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Le Vie En Rose

Bookshop owner Sarah Smith has been offered the opportunity to exchange bookshops with her new Parisian friend for 6 months! And saying yes is a no-brainer – after all, what kind of a romantic would turn down a trip to Paris…for Christmas?

Even if it does mean leaving the irresistible Ridge Warner behind, Sarah’s sure she’s in for the holiday of a lifetime – complete with all the books she can read!

Imagining days wandering around Shakespeare & Co, munching on croissants, sipping café au laits and watching the snow fall on the Champs-Élysées Sarah boards the plane.

But will her dream of a Parisian Happily-Ever-After come true? Or will Sarah realise that the dream of a Christmas fairytale in the city of love isn’t quite as rosy in reality…



A deliciously feel-good Christmas romance perfect for fans of Debbie Johnson and Julia Williams


Praise for REBECCA RAISIN’s Gingerbread Café series

‘Christmas at the Gingerbread Café is a lovely, cheery festive read, a good old-fashioned feel-good romance to warm the cockles of your heart. This is one of my favourite Christmas reads of the year.’ Books with Bunny

‘This is a great novella that I really enjoyed reading and found that I didn’t want to put it down. It is the perfect read to get you in the mood for Christmas and my mouth was watering after reading about all of the delicious-sounding baking. If you are looking for a Christmassy romance then don’t look any further than Rebecca Raisin’s brilliant debut.’ Bookbabblers on Christmas at the Gingerbread Café

‘Raisin not only excels in creating a festive mood – the tone of family and friends coming together is sweet – but also portrays a lovely winter-wonderland setting, where things are covered in snow. This makes the book feel cosy and safe. It’s definitely an uplifting read.’ Sam Still Reading on Christmas at the Gingerbread Café

‘This is a short and incredibly sweet novella that explores a very endearing and unexpected romance. It is definitely one that will make you laugh and warm your heart, and one that can be happily devoured in one sitting.’ Louisa’s Reviews on Christmas at the Gingerbread Café

‘If you love Christmas, romance and HEA then you will love this sweet novella.
This one gets an A!’ Clue Review on Christmas at the Gingerbread Café

‘Wow – loved it, loved it, loved it! … It was just like I was visiting with old friends. Rebecca’s descriptions are so vivid I could very well have been stood in the café, hugging CeeCee and waddling out after sampling all the different chocolatey delights on offer. My mouth literally watered with every turn of the page. … I don’t know what I’m going to do whilst waiting for the next book – Christmas is so far away!!’ Crooks on Books on Chocolate Dreams at the Gingerbread Café

‘This book is sweet & delicious, and I am looking forward to the next in the series as they end all too quickly!’ All Booked Out on Chocolate Dreams at the Gingerbread Café
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Chapter One

October

With a heavy heart I placed the sign in the display window.

All books 50% off.

If things didn’t pick up soon, it would read Closing down sale. The thought alone was enough to make me shiver. The autumnal sky was awash with purples and smudges of orange, as I stepped outside to survey the display window from the sidewalk.

Star-shaped leaves crunched underfoot. I forced a smile. A sale wouldn’t hurt, and maybe it’d take the bookshop figures from the red into the black – which I so desperately needed. My rent had been hiked up. The owner of the building, a sharp-featured, silver-tongued, forty-something man, had put the pressure on me lately – to pay more, to declutter the shop, claiming the haphazard stacks of books were a fire risk. The additional rent stretched the budget to breaking level. Something had to change.

The phone shrilled, and a grin split my face. It could only be Ridge at this time of the morning. Even after being together almost a year his name still provoked a giggle. It suited him though, the veritable man mountain he was. I’d since met his mom, a sweet, well-spoken lady, who claimed in dulcet tones, that she chose his name well before his famous namesake in the Bold and the Beautiful. In fact, she was adamant about it, and said the TV character Ridge was no match for her son. I had to agree. Sure, they both had chiseled movie star cheekbones, and an intense gaze that made many a woman swoon, but my guy was more than just the sum of his parts – I loved him for his mind, as much as his clichéd six pack, and broody hotness. And even better, he loved me for me.

He was the hero in my own real-life love story, and due back from Canada the next day. It’d had been weeks since I’d seen him, and I ached for him in a way that made me blush.

I dashed inside, and answered the phone, breathlessly. “The Bookshop on the Corner.”

“That’s the voice I know and love,” he said in his rich, husky tone. My heart fluttered, picturing him at the end of the line, his jet-black hair and flirty blue eyes. He simply had to flick me a look loaded with suggestion, and I’d be jelly-legged and love-struck.

“What are you wearing?” he said.

“Wouldn’t you like to know?” I held back a laugh, eager to drag it out. So far our relationship had been more long distance than anticipated, as he flew around the world reporting on location. The stints apart left an ache in my heart, a numbness to my days. Luckily I had my books, and a sweeping romance or two helped keep the loneliness at bay.

“Tell me or I’ll be forced to Skype you and see for myself.”

Glancing down at my outfit, I grimaced: black tights, a black pencil skirt, and a pilled blue knit sweater, all as old as the hills of Ashford. Not exactly the type of answer Ridge was waiting for, or the way I wanted him to picture me, after so many weeks apart. “Those stockings you like, and…”

His voice returned with a growl. “Those stockings? With the little suspenders?”

I sat back into the chair behind the counter, fussing with my bangs. “The very same.”

He groaned. “You’re killing me. Take a photo…”

“There’s no need. If you’re good, I’ll wear the red ones tomorrow night.” I grinned wickedly. Our reunions were always passionate affairs; he was a hands-on type of guy. Lucky for him, because it took a certain type of man to drag me from the pages of my books. When he was home we didn’t surface until one of us had to go to work. Loving Ridge had been a revelation, especially in the bedroom, where he took things achingly slow, drawing out every second. I flushed with desire for him.

There was a muffled voice and the low buzz of phones ringing. Ridge mumbled to someone before saying, “About tomorrow…” He petered out, regret in each syllable.

I closed my eyes. “You’re not coming, are you?” I tried not to sigh, but it spilled out regardless. The lure of a bigger, better story was too much for him to resist, and lately the gaps between our visits grew wider. I understood his work was important, but I wanted him all to myself. A permanent fixture in the small town I lived in.

He tutted. “I’m sorry, baby. There’s a story breaking in Indonesia, and I have to go. It’ll only be for a week or two, and then I’ll take some time off.”

Outside, leaves fluttered slowly from the oak tree, swaying softly, until they fell to the ground. I wasn’t the nagging girlfriend sort – times like this though, I was tempted to be. Ridge had said the very same thing the last three times he’d canceled a visit. But invariably someone would call and ask Ridge to head to the next location; any time off would be cut short.

“I understand,” I said, trying to keep my voice bright. Sometimes I felt like I played a never-ending waiting game. Would it always be like this? “Just so you know, I have a very hot date this afternoon.”

He gasped. “You better be talking about a fictional date.” His tone was playful, but underneath there was a touch of jealousy to it. Maybe it was just as hard on him, being apart.

“One very hot book boyfriend…though not as delectable as my real boyfriend – but a stand-in, until he returns.”

“Well, he better not keep you up half the night, or he’ll have me to answer to.” he faux threatened, and then said more seriously, “Things will slow down, Sarah. I want to be with you so much my soul hurts. But right now, while I’m freelance, I have to take whatever comes my way.”

“I know. I just feel a bit lost sometimes. Like someone’s hit pause, and I’m frozen on the spot.” I bit my lip, trying to work out how to explain it. “It’s not just missing you – I do understand about your job – it’s…everything. The bookshop sales dwindling, the rent jacked up, everyone going on