's easy for you to say. You've found your direction. I just... I haven't found mine. What you say is right. I'm a grown woman now. I should know. I just don't. I float around hoping to find what will make me happy. But I haven't found it yet.”
“That worries you?” I was more gentle now, my voice softer. She was obviously upset. Not as flighty as I'd thought she was.
“Of course it worries me,” she said. “If something happens, anything really... Then maybe I'll be on my own. What if something happens to Elise? The house we live in is hers, not mine. I could be homeless. Of course I want to find something, Hayden. I just don't know what it is I want to find.”
I'd know since I was so young what I wanted in life that not knowing was a mystery to me. But I could see that Nicolette was unhappy, as much as she tried to pretend that she wasn't.
“You'll find what you're looking for one day,” I said, knowing that it wasn't helpful and that it wasn't enough.
She straightened a little. Her skin was so perfect, so flawless, even without makeup. “I'm not criticizing you.”
“Actually, yes, you really were.”
“Alright, I was. But not completely.” She was smiling again and it warmed me to see. “There's nothing wrong with being ambitious, with knowing what you want. Just that maybe there's a balance there. Maybe you should take a little time off sometimes.”
“Go dancing with you?”
She laughed. “Maybe. Or maybe, I don't know, climb the Eiffel tower while you're here. Or... go shopping.”
Shopping. There was something that appealed. “I could shop,” I said cautiously.
“That would be a start. We could add a little trip to Galeries Lafayette into today's schedule, couldn't we?”
My mouth watered at the idea of seeing all those French things, the lipsticks, the macarons, the eclairs, all laid out in front of me. “We could,” I allowed.
“So, it begins. My corruption of you.” Her lips were so pink, so kissable and my first thought was that she'd already corrupted me. But I said nothing. “Maybe next time I will persuade you to go dancing.”
“Maybe,” I said, not meaning it in the slightest and still dizzy at the thought of her lips.
“And I have had a thought about Sydney Duchamp.”
“Who?”
“Hayden, are you listening?”
I blinked and then nodded. “Yes, I'm listening. Sorry. I floated off for a second there. An idea about Sydney?”
“Yes. I will ask Elise tonight about her. Elise has many friends, many contacts, and she's Parisian through and through. It's possible that she knows someone or even just has an idea. As long as you don't mind me discussing this with her?”
Elise. Elise. Right. Elise. The real reason why I shouldn't be staring at Nicolette's lips. I swallowed. Yes, I minded Nicolette discussing business with her. But only because I was jealous. Only because I envied the intimate moment they'd have together that I wasn't a part of. And that was stupid. Stupid if Elise actually could help.
“That's fine,” I said politely. “Thank you.”
Nicolette frowned, probably because I'd turned way too formal way too fast. But I was rescued from further discussion by a buzz from my phone.
I flicked into the message and as I read it, my heart sank. A feeling that must have shown on my face.
“What is it?” Nicolette asked.
“Nothing, just business.”
“No, tell me. You look... sad? Angry?”
A mixture of both. I put my phone back into my pocket. I was screwed. Unless I could find a way to make this trip actually work for me, and any chance of that was spiraling down the drain. “My photographer has canceled,” I said, finally.
Without pictures, any story I came up with was worth nothing.




Chapter Seventeen
The hotel always made me feel like I was stepping into another time. There was something about the décor, the colors, the furniture, that made the place feel old. And Georges didn't help. He was the epitome of a gentleman, something I'd learned not to expect after decades in New York.
“Forgive me, Madame, but today you drink early?”
I gestured at him to keep pouring the wine. “It's been a bitch of a day.”
“A bitch?”
“A bad day.”
He was in his bartender vest, and I could feel him settling into the role. He pushed the glass toward me. “Wanna talk about it?” he drawled in the worst American accent I'd ever heard.
I laughed and took a sip from my wine. Barely mid-afternoon and already I was drinking. But then, I'd kind of run out of other things to do. There was no photographer, so my plans for the day were ruined. There were no leads on Sydney, at least until Nicolette came through with something or I had a brain wave. And then there was Paris.
It was time to admit that I just couldn't face the city alone.
Okay, physically I probably could. But mentally? No. No way. I didn't want to explore Paris alone, I didn't want to make lasting memories that were of me by myself in the city of love. I wanted to be out there with someone.
And that made me feel pathetic. Hence the drinking.
“My photographer canceled,” I said.
“Ah. That is bad.”
“Sure is.”
“So you have no pictures.”
“And no story, and no promotion, and then maybe no job. Or a job I don't want anyway.” I slugged back another mouthful of wine.
“A job you don't want?” he asked, confused.
I sighed. “My editor wants me to work for the online version of the magazine.”
His eyes lit up. “That is wonderful, madame. Congratulations!”
“No, no it's not Georges. It's terrible.”
He licked his lips and leaned on the bar. He really was trying awfully hard. “But everything today is online. It is... How to say it? The course of the future? Everyone I know reads everything online. I think that newspapers and magazines they start to... stop? No. Close maybe. They close because people do not want to read paper now. They want to read a screen. So this online magazine it is a good thing.”
I sighed again. And drank again. “You'd think so, wouldn't you?”
“It is not a good thing.”
I put my elbow on the bar and propped my chin up with my hand. “It should be a good thing. You're right, of course. Online is the way of the future and working online should guarantee my job for that much longer. I should move with the times, I should be grateful for the chance to work on the frontier of journalism, blah, blah, blah.”
“Blah?”
I ignored that. Now wasn't the time for an English lesson. It was a time of self-reflection. Wine made me... philosophical perhaps.
“But it's not what I want. And I know that sounds stupid. Dumb. But my dream has always been print media. My heroes are those that worked in print media. And I don't know how to change my desires, change my ambitions to reflect anything else. Plus, if I'm being completely honest, I like the challenge. There's something selective about working in print now, something special about it. You always had to be good to work in print in New York. But now you have to be even better. Because jobs are scarce. There's a certain... panache to it now, a certain respect that comes from not working online. It's hard to explain.”
“Yes,” Georges said uncertainly.
“You don't think so?”
He took a breath and looked at his hands and then gave one of those French shrugs. “I am just a hotel man,” he said. “What do I know? But then I do think that it is better to have work than to have no work.”
I drank some wine. Fair point. Very fair point. If I didn't get this promotion, if I was pushed to take an online position, would I take it? Or would I walk out? Let my dreams dictate what I wanted? Would I let myself be jobless? I honestly wasn't sure. Really wasn't sure, and that scared me.
“I think,” Georges said, surprising me because I'd really thought that he wasn't understanding too much of what was going on. “I think that sometimes you can change your dream.”
“Change it?”
He frowned. “A long time before, when I was young, I wanted something too. I wanted to drive racecars. To be fast. But now... Now I work in a hotel. And it isn't so bad. It is much safer.”
Safer. Did I want safer? I drained the rest of my wine. I had no damn idea what I wanted right now, and that was part of the damn problem. Maybe being around Nicolette was rubbing off on me, and not in a good way.
“You don't know a photographer, do you?” I asked, changing the subject.
“Perhaps,” he said.
There was a glint in his eye and I remembered what had happened the last time I'd asked for his help. “Perhaps? Would that photographer be another member of your family? Someone like Nicolette, perhaps?”
He didn't answer. But he did put down the towel he'd been using to wipe the bar with. “Nicolette, she is okay?”
“Sure, she's fine,” I said.
He nodded. “You must be careful with her.”
“Careful? How? Why?”
He shrugged. “She is more... fragile than people think.” He paused. “My brother and his wife... Nicolette...” Another sigh. “It is hard to say. Nicolette lost her parents when she was very young. I do not think she ever really recovered. She finds it hard now to... to want or love or commit to anything. Afraid that things will be taken from her again, I suspect.”
I didn't know what to say. A spike of sadness went through me.
“So we must be careful with her, non?”
I nodded. “Of course, yes. I'll be careful.”
“And I will perhaps find you a photographer.” He grinned at me and pointed at my empty wine glass. I shook my head.
One glass was enough for the middle of the day.
I wandered back up to my room, the balcony open letting in the smooth air and the sounds of traffic. Poor Nicolette. I'd jumped to judge her, to decide what she was like, without ever stopping to consider that maybe there were reasons that she was the way she was, that she lived the way she did.
I would be more patient, I resolved. More understanding. And I would keep my damn distance. The last thing the woman needed was a tourist with a crush hitting on her and trying to ruin her relationship.
I picked up the phone. Almost nine in the morning New York time. Elizabeth should be at work, but not yet in court. I dialed her number and waited until it rang out. Too busy to talk. Always too busy to talk.
I'd  lost count of the number of times that I'd heard Elizabeth's voicemail. Lost count of the number of times I'd needed her or wanted her and she'd been elsewhere. It was all part of being independent women, I'd always told myself. Maybe I'd been wrong though.
Without her here, with distance and time, I was starting to think that perhaps she'd been right. Perhaps breaking up was the right thing to do. It had hurt at first. But how much did it hurt now? How much did I miss her? How much did I want to see her face or hear her voice?
Not as much as you should, said the little voice in the back of my head. Nowhere near as much as you should.
My life was falling apart, held together only through sheer force of will. My relationship was... complicated. My work was... complicated. My feelings were... complicated. And all I could see were my carefully curated dreams slowly slipping further and further away.
Yet as time went on, as hours turned to days, I was starting to think that I might not care as much about a lot of things as I thought I should.
My phone was still in my hands. I opened up a text box and typed quickly. A simple message, short and sweet. Thanking Nicolette for her time, apologizing for the delay today, and suggesting a time to meet in the morning. Making arrangements, what I did best.
I'd barely put the phone on the nightstand when it buzzed. An immediate reply. A reply scattered with emoticons and winking smiley faces. I put the phone down again.
Maybe I'd take a nap. Day drinking wasn't my thing. I probably needed to sleep the wine off before I did anything else.
But as I started to drift away I couldn't help but think about that immediate reply. And how much happiness had bubbled inside when I saw that it was Nicolette who had messaged me.




Chapter Eighteen
I should have guessed, of course. By the time the telephone woke me and I'd cleaned myself up enough to be downstairs to meet the photographer that Georges had found, I really should have realized. And when I walked into reception to see Nicolette lounging in one of the chairs, a tablet in one hand, I definitely should have known.
But then I'm not always terribly sharp.
“Does the photographer not speak English?” I asked, still fuzzy from my nap.
Nicolette turned to Georges. “You didn't tell her?”
Georges shrugged and pouted a little and Nicolette clutched her tablet to her chest and stood up. “I'm sorry,” she said to me. “I thought you knew. My uncle said that you'd asked to see my pictures, I didn't realize...”
Things clicked together so suddenly that I had to sit down. I was half-way to yelling at Georges for setting this up when I remembered what he'd said about Nicolette. When I remembered how lost she'd seemed at breakfast discussing her lack of focus.
“No, please, sit down.”
I took a breath. I hoped like hell I wasn't screwing up here. If Nicolette's pictures sucked, well, then I'd just have to tell her and break her heart another way. I eyed Georges who smiled innocently and disappeared off into one of the back rooms.
“I'm not a professional,” Nicolette was saying.
Her hands were shaking as she opened the tablet cover.
“Understood.” Beggars can't be choosers, right? Anyway, candid shots could be better than nothing at all. I'd have plenty of time to arrange for more professional shots if I found Sydney. If I needed them at all.
“So don't have too high expectations.”
“It's fine.”
“I just don't want you to think...”
It was strange seeing her like this. Uncertain, unsure. And it suddenly occurred to me that perhaps this was something important to her. More important to her than she really wanted me to know. It was definitely something that made her nervous. I could see a sheen of sweat on her forehead.
“I won't be able to think anything if you don't show me anything,” I said.
“Yeah, sure.” She fiddled with the tablet a second more before passing it over.
It took a second for my eyes to focus on the screen. A second when I had enough time to silently pray that the pictures were at least semi-good. Enough time to hope like hell that I wasn't going to have to break the news to her that photography was definitely not the career that she was looking for.
When my vision cleared though, I was pleasantly surprised. I flicked through the shots on the screen. Nothing professional, as she'd said. Just pictures of friends, places around the city. The lines were sharp and clear, there was a definite eye for placement, for juxtaposition of space against objects. And a clear sense of color and movement.
I felt myself breathing a little easier.
“These are good,” I said slowly.
“It's fine,” Nicolette said, her hand reaching out for the tablet. “Georges told me you wanted to see them. But I see now that he was just interfering. These are nothing like what you need.”
I put my hand out to stop her taking the tablet. And then I looked her in the eye. She was flushed, her eyes bright.
“They're not professional,” I said. It was important that I was honest with her. Important for both of us. “But they definitely show skill and talent. A fair amount of it.”
I could see the movement of her neck as she swallowed, waiting for the other shoe to drop. I smiled. There was no other shoe.
“If you'd like to do it, I'd be happy to work with you. I'd be more than glad of some candid shots for some of the smaller pieces I'm doing here.”
Nicolette looked stunned, shocked even. “Really?”
“You'd be doing me a favor,” I admitted. “If something big comes up I can probably arrange for a professional to step in, the magazine will cover the expense if the story is good enough. But for right now, I need a street photographer, and you've got a good eye. Interested in the job?”
“Hell yes,” Nicolette said way too fast.
“Great.”
“On one condition.”
“I don't think you're in a position to but conditions on the offer,” I said.
She grinned. “You need my help. Besides, it's not a bad condition.”
“What is it then?”
“Come out with me to celebrate. Tonight. Now. And then I'll take all the pictures you want.”
I scowled at her. “Seriously?”
“I need ambition and drive and something to do, maybe that thing will end up being photography,” she said. “You need fun, something in your life that isn't just work. You're giving me a chance, so I should give you one. Fair is fair. Come out with me. Or do you really not want to spend an evening with me?”
I looked at her, unruly hair flipped to one side, eyes bright and blue, legs encased in tight blue  jeans, the curves of her body, the smoothness of her skin and my pulse sped around my veins. I couldn't say no. I should have. But I just couldn't.
✽✽✽
 
The club was dark and the music pounded through my body making everything inside me vibrate.
One drink. That had been the deal.
But that drink had gone down so smoothly, Nicolette's company had been so pleasant, that a second drink had followed.
And when Jacques the bearded giant and the whole rest of the crew had shown  up they accepted me so readily that I couldn't just say no when they escorted us on to the club.
It wasn't late, I told myself. It wasn't late and I wasn't drunk. Two drinks in, a third safely stowed behind the bar, and it wasn't even midnight yet. I was in solid territory here. I was just having a little fun.
And where was the harm in that?
“Come on, you must do the dance with me!” Jacques beard scratched against my face and I laughed, as much at his lewd-sounding offer as the tickle of his hair.
“No way, no how.”
“What, you do not dance?” asked a blonde girl with wide green eyes in surprise. “But the dance is like the sex, it is like the... how you say it? Like the soup before the food. Is an...” She looked over at Nicolette for help.
“An appetizer,” Nicolette supplied, looking amused.
“I don't dance,” I said firmly.
“You don't or you can't?” asked Nicolette.
“Both.”
“Everyone can dance,” put in the blonde.
“I teach,” Jacques said, throwing back the rest of the beer.
I glanced at Nicolette, afraid now that I was going to be pulled into something that I truly did not want. She put her hand on Jacques' arm. “You don't teach,” she said. And there was something in her voice, a steeliness, that even he understood. He sat back in his seat.
“Thank you,” I whispered.
She grinned. “Jacques doesn't teach,” she announced. “I teach.”
Everyone cheered and whooped and Nicolette was taking my hand and pulling me up and I needed to leave, I needed to stop this. But I couldn't.
I was intoxicated. A little intoxicated with alcohol, though not much. More intoxicated with the idea of her. With the look of her in that tank top, with the smell of her coming closer to me, with the feel of her hand in mine. With the thought of dancing with her, pressing that sinuous body up against mine.
“I need to leave,” I said, pulling back.
“One dance.”
“No.” It wasn't a real no, there was no weight in it, but it was the best I could do.
“One dance and I'll take you back to your hotel myself,” she said. “I'll be gentle with you, I promise.”
She was tugging at my hand, pulling me toward the crowd on the dance floor. And I let it happen.
I want there to be no mistake here. I let all of this happen. I agreed and I was fully aware and in charge of all my faculties. Well, most of them.
She pulled me into the middle of the dance floor, until we were surrounded by writhing bodies, the beat of the music thrumming through our veins. Until we were anonymous in the crowd. And then she pulled me closer and her heat was intense and my body started to respond to her.
“I really can't dance,” I croaked.
“It doesn't matter,” she whispered back into my ear, her breath tickling my skin.
“It does,” I said. “It really does.” And in that moment it really did. The idea that I couldn't dance with her, that our bodies couldn't merge together into the rhythm. That there would be no appetizer tonight.
“It doesn't,” she whispered again. “Because I really don't want to dance with you.”
I stopped, frozen as the world moved around us.
“I don't want to dance,” she said, voice hypnotic and calm. “I want to do this.”
And she took my face in her hands and pulled me closer until her lips touched mine and my heart just about exploded.




Chapter Nineteen
I didn't remember pushing out of the crowds. I didn't remember getting into a cab. I didn't remember the ride, though I did remember gasping, breathless kisses in the back seat.
I barely remembered going through a large front door, climbing what felt like a million steps, Nicolette's hand on the waistband of my jeans propelling me upward.
Not to say that this was done without my consent. It wasn't. My consent was very, very much there.
But as soon as her lips had touched mine I'd let go. I'd let go of the very edge of the pit that I'd been clinging onto with only my fingernails and I'd fallen. Fallen long and hard, spinning and screaming into a void where I controlled nothing, where things just happened to me. And I let them. I wanted them to happen.
I couldn't think. If I thought then I might stop this and if there was one bright, shining thought that I clearly understood it was this: I do not want this to stop. Ever. I want this to stretch on and on into eternity and have the anticipation of this moment for the entire rest of my life.
And then we were collapsing through a door at the top of the stairs and tall windows looked out over a starlit city and the blue shadows wrapped us up and I became fully conscious again. Conscious of every touch, every nerve ending, every scent and sight and beautiful second of it.
Nicolette took my wrists, pinning them to the wall over my head. Her lips pressed onto mine, sharp teeth nibbled at my lower lip, and then further down, scraping against the delicate skin of my neck until I was wriggling with frustrated desire.
Only then did she stop, to come back to me, to let my hands go, to cup my face again and kiss me so gently that I thought I might break. Her tongue twirled with mine and I pushed myself toward her but she wouldn't let me.
“Let me, tonight,” she whispered. “Give me the strength, the control tonight.”
And I was terrified all of a sudden but intrigued and full of desire so I nodded in agreement and her fingers started unbuttoning my blouse. I stood and tremored, letting her do her work, letting her strip me bare.
Warm hands caressed pale skin and in the moonlight she looked like an angel or a vampire or somewhere in between. She was pulling at my jeans now, removing them softly and leaving me in my underwear.
I should be screaming with lust, I wanted to be pounded up against the wall, I wanted her to pull my hair and push her fingers inside me until I was dripping with desire. But I held myself still, let her make the decisions.
And when she took my hand and led me to the bed I followed willingly. I let myself be laid on the mattress, I let her stand over me, light in her hair, as she slowly pulled off her clothes, revealing herself to me.
Her breasts were high and firm and I ached to have them in my mouth, but she pushed my hands away when I reached for her.
“Let me,” she whispered hoarsely.
I nodded.
Inch by careful inch she traced her fingers over my skin. Her touch was light and slow, as though we had all the time in the world. My pulse was beating so close to the surface she must have been able to feel it. Desire was leaking from my every pore, she must have been able to smell it. And all I could do was close my eyes and let the sensations take over as she stroked me and stroked me and stroked me.
“Are you sure?” she asked after a lifetime.
“Sure.”
“I want you.”
She sounded so definite, so sure, that I smiled. “I want you.”
“I've wanted you since the first time I saw you, almost crying in the airport.”
“Take me.”
She laughed quietly. “I'm afraid that you'll break. I'm afraid that you're too fragile and that I'll hurt you with how much I want you.”
This time she didn't stop me when I reached up. I tangled my fingers in her hair at the nape of her neck and held tight for a second.
“I'm not a doll,” I growled. “I don't break.”
And then I pulled her toward me roughly.
She kissed me and then her entire weight was on top of me, the warmth and softness of her. I could feel the tightness of her nipples on my chest and my hips bucked upward. I let go of her hair, confident now that she knew she could do as she wanted.
She pushed against me as though she didn't want a millimeter between us, she kissed me until I was gasping for air. And then she took my breast in her mouth and sucked until I felt a sharp shock of desire plunge through my entire body.
“Please.”
I didn't recognize my own voice.
“Please.”
She didn't answer, didn't have to. She wasn't a cruel lover, but she was nervous. Not inexperienced, but anxious, I realized. Anxious like a child cradling a kitten they've wanted for so long. And once again I pushed myself up toward her.
She let her hand stray down, stroking the wet insides of my thighs, brushing the short curls between my legs. I moaned as my body sensed the completion it was looking for.
“Are you sure?” she asked again, but her tone was more playful now.
I looked up at her, kneeling on the bed above me, haloed by the moonlight, her curves and dips and hollows shadowed. I couldn't remember ever being so sure of anything.
“Fuck me.”
Barely had the words escaped from my mouth when her fingers parted me, finding the deep wetness within, finding a beating pulse that only raced harder at her touch. My eyes screwed shut, I couldn't take much of this. I'd been on an edge since the first kiss, this would take seconds, if that.
I pulled myself back, trying to stop it. But she was doing as she was told now, she was doing exactly as she was told. Her fingers moved in sharp circles pushing me closer and closer to my edge and my back was arching and my breath was gasping and it was coming up on me so fast that there was no way that I was going to stop it.
“Jesus.”
The word came from nowhere, exploded out into the room just as I leaped over that edge, pushed by Nicolette's strong fingers. Stars exploded, hell, planets exploded, and all I could do was gasp and push myself against her, let the shockwaves ride over me one by one by one. Until slowly, slowly, I started to come back to earth.
“Thank you.”
It was her voice, not mine.
“Thank you?”
“For letting me... You know.”
I laughed and pulled her in closer to me. “I should be thanking you.”
She said nothing, snuggling in a little closer. I kissed her hair, inhaled her smell, wanted nothing more than to keep  her close, to not let her go. My hands started to caress her ear, then her neck, and I could feel her breathing hitch and quicken. I moved a little, just enough to give my lips access to her skin, enough so that I could kiss her.
But one kiss wasn't enough.
I kissed her throat next. Then her chest. Then each pert, hard nipple. I heard her gasp.
I kissed her stomach, tracing down the line where her ribs met until I reached her navel, kissing there too.
And when I moved lower I found the wild abundance of curls between her legs and I kissed there too. Her legs fell open to me without my asking. She allowed me in without even knocking. And I smelled her desire and smiled.
With the hard point of my tongue I flicked at her center so that she gasped with pleasure. Then I lifted my head.
“Are you sure?” I asked, half-teasing, half-wanting her true consent.
She gripped both hands tight in my hair, pulling me into her, burying my face in her scent until I could barely hear her answer.
“I'm sure.”
I let her movements guide me and listened as she took  to the skies and exploded below me, her heart banging and her pulse thrumming as her body tuned itself to me.




Chapter Twenty
Grey light was spilling through the tall windows when I woke. It took me an age to remember where I was, and when I did remember, I froze, paralyzed.
I desperately didn't look beside me. I could hear Nicolette's warm breathing, could sense her there, but couldn't yet deal with the reality of it. So instead I examined the beams in the ceiling, the crooked walls, the posters that I couldn't understand.
Clothes hung from nearly every available handle and nails on the walls. Yet the room wasn't messy. I could see a door and knew that a bathroom lurked behind it. If anything, the space was cozy, homely even.
A garret. A real Parisian garret.
As legendary as the Manhattan penthouse, of course, but far smaller. Still, a Parisian attic apartment had to be something special. And if I closed my eyes again  I could almost see it. Living here. Coming home after late nights in smoky bars, laughing here, loving here. I could see friends, our friends now, cluttering the corners, drinking wine out of jars. I could see myself entertaining them in French that wasn't quite fluent, but that was comprehensible and charming in its mistakes.
A different life from anything I'd ever pictured.
Different from anything I'd ever imagined myself in before. I paraded the fantasy around in my head for a second, trying it on like a new dress.
Then I finally turned and saw Nicolette sleeping beside me. Carefree, relaxed, her skin biscuit colored, her hair splayed out over her shoulders.
What the fuck had I done?
I needed to leave, to run away, to leave all this behind me. Yet I couldn't. Just like last night. There was no way I could prise myself away, nothing that could crow-bar me out of the bed. I couldn't just leave her.
But I couldn't stay either. Could I?
My breath was coming faster now. I was sweating. Perspiration was beading on my forehead, leaving my skin clammy, and my heart was racing. I stumbled to my feet, racing for the bathroom, closing the door behind me, shutting away everything that I'd just done.
Thinking as quickly as I could I splashed cold water over my face again and again, letting the icy bite of it slap my skin, hoping it would change something, anything.
My gut was sick, my brain was furious, but my heart, my heart was full and alive and singing. And I didn't know how to consolidate the three. I didn't know how to deal with what every part of my body was telling me I needed to do.
You cheated, said my gut. Nicolette has a girlfriend. And you cheated with her.
You screwed up your life, said my brain. All those carefully planned decisions, you're going to throw them all away for a woman?
You found it, said my heart. Happiness. That's what this is. You found it and found her and my, how glorious it is.
More cold water. More splashing. Until I could breathe again, until my pulse slowed a little. Until I remembered that I was a big girl, an independent woman, and I needed to take responsibility for all this. Needed to face the consequences of my actions. Needed to walk away from potential disaster.
My hand paused on the doorknob. For an instant I saw that Parisian life again. The smoke from a cigarette curling up and out of a window, the croissants fresh from the bakery heaped golden on a plate.
The door creaked open and Nicolette stretched like a cat on the bed, her back arching and her ribs showing and every heavenly curve of her body on display. Then she smiled at me, eyes dusky blue and teeth so white.
“Hungry?”
I shook my head. How to say what needed to be said? “We need to talk.” Trite, but it was all that came to mind.
Her face sank. “Not exactly what I wanted to hear.” She studied me more carefully. “Are you alright?”
I tried to nod, but I couldn't. Tears were springing to my eyes and I was shaking.
“Hayden, my darling. Hayden.”
She pushed off the bed, lithe and strong and in a moment her arms were around me and she was holding me and I was so weak that I let myself be held, let myself pretend for a second that it was okay to be held. And my heart buzzed with joy but my gut and my brain yelled out in horror.
“Come on, come, sit,” she said, pulling me with her to the bed.
With soft hands she wrapped a sheet around me, and then around herself, so that we were face to face, wrapped up. And then she put her palms on my cheeks again and gently kissed my forehead.
“What is it, Hayden?”
“This, all this. It was a mistake.”
She paled and swallowed and I could see the fear in her eyes and I wanted more than anything to be the one to take it away, the one to pull her close and tell her that everything would be okay. But I couldn't. I just couldn't.
“A mistake?” Her accent was stronger, more syrupy when she was upset.
“I shouldn't have done this, Nicolette. I shouldn't have let this happen.”
“You didn't,” she said. “We did. This was both of us.” She paused. “I... maybe I was mistaken. But I thought there was something here, thought that you felt as I did, that there was something worth trying, testing, to see if maybe it could work. If... if I was wrong, please forgive me.”
“I can't live like this.”
She frowned. “Like what?”
“Here. Like this. I can't live in a Parisian garret, even though the idea is very romantic. I can't speak French, I can't abide the smell of cigarettes and I need more closet space.”
A slight smile twitched at the corner of her mouth. “I don't remember asking you to move in with me, Hayden.”
I blew out a breath. It was too late for logic now. Too late to lay out all the things wrong with what we'd just done. My mouth was working on its own, my brain forcing out every issue I could think of. “It's wrong.”
“Is this about... Elizabeth?” she asked slowly.
“No. Yes. A little. Perhaps.”
“But you are broken up, aren't you? That is what you said?”
I nodded. “We are. But I don't know. It's complicated.”
She got a little stricter now, sitting a little straighter. “Hayden, you must tell me the truth. Are you and Elizabeth together or not?”
I shook my head. “I don't know. Not together, I think.”
“You think?”
“We're not together. Not right this second.”
“So you didn't cheat with me?”
“No.”
She relaxed, sighing out a breath. “That's okay then.”
And I snapped. “Okay? What's okay about it? There's nothing okay about that at all.”
“But Hayden, you aren't committed to someone else. That's what's important. I can't abide cheating and I won't have it. If I'd known you were with someone I'd never have started anything. But you're not. Maybe you're hurting, maybe you weren't ready for someone else, that I can accept. You didn't cheat though. We are just two adults who made an adult decision.”
“Who the fuck are you to lecture me about cheating?” The sheet was slipping and I clasped it to my chest.
“Who the fuck am I? Hayden, what are you talking about?”
“Forget about Elizabeth.” How dare she lecture me. How dare she say everything was okay. I wasn't the one leading her into sin, it was the other way around and she damn well knew it. “Forget about Elizabeth. What about Elise?”
“Elise?” Those blue eyes were clouding again.
“Yes, Elise. What about her? Anything to say about that? Huh?”
She just stared at me, eyes wide and blue.
“Nothing. Not a word about you cheating. This is all on me, is it?” I demanded.
Slowly, slowly she opened her mouth. Slowly the words seemed to come to her. “Elise?”
“Yes, Elise.” Anger was exhausting. I felt heavy with it.
“What on earth does my grandmother have to do with all this?” Nicolette asked.




Chapter Twenty One
Seven thirty in the morning and I needed a drink. A large one.
Sadly, coffee would have to do the job. For a second there I'd honestly thought that I was going to faint. To swoon like women in those old movies. Nicolette had repeated her question, the pieces had suddenly clicked together and I got slightly hysterical for a while.
After which, Nicolette decided we'd both get dressed and that leaving the bedroom would be in our best interests. Which led us to the closest cafe and caffeine.
“So, let me get this straight. You thought that Elise was my... girlfriend?”
“Yes,” I admitted.
“And you thought that I was hitting on you anyway?”
“Um, yes.”
“Because I'm French?”
“Uh, didn't really give it much thought actually. Do French people cheat a lot?”
“Well, yes actually, they do. But I don't. And just so that you know, I wouldn't. Not on anyone. I detest lying and cheating. I might not be as organized as you, but I do have some limits.”
“And Elise is really your grandmother?” I asked sipping at my coffee with appreciation. The world looked brighter now. I was still confused, but less so, I could see a light, could think of ways that this might work out.
“My parents died when I was very young,” Nicolette said. She was looking into her cup. This conversation wasn't easy on her. “Elise... Well, Elise was always wild. You should hear some of her stories. She wasn't exactly a stereotypical grandmother. But after... After the accident she came home. She took me in. We traveled for a while. Then we ended up here, she rented the house, decided I needed some stability. That's it.”
“Your grandmother.” I breathed out.
“She'd like to meet you,” Nicolette said. “In fact, she's asked to already. I think the two of you will, well, probably not get on like a house on fire, but find each other interesting nevertheless.”
“Yes. Sure. I'd like that.”
I was still busy recovering. And now there was one less obstacle in the way. I didn't know whether that made me ecstatic or scared the hell out of me. Nicolette reached over and took my hand.
“Hayden, you are being too serious.”
“I'm always serious.”
“I know. That is something... charming and yet annoying about you. Can I ask you a question?”
“Sure.” I tried not to bristle at the fact she found me annoying.
“Did you have a nice time last night? I mean, do you enjoy my company, find me attractive?”
I'd have thought that my body would have shown her that, but I nodded anyway. “Yes. Very much so.”
“Then why stop this?” She squeezed my hand. “We're both adults. We're both having fun. Maybe this ends up being nothing. Like a... a holiday romance. Or maybe it ends up being more than that. I can't tell the future, Hayden. And as much as you'd like to, neither can you. We can't plan for the unexpected. That's why it's unexpected.”
Georges' warning about his niece sprang to my mind. She doesn't commit because she's afraid of losing everything again.
“Okay,” I said.
“Are you sure you can do that? Do something without planning it all out first?” Nicolette teased.
I wasn't. Not in the slightest. But the pressure of her hand on mine made me want to try. The thought of spending the next minute, hour, day with her made me want to do anything I could to keep her by my side. Even if it was only for now. Even if there was nothing else in the future.
“Yes,” I said. “Yes, absolutely. And in order to prove myself to you I...”
I hesitated. Did I really want to do this? Could I really do this? A small sacrifice. I could. I had to. I needed to.
“You what?”
“I say that we play hooky.”
Nicolette frowned so that an adorable line appeared between her eyebrows. “I don't know this game.”
I laughed. “It's an idiom. I mean that we should take the day off.”
“No work?” she asked, raising her eyebrows.
“No work.” I took a deep breath. “And no plans.”
✽✽✽
 
The wind blew her hair back from her face and she smiled with such joy that I laughed and clung onto the railing of the boat to steady myself.
“It's too cold for this,” I said.
“Bullshit. It's perfect weather. Besides, a boat trip down the Seine is a tourist tradition and you haven't been a traditional tourist yet.”
I rolled my eyes and let my hand linger on her waist. “We've seen Notre Dame, walked the Champs-Elysee, looked at the Louvre, and been to the Eiffel tower.”
“Which you refused to climb.”
“Only because you exhausted me so much last night that I couldn't handle the stairs.”
She came a little closer and leaned in. “Well it's best you rest then, because I plan to exhaust you again later.”
I grinned and held her close to me. There was no time, no plan. The freedom was frightening, sure, but it wasn't as difficult to fill a day as I'd thought. And with someone there, someone to take my hand, someone to laugh with, smile with, the minutes ate themselves up.
“Our station!” Nicolette cried out as the boat veered to the bank. “We mustn't miss it.”
I let myself be led off the boat, cheeks cold and flushed and my heart warm and full. “Are we going somewhere?”
“Nowhere special,” Nicolette said. “Except maybe...” She looked around then decisively choose a street. “I think down here is somewhere we should go.”
We wandered back streets talking and laughing, pulling on each others' hands, letting the roads lead us. We paused innumerable times to kiss, just to hold each other. I couldn't keep my hands off her, and had no reason to. Anyone who saw us simply smiled indulgently. Paris. The city of lovers.
We made a pit stop at Galeries Lafayette, trying on lipsticks and snacking on macarons until my teeth felt gritty with sugar.
“So, is this so bad?” Nicolette asked when we were out on the street again. “Being free, being without a plan?”
“No,” I said. “It's... strange. But not bad.”
“And you're having fun?”
“Yes,” I said in surprise. I'd always sort of thought of fun as something, well, planned. A party, a trip to a theme park when I was a child. I was surprised to find that fun lurked in the everyday things.
Nicolette squeezed my hand and brought me close enough to drop a kiss on my lips. “I'm glad. And now I think I should feed you so that you'll have strength for later.”
“Dinner sounds good. Any idea where?”
She looked up and down the street, then shrugged and pointed to the closest restaurant. “There.”
✽✽✽
 
“Hayden, I can promise you nothing. But in return I want nothing. That is the beauty of all this. The beauty of not being committed to things. I can tell you only what's in my heart right now. And that's that I like being with you. I want to know you better. I want to sleep with you. I want this time with you.”
I nodded. I was relaxed after the day, my legs tired from walking, but my brain softer and somehow less confused and stressed than it had been for a long time. “I agree.”
“Elise, she always says 'why borrow trouble from tomorrow.' And I think she's right.”
I took a breath and slide my hand into Nicolette's. “I think I can live with that,” I said. “No borrowing trouble from tomorrow.”
“Good. And now I can take you back to my house.”
I grinned. “Or I could take you back to mine.”
She pretended to consider this for a second, pouting in a way that made me kiss her.
“Stop that,” she said, pulling away and pretending to be flustered. “I am not the sort of girl that kisses in the middle of the street.”
“Are you the sort of girl that goes to a hotel for a night of strenuous yet fulfilling sex?” I asked sweetly.
“Hmm. Yes, I suppose I could be.”
“Then let's go.”
We walked hand in hand along the bank of the river as the streetlights switched on and bathed the city in light. Nicolette's hand was small and fragile in mine and yet it fit perfectly.
“You know, tomorrow we have to work. Tomorrow you have to take pictures for me,” I said into the night, a cloud of cold steam puffing from my mouth.
“Tomorrow is tomorrow,” Nicolette said. “So tell me again in the morning.”
I laughed. “Yes, ma'am.”
Nicolette wrapped her arm around my waist and I put mine around her shoulders, and the night seemed like a very comforting place to be. This, I thought, this is what my life had been lacking. This is what I needed.




Chapter Twenty Two
There was no sign of Georges when we got to the hotel. At the time, I was grateful for this. Having my date's uncle see us sneaking upstairs wasn't exactly something that I longed for. Not that I thought Georges would be anything other than discrete.
Later, I wondered how things might have been different if he had been there. If he'd stopped us. Or even told us what we were about to walk into. But then, maybe nothing would have ended differently at all. It's all very well living with regrets, but you can never know when something you didn't choose would have changed the world. Or your world, at least.
Nicolette was holding my hand, pulling me up the stairs, and I was pulling her back again, anxious to kiss her.
And as we reached the very top of the flight, just before we turned into the narrow corridor where my room was, I finally managed to stop her.
“It's my turn to be in control tonight,” I said.
She giggled and a tiny dimple appeared in her cheek and for a moment I couldn't believe that I was allowed to touch someone so beautiful. That I could make someone so beautiful smile in a way that lit up my heart.
I put my hand on her cheek and softly, softly kissed her. She smelled of oranges and flowers and the crisp night air. My body clicked into action, warming places that needed to be warmed, forcing my pulse higher and faster.
Nicolette's tongue snuck out and her hand gripped my waist and she pulled me into her and I almost, almost reached for the button on her pants. My breath was already gasping, I was already ready for her. But something stopped me.
Again, maybe things would have been different if I hadn't stopped. If I'd given in to my dirty side and done what I was desperate to do. Again, maybe not. I do know that that last desperate kiss, that wave of warmth, would stay with me forever.
“Come on, inside,” I said.
Nicolette groaned but allowed me to pull her away from the wall, to take her hand and to pull her down that narrow corridor. My room key was already in my hand, I was ready to push her inside, throw her on the bed, to have my way with her, and to forget about tomorrow.
I fumbled with the key in the lock and she stood close behind me. Close enough that her breath raised the hairs on the back of my neck and made my heart start to pound. Close enough that I almost kissed her again, but didn't.
The key slid into the lock.
The door swung open.
The world spun to a stop.
There in the middle of the floor, phone in hand and heels still on, stood Elizabeth.
My Elizabeth.
✽✽✽
 
Not borrowing trouble from tomorrow is all very well. But what happens when tomorrow appears on your doorstep? Or, in this case, in the middle of your hotel room?
Everything in me stopped. My heart, my pulse, digestion, the whole thing, just shut down. Because I realized something.
As pleasant as the day had been, as lovely as it was living without a plan, as much as I wanted this holiday fling to happen... All I'd been doing was putting off a decision that inevitably had to be made.
And, like so many other important decisions in life, there really was no correct answer.
I could feel Nicolette standing behind me, could feel the warmth of her, the life of her.
I could see Elizabeth turning to look at me, foot still impatiently tapping.
And I knew I had less than a second to decide. Less than a second to choose between two things, both of which I wanted badly.
There was Nicolette and the beauty and the freedom and the fact that she made my heart skip a beat and the sex, God, the sex.
And there was Elizabeth, her designer shoes and her sleek hair and the life that she represented back home.
Nicolette breathed behind me and it tickled my neck. And I saw Elizabeth's fine leather suitcase standing next to my own Louis Vuitton looking as though it belonged there.
And I decided.
The only thing I could say.
“This is a surprise,” I said, pasting on a smile. “I wasn't expecting you.”
I should have turned around, should have looked Nicolette in the eye, but I couldn't do it. I couldn't see that disappointment, couldn't see that hurt. I'm a coward. There's the truth of it. Do with that what you will.
“This is Nicolette, my translator.”
“And I was just leaving.”
The sound of her voice almost broke me, almost made me turn and change my mind. But in the end it didn't. I told you that I'm a coward.
I'd like to say that I panicked. That something came over me and I said the first thing that came out of my mouth. But that would be a lie.
The truth is that the second I saw Elizabeth standing there I saw my life. My planned life, that is. The one that I'd worked so hard for, the one that I'd wanted for so long. And so, when it came down to it, the choice was an instinctive one. No, that's not fair. Not instinctive. Deliberate, yes. But I couldn't let my life go in a milli-second. I couldn't let everything I'd wanted just disappear like that.
The door closed behind me and I knew that Nicolette had gone. Walked away. I could still chase her, could still run and catch her like in a romantic movie, declare my love and screw the world. But I didn't.
“Is this a bad time?” Elizabeth was staring at me thoughtfully.
“No,” I lied. “Not at all.”
“Good.” She strode across the carpet and dropped a kiss on my cheek. “We should talk.”
“Yes. Yes, we should.”
I couldn't bear to be in the same room that I'd been planning on sharing with Nicolette. I couldn't sit on the bed with Elizabeth, I couldn't erase the picture of Nicolette on that bed from my mind. So we went out, found a quiet bar, sat opposite each other.
“What are you doing here?” It sounded like an accusation. It was an accusation. I was starting to get angry now. Angry at myself for deciding so quickly. Angry at Elizabeth for just showing up, for ruining everything.
“I have had time to think. And I may have made a mistake.”
“A mistake.”
“Yes,” she said with a curt nod. “I thought we needed time apart. I was concerned with the amount of time you were pouring into this Duchamp story, and to be honest, was worried that perhaps we weren't as well suited as we had imagined.”
“Okay.”
“However, having spent the last several days without you, I believe that we do work better together. Throwing away three years of building a relationship on the basis of a gut feeling seems foolish. All relationships need work. So why should ours be different? I think we should continue together, and I think we should see a therapist to work out any kinks that our relationship may have.”
I sighed. Was this really what I wanted? For the first time in what felt like ages I wondered what Sydney Duchamp would do. Run screaming, my gut told me. She'd run and fly into the arms of her lover.
But here's the thing.
I'm not Sydney Duchamp.
I'm Hayden Wright. And I've had my life planned out since I was six years old and I was damned if I was going to give everything up without a fight. Because Nicolette was nice, the fling was nice, Paris was nice. But at some point I had to go home, I had to return to real life.
And Elizabeth was real life.
Elizabeth with her apartment and her therapists and her career and her credit cards and her luggage, that was real life.
Nicolette herself had said that she could promise me nothing.
“Is there anything you'd like to say?” Elizabeth asked.
I breathed as calmly as I could. “Where are you staying?”
“In the same hotel.” She paused and those sharp eyes looked at mine. “I reserved my own room. It seemed ill-advised to assume that I would share yours.”
“Okay.”
“I've already discussed this with a therapist that I think will be appropriate. You can meet with her when we get home. In the meantime, she has suggested that we return to the beginning of our relationship. That we... seduce each other again.”
I nodded. “That sounds like a good plan.”
Elizabeth smiled and as always it was slightly crooked. It was that crooked smile that had got me the first time we met. The way that someone so perfect could have just that one tiny flaw. My pulse quickened just a little. I reached out my hand and took hers across the table.
“Okay,” I said. “Okay. Let's work on this.”




Chapter Twenty Three
The memory of the garret room was still there. That silver light, the crowded intimacy of it. But I woke alone in my hotel bed.
It took a long time of lying there before I eventually persuaded myself to get out of bed. I'd lain awake long into the night. I honestly didn't see how I could have made a different decision. How I could have taken the risk over the sure thing. That's not how life works. Even I know that.
It didn't stop it being painful though. Painful as I took a shower, brushed my teeth, mechanically got ready to go out. Because there was still work to be done, of course there was. The world doesn't stop just because someone's in pain. If it did, we'd never spin again.
I hesitated in front of Elizabeth's door, but I heard no sound, so I left her to sleep. We'd arranged to meet for dinner. She was the first to tell me to work all day. I snorted a little to myself. Hell, she probably had a full day of work planned for herself.
Only when I started down the stairs did I wonder what Georges was going to make of all this. Did he know anything? Had he guessed? Was he going to be pissed that I'd sent his niece away without a second thought?
Bullshit. There were second thoughts. And third thoughts. And fourth ones that had meant that I'd come so close to calling Nicolette at half past three in the morning that I still trembled at the idea of it. But no, I'd made my bed. Now I had to lie in it.
Get my life back on track.
Get my dreams back.
Get this damn promotion.
I almost missed the last step and was so busy catching my balance that I didn't notice her until she spoke.
“Are you okay?”
It was like a flash of lightning through my heart. I looked up and knew that she was asking if I was okay from my almost fall but wanting her to ask if I was okay from all that had happened last night.
“Fine,” I managed.
“I thought we said seven thirty?”
Out of habit I checked my watch. Seven forty two. I was late. Except I hadn't thought that I needed to be here for anything. “Seven thirty?”
Nicolette hitched her camera bag over her shoulder and waved it in my direction. “Pictures, remember?”
I hadn't forgotten. I'd assumed she was out, that I'd never see her again, that I'd need to come to some other arrangement, find someone else. I hadn't for a second imagined that she'd be sitting right here waiting for me.
Christ, I needed a drink again. Nicolette did that to me. Made me want to fortify myself at odd times of the day. I walked the rest of the way into reception and sat calmly in one of the chairs. So she wasn't going to make this easy. That was my fault. I hadn't even been able to look her in the eye when I betrayed her yesterday. I deserved this.
“You don't have to do this,” I said.
“I know that. But I said I'd help, so here I am.”
I licked at dry lips, took a breath. “Nicolette, things are...” I stopped myself, breathed, tried again. “I made a decision yesterday. I'm not proud of what happened, but I did what had to be done.”
“I understand that.” I wanted to say that she didn't, except when I saw her face I thought that maybe she did.
“Things between us are complicated,” I tried again. “Between you and I. I don't want you to think that I didn't... enjoy myself. But Elizabeth and I have a long history.”
“And you owe it to her to try and fix what's broken,” Nicolette finished. “I told you, I understand, I get it. I might not like it, but that doesn't mean I don't understand it.”
“I was a coward yesterday. I could have introduced you at least.” I could have looked her in the eye at least.
“Why complicate matters?” Nicolette said, a fine line appearing between her eyes.
I grasped hold of that life-line. “Exactly. Why complicate matters? So this, the pictures, the photography, I don't expect you to do this anymore. It would be ridiculous to expect that of you. Even the translations, I—”
“No, Hayden. Please. Now it's you that doesn't understand. I want to do this.” Her eyes were wide and blue. “I really do. I said I would help you, and I want to. And I want to solve this mystery of Sydney Duchamp. Please don't lock me out.”
“You think we can work together?”
She gave one of her shrugs. “There's only one way to find out. I didn't promise you anything, Hayden, and you promised me nothing. We were just two adults having fun.”
“It's that simple?” It didn't sound that simple, even coming from her.
“Easy come, easy go, isn't that what they say?”
She smiled at me and it was only half as bright as it had been before. But I wanted to believe that I could do this, we could do this. Selfishly, I wanted everything. I didn't want to banish her from my life, to never see her again. Though that would be the best thing to do.
Nicolette held out her hand. “Come, Hayden. There's work to be done. Let's not spoil that by having a silly fight.”
With a sigh, I took her hand. This could be a mistake. My body groaned at the touch of her hand. This was a mistake. But one that I desperately needed to make.
✽✽✽
 
“Try moving a little to the left.”
Nicolette shuffled over and took the shot again. Leaning back to show me on the small viewfinder.
“Perfect,” I said.
We'd spent the day shooting and interviewing, stopping only for lunch at a bistro where we discussed nothing but work. And things had gone... better than expected. Nicolette laughed easily and after some initial awkwardness we moved past it and actually, maybe even had fun.
“One more,” Nicolette said. “One of you.”
“Oh no, I don't do pictures.”
“You need a memory of your first trip to Paris,” she said. “I won't take no for an answer. Come here.”
Obediently, half-laughing, I moved over to the wall, let her pose me.
Yes, we'd been productive. Yes, we'd got the work done. Yes, we'd even had some fun. But I still trembled when she touched me, when she accidentally brushed her hand across my arm, when she leaned so close I could smell her hair.
But that was my problem. Not hers. She didn't flirt, she didn't try anything. It was just my body's natural reaction to hers. Nothing I couldn't handle. Probably.
“Smile, Hayden.”
My heart tripped every time she said my name. The way she almost dropped the H at the beginning. The way I would recognize her calling me any time, any place. The way I just wanted to hear her say my name.
But I'd made my choices. Tough ones, but fair ones.
I smiled. Nicolette clicked.
“Take a look,” she said, proffering me the camera.
I saw me. But not me. A face that was familiar, smiling even, but a person that wasn't. I couldn't put my finger on it. But there was something in that picture that was different. I studied it as long as I could, but then Nicolette's hand was reaching for her camera and I had to surrender it. The image haunted me though.
“I'm having dinner with Elise tonight,” she said as she packed away her camera.
“Yes?” I refrained from mentioning my own dinner plans.
“I'll ask her about Sydney Duchamp. See if she can think of anyone that might be able to help us.”
The 'us' wasn't lost on me. “Thank you.”
Nicolette looked up, a lock of hair brushing across her forehead. “You should really speak to her yourself though. You should come and meet her.”
I swallowed. I thought I'd handled myself well today. But this was too much. Too intimate. Meeting her only family... I had to draw a line somewhere.
“No, no. I've imposed on you enough today,” I said. “Thank you for asking her. And thank you for your work today. It's appreciated.”
I knew it sounded stilted, formal, ridiculous. But I couldn't help it. I didn't know what else to say. And I didn't know how to say goodbye, how to end this. A kiss? No. A handshake? Weird. I clenched my fists by my side and waited for her cue.
“No problem,” she said, pulling her bag up on her shoulder. “I'll call you if anything comes out of it. And I'll get these pictures to you.”
I nodded. She blinked and for a second I thought I saw sadness fleeting across her face. I closed my eyes. Elizabeth. I had to think about Elizabeth. About my real life. Not my vacation life. Not whatever foolish decisions I made when I wasn't thinking about how important my career was.
And when I opened my eyes again, Nicolette was already walking away, her hair bouncing, hips swinging, as she left me without another word.




Chapter Twenty Four
Elizabeth had chosen the restaurant and made the reservation and instructed the taxi driver on where to go in near perfect French. Because of course she had.
It occurred to me in the back of the cab that I'd always found it comforting that she took care of things. That I'd always liked it before. But this evening I found it irritating. And I really didn't know why.
“How was your day?” Elizabeth asked once we were seated.
I filled her in on all we'd done, being careful not to leave out Nicolette's role in things. I didn't want to hide her, though I hadn't yet admitted that we'd done anything. I would have to tell Elizabeth eventually. Something best done later, I'd decided. Being a coward again.
“I worked on the Ellis case all morning,” Elizabeth said when I was done, though I hadn't asked. And then proceeded to tell me all she'd been doing.
Again, this was something I'd always liked before. Or tolerated at least. When Elizabeth talked about her work she glowed with passion. Yes, she was cold, or she seemed cold. But every now and again, when she talked about her career, and yes, when we were in bed, she was fiery. I'd liked that dichotomy. Her passion was private. Just mine.
Compared to Nicolette though, who wore her heart on her sleeve, it was difficult to get used to again.
“...to serve papers on the wife, of course...” Elizabeth was saying.
I was trying. Trying so hard. I wanted to recapture the past. I wanted things to be like they'd always been. The problem was... me. I was the problem.
I had loved Elizabeth. Or I think I had. Her smile, her passion, her drive, her ambition. They were all things that drew me to her. And perhaps too those other things, the way she always made decisions, booked restaurants, spoke French. The idea of being taken care of. I'd needed that, if I was being honest. When I first moved to the city I'd needed someone to take care of me.
And as cold and frigid as Elizabeth could seem, she had taken me in and cared for me in ways I hadn't known I'd needed.
But.
There was always that but. But I wasn't that person anymore. I didn't need taking care of anymore.
“Shall we go?”
“Huh?”
Elizabeth was already starting to stand. “Shall we go? I have a conference call in thirty minutes that I can't miss.”
I nodded and stood up. My phone buzzed in my pocket as we walked out of the restaurant. I grasped for it, part of me hoping it was Nicolette, part of me praying that  it wasn't.
It wasn't.
Eat my dust. That was it, the entirety of the message. From Marcus Longstein of course. Who else? My heart sped up. He must be onto something. For fuck's sake. Could nothing go right with my life?
✽✽✽
 
“Thank you for dinner.”
We were arm in arm. The taxi had dropped us off at the corner and we walked through the chilly night to the hotel. I pressed Elizabeth's warmth against my own.
“You're welcome.” She paused for a moment, then said: “I'm sorry about the conference call. It's unavoidable.”
I smiled. She was trying. Really trying. I'd never known Elizabeth to apologize about having to work before.
“It's fine,” I said.
She stopped and turned to me, pulling me a little closer. “It's not fine,” she said. “It's bad timing.”
And her lips had that crooked smile that I loved and her eyes were sharp and kind and I didn't pull away. I let it happen. I let our lips meet, let myself be kissed.
And it was wrong.
Not wrong that I let it happen. But wrong. I knew the instant that our lips met. I knew that I couldn't go back. I knew that I didn't love her, that I needed more than this. That the warmth and comfort and familiarity of the kiss weren't what I was looking for anymore, weren't what I needed anymore.
But I didn't say anything. Because I'm a coward, remember? Because I didn't know how to say it, what to say, how to break things now that I'd agreed to try and fix them. And because I was scared. Scared that there were no other options anymore. That Nicolette wouldn't want me and shouldn't want me and I certainly shouldn't want her and couldn't want her.
Elizabeth let me go, took my arm again and gently steered me into the hotel.
“Shall I walk you to your room?”
I shook my head. “I'll get a nightcap,” I told her. “You go and take your call.”
She nodded and disappeared up the stairs.
I'd been waiting for this drink for what felt like days. My legs couldn't carry me to the bar fast enough.
“Madame, how are you tonight?”
Georges being as discrete as always. “A drink. Big. Vodka and whatever else you've got.”
“Soda?”
“Sure.” I waited while he poured the drink and then took a deep draft before sighing. “Tell me, Georges, do you ever think the world's conspiring against you?”
“I'm sorry, madame, I don't understand.”
I shook my head. “Nevermind, it's nothing. Just... I haven't been feeling myself recently.”
His face creased into a frown.
“I mean... Christ. I don't know what I mean.” I drank again. “I keep making bad decisions, that's all.”
“Ah. That I can understand. But then, all of us make bad decisions.”
“So what do you do when you've made lots of them?”
He grinned. “Keep deciding more things and more things and more things until it is all better. Everything will be better at the end. It always is. If it is not better then it is not the end.”
“Wise words,” I said, raising my glass to him before drinking again.
“Your friend, she found you?”
I nodded. “She found me.”
“But you are not happy to be found?”
I shrugged. “My past is catching up with me.”
He frowned again, not understanding and I didn't fill him in, I didn't have the energy. “And how is Nicolette?”
“Fine,” I said. “She's having dinner with Elise tonight.”
He smiled. “That is good. The two of them together are... special.” He paused for a second, then said: “Actually, if you still look for this model of yours, then perhaps you too should talk with Elise.”
Now it was my turn to frown before I clicked. “Ah, of course, if you're Nicolette's uncle then Elise must be your... mother?”
Georges laughed and topped up my drink. “Not quite. My childhood was a little more traditional than I think Elise would offer. Elise was the mother of Nicolette's mother. Nicolette's father was my brother. So we are... in-laws, I think you say?”
“In-laws,” I agreed. “And you're not the first person to tell me to talk to Elise.”
“She has led a very rich life,” Georges said, screwing the top back onto the vodka bottle. “She knows many people. She in fact did some modeling herself. It can't hurt to talk to her. If nothing else, you will hear some interesting stories. And a good journalist always likes interesting stories, non?”
A good journalist. Fuck. All of this was getting to me so much that I kept forgetting that I was supposed to be a good journalist, that I needed this cover, that I needed this story.
“Yeah, yeah, maybe you're right,” I muttered.
I'd turned down Nicolette's offer because I didn't want to be intimate with her, didn't want to go so far as to meet the woman that had raised her. Didn't want to complicate things even more.
As if I could.
I drank again and a cold feeling settled in my stomach, one that I just couldn't shake. All of this, all the trouble and breaking and losing and bad decisions and everything else. And I had to add to it all. Because, and here was the thing, I was suddenly very much aware of the fact that I could be falling in love with Nicolette.
As strange as it sounds, I hadn't contemplated it before. Not the L word. Not anything at all that strong.
But maybe I was.
And then what the hell was I supposed to do?
“You should meet Elise,” Georges said again. “You said this job is important, that perhaps you can be promoted. I think then that you should take any information you can, non?”
“Yes,” I said, half to myself.
I pulled out my phone. This was yet another mistake and I knew it. Just knew it. But I didn't stop myself. I texted Nicolette and asked her to set up a meeting with her grandmother.




Chapter Twenty Five
The big things in life are supposed to be easy. Don't kill that man. Don't steal from that house. Don't cheat on that exam. But the real things in life are so murky, so convoluted and complicated, that sometimes it's hard to see what's right in front of your eyes.
I'd made my decisions thinking that they were the right ones to make. Of course I had. But now that I was faced with them, now that Elizabeth slept just down the corridor, it was becoming startlingly clear that I'd fucked up.
Big time.
Fucked up in a way that I really didn't know how to fix. Because I had no direction. I didn't know what I wanted the outcome of all this to be.
I knew that I didn't want to be with Elizabeth. I knew that I enjoyed being with Nicolette. But I knew that I had a life and a career waiting in New York and that as romantic as Paris could be, it wasn't my home. So now what?
These were the questions that kept me awake at night, tossing and turning until eventually I got out of bed and walked the streets until it was a decent enough time to get breakfast.
Coffee made things a little better. Made me remember that I had more pressing matters to deal with.
The personal needs to come second to the professional. My father always told me that, and I've always followed it to the letter. Take care of the career stuff and the other stuff will fall into line. Or maybe it's just a matter of ignoring certain things until they go away or until they change themselves, I've never been sure.
What I did know, however, was that time was ticking away and that in my interview with Elise I had one last shot at tracking down Sydney. That needed to come first. The other stuff... The other stuff made me sick and confused and sad to think about. So I pushed it away.
I sipped my bitter coffee and watched the grey morning unfold around me. What would Sydney do? I sighed. Sydney would stand up for what was right, tell the truth, choose love over boredom. But what did you do when you were just too much of a coward to do any of those things? When you were so unsure, so unstable, that you didn't even know where to begin?
If I squinted my eyes, I could see Sydney stalking down the street in front of me. That walk of hers, the way her chin tilted, the arrogance, the presence. She was more than a pretty face. She had that certain something, that thing that drew every eye to her. She was strong and fierce and powerful. Everything that I wished I could be.
I finished my coffee and left enough cash to cover the bill. I needed to focus. One last push. Get the story, get the job, and then, well, then maybe I could get the girl. Or dump the girl. Whichever ended up being the right thing to do.
✽✽✽
 
The building was unfamiliar. I'd only seen it at night before. I was careful to keep my head down, afraid that if I looked up, if I saw those tall attic windows, then I'd be lost forever in the dream of life up there in the clouds.
It took a good deep breath before I could ring the doorbell. Nicolette had accepted all this, accepted me, so neatly into her life. Maybe it was a French thing, this being friends with your exes thing, or was I an ex? I was still thinking about this when the door opened.
“Hayden, I'm so happy to see you.” She leaned in and kissed me on both cheeks before letting me into the house.
It happened so quickly that I couldn't stop it. That brush of skin on skin, that electric pulse that went through my body and left me reeling so hard that I barely paid attention as I was led through into a different room.
“Ms. Wright, or should I call you Hayden?”
A tall, straight backed woman was sitting in a chair, a book open on a table by her side. Elise had sparkling blue eyes, and I could see the resemblance to Nicolette.  Her chin was sharp, her cheekbones pronounced, and her smile lit up the room. Grey and white hair was twisted up into a chignon.
“Hayden, please,” I said, holding out my hand. “And it's a pleasure to meet you.”
“Likewise, I've heard so very much about you.”
“Let me get some drinks,” Nicolette said. She put her hand on her grandmother's shoulder. “Coffee?”
Elise patted her hand and nodded and it was very clear that the two had a deep and intimate bond. Elise cared for her grand-daughter very, very much. Enough to put her own life on hold and bring her up.
“You speak English well,” I said.
“German and Russian too,” said Elise. “Foreign languages get you a long way in life. Especially a life like mine.”
“What is it exactly that you did?” I asked, curious now.
The old woman smiled a graceful smile but said nothing as Nicolette entered the room.
“Spy, actress, debutante, take your pick,” Nicolette said, putting the coffee tray down. “Elise doesn't tell her secrets.”
“It's far more fun to let your imaginations run wild,” pouted Elise. “Now, pour that coffee out and let us get to work.”
“I'm looking for Sydney Duchamp,” I said. “You knew her?”
Elise took her coffee from her grand-daughter. “I knew of her,” she corrected. “We moved in similar circles. She was a few years younger than I, obviously, but we knew many of the same people.”
“Did you ever meet her?” Nicolette was sitting in a chair of her own now and the question had been exactly what I had planned on asking.
“Twice, maybe three times,” Elise answered. “She was... Something. When you walked into a room and Sydney Duchamp was there, you knew. Just knew. She had a presence a... There is no word for it in English, I think.”
I had heard these things before from others and nodded. “She was the center of attention.”
“Like the sun we all revolved around,” agreed Elise. “But that makes her sound arrogant. And she really wasn't. Out-spoken, surely, she believed in things deeply and didn't close her eyes or her mouth to injustice. But she wasn't arrogant.”
Nicolette leaned forward, putting her coffee cup on the table and I saw a glimpse of fair skin at her waist and a dizziness overcame me. A dryness in my mouth. My hand itched to reach out and caress her. I blinked, let the moment run away. A crush. A crush that needed to end.
“Not arrogant?” Nicolette said. “She doesn't sound that way.”
“No, no,” said Elise. I moved forward in my seat. “It wasn't like that at all. There was something about her. I met her only a handful of times, as I said. But when I did, it seemed...”She paused, then shook her head. “No, I could have been imagining it.”
“It seemed what,” I pushed. “Please, anything might help.”
“It seemed as though... as though she didn't like the attention. As though she'd rather be anywhere than in the crowd's eye.”
“But she was a model, that's ridiculous,” said Nicolette.
“No, I don't think so. I'm not saying she hated her career, just that maybe she wasn't as extroverted as people wanted her to think,” Elise said.
Maybe she got tired of it all. Being watched, being followed all the time. Or maybe her plan wasn't as successful as she imagined, I thought. Maybe, in the end, she hadn't got what she wanted, whatever that was. I cleared my throat.
“What do you think happened to her then, when she disappeared?”
Elise smiled. “Disappeared? My dear, Sydney didn't disappear. Oh, of course there were rumors for a few weeks. But she came home, just as we all do eventually.”
“You know this?” I asked. Proof, did she have proof?
“I know this,” said Elise. “She came home. Or rather went home. I can remember several people lamenting the fact that she refused to come to parties any more.”
“Went home?”
“Yes,” nodded Elise. “She was born in Paris, I believe. But she didn't consider it home. There was somewhere else, a village somewhere, down south, I think. That was what she called her spiritual home. If she went anywhere, it would be there.”
Okay, I could handle that. “She went to a village,” I said. “And then...”
Elise laughed. “And then she did what any good Frenchwoman does.”
I frowned.
“She got married,” Elise said. “And had children.”
And that was when it all stopped making sense.




Chapter Twenty Six
“I just don't understand.” The air was chill and I could feel it biting at my cheeks and Nicolette was walking beside me.
“What don't you understand?” she asked.
“Why. Why she would give everything up for... a husband. Children. That makes no sense to me. I guess I could get the fact that she didn't like her job, that she didn't want to be in the public eye, but this...”
“This bothers you.”
“It doesn't fit with the Sydney that I know.”
“But you don't know her,” Nicolette said, reasonably.
“I...” I shut my mouth. She was right. I didn't.
I'd spent so long chasing this story that it was easy to think that I did know Sydney Duchamp. Hell, for the last few months I'd been playing the What Would Sydney Do game, and whilst not exactly basing my life decisions on the answers, at least taking them into consideration. But at the end of the day, I didn't know her, did I?
And now my What Would Sydney Do questions weren't a mantra, they were... embarrassing. From everything that Elise had said there was no mystery here. Sydney had simply decided to be normal.
“Maybe there are things you don't understand,” Nicolette said.
Her arm wasn't linked with mine, she wasn't touching me. There was a little distance there and I was glad for it. Glad that I didn't need to concentrate my energies on holding back my desires.
“There are so many things I don't understand,” I said. Thinking how I wish I understood just what exactly I was supposed to be doing. How I was supposed to live my life. How I could crush Nicolette in my arms and feel her heartbeat and still have my life, the one I wanted.
“Perhaps there are things more important than a career,” said Nicolette.
I snorted. “Like what?”
I almost missed the sadness of her smile. She turned away. “Like nothing,” she said. “Or perhaps she had already made enough money, she wanted to retire, have some rest. I don't know.”
I sniffed. “You know, I keep asking myself What Would Sydney Do,” I admitted. “I keep asking myself that when I don't know what to do. She was so fearless, so... confident. I, I guess I kind of take advice from her.”
“Made up advice.”
I snorted again, but with a little more humor. “Made up advice. Yes. I suppose.” I felt stupid now.
“Not every woman has to be perfect,” said Nicolette. “And if your heroes don't have flaws, then how do you know they're human. Not that wanting to have a family is a flaw. It's really not.”
“Mmm.” No real comment on that one. That wasn't an argument I was willing to have right now. Or one that I'd ever really had to have. There was something that Elizabeth and I were completely on the same page about.
“You feel let down. Because a woman you've never met isn't the person that you thought she was,” Nicolette said.
“Well, when you say it like that, it sounds ridiculous.”
“It is ridiculous.” She walked a few steps, then added: “Why do you live by someone else's rules anyway? That's ridiculous.”
I prickled. “Because your life is going so well you get to criticize mine?”
“No, not at all.” She didn't sound angry at all. “But at the end of the day when I look into the mirror I know that I made all my own decisions. That when things go well I can thank only myself, and when things go wrong I can blame only myself.”
She was quiet for a minute, the city roaring around us, the sound of our footsteps loud.
“I know I'm not successful,” she said. “But at least I'm true to myself. And that's important.”
“I'm true to myself.”
“Are you?” she asked, turning those blue eyes to me and making my heart melt a little. “Or are you true to an idea you have of yourself? Just like with Sydney?”
“What the hell is that supposed to mean?”
She shrugged. “I don't know. I suppose I mean that you have this idea of yourself, like you did of her, and that maybe that idea isn't exactly real.”
“That makes no sense.”
It did, it made perfect sense. But it was also unhelpful. And not what I wanted to hear in the slightest.
We'd stopped and I could see the archway of the Metro a few feet away.
“What now?” asked Nicolette.
I didn't know if she was asking about Sydney, about us, about me. But the answers were all the same. “I don't know.”
She reached out and put a hand on my arm. My skin sparkled at her touch and I had to close my eyes so that she couldn't see my feelings. I had no idea what the hell I was doing. Everything was just tumbling down. The idea I had of myself was crumbling away and I didn't know what to do about it.
“Sometimes,” Nicolette said. “Sometimes, you have to go with your heart rather than your head. It's like that stupid poem, the one about changing things you can, accepting those you can't, and having the wisdom to know the difference.”
“It's not a poem, it's a prayer, the prayer of serenity, I think.”
“Whatever. The meaning is the same. Sometimes your head needs to decide, sometimes your heart needs to decide. But you need to learn when to trust one over the other.”
I had nothing to say to that, it hit too deep. By the time I'd processed it, Nicolette was already walking away. I took myself to the Metro.
✽✽✽
 
“Just left everything to go and live in the provinces?” Elizabeth asked. The eye-roll was clear in her tone, though her back was to me.
“That's what it sounds like.”
“What an unsatisfactory answer.”
Elizabeth was sitting in reception, her laptop in front of her, the glow from it looking strange in the old-fashioned room. She didn't look at me, hadn't looked up since I'd come in and greeted her.
Why didn't she make my pulse race? I'd thought that was a good thing. I'd thought it was normal after so long together. More than that, I'd thought it wasn't important. What we had was more important than what we didn't have. Yet that had changed.
I had changed.
If I thought about the way Nicolette's smile made me feel, the way her smell filled my senses, the way I yearned to touch her, to feel her... if I thought about not ever having that feeling again I was filled with a sense of black emptiness.
Could I live without that... passion? Because that's what it was. Yes. Yes, I could. I'd lived without it for at least the last couple of years with Elizabeth, if I was being honest. Maybe the more important question was did I want to live without that passion?
I sighed.
“Is everything alright?”
Elizabeth's voice was almost robotic, she was still typing, still staring at her screen. She'd made no comment on how the news about Sydney may have affected me. Nicolette had. Nicolette had seen it immediately. Someone who'd known me for mere days understood me better than the woman I'd lived with for years.
“Yes. Fine.”
“I'll be another forty-five minutes here. Then we can go for dinner.”
“Fine.”
I wasn't hungry. But I didn't say anything. Too cowardly even to admit to that.
I checked my phone, Nicolette was going to drop by prints of the pictures she'd taken. Souvenirs, she'd said. Perhaps an excuse to see me, I hoped. Not that she'd given any sign of wanting anything to do with me once she'd seen Elizabeth.
It occurred to me that up until this point, this trip, my life had been easy. Easier than I'd ever appreciated. Maybe I was just getting all the trouble at once. A stupid idea, but that was how it felt.
I was about to put my phone away when I saw the flashing email icon. I hate a cluttered inbox. It's one of those things that really irks me. My version of the old 'a messy desk equals a messy mind' attitude. I quickly clicked into my mails and my stomach flipped.
Marcus Longstein.
What the hell could he have to say to me now? I was hardly in the mood for more teasing, more boastful competitiveness.
The attachment opened automatically and I stared at the picture of the contract not understanding at all. The Align header was familiar, I even recognized the signatures. Both Lauren's and Marcus's. But it wasn't until I saw the body of the message that I really got it.
The job's mine.
Three words and suddenly my whole world stopped spinning on its axis.




Chapter Twenty Seven
My breath was coming too fast, my heart was beating too fast. The world had stopped spinning but I felt like I was spinning. I could hear Elizabeth speaking to me, but it was like she was far, far away, at the other end of a long, dark tunnel.
“What's wrong with her?”
“She is, I think, in shock.” Another voice. Georges this time.
Warm hands were on my arms, Georges, not Elizabeth, steering me to a chair, sitting me down.
“What do we do?” Elizabeth again.
But Georges's face was coming closer to mine. “Breathe. Just breathe,” he said. “Breathe and again and again.”
I looked into his eyes, following his breaths, catching my own, until things started to slow down infinitesimally. My lungs felt like they could hold a full breath now. I nodded slightly, let him know that I had this.
“I will get madame some water,” he said and scurried off.
“What the fuck is going on, Hayden?”
Elizabeth's face was white and her eyes were shadowed by her frown. It was all too much to explain. I handed over my phone, let her figure things out for herself. I couldn't do more.
“This is bullshit,” she said.
Georges arrived with a cold glass of water that he pushed into my fingers. “Drink,” he said gently.
I drank gratefully, the splash of cold in my throat waking me up more.
“This is just bullshit,” Elizabeth said again. “A fucking law-suit waiting to happen. Giving a job to a white man rather than...”
“Rather than what?” I asked. “A white woman? I don't think you get to claim inequality here, Elizabeth.”
“I'll think of something.” She was fuming. But she still wasn't looking at me. She was angry at the situation, she was mad with the magazine, but she had no feeling for me. No sympathy. It was the situation that inspired passion, not the person. I suddenly understood. “Absolute bullshit,” she said again.
“I will leave you,” whispered Georges.
I gave him another small nod and he disappeared into the back.
“Sit down.”
The words were mine, but the tone was harsher, steadier than I'd expected. Evidently, I took Elizabeth by surprise as well, because she sat at once. Only now did she really look at me.
“Let me work on this,” she said. “I'll think of something.”
I shook my head.
Everything was gone. It was all over. And suddenly I felt lighter, clearer than I had in months. There might not be a plan here, but I knew what I had to do.
“No. I don't want you to work on anything.”
“I—”
“Let me finish, Elizabeth.”
She snapped her mouth shut.
“You were right,” I said. “About us. This relationship is over. It was good for both of us, I think. But the time is done. You need to leave.”
“Leave?” She was frowning again. “We decided that—”
“We decided nothing. You decided we should try again. Have therapy. But it wouldn't be fair.”
“Fair?”
I took a deep breath. Why was I clinging on to pieces of wreckage? I had to stop this. I had to be honest. I had to be able to look at myself in the mirror in the morning. I needed to be true to myself. Fuck it, Nicolette was right.
“Elizabeth, I don't love you.”
The words tasted bad, worse than they sounded even. I saw Elizabeth blink, the only sign of a reaction.
“I don't love you,” I tried again.
I heard a clicking behind me, the squeaking of a door, but I didn't turn around. I needed Elizabeth to hear this, to hear me. I needed this to be over. I had other things to worry about. Finally, her nostrils flared and she nodded.
“Fine. I'll...” She trailed off, swallowed, and tried again. “I'll collect my things and leave.”
She clutched her laptop to herself as though to suck comfort from it, and marched away, up the stairs.
“Are you alright?”
The question was soft and calm and even just hearing her voice made me warmer inside. Nicolette stepped forward, coming into my field of view. The envelope of photos in one hand. I made to nod, tried to force my head into action. But my mouth opened first.
“No.”
“Want to tell me what happened?”
Still she was soft and gentle. She perched on the edge of the coffee table, took my hand in hers and I found myself telling her. The words were hard to draw out at first, but then they came faster and faster and I felt better as they left me. I didn't stop until I was finished.
“Wow.” She raised her eyebrows. “Some day, huh?”
I laughed. Minutes ago that would have been unimaginable, but I laughed. “The worst,” I said.
She scratched her nose. “Jobs come and go,” she said. “I definitely know that. And I definitely know that if you're good at what you do, then there'll always be a job for you. I've seen you work, Hayden. You're a great journalist. You have a nose for a story, you get people to talk to you. I don't doubt that you'll find another job.”
She squeezed my hand and spoke with such assurance that I didn't argue with her. I didn't go into the state of print media, the chances of getting another opportunity like this one, the fact that if I started at a new magazine I'd have to start from the bottom again.
I think I was too busy treasuring the feel of her hand in mine.
“As for Elizabeth.” She hesitated. “Sometimes the heart wants what the heart wants.”
“Or what it doesn't want,” I said. I pulled back my hands, rubbed at my face. “I thought...” I shook my head. “It doesn't matter.”
If I'd been honest with myself, if I hadn't been fooled by this ideal that I'd been building, maybe I'd have realized sooner that I didn't love Elizabeth. That I loved the idea of her. And as much as I'd hated telling her, saying those words, I knew that she didn't love me either.
I hoped that one day she'd find someone she loved as much as she loved her work, someone who challenged her as much as a case did, someone to make her happy. But that person wasn't me, we both knew that.
“I can't pretend that I'm upset about it,” Nicolette said.
“Upset?”
She chewed at her bottom lip. Her eyes looked troubled and I wanted to reach out and stroke her. I didn't.
“Hayden, I can't pretend that I don't have feelings for you.” She reached out to take my hand again, but thought better of it and didn't. “I put those feelings away when Elizabeth came. But they didn't disappear.”
I was starting to spin again, my breath coming too fast again, my heart speeding up again. “Feelings?”
She looked down at the carpet. “I don't do this, Hayden. I don't tell people things like this. I don't like to be... committed to people, to things. But I'm afraid that if I don't say anything now then you'll leave. And I've already tried not to love you once. These last two days have been the worst of my life.”
She hadn't shown it. She'd smiled and treated me just as she would as a friend. I'd never seen the struggle beneath the surface. But she'd said the L word. Just like that. And it floated around in the air above us.
“What are you saying?” I managed to choke out.
“I'm saying that I have feelings for you, Hayden. That there is something happening here and I don't know what it is and it scares me. But I know that it's something that I want, no matter how terrified I am.”
Just like that, the choice was in front of me. I wanted love. I knew that I did. Why else would I have sent Elizabeth away? But I also wanted my life, I wanted my career. The thought of living in that little garret apartment flashed in front of my eyes again. The thought of waking up in Nicolette's arms every morning.
And then there was the thought of my desk. The thought of the thrilling plunge my stomach took when I knew I had a good idea.
I had to choose right now.
Nicolette's hair was hanging down, half obscuring her face.
How could I have both?
How could I lead on a woman who'd just laid her heart in front of me?
I couldn't hurt her. But I had to. I had to hurt her now to save her from more hurt later. Because this couldn't work. It just couldn't.
“Nicolette.”
She looked up and I think she already knew. Her eyes were deep pools of blue but at least this time I looked at her. This time I wasn't so cowardly that I ripped her heart out from behind.
“I have a life in New York,” I began.
I don't know how much of the rest she heard.




Chapter Twenty Eight
A positive attitude. Go-get-em. Hell, that's what worked in the movies. All you needed was an actress with a strong jaw-line and a strangely forward-thinking feminist belief that she could accomplish anything, throw in Cary Grant, and you have a film.
Yes, it wasn't fantastic as a plan. But it was what I had.
I'd spent the first half of the night crying. In a sobbing, unattractive kind of way. Sobbing because I didn't know what to do because I kept having to make choices because I kept choosing wrong and because it seemed like there were never any right choices.
I sobbed because of the stupid job. Because I couldn't believe that Marcus Longstein had pipped me to it. That he'd got the cover, that he'd got the promotion. Even though secretly, deep inside, I knew he was a good journalist. But so was I. That job was my dream. It should have been mine.
But mostly I sobbed for my heart. Which felt like it was shattered and would never be whole again. Elizabeth was the wrong woman in the right place. Nicolette was the right woman in the wrong place. What kind of fucking choice was that? How the hell was I supposed to say yes to either of those women?
And I sobbed because I'd never been so directionless in my life.
Until the tears were all cried out and I was alone in a hotel room in Paris and a slow, calmer realization came over me.
I needed to do something. I needed to not think. I needed to put my best foot forward and be the movie heroine that I admired as a child. The one that never let a rejection get her down.
Quite simply, I didn't know what else to do. It was that or curl up in my hotel bed and wait for... something. Death. An earthquake. An angel sent by God to tell me what to do.
So I got up in the morning, I showered, I dressed, and I got down to business. Like it or not, I still had a job to do. At least for now. I still had something that I needed to prove, to myself if no one else. So I went out with my head high and tried like hell to live my best life.
Which was turning out to not be very good at all.
“It is red.”
I nodded, carefully noting the words down as the woman in front of me beamed and pointed at the dress. “Red, a good choice. Does that mean something in particular?” I asked.
She frowned, a small cluster of lines between her eyebrows. “I sorry. Not so much English.”
I took a breath, then nodded and let myself be led along to the next dress in the collection.
“Is red,” the woman said again, still smiling.
The young, up-and-coming fashion designer I was supposed to be interviewing for yet another fluff piece for Lauren was trying hard. However, the fact that she didn't speak English and I didn't speak French wasn't exactly making for an easy interview.
“And what was your inspiration here?” I tried, desperate now.
She smiled, nodded, then shrugged. “Sorry.”
“I know, I know. Not so much English.”
Jesus, this would be far easier with Nicolette here.
A spike of pain went through my stomach at the thought of her. At the thought of her walking away from me. Because she had. I'd said what I'd said and she'd walked away without looking back. And it was easier that way, I knew it was. Easier that I stopped things before they started. Or before they went too far.
My life was in New York. End of story.
“Next one,” chirped the designer. And I let myself be led down to the next dress. As though I was ever going to make any kind of story out of this.
✽✽✽
 
It was lonely, sitting at a table for one in the chill afternoon, drinking a coffee that I barely knew how to order. Lonely because I was used to having Nicolette there for lunch, used to having her chatter, her distraction.
I'd get used to being without her. I'd have to.
Women walked past and I watched them. There was something inexplicably French about them all, something in the way they moved, the way they dressed. Something I'd never have, never understand. Something Nicolette had.
It hurt.
I think that's what shocked me most. I'd expected to hurt Elizabeth. I'd expected to hurt Nicolette. But I don't think I'd realized that I'd hurt myself as well.
That I'd feel like I was missing a piece.
“Madame.”
The waiter paused at my table and then started speaking French and I had no idea what he was saying. He huffed in annoyance and started again, still in French, and horrified, I felt tears spring to my eyes. He scowled at me, then walked off, leaving me to blot my cheeks with a napkin.
Jesus. So much for being Ms. Strong and Independent.
Love sucked. That was the top and bottom of it. It sucked and I didn't need it.
Maybe that was the problem. I'd been distracted by love and relationships and what I really needed was to concentrate on my career. Forget about love altogether.
And there was something that I needed to do. Something that had been bugging the shit out of me.
Grabbing my phone I dialed the number I needed and waited and waited and waited. I was sure the call was going to ring out. And then Lauren answered.
“Lauren Williams, Align.”
I prepared myself. No yelling. No anger. Cool, professional. I needed confirmation. There was always the chance that Marcus was playing me. And more than that, I wanted Lauren to have the decency to tell me herself. She was my boss, after all. Though maybe not for very much longer.
“Lauren, it's Hayden here. You said you wanted to be kept in the loop.”
There was a crackling pause. “Ah.”
I could tell just from that one syllable that she knew that I knew. I wondered if Marcus had told her what he'd done. Or if they'd been in on it together. More likely, she just relied on the fact that Manhattan was a small island, and the magazine market was a tiny one. We all knew each other to some extent. Gossip would do what she didn't have the balls to do.
“Ah?” I asked. “You didn't want me to keep you up to date with how the Sydney Duchamp story is going?” I wasn't going to let her off that easily. “I mean, it is the possible cover for the fortieth anniversary edition, so...”
“Cut the crap, Wright.”
I grinned despite myself. She was never one to take bullshit. “You gave the job to Marcus.”
“I gave the job to the journalist that got the damn job done,” she said. “And I won't apologize for that. Longstein got me a story, a good one, and didn't keep me hanging around waiting for fucking long distance calls from Paris that didn't come. Not to mention the fact that his expense claims for the month are going to be a quarter of yours.”
“You didn't give me a chance.”
“I gave you the same chance as he got.” I heard her sigh, then her voice softened. “Hayden, you're a good journalist. But you get obsessive about things. And that's not good. You need to learn when to let things go.”
“To let things go?” I burst out.
“This Sydney Duchamp thing, it was a good idea. But you were getting nowhere. Meanwhile, Marcus gives me a four page spread from Sydney's best friend from LA, complete with scandalous rumors and gossip from the time and never-before-seen pictures. I had no choice.”
“You could have given me more time.”
“You should have let the story go, Hayden. It's good to be determined, to have a goal, but sometimes the best thing to do is admit that something isn't working. Marcus can do that. You can't. That's why he got the job over you.”
I gritted my teeth. For fuck's sake. I wanted to scream. But she was right. I knew she was right. As unfair as I wanted it all to be, it just wasn't. I should have walked away from the Sydney Duchamp story after the first day, as soon as it became clear that I really wasn't getting any information.
“You're a good journalist,” Lauren said again. “I think you should consider taking the associate editor position at Align Online.”
There were some depths that I wasn't ready to sink to. And online media was definitely one of them.
“No,” I said quickly. “No, thank you.”
There was a paused and I heard another sigh. “Hayden, you really need to give this more thought. I know it's not exactly your ideal job, but this is a real opportunity if you'd only let it be one.”
Paris happened around me. Cars driving, people walking, the smells, the sights. And for a second I couldn't picture Lauren's office in my mind. Then the picture snapped into focus and I saw her with her feet up on her desk.
“No, thank you,” I said again.
“Take a little time, Hayden. Don't say no just yet. I'll wait a day or so, and then you can give me your final answer.”
There was no goodbye, no final words. She hung up and the phone went silent in my hand.




Chapter Twenty Nine
Paris at night is the most movie-like Paris there is. There's something about those lights coming on, cascading down the Eiffel Tower, sprinkling across the Louvre, soaring over the Arc de Triomphe, that makes Paris look more familiar. Like every film you've ever seen.
But Paris alone is more lonely than anywhere else. In New York I could walk alone for blocks, feeling just fine, ordinary, normal. Here though, walking alone made me feel extra lonely. Seeing the couples, seeing the lovers, seeing people holding hands. It was as if the city was designed to make me feel shitty about myself.
It was all starting to overwhelm me.
I sat down at the nearest cafe I could find, one with heat lamps outside so that I could sit in the cold air, and ordered coffee, hot.
And then I pulled out my little black reporter's notebook and flipped it open.
Only the most important things got the notebook. Only when I was truly stuck did I resort to the old fashioned methods. And man, was I stuck.
I was so confused that I didn't even know what I felt anymore. I couldn't even name my own emotions.
So I made three headings. Elizabeth. Work. Nicolette. Since those were the three things that seemed to define me at the moment.
Elizabeth. That one was easy. Out of all the decisions I'd made, sending her home, telling her the truth had to be the best. It was as clean as a break up could be. Were there regrets? Some, maybe. More that I'd stayed for longer than I probably should have.
But it was better for both of us to call things quits now. Even she would have admitted that. Yes, there were logistics to take care of, but I didn't think they'd be that tough. Elizabeth was many things, but she wasn't unfair. I'd need to move, to find a new place, but I could easily rent a furnished corporate apartment for a few weeks until I could move elsewhere.
There. One part out of three done. That easy.
“Madame?” The waiter slid a coffee in front of me.
“Merci,” I said without thinking.
I looked at my list. Work. That was next. I glanced over at Nicolette's name and then deliberately moved my eyes away from it. My stomach churned but I couldn't deal with her yet. Work needed to come first.
Quickly I listed all the New York based print magazines that I could think of. A pitifully small list at this point. But still a list. There were still possibilities. I had a choice to make. I could stay at Align and work under Marcus and  hope to be considered for promotion later. Or I could move on. Start again somewhere else.
The question was, which possibility offered the greatest chance of keeping to my plan? I stared at my list, asterisked a couple of options, magazines where I knew people, where I'd have a foot in the door.
Not working under Marcus was my initial feeling. Starting over. A clean slate. Alright, it might not be the easiest option, but it was the clearest one. Move out of Elizabeth's, find a new job. I was good, Lauren had said as much. I thought that she'd have my back.
I laid my pen down.
Sorted.
The plan went on. Maybe I'd delayed my success for a couple of years. But I could still get what I wanted.
Closing my eyes I took a deep breath trying desperately to smell the smoke of New York, the tinge of onion from hot dogs, that undefinable Manhattan scent. But all I smelled was the perfume of the woman at the table next to me.
I opened my eyes again. She was tall, thin, had long, dark hair. And she was arguing with her boyfriend, her eyes flashing and words coming a mile a minute.
And I felt no better. My stomach still writhed, my head still hurt, I still felt dizzy with confusion. There was no point moving on to the next item on my list. Not if I was decided. Not if I was going back to New York.
Because I couldn't stay here. I couldn't have anything to do with Nicolette.
It wouldn't be fair.
I slammed the notebook shut.
✽✽✽
 
When I was six years old I finished first grade and on the first day of summer vacation I drew up a timetable for how I was going to spend my freedom.
In high school I had alphabetical index cards for the five thousand most common SAT vocab words.
In college I had color-coded ring binders and exam schedules to help me plan my study time more effectively.
Planning was what I did. I just did. It was a part of me. It made my life make sense, it made me efficient, it made things run smoothly. And it comforted me. A plan was something to cling to when all else failed, a life-raft bobbing in the ocean, a guiding star.
I tossed and turned all night, snatching minutes of sleep here and there. I had a plan now. So why wasn't it working? Why wasn't I feeling better? Why couldn't I damn well sleep?
I got up in the morning and dragged myself to breakfast and I knew that my time here was done. I should get a ticket, go home early, start dealing with the mess of moving.
But I didn't.
Because every time I closed my eyes I thought of Nicolette. Every time I breathed I heard her voice in my ear. Every time I tried to think I saw her face.
She wasn't a part of the plan.
Not in the slightest. Not even nearly.
Whatever else had happened, I'd not come to Paris intending to sleep with anyone, intending to connect with anyone, intending to do anything other than work.
Even if I had, it would have to be a one night stand, or a holiday fling. Nothing more than that.
Yet it was hurting me.
The thought of a woman that I'd known for less than a week was hurting me, making me feel like I'd missed something, like I was losing the plot, like my plans couldn't work, couldn't fit together. All for someone who I barely knew.
I didn't know her, did I? Not in the slightest. I knew next to nothing about her.
I knew that my body needed her. I knew that I could only think of her. I knew that she made my heart beat faster when she walked across a room. But that wasn't enough to build anything on. That wasn't enough to plan with.
I should go back to my hotel and pack. But I didn't. My feet carried me out onto the streets. I wanted to drink in the last of Paris, I told myself. I wanted one last set of memories.
As my feet clipped on the uneven sidewalk a familiar thought came to mind.
What would Sydney do?
I smiled to myself. A game that I shouldn't play anymore. But snaking around in my head was the answer. I knew what Sydney would do. Knew without even thinking about it. Sydney would throw everything to the wind and go to the one she loved.
After all, that was what she'd done, wasn't it?
That was what she'd done and I'd castigated her for it, thought less of her for it.
I moved through the streets as though I knew them. Some places were familiar. Some weren't. But my feet knew where they were going, even if I didn't.
The morning was turning grey, a sharp wind cutting through me, when I turned the corner. And only then did I realize exactly where I was.
I stared up at the high attic windows. And then I knew what I had to do.




Chapter Thirty
What the hell was I doing?
I hesitated, finger over the doorbell. But something compelled me to ring it, I just couldn't stop myself.
It was like chasing a story. When you get that first taste, that little piece of information that makes you salivate with the need to know more. That's exactly what it was like. That's exactly why I rang the doorbell.
Not out of lust, or love, or some kind of screwed up sadism. No, none of that.
My feet had brought me to Nicolette's house and my mind was full of her and everything in my brain screamed at me to run the hell away and go back to my regular life. But my heart made me ring the bell.
And just for once, I listened.
I stood sweating on the doorstep, not having any idea of what I was supposed to say or do or anything else. I waited what felt like hours for the door to open. I just knew that I should see her, that this confusion couldn't, wouldn't clear until I did.
The door creaked and then opened and I saw Elise standing there.
“Hayden, my dear. What a surprise. Do come in. Come, come, it's freezing out there.”
She ushered me inside, talking as she led me down the hallway. I let myself be led, I didn't demur in the slightest. I let her warm voice and her kind words surround me, feeling a strange kind of comfort.
“Nicolette isn't here,” she said, practically pushing me into an armchair next to the fire. “And I do suppose that you've come to see her, rather than me?”
“I, er...” I wasn't sure what to say. I didn't want to insult the woman.
Elise laughed. “I'm long past the age when attractive young men or women come calling for me,” she said. “Something I've quite come to terms with, thank you very much. Tea? Coffee?”
“Um, coffee maybe?”
“There's already some in the pot. Just give me a moment.”
She bustled off and left me sitting there alone. In somebody else's house. With no real idea of what the hell I was doing there. I took a breath. I was starting to get in control of things, starting to reformulate my plan. But I didn't feel better. That bothered me. I still felt like I wasn't doing what I was supposed to be doing.
I looked around. The wall behind me was papered over with photographs. Elise when she was younger, surrounded by laughing, handsome faces. Nicolette, unmistakable even as a small child. A portrait of a couple, Nicolette's parents, I assumed.
“My daughter and her husband,” Elise said, coming into the room and seeing me look at the picture.
“I thought so.” I paused for a second before saying: “I'm sorry.”
“It was a long time ago,” said Elise, putting the coffee tray down and sitting. “That doesn't stop the hurt, of course, but it does dull it a little. You carry it around like a stone in your pocket and it gets less sharp over time.” She poured coffee. “Besides, it was Nicolette that really suffered. I at least had the chance to know and love my daughter, she was barely two when she lost her parents. She remembers little.”
“But you gave her a happy life,” I said. It was clear from the numerous other pictures that Elise had given Nicolette everything, from piano lessons to trips abroad.
Elise sighed. “I was always afraid it wasn't enough. Nicolette always, well, she always seemed to be looking for something. She tried new things all the time, but she couldn't settle on anything. It isn't that she's... flighty, that's the word isn't it?”
I nodded.
“She's not flighty, though I see why she might appear so. It's that she hasn't found what she's looking for yet. She wants to be complete. I was lucky, I found my completion early in life. My first husband.” She smiled. “And then again with my second. Though I'm not so sure about the third...”
I laughed and Elise smiled back, handing me a cup of coffee.
“I don't really know why I'm here,” I said honestly. “I feel... lost.”
Elise settled back into her chair, coffee in a steady hand. “I try not to interfere with the love affairs of my grand-daughter,” she said. “Nor did I with my daughter. The heart wants what the heart wants.”
I'd heard Nicolette say much the same.
“But it's very clear to me that things have not been going well between you two. Which is a shame, if you ask me, the two of you are well-suited.”
My usually on-point interview skills were failing me in the face of this. I desperately wanted to know more, but at the same time I didn't. I was afraid that the more I found out, the more complicated things would become.
“I have to be honest with you, Hayden. I have never heard Nicolette speak of someone the way she speaks of you. She has love in her voice, whether she knows it yet herself or not. She has never expressed such an interest in one person. From the moment you arrived here, all she has been able to talk about is you. Hayden this, Hayden that.” She smiled again. “I have to admit that I have at times grown quite tired at the sound of your name.”
I closed my eyes. I knew this. I knew that she loved me. That wasn't the problem. And there was going to be no escaping the problem now. I could hear Elise preparing to ask me the question that I dreaded. She was turning out to be a far better interviewer than I was.
“Hayden, do you care for Nicolette?”
I opened my eyes and struggled to answer. “I... I don't know.”
“Now, that isn't an answer, is it? What does your heart say?”
I closed my eyes again. I knew what my damn heart said. This wasn't a difficult question, but I still refused to answer it.
“Elise, you have to understand, I have a life in New York. I have a job and plans and... a whole life. How can I have anything to do with Nicolette when I will have to leave any day now?”
She nodded and smiled again. “I think that answers the question,” she said.
“I'm so sorry, I didn't intend to hurt her.”
She laughed. “No, my dear, you have things quite upside down. Now, I want you to listen to an old lady who's fallen in love far too many times. Let me give you some advice.”
“Of course,” I frowned, how did I have things upside down?
“It is very obvious that you have feelings for Nicolette. Perhaps even that you love her. It is also obvious that she has feelings for you. I could sit here and watch the two of you dance around each other until the end of time. But there is a little time pressure here.”
“Me flying back to New York.”
“No, me preferring to live to see my grand-daughter happy,” Elise said sharply. “I'm an old woman, I don't have an eternity to wait while you two figure out what you want.”
“Which means?” I asked.
“Which means that you have to be honest with yourself. The two of you like each other. You would be good for each other. Nicolette needs structure that you could give her. You, my dear, need flexibility, which she could teach you. And nothing else matters. All that matters is your heart.”
“But—”
“But nothing,” she said, waving a hand dismissively. “The logistics, all of that, it will all work itself out. I promise you that. Perhaps it will be easy, perhaps not. But it is not important.”
“It's not important? This is my life we're talking about, my career.”
Elise sniffed. “Finding another job is simple,” she said. “Finding another person that completes your heart is not.”
I nodded. She was right. She had to be right. Maybe this wouldn't be perfect, maybe there'd be compromises and long-distance phone calls and all kinds of other complications. But wouldn't that be easier than pretending that I didn't like Nicolette? Wouldn't life be better with her in it?
My heart beat harder at the thought of her. Could this maybe work?
“Where is Nicolette?” I asked.
“She has gone to Marincourt.”
“Where?”
Elise leaned forward and patted my knee. “The village that Sydney Duchamp considered her home. That's where she is.”
“But... but why?”
“Because she said that your story deserved an ending,” said Elise. “And she's right. Every story deserves an ending, happy or sad. The nice thing is that for this particular story, you get to choose which you'll have.”
And with a bright and sudden certainty I knew damn well that I wanted my happy ending.




Chapter Thirty One
My story needed an ending.
Stories are different, depending on many things. On who tells them, for example. I could be the hero of my own story, but the villain of yours. On where they're told. A newspaper story leads from the front, with the important information being at the beginning, whilst a mystery book has all the answers at the end.
But some things don't change. A story needs to have a beginning, a middle, and an end. Period. There's no escaping that. And I'd been so busy thinking about the mistakes that I'd made that I'd forgotten the most elemental of things.
I had a story. And it wasn't finished.
Sydney Duchamp was here, somewhere, or had been here. If I found her, then maybe I'd get some answers. And okay, maybe I wasn't going to get the cover, or get the promotion, but that didn't mean that I could leave the story untold.
If I found her. If Nicolette found her.
That was a whole different story. Someone willing to go chasing around the French countryside to get me answers, without even telling me. Someone who got as invested as I did in what I was doing, in what was happening in the world. Someone who pushed over to my side of the bed in the night because in a real relationship you can't just draw a line down the middle and say 'this is mine' and 'this is yours.' Someone who wanted to share things with me, unlike Elizabeth.
Brakes screeched and a car horn ripped through the air as I stepped out into the road without looking. The driver screamed at me in French and my heart almost exploded and I took a step back.
Deep breaths.
“Madame?”
A young man, maybe thirty or so, stepped closer to me, took hold of my arm. I shook him off. “What?” I asked rudely.
His eyes widened. “I just asked if you were alright.”
I flushed. “Ah, sorry.”
He smiled and a little behind him I could see a woman, his girlfriend or wife perhaps, waiting for him. She was watching like he did this sort of thing all the time, stopping strange women on the street to check on them when they were stupid enough to almost get hit by cars. Like this was just one of his many endearing traits. I managed a weak smile back.
“So, are you alright?” he asked.
“No,” I said, words bubbling up without me asking them to. “No, I'm not.”
His face tightened, he pulled a phone from his pocket. “Just a moment, I will call the ambulance. Please, come, sit down here.”
He was gesturing towards a bench but I was already pulling away. “No, no time,” I said. Because it had all come clear now. What I had to do, what I needed to do. Probably. “I have to go.”
I ran off, leaving him confused with his phone still in his hand.
The truth was that there was an ending here, and I needed to be a part of it. I couldn't let Nicolette end this story all by herself. I needed to be there. I needed to follow through.
I needed to see her.
The confusion wasn't gone. I still had no idea what I was doing in the long term. But I knew one thing. Wherever Nicolette was right now, that's where I needed to be.
Even Elise thought we could be good for each other, that we could balance each other. And maybe she was right. Maybe we were each others' missing piece. What the hell did I know? But I did know that I wasn't going to let my ending happen without me being there.
I practically screeched as I turned the corner to the hotel and pounded down the sidewalk. I pushed through the doors and Georges looked up from behind the counter.
“Madame, your friend has just left, I'm afraid.”
“Friend?” I asked confused and breathless.
“Uh, yes, the friend from America?”
“Ah, Elizabeth.”
“Yes, you have missed her. She has gone now.”
I couldn't really find it in myself to care. I was too busy trying to remember the name of the damn village that Nicolette had disappeared off to.
“Madame, is everything alright?”
The second time in as many minutes that I'd been asked that. I looked at him, then dumbly shook my head. He laughed.
“Then I will help make everything alright,” he said with certainty.
What was I doing? How was I going to find her? What was I going to say once I did find her? All of a sudden, my confidence, my own certainty, wavered.
“Do you regret it?” I asked.
“Regret what?”
I leaned on the reception desk, my breath coming back. “You told me before that you wanted to be a racecar driver. But that instead you started working in hotels. Do you regret it?”
He pushed out his lips as he thought, then shrugged. “My job now is safer,” he said.
“Yes, I know. But that's not my question. Do you regret not racing cars? Do you miss it?”
A sadness clouded his eyes, just for a second. “Yes,” he said. “Yes, I miss it. Maybe I made the right decision, maybe not. But I regret not trying, I think. Maybe I would be the greatest racecar driver in the world. But I will never know. I regret not knowing.”
I nodded. “I understand.” And I did. “I need to find Nicolette.”
His face brightened again. “Aha. You have realized.”
“Realized what?” I asked.
He picked up the phone and held it to his ear. “That you love her,” he said, as though it were a fact that everyone knew.
“What? No! Not...” I sighed, rubbed my eyes. “Georges, I need your help. Please.”
He put the phone down again. “Now I do not understand. You do love her, don't you?”
“I... I don't know.”
He smiled a half-smile. “Ah. I maybe do understand. You and she, you will be good together. You make a nice match.”
“How... Why do you think...” I couldn't even finish the question.
He shrugged. “It is obvious, I think. I have worked in a hotel for thirty years. I see a lot of people. It is easy to see who loves who and who does not.” He leaned in closer. “It is also easy to see who is a mistress and who is a wife,” he added.
“Georges, I have no idea how I feel about Nicolette.”
“Okay,” he said, but he was still smiling and I gritted my teeth. “But we must still find her.”
He picked up the phone again and I stopped him. “She's gone somewhere,” I said. “I was just with Elise. She's gone to some village, but I don't remember the name of it.”
“Ah. One moment, madame.”
He dialed a number, waited, then spoke all of three sentences before putting the phone down again.
“Alright, it is very simple. She is in Marincourt.”
“Simple?”
“Ah yes, madame.” He was already pulling out a map and his hand was hovering over the phone again. “You will take the train. I will call a taxi to come for you.” He hesitated. “How long will it take you to pack.”
My patience was wearing thin. “No time. Get the taxi now. Write down the name of the village. I'll figure out the rest.”
He scribbled something on the edge of the map, circled something else, and pushed the whole lot over to me whilst picking up the phone again with his other hand and then barking something into it.
“Your taxi will be here in just a couple of minutes,” he said. He looked me  up and down. “You do not need anything else?”
I had my bag, I had my notebook. I couldn't bear the thought of waiting any longer. I was afraid that if I waited, if I planned, I might never do this, I might lose my nerve. I shook my head.
“Ah yes, there is one thing.”
He bent down and rummaged under the desk before appearing again with a small blue book in his hand.
“Your passport, madame.” Outside a car horn blared. “And your taxi is here.”
I snatched my passport and fled for the door, leaving George grinning behind me.




Chapter Thirty Two
The cab was waiting and I jumped into it.
“Train station.”
“Quoi?”
Jesus Christ. Okay, I was prepared for this. Quickly, I pulled out my phone, opened the translate program, typed in 'train station' and showed the answer to the driver. Then I translated 'fast' just to be sure. He grunted, nodded and drove off.
Paris had by far the worst traffic that I'd ever seen. But by some miracle I'd managed to hit the right time of day. Twelve thirty, for future reference. Perhaps all Parisians were eating lunch and had parked their cars. Who knew? But within fifteen minutes I was in front of something that looked very much like a train station.
The next challenge was finding a train. Or a ticket. Or someone to help me. Jesus. I looked around, spied a line that I assumed was for either tickets or customer service and joined it. A painful eight minutes passed until I came to a small window.
“Marincourt,” I said.
The man behind the window flashed an insincere smile and rattled off something in French. I pulled a fifty Euro note out of my pocket and slid it under the glass along with the map where Georges had written the name of the village. The man looked at it, then pushed both back, again saying something in French.
I groaned in frustration. I really, seriously needed to learn some damn French.
“Excuse me, you speak English?”
Someone tapped on my shoulder and I turned to see a teenage boy looking at me questioningly. “Yes.”
“Ah, the man he says that you need not this station.”
“Not this station?”
“No. Here is Gare du Nord. You need Gare de Lyon.”
“A completely different station?”
He nodded and my face must have fallen because he took pity on me and pulled me out of the line. With a steady hand he guided me back outside to the taxi rank and into a yet another cab. Then he spoke to the driver and saw me off with a nod and my undying gratitude.
Honestly. Two damn train stations. They couldn't make things any more difficult, could they?
Forty minutes later I was feeling damn proud of myself. I had a ticket, I was waiting on the correct platform, and my train was huffing into the station. Not bad for a stupid American, huh? And as I settled down into my assigned seat I pulled out my phone.
A quick search through the app store found me what I needed and I sat back with my new download. It was a little over an hour to Marincourt. Not enough time to get fluent. But at least enough time to learn a few phrases. Enough that I might stop looking like a stupid American.
“Bonjour,” said the app.
“Bonjour,” I said back.
Maybe this French thing wouldn't be so difficult after all.
✽✽✽
 
The good part about devoting my train ride to learning a handful of words and phrases was that it hadn't given me time to think.
Time to think about what I was supposed to do when I got to Marincourt. How I was supposed to find Nicolette. What I was supposed to say to her. What I even wanted from her, other than some kind of ending.
And it definitely didn't give me time to think about my feelings.
Feelings that were patently obvious to everyone around me, it seemed, since both Elise and Georges seemed to think that I was in love with Nicolette. And I couldn't possibly be, could I?
How on earth could I be in love with someone I'd known for a week? Someone I'd slept with once? Someone who was French and didn't have a career? Surely fate wouldn't be that unkind.
The train spat me out at a tiny station in the middle of nowhere. It was a breezy afternoon, cool but not cold, the light golden and bright. And there was no one there. Not a soul. I wandered around the platform but saw nothing other than a few benches and an automatic ticket machine.
Shit.
On one side of the station were train tracks, on the other, a road. Which way Marincourt was, was anyone's guess. So I picked a direction and started walking.
It was quiet, animals rustling in the undergrowth, birds flying high escaping for the coming winter. But I could see the hold that this place could have. A quietness, a calmness that should have felt lonely after being in the city, but that felt comforting instead. And after only a few minutes walking I could see the spire of a church and knew that I was heading towards civilization.
I hurried my step. I felt like I was being pulled toward the town, like I couldn't turn back if I wanted to. My heart was beating hard, my stomach was quivering with nerves, my legs shook, but still I kept on.
What the fuck are you doing? The voice in my head kept asking. I didn't have an answer.
The outskirts of the village were quiet but I was obviously  heading in the right direction. Time to think about how I was supposed to find Nicolette. I supposed that some sort of Tourist Information office was out of the question.
It turned out that I shouldn't have worried at all.
The road ended in the center of the small village, a square with a church on one side and a handful of shops and cafes on the others. I could hear them before I could see them. The first voices, the first signs of life that I'd seen since I'd arrived. And it really shouldn't have surprised me that Nicolette was in the middle of the little crowd.
A group of maybe six was sitting around an outside table littered with wine bottles and glasses, talking and laughing and I was going to ask for directions until I saw her profile outlined by the sun.
I had to stop. My legs just wouldn't work.
She was sitting there and as I watched she lifted her head to laugh and I could see the smooth outline of her throat and yes, I was filled with desire for her, but there was something else. Something bigger, more frightening. Something that made me want to run away.
I was trying to turn when she called out my name.
“Hayden!”
I blinked and walked toward the table.
“Hayden, what are you doing here?”
I breathed out, not sure that I could trust my voice.
“Come on, come here. This is everyone,” she waved an arm around to encompass the others she was sitting with. “And this is Marincourt.” The wave extended to the rest of the square.
“I can see that,” I finally said.
“And you are here,” she finished. She was half-smiling, her eyes sparkling and her cheeks flushed.
“Elise told me where to find you.”
“Ah, of course. But...” She frowned and then shook her head. “It doesn't matter. What matters is that we're celebrating.”
“We?”
She gave one of her shrugs. “Well, I am celebrating. Maybe I'll become a journalist too, eh? Maybe this is what I've been waiting for. Or a private detective, like in the movies.”
“Celebrating?” I asked, stepping in more closely.
She'd been drinking, but she wasn't drunk. She seemed happy, kind of. She was smiling, but it didn't quite reach her eyes.
“Yes, celebrating. I have found your ending. An ending for your story, Hayden.”
The locals were going back to their own conversations and I had to come even closer to hear her properly. My mouth was dry, whether from being close to her or from what she was saying, I wasn't sure.
“What do you mean?” I asked.
She rolled her eyes. “Come with me.”
Before I could stop her she'd stood, linked her arm with mine, bid the rest of the patrons goodbye, and was marching me along one side of the square.
“Nicolette, I—”
“No, no, just wait for a moment,” she said. “We're almost there.”
Which was just as well, because I didn't know what I was going to say anyway. What was I supposed to say? I might have feelings for you but I don't know and I'm afraid I'm making a mistake? Have you ever thought about leaving your whole life and moving to New York so that we can see if this works out? Both sounded... harsh. Weird. Wrong.
Then Nicolette was stopping in front of a door with faded red paint on it and then was knocking and turning to me to gauge my reaction as the door opened slowly and a woman appeared.
Her face was unmistakeable.
Nicolette had found Sydney Duchamp.




Chapter Thirty Three
It could only be her. Her hair was greying a little around the temples, but that bone structure was absolutely unmistakable. All I could do was stare at her.
She'd been a part of my life for so long that seeing her in person was surreal. For months and months I'd read everything I could find about her, seen every photograph. To have her in the flesh was... almost creepy.
She looked me up and down and then turned to Nicolette, letting loose a stream of French that didn't include any of the phrases I'd learned on the train. She definitely said the word 'no' though. Several times.
Nicolette smiled and said in English: “This is the journalist I was telling you about.”
Sydney's eyes were burning as she turned to me. “I will tell you the same as I told your friend. I am not interested in this. I do not wish to speak to you.”
She tried to close the door, but Nicolette's foot was in it.
“Hayden has spent months trying to find you,” she said. “She has worked so hard. And you won't even speak to her?”
“No,” I said, nodding, finally understanding. “No, she's right. She doesn't have to speak with me.”
Sydney loosened her grasp on the door. “Thank you.”
“You have the right to your privacy,” I said. “It's all you ever wanted, wasn't it?”
She nodded.
I cleared my throat. “But I would like to speak with you.”
“No, all you want is your story,” she began closing the door again.
“No, I swear to you that I don't. All I want is an ending.”
She narrowed her eyes. “You won't print anything I say? You won't tell the world that you found me.”
It wasn't even a decision. It should have been. This story was huge. This story could make me. But behind that door was a woman who'd decided what she wanted in life. It wasn't my right to take that away from her. It couldn't be. I swallowed.
“It's all off the record.”
She nodded, opening the door a little. “I will speak to you,” she said. “But not to her.” She nodded at Nicolette who simply shrugged and began to walk away.
I watched her go, thinking maybe I should go after her, but Sydney was holding the door open for me. And in the end, I went inside.
✽✽✽
 
“I was sitting in the garden,” she said, leading me through a sitting room and out of a pair of French doors.
The garden was long and beautifully manicured. In the summer it would be a mass of flowers. “It's beautiful here,” I said as she took me to a small table and set of chairs underneath a tree.
“My passion,” she said. “Please sit.”
I sat in the corner of one of the chairs, not really sure what to say now that I had her here. For a moment it was enough that I could see her, that the famous Sydney Duchamp was in front of me.
“So,” she said. “You have made great efforts to track me down.”
I nodded.
“And now you say you're not going to write a story about me.”
I nodded again. “You have my word.”
Sydney sighed and leaned back in her chair. “I have no reason to trust you,” she said. “But since you've found me anyway then I can at least try to explain why I don't want you to write about me.”
“I think I understand,” I said. “It was all too much, no? The attention. Being a face that the whole world recognized. It got to you, wore you down.”
She laughed and I could see her younger self shining through. “Perhaps. Probably that would have been true if I had waited another five years, ten maybe. But that wasn't it.”
I sat forward. “Why then? You were one of the most famous women in the world. You had influence, you inspired other women. And then you just walked away from it all.”
“I did,” she said, and she was smiling, remembering.
“Why?”
She was quiet for a while. When she did speak, she didn't answer my question.
“My husband passed at around this time last year,” she said. “I'm afraid that autumn is always going to be difficult for me now.”
“I'm sorry for your loss.”
Sydney raised an elegant eyebrow. “Please, don't be. I'm not. I mean of course I'm sad that Matthieu is no longer with me. But I'm not sorry for what I lost. I'm happy for what I had. The privilege of loving and being loved for decades. Not many people get that.”
I hesitated, feeling that there was something there, something I wasn't quite seeing.
“You ask me why I walked away from my career, from success, well, the answer is very simple. I did it for love.”
“For love?” I couldn't help the derision in my voice, and she caught it and shook her head at me.
“I walked away so that I could be with Matthieu. So that he could have a wife and I could have a husband and we could have a family. I didn't want to be married to the world, I wanted to be married to him.”
“Something as small as that.”
She snorted. “Nothing about love is small. We French think that we understand love, that we are a passionate people. And perhaps we understand more than you logical Americans. But love isn't the French romance. Love is messy and frightening and wonderful and awe-inspiring and terrifying. Love is bigger than you can ever be, because together the two of you make something bigger than one person. Bigger even than the sum of two people. Because love is huge. And love is worth more than anything else.”
She closed her eyes.
“When Matthieu was dying he didn't regret the money we didn't have, the money we could have had if I'd kept working. He only regretted that he didn't have longer to love me. And that is a life well-lived.”
I was struggling to understand. “But... But what about your career? Surely that was something you wanted. You worked hard, you struggled to get to the top. What about your plans, your goals?”
“Of course I wanted all those things. But there is something that I learned. Something that many people never learn. You get trapped in a cycle of planning and wanting and working. You choose a goal and then strive for it. Which can be an admirable thing. But, and here's the important thing.”
She smiled at me.
“It's perfectly fine to change your mind.”
“To change my mind?”
“Yes,” she said. “You can want one thing one day and a different thing the next. There's nothing wrong with that. Don't stay with something because it's what you wanted yesterday. Or because it's what you might want tomorrow.”
We sat in the garden and maybe, maybe I was starting to understand.
“You still won't tell anyone where I am?” Sydney asked. “There is no story here, you can see that. Just a normal suburban housewife. No one wants to read about that.”
I nodded. “I won't write. I just needed... I wanted to see you. I wanted an ending to the story.”
“Why?”
And somehow the words started to come, to pour out of me. Somehow I found myself sitting in Sydney Duchamp's garden telling her all about myself. About my career, about Elizabeth, about Nicolette. And she sat and she listened and at the end, when I was telling her about the ridiculous What Would Sydney Do game, she even laughed.
“You should live your own life,” she said. “Make your own choices. And feel free to change your mind. To change your goals, your priorities.”
I nodded. Telling her everything hadn't solved my problems. But it had made me feel a little lighter, a little less confused.
She tapped her fingers on the tabletop, then obviously came to a decision.
“You want to know what Sydney Duchamp would do?” she asked.
I grinned and nodded.
“For one, she would stop playing What Would Sydney Do,” she said, scowling a little at me. “And she would certainly live her own life and make her own decisions.”
“Right.”
“But, just this once, if I may be allowed to play the game too. There is only one thing that Sydney Duchamp would do in your situation.”
I swallowed, my heart filling up, I already knew the answer. I asked anyway. “What's that?”
“Follow your heart,” she said. “That is the one decision you will never regret, I promise you that. Follow your heart and the rest will all fall into place. Love is what we're designed for, what we're meant for, and once you have it, nothing else will ever seem so important.”
“So Sydney Duchamp would follow the girl,” I said.
“Go get her,” she said.
And her famous smile was as bright as ever.




Chapter Thirty Four
It would be far too easy to have her still waiting outside the door, but I held my breath as I stepped outside anyway. Nothing. No one.
Shit.
I'd blown this. Except I couldn't have, not quite yet. There was no way that Nicolette could just not be here. And it was a tiny town, I had to be able to find her.
Sydney Duchamp. I'd just got relationship advice from Sydney Duchamp. The idea of it made me grin, but what made me grin all the harder was that she was absolutely right. I'd known what was important from the beginning. From the very start I'd been drawn to Nicolette. My heart knew what it wanted, it was just my stupid brain that got in the way.
Not anymore though.
No, now I was going to choose happiness over fear. I was going to choose the unknown over the planned. The thought made me tremble inside, but terror and excitement are so close together that sometimes it's hard to distinguish which is which.
I tore across the small square toward the outside tables where I'd seen Nicolette at first. About halfway there, my phone started to ring. I slowed to a stop and picked it up, thinking maybe Nicolette was calling, telling me where she was, asking if I needed help.
“You've had your time.”
I came to a dead stop now. “Huh?”
Lauren clicked her tongue. “I said, you've had your time. I gave you time to think, now I need an answer please.”
I squinted toward the table. I didn't think that Nicolette was there. And I didn't know where else to look for her. “My answer about what?” I asked, distracted.
“Hayden, get with the program here.”
Out of habit I snapped to attention. “Yes, sorry. Trying to do too many things at once.”
“A bad habit of yours,” drawled Lauren. “You've had time to think. Are you taking the online job or not. I need an answer now.”
“I—I don't know.”
“Not an answer.” She paused, then lowered her voice just a little. “Hayden, you're a fantastic journalist. I wouldn't push you into a dead-end job. This is a valuable opportunity, though I think you don't recognize it yet. The print world is evolving, you'll be at the forefront of that evolution.”
“I don't think—”
“No, you don't think, that's the problem. Marcus's new position sounds good, the title is nice. But the truth of that matter is that five, six years from now, he's not going to have a job in all likelihood. In all likelihood, he'll be begging you for a position with your online magazine. Take your blinders off, Hayden.”
I turned in a full circle, scanning the entire square. Still no Nicolette. “Fine,” I said.
“Fine, you'll take it?”
Frankly, I needed to get her off the phone. I was done worrying about this kind of stuff. I could always quit later. I'd probably need to quit later. I mean, if Nicolette wanted me. If I could find her. So it really didn't matter all that much anyway. Finding Nicolette mattered a whole hell of a lot more.
“Yes, consider the position filled.”
“Wonderful,” purred Lauren. “I'll get the paperwork started.”
I shoved the phone back into my pocket and steeled myself. I needed help and the only way to get it was to ask for it. In French. I took a very deep breath before I strode over to the table in the square, praying that the app I'd learned from was at least half-way decent.
Chatter slowly stopped and every eye turned to me as I approached. I cleared my throat.
“Bonjour.” It came out creaky and quieter than I expected.
A guy with long hair and bright green eyes nodded at me, though no one else said a thing. Small town insularity, I assumed.
Time to do this. Just three words, or at least I thought so. I cleared my throat again. “Où est Nicolette?”
Where is Nicolette? Hopefully. Probably.
I must have made some kind of sense because the green-eyed guy spat out a sentence or two. Which was kind of the problem with only speaking a little French. I knew what I was saying more or less, but I had no clue what he was saying.
“Nicolette?” I tried again.
He was about to speak again when the woman to his right put a hand on his arm. “La gare,” she said.
Gare, gare, I knew that word. It meant... Train station.
Fuck. She'd already gone. Unless her train hadn't come. I might be able to catch her if I was fast enough.
“Taxi?” I asked in desperation.
The girl shook her head. I stared around, I could see one of the ubiquitous rusty scooters standing a few feet away. I pointed at it, then pointed at the girl. She shook her head and poked the green-eyed guy.
“La gare,” I said, pointing at him, the scooter and then myself. “La gare!”
It must have dawned on the girl what was happening and how urgent it was because she was hauling green-eyes up out of his chair and dragging us both toward the scooter. He climbed on and without though I got on behind him.
There were no helmets, and the guy must have been drinking, though he walked steadily enough. I really had not given this enough thought at all. Not in the slightest.
But before I could give it any more thought, or even, sensibly, change my mind, he was revving the little engine and we were screeching out of the town square. I squealed and wrapped my arms tight around his middle and started praying to every God that had ever existed.
I squeezed my eyes shut and tried not to think of anything other than Nicolette. She was worth this. She was worth dying for in a squished up heap of twisted metal. Definitely. It was like now that I knew, now that I'd admitted it to myself, my feelings were growing bigger by the second. I needed to tell her, to talk to her, before I exploded.
I must have taken the long way from the station to town because it took all of about two and a half minutes before the scooter was screeching to a halt in front of the station building.
“La gare!” declared green-eyes.
I got off the scooter, legs still shaking. “Merci,” I managed.
He flashed me a bright grin and then took off again, the sound of his engine fading into the distance. A sound that was rapidly replaced by something else. The noise of a train pulling into the station.
No.
No, not like this.
I wasn't going to come this close just to have everything snatched away.
I started to run, pounding up through the station and onto the platform. I spun around so quickly that I almost fell over. No one. The platform was empty.
The train hissed, the hydraulics of the doors starting to close.
She wasn't here.
She wasn't here, but...
There was only one thing to do.
I didn't think about not having a ticket.
I didn't think about her not being there.
I thought only about the small possibility that maybe she was.
And I jumped through the door of the train just as it squeaked closed behind me.
The train started up and I was somewhere in the middle. Left or right, I didn't know. Nicolette wasn't in the carriage that I was in, that much was certain. On a hunch, I chose left. The left side of the platform had been in weak sunshine, and Nicolette seemed like the type of woman that would stand in the sun if she had the chance.
I pushed myself down the aisle of the train, stumbling and clutching onto seat-backs as I went. There was no plan here. I didn't know what I was going to do, what I was going to say. There was certainly no back-up plan. If she wasn't here I had no idea what I was going to do. Get arrested for riding without a ticket, probably.
I stood aside as someone came in the other direction, let them pass, and then continued.
She had to be here. She just had to.
A connecting door slid open and my heart sped up.
Because I'd know her anywhere, even from just the back of her head.
My palms were sweating, my breath was coming too fast, my mouth was dry.
It took everything that I had to slide into the seat next to her.




Chapter Thirty Five
She jumped as I sat next to her, then turned around. “Hayden? What are you doing here?”
And the way she dropped that first H of my name filled me with warmth. I wanted to kiss her right there, wanted to take her in my arms and apologize and tell her how I felt. But I didn't know how she would take it, what she would say. So I needed to explain myself first.
“I've let you down,” I said.
She frowned at me. “What are you talking about?”
“You opened yourself up to me, you took a risk. I know how difficult that was for you, I know how much it meant for you to put yourself forward like that.”
She shook her head. “No, Hayden, no you really don't.”
“I do,” I said gently. “I've talked to Georges, to Elise. They told me a little about you. I know more than you think, but not as much as I'd like to know. And I've let you down. You told me how you felt and all I did was make excuses and...”
“And nothing, Hayden. You did what you had to do. I understand.”
“You really don't.”
She turned away, eyes on her hands in her lap. “I do. I get it. Why would someone like you, someone so organized, so successful, want to be with someone like me? I don't even have a real job. I'm not... Not good enough for you.”
Tears stung my eyes. “Is that really what you think?”
What the hell had I done? I'd had no intention of making her feel this way. I'd never once considered that she wasn't good enough. Maybe that our lives would be difficult to fit together, but not that she wasn't my equal or anything like that.
“I cannot think of any other explanation.”
“I can,” I said.
“Like what?”
“Like I'm a selfish, self-centered bitch.”
The suddenness of the comment made her laugh a little. “I wouldn't say that.”
“I would,” I said. “And I want you to know... I want... I need to be honest with you, Nicolette.”
“Okay.”
“I like you.”
She shook her head. “It's not that easy, Hayden.”
“It is,” I said. My heart was thumping now, sweat trickling down my back. “It's really that easy. I've talked to Elise, I've talked to Georges, I've talked to Sydney Duchamp, and everything I've heard, everything makes sense. We could be good for each other. We could really build something.”
Nicolette sighed. She glanced out of the window at the countryside rushing past. “Hayden, you need to stop taking advice from other people. You have to stop counting other people's opinions. What about you? What are your feelings? What do you want?”
“It's not like that.” I took a breath. I needed to explain better. “I—I've always had a plan. I've always been a certain kind of person. And that was fine, for a while. But then suddenly everything started to change and it scared the hell out of me. You scared the hell out of me.”
“Me?”
I laughed. “Yes. You with your perfect skin and your no makeup and your parties on week-nights and your freedom. You were the most terrifying thing I could think of, the very opposite of me. I knew that I felt something, but I didn't know how to handle it. So I buried it deep inside and tried to ignore it.”
“I see.”
“I needed the help, Nicolette. I needed your grandmother and your uncle and Sydney to help me see what was under my nose. To help me realize that it's okay for things to change, that it's okay to be afraid, that it's okay to want something different.”
She nodded a little. “So what do you want then, Hayden? Have you finally decided?”
I took a deep breath and then just said it, the words that had been waiting there, preparing themselves, for so long.
“I want you.” I paused. “As long as you'll still have me.”
She was quiet for a long time and I ached to touch her but I knew I had to leave her alone. I knew she had to decide if I was worth another risk.
“I don't know, Hayden,” she said finally, looking at me with eyes as deep blue as the sea. “What about your job, what about your home, what about New York and Elizabeth and everything else?”
“I don't want those things anymore.”
“But you've wanted them all your life,” she said. “How can someone change their mind so quickly?”
I could feel the electricity there, that connection that we had burning between us and I was damned if I was going to let this go. She was right not to believe, I'd done nothing to prove myself. All I'd done was whine and complain and tell her how important my work was. She'd put herself out there, hell, she'd even done my job for me and found Sydney.
I scrambled around in my bag.
“What are you doing?” she asked.
Finally, I found what I was looking for. A thin, blue booklet. I pulled it out and stood up at the same time, opening the tiny slot of a window above Nicolette's head. Then, without another thought, I posted my passport out of the window. Pages fluttered for a millisecond before it was gone.
“That was... that was your passport?” she asked, looking at me with confusion.
I nodded. “I'm going nowhere. I'm here with you if you want me.”
“But...”
“But nothing. It's a passport. We'll figure something out.”
“Like what?”
“Like it doesn't matter,” I said. “As long as we're together we'll figure something out. Who knows what will work for us. But something will. We get this right, we get us right, and everything else will fall into place, I'm sure of it.”
She stared at me as though I was crazy. “That was insane.”
“Yeah.” I looked out of the window. “I didn't really plan it.”
I looked over and could see the start of a smile. Which rapidly turned into a frown.
“Mesdames.”
The conductor was standing next to us, his blue uniform clean and pressed. He said something and Nicolette fumbled in her pocket before presenting him with a ticket.
“He wants your ticket,” she hissed at me.
“I don't have one,” I hissed back.
“No ticket, no train,” said the conductor.
Fantastic. I'd found the only damn train conductor in France that actually spoke English.
“It was a mistake,” I said.
“No ticket, no train,” he repeated. “You will go at the next station. I need your identification.”
I turned to Hayden. I'd just thrown my only piece of ID out of the window of the train. She shook her head at me and then turned to the conductor.
“The ticket machine was broken,” she said. “She'll buy a ticket now.”
“Thirty-two Euro, please.”
I tried to get my wallet out, but Nicolette beat me to it, handing over the cash. “She's with me,” she said.
The conductor presented me with a ticket and went on his way.
“Did you mean that?” I asked.
“What?”
“That I was with you?”
“No plan,” she said. “No career choices, no... important phone calls you just have to take. No idea what we're going to do in the future?”
“No clue when I'll get back to the States or even how to start applying for a new passport,” I said.
“Hayden, why do I get the feeling that you will embrace being without a plan as fully as you embraced having a plan? You really don't do anything by halves, do you?”
I shrugged. “I've just got my priorities straight, that's all.”
Nicolette took my hand, twisting her fingers in with mine. “I think I might like being a priority,” she said.
“I haven't been completely truthful. I do have one plan.”
She scowled at me. “Already?”
I nodded and bent lower to whisper softly into her ear. Her cheeks flushed pink at my words.
“That's a plan I could get behind,” she said just as softly.
“You're going to have to,” I said, putting my finger under her chin and tilting her face up to mine. “Because it's a plan I intend to follow every night for as long as you'll have me.”
And I kissed her.




Epilogue
Nicolette scooped up the pictures from the kitchen table and shoved them into her bag.
“We have to decide at some point,” she said.
I sighed. “I know. I really do, it's just...”
She laid a hand on my shoulder. “Hayden, I'm supposed to be the one who has trouble committing, not you.”
“I'm not so sure that's true anymore,” I said, pushing my chair away from the table. “I mean, look at you. You've got a girlfriend, you're well into your second year of your photography course. You've even got a job.”
“Does freelance photographer count as an actual job?” she asked with an eyebrow arched. “Especially when it's for my girlfriend's online magazine.”
“You'd have the job whether you were my girlfriend or not,” I said. “You got the job because I like your work. And don't you have a class to get to?”
“I'm going, I'm going.” But she paused when she got to the kitchen door. “Hayden, we really need to decide. Elise won't wait forever. It's a good offer.”
I knew it was. Property in Paris was ridiculously expensive and the chances of us ever being able to afford anything like a house in the city were minuscule, despite the fact that we were both working. Despite the fact that Align Online had sucked me in and refused to let me go.
Except now we had that chance.
A month ago, Elise had taken us out for dinner and told us that she was done with the city. It was time for her to move to her country house, to retire quietly, as she said. Nicolette had sniggered and Elise had frowned at her, and I'd only later found out that Elise had a new 'gentleman friend' as Nicolette called him, who was the reason she was moving. Whatever the reason though, Elise had offered us the opportunity to buy her city house. An opportunity that was weighing far more heavily than it really should.
“I just don't know,” I said now, Nicolette leaning on the doorframe. “What if we want to move back to New York?”
She shrugged. “Then we'll rent out the house,” she said. “Or we'll sell it. Whatever.”
“Or what if... What if something else happens?” I finished weakly, not wanting to say what was really on my mind.
What if we broke up? What happened if Nicolette and I were no longer together? Then what? We split the house in half?
I was so busy trying not to think about the worst that I didn't hear Nicolette move. But then she was dropping into my lap, kissing my forehead and looking at me with those navy blue eyes.
“For someone who likes to plan, you're doing a terrible job right now,” she said.
“I don't like to plan. Not anymore. Look where planning got me,” I pouted.
“And look where not planning has got you,” she said, snaking an arm around my neck and trickling shivers down my spine.
I sighed again. “Alright, alright, I'll think about it.”
She grinned and bounced to her feet. “We need to take this offer, Hayden, you know that it's a good one. We'll regret it if we don't.”
The kitchen door banged behind her and I was left alone, my laptop glowing on the kitchen table. I had work to do. Online magazines didn't write themselves. But I couldn't stop thinking about the house, about Nicolette, about us.
Buying a house was a huge commitment. Buying a house in a foreign country was an even bigger one. One that I really didn't think that I was ready for at all. I had no idea how to tell Nicolette that though.
✽✽✽
 
I'll be the first to admit that an online magazine was never my first choice. I'd started work at Align Online under pressure, it was a job, I needed a job, and it was one of the few things that I could do remotely. No one cared that I was in Paris, as long as I could stay up late enough for conference calls and online meetings.
But seeing the magazine grow, getting those reader numbers higher and higher, finding new  ways to do old things, slowly I'd come around to the idea that this actually might be a blessing in disguise.
It had taken me a full year to come to terms with the fact that I was now an online journalist. And another three months after that to finally be proud of what I did. Because Georges had been right, this was the wave of the future. I was reaching people in ways I'd never even considered before, and what was more, I was enjoying it.
I was no longer just the faceless name at the top of a page. Now I had a social media presence, I was someone who could be contacted, argued with, praised, engaged in discussion. This was so much more than just writing something to be printed. And it was challenging and energizing and different every day.
With a groan I closed out my Twitter page. I was about done. I needed to grab some lunch and some fresh air. Out of habit I clicked through the main news sites before I left, just to make sure I wasn't missing anything.
I almost didn't see it.
I almost didn't scroll down that far.
And when I did see it I had to blink and look again, afraid that I'd seen the wrong thing.
A wash of cold came over me.
I struggled to breathe.
I needed to get out of the house.
✽✽✽
 
The air was gritty. That was something that Paris and New York definitely shared. The gritty, smoky air of hot summer. But the view of the water was calming. So calming that for a little while I didn't notice that anyone was beside me.
“I understand.”
Nicolette's voice took me by surprise, igniting sparks in my stomach like it always did. I hadn't expected her here, but then it wasn't impossible. I wasn't home, she'd finished class, this bench on the river bank was one of my favorite spots.
“You understand?” I asked.
I wondered if she really did. When I thought of all the stupid things we'd argued about over the last few months, all the fuss over the house, I wondered if she could ever really understand. And why I'd never explained things better.
She sniffed a little. “I get it,” she said. “I don't think I ever thought this was real. It was always a kind of fantasy, a kind of magical life that couldn't be true.”
I sort of got that. Every day here, every day with Nicolette was like some kind of dream. What I didn't get was that she felt the same.
She reached out as though to take my hand, but then withdrew. “I, uh, I don't want to stand in your way.”
Wait. What? “Stand in my way?”
She shook her head. “I'd never do that. I only want the best for you. And I understand why you need someone better, someone more organized, someone with a plan. I get why you'd want to go back, why—”
“What are you talking about?”
She looked up now and her eyes were hazy and her hair was ruffled by the breeze from the river. “I understand why you need someone more like Elizabeth.”
Elizabeth. I must have left my laptop open. She must have seen it. The huge photo of Elizabeth and her new wife, the two of them smiling and all in white, the Manhattan wedding of the summer. Just glimpsing it had sent a spike of pain through me.
But not for the reasons that Nicolette was thinking.
“I saw the picture on your computer,” she said.
I nodded. “I'm glad.”
“Glad?”
I turned to her now. “I'm glad you saw it because I think we need to have a conversation. No. Wait. I think I need to tell you something. You don't understand at all. You have no idea...”
“You're not sitting out here wanting to go back to your old life?” she asked, voice trembling.
“I'm sitting here thinking that I'm an idiot. That I'm the luckiest woman in the world and I've been so busy not making plans, so busy trying to escape my old life, that I've neglected what was important. Neglected you.”
“Hayden.”
I took her hands in mine. “No, listen to me, Nicolette, this is important. I love you.”
She took a breath and then another.
“I saw that picture of Elizabeth today and it suddenly brought home to me how lucky I am. I didn't see it and long for my old life, I saw it and thanked God for my new life. I've been so stupid. I've been trying so hard to be a different kind of person that I didn't realize that there are some things that I need to hold onto. Not everything in my old life was bad.”
I squeezed her hands and a tour boat floated past us on the river.
“I love you, Nicolette. And I think we should buy the house. Elise's offer is generous. I think we should do it.”
She squeezed back. “Are you sure?”
“Sure sure. And there's something else.”
She twisted her fingers in with mine. “No, Hayden. This one is for me. This is my turn.”
“Your turn?”
“You have to share the responsibility for the grown up stuff,” she said with a smile. “You decided we should buy a house. So now I have a decision. I've been thinking about it for a long time.”
I smiled and knew exactly what she was going to say, exactly what her decision was.
“I want to wake up next to you every morning, Hayden. And I know that I sometimes have problems committing, and I know that nothing is forever. I know that we might have to move, or might want to move. I know that we can't tell the future. But there is one firm and unshakeable thing in any future that I see. And that's you.”
Her dimples were showing and my heart grew two sizes just looking at her.
“Hayden, will you marry me or not marry me?”
The wind blew again. “Marry you or not marry you?” I asked, confused.
She nodded. “Yes. Exactly. Either one. I don't really mind which one you choose. You don't even have to tell me now. We don't have to plan it. Be my wife or don't be my wife.”
“And what exactly does that entail?” I asked, pulling her a little closer.
“It involves either having a wedding or not having a wedding. It involves either wearing a ring or not wearing a ring. But it definitely involves being next to me every single morning when I wake up.”
I nodded. “That sounds like a plan.”
“Oh no,” she said, shaking her head. “It's not a plan. We keep our plans to the minimum. This isn't a plan. It's a promise.”
She put her hand on my neck and my skin prickled with anticipation.
“I promise,” I said. “I promise that whatever happens, whatever we decide, I'll be there in the morning.”
She came closer, her lips a tantalizing inch away. “And I promise, Hayden Wright, that I will love you with every piece of my heart.”
I lingered for a second, prolonging the moment before our lips met, unable to believe that I had stumbled into my perfect life. My perfect, messy, online, unplanned, wonderful life.
And then we kissed.
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The Wrong Date
Chapter One
Annie bumped the mailroom door open with her butt, her hands busy juggling two paper grocery bags.
“And then what did he say?” Fred asked, taking one of the bags from her.
“That the software needed to be done by Tuesday or else,” said Annie with an eye roll.
“And what did you say?” Fred leaned up against the row of mailboxes, a bag in one arm, her other hand planted firmly on her hip.
“I told him to go screw himself?” It definitely came out as a question and Annie felt a shiver of delicious something even speaking the words out loud. Words she'd never actually say.
It was Fred's turn to roll her eyes. “As if.”
“Fine, fine. I didn't. But I wanted to.” She rummaged in her pockets for her keys.
“In your other hand,” said Fred helpfully. “And you should.”
“Should what?” She fiddled, trying to turn the mailbox key the right way.
“Should tell him to go screw himself. He has unrealistic expectations. Set him right. Let him know how this stuff actually works, tell him the truth.”
Annie snorted and finally freed the mailbox key. “As if,” she echoed.
Fred sighed. “Annie, you could buy and sell the guy, quite literally. You really don't need to put up with his bullshit.”
“He's the project manager.”
“For a coding project that you're freelancing on when you don't even need the money. Which is just bizarre.” Fred shook her head, a lock of bright pink hair falling to the wrong side of her part. She hooked the hair back again. “Seriously weird.”
“I enjoy the challenge,” Annie said stoutly, unlocking the mailbox.
What else was she supposed to do? Having cash was all very well. Having grown up broker than broke and eating Ramen noodles five nights a week Annie was the last to underestimate the power of having money. On the other hand, days still had twenty-four hours, hours that she needed to fill. Besides, she enjoyed coding. No, strike that, she loved it.
“You can get your challenge elsewhere,” Fred grumbled, grabbing the other shopping bag as Annie emptied the mailbox. “Somewhere that's not full of assholes.”
“I only have to see the asshole once a week at a project meeting and I want to work on this project. You know, if you keep on then I'm just going to stop talking to you about this stuff. And you were the one that told me that I was supposed to complain about my co-workers.”
With a handful of mail she slammed the box door and took a grocery bag back from Fred's arms.
“You don't have to be chivalrous with me, Fred. I'm no damsel in distress. I'm more than capable of carrying my own grocery bags to the elevator.”
“Since when did you get so sassy?” asked Fred, holding the mailroom door open.
“Since forever. You just never noticed it before,” Annie said, walking past her and sticking her tongue out.
The elevator was bigger than Annie's bedroom growing up, something that never ceased to amaze her. She leaned against the mirrored wall, watching Fred check a message on her phone. Fred with her half-shaved pink hair, her ripped jeans and her sleeveless shirts. She cared, that was the only reason she pushed and prodded when Annie didn't have the confidence that she thought she should have. Annie knew that. She smiled a bit.
“What?” asked Fred, sliding her phone into her pocket.
“Nothing. Just thinking how lucky I was to meet you.”
“Lucky, my ass,” snorted Fred. “I'd been trying to run into you on campus for weeks. And when I finally finagled my way into meeting you, you weren't even interested in women.”
Annie laughed. “Well, you got a friend out of the deal.”
“True enough.”
“And a talented co-developer and fellow tech geek,” added Annie as the elevator came to a stop. “And I wouldn't say completely uninterested in women. That's not fair.”
“A drunken making out session at a lesbian bar the night before graduation doesn't count.”
“Ha, it's more than can be said for you. Have you even kissed a guy?”
“God forbid,” said Fred, shuddering at the thought. “And get your ass out of the elevator, I'm so hungry I might start chowing down on you if you don't.”
The chop-chop-chop of the knife rang through the apartment. Annie smiled. Fred was a mean touch with a knife and never let her chop a thing. Which was sweet and also convenient. Cooking wasn't exactly her forte.
Instead, she wandered through the apartment, still marveling at the fact that all this was hers. High ceilings, tall windows, plenty of light and air, and a stunning view over the city. She'd fallen in love with the place from the moment she set foot in it and had snapped it up immediately.
Somehow though, it never quite felt like home. She always took her shoes off when she came in, thought twice before she touched things, lived in fear of breaking something.
She changed quickly in pajama pants and then returned to the kitchen, picking up the mail on the way.
“Need any help?”
“Stay the hell out of my kitchen,” growled Fred.
“Um, it's my kitchen.”
“Not for as long as I'm cooking in it, it isn't,” said Fred, depositing a handful of cut onions into a pan. She turned the heat up to let the oil sizzle.
Annie flicked through the mail, nothing interesting. Except... She pulled out a thick cream envelope. What on earth could it be? It felt thick and important. More like a personal letter than some kind of circular or bill.
“You really shouldn't be spending your Friday nights with me, you know,” Fred said, distracting her. “It's a bit sad really. The two of us, holed up here.”
“It's not sad,” said Annie, the letter momentarily forgotten. “It's fine.”
“Yeah, right, fine. Not sad at all that two attractive women don't have significant others in a city full of people.”
“Eugh, let it go. You'll find Ms. Right at the right time,” said Annie, looking back down at the envelope in her hand.
“Any potential Mr. Rights working on the project?” asked Fred.
Annie laughed. “Nope. All dorks.”
“Like you.”
“Well, yeah, I guess. But, well, I'm not sure I want to date a dork. Or someone just like me. Opposites attract, don't they?”
Fred started chopping up peppers. “Allegedly,” she allowed. “Although I'm thinking that having a little in common would probably help things. And we're neither of us going to meet anyone if we never go out. What say you next weekend we go hit the bars?”
“Sure thing,” said Annie, sliding her fingernail under the flap of the envelope and only half-listening.
“At least you have a faint chance of meeting someone at work,” Fred was saying now. “Nine times out of ten you're the only woman on a project. Unfortunately, that means I am too. There really need to be more women in the industry. I wonder if you should do something about that, I mean with all that cash you have and all, maybe...”
Fred's voice faded into the distance as Annie drew the thick card from the envelope. One glimpse of the crest at the top and she knew exactly where the letter had originated. One glimpse and her stomach sank and all those old feelings rushed back.
She was fourteen years old and walking through the doors of Briarwood Academy for the very first time. It smelled of wood polish and beeswax and money. Old money. Her second hand skirt was too long, her socks itched, and her sweater was already coming unraveled at the cuff.
A chance of a lifetime, her mother had called it. And she'd agreed. She'd wanted to go. She'd longed all summer for the first day of school, for the opportunity to walk through those tall, wooden doors, she'd dreamed of what her first day would be like. And now it was here. And one thing was very, very clear. She didn't belong at Briarwood Academy.
“Annie? Anne?” Fred's fingers clutched at her arm. “Anne?”
Annie shook herself. “I'm fine. It's nothing.”
“You look like you saw a ghost.”
“Nah, nothing like that.”
Her mouth felt dry and her palms felt damp. The card was lying on the kitchen counter where it had fallen from her fingers. As stupid as it was, she couldn't bring herself to pick it up, couldn't bring herself to look at the damn thing again.
Of course it had come now. If she'd given things any thought at all, she'd have been expecting it. Time moved at a finite rate, after all.
“So, gonna spill what's in that letter, or not?” asked Fred, inquisitive eyes narrowing as she started stirring the pan again, releasing a wave of scent that made Annie's stomach rumble.
“It's nothing,” Annie said automatically.
“Bullshit.”
“Fine,” she said with a sigh. “It's an invitation.”
“To what?” pushed Fred.
Annie hesitated for a second, but there was no way Fred was going to let this go. She might as well just give up now. “A reunion.”
Fred just stared, one eyebrow raised and Annie sighed.
“Fine. My ten year high school reunion. Happy now?”
Fred's face softened. “Fuck,” she said kindly. Then she reached down to switch off the stove. “Let me get you a drink.”




Chapter Two
Robin pulled a handful of tissues from a tastefully disguised box. The sobbing woman took them but didn't raise her head. A clock ticked on the mantle, the only sound other than the sniffles from Mrs. Richardson, but Robin said nothing. She knew better than to interrupt.
What most people didn't realize, she thought, is that sometimes a woman just wanted someone to listen. Not to solve, not to comfort, just to listen. Which was why she said nothing as Mrs. Richardson continued her cathartic sobbing.
It was an old problem, one that Robin encountered a solid fifty percent of the time in situations like these. Mrs. Richardson was crying because Mr. Richardson had been to Cabo with his twenty year old personal assistant. Not that this was the first time. Which meant that in essence, Mrs. Richardson wasn't crying just because of Cabo, it was more because she accepted that this was her life now.
Mrs. Richardson would not leave Mr. Richardson. And to be honest, looking around the ornate living room complete with fine art on the walls, Robin had to admit that she probably wouldn't either. Not in Mrs. Richardson's situation anyway.
Carefully, she laid a hand on Mrs. Richardson's arm. Strange really that she never thought of the woman by her first name. Particularly after how intimate they'd been at the beginning.
“Can I get you anything?” she asked softly.
She didn't want to interrupt, but her time here was running out.
“Maybe some water?” she added.
Mrs. Richardson nodded and Robin went off in search of something to drink. Of course, she could probably find a bell and ring it and have someone bring her a glass of water, but she didn't think that the staff should be involved here.
As she passed the door she saw the discrete stack of bills under the plant-pot on the side table. Always in the same place.
There were three qualities involved in being a good escort, Robin had learned.
Discretion was the obvious first one. She never discussed her clients in any way, shape, or form with anyone.
Empathy was the second. The ability to connect with another person was absolutely vital.
The third was love. Not the heart-pounding, world-spinning kind of love. But something, some spark. She never turned down a client because she found them physically unattractive, quite the opposite, she'd done it only when she could find no spark, no mutual interest there.
“Here we go,” she said, finding the mini refrigerator by the bar and grabbing a bottle of water.
She pulled another tissue from the box as she handed the water to Mrs. Richardson.
“Oh my dear,” said the woman. “What would I do without you?”
Robin smiled a little and put her hand gently on the woman's shoulder. Mrs. Richardson had been one of her very first clients. Ten years ago now. Robin had been a surprise from Mr. Richardson to his wife in order to rekindle the spark in their marriage. A rekindling that obviously hadn't worked. Yet, Mrs. Richardson still had a standing appointment. One that had become more of a therapy session than anything else.
“You'd be just fine without me,” Robin said now. “You're a confident, brave woman that can handle anything.”
“I know that,” sniffed Mrs. Richardson. She should well know it, she was the Vice President of one of the largest pharmaceutical companies in the country. “But with you, I don't have to be. I can let things slide.”
“Sometimes we all have to.”
Mrs. Richardson gave her a watery smile, then noticed the time. “I've kept you too long, Robin. You should have said.”
“It's not a problem.” For once, it really wasn't, her evening appointment had canceled.
“Of course it is, you're a businesswoman, Robin. You don't give away your time for free. Now get out of here. Scoot.” She sniffed again and straightened up. “I'm absolutely fine, as you can see. All the better for having sobbed like a baby in front of you. Ready to face the world again.”
“Are you sure?” asked Robin. Because she would stay. She'd stay with most of her clients if they needed her.
“Completely sure. Off you go, dear. I'll see you at the same time next week?”
Robin nodded and picked up her jacket. “I'll look forward to it,” she said with a smile. She bent and gently brushed Mrs. Richardson's cheek with her lips. The most intimate touch they'd had during the appointment. The most intimate touch they'd had for more than five years now. Something that would surprise quite a lot of people.
Sex work was very often not about sex at all. Something that had come as a shock and then a pleasant revelation to Robin when she'd been younger. At least, her kind of sex work wasn't. She found herself playing the role of confidant or companion more often than not.
Not that she was unwilling to indulge in the more physical side of her work.
She was walking towards the door when Mrs. Richardson called out her traditional closing for the appointment: “By the door, dear.”
Robin scooped up the cash without looking and folded it away into her pocket before leaving.
Late afternoon sunshine flooded the pavement. Spring was definitely on its way. Robin grinned and decided to walk home, all the better to enjoy the growing warmth.
She'd always lived in the city, and as far as she was concerned she never wanted to leave. It was her home. She knew every dusty corner of it. She knew what the weather was like, what day it was, just by sniffing the air outside her door.
And she liked the anonymity of it. The fact that she could walk down the street and no one knew who she was or what she did.
Not that she had a problem with what she did.
Robin was self-aware enough to know that the phrase 'sex worker' carried a certain amount of judgment in it, a certain assumption about the kind of person she was, the kind of upbringing she'd had and all the rest of it.
The boring truth though, was that she was an escort because she chose to be, because she wanted to be. Her childhood had been happy, she had a college degree. Even her mother knew what she did, though she wasn't thrilled about it. The bottom line: Robin liked her job and she was good at it. It gave her satisfaction to help people. There was nothing more to it than that.
She rounded the corner of her block and saw a figure a few feet in front of her. Tight stretch pants covered a rounded ass, a sports bra revealed a tanned and toned back, and a long, blonde ponytail swung as the woman in front of her jogged on.
Robin skipped a couple of steps, hurrying until she was close enough that she could slap the tempting backside.
“Ouch, fucking pervert...”
The blonde woman's snarl turned into a grin as she turned to see Robin standing behind her and laughing.
“Jesus, I was about to punch you, you know. I'm sick of perverts in this city grabbing my ass,” said Brandyne, still slightly breathless.
“Guilty as charged,” Robin said. “It's a tempting butt though, so I might plead temporary insanity. School out already?”
Brandyne nodded. “Finish at three on Fridays,” she said. She was an elementary school teacher at a school four blocks away. A job that Robin couldn't even imagine doing. “And what are you doing here? Shouldn't you be wining and dining rich women or spending the weekend on someone's yacht or something?”
Robin laughed again. Sometimes Brandyne's image of what exactly she did was so far from the reality that she had to laugh. “Appointment cancelled tonight. So for once I've got a Friday night off.”
“Sweet,” Brandyne said. She started walking and Robin kept pace with her. “Fancy some dinner and TV?”
“Sounds perfect.”
“I can't promise lobster and champagne or anything,” Brandyne said as the pushed through the door to the apartment building.
“Good,” said Robin. “That's what I had for lunch anyway.”
Brandyne snorted with laughter and they climbed the stairs side by side. Robin paused in front of her own door. “Let me get changed and feed Schnucks and I'll be right up,” she said.
“Give Schnucks a kiss from me,” Brandyne said, disappearing up a further flight of stairs.
The key clicked in the lock and Robin opened the front door, closing it behind her just in time to stop the cannonball of grey fur hurling itself down the hall from escaping. Schnucks halted, then strolled forwards, twining himself around her ankles and purring.
“Brandyne sends kisses,” she said, reaching down to pat his head. “And I'm about to feed you anyway, so you don't need to butter me up with your purring.”
She headed into the kitchen to open up a can.
Friday night. Pizza and beer in front of the TV. What could be more perfect? A normal evening, just for once. She grinned to herself and dumped out tuna catfood onto a plate. Schnucks miaowed impatiently.
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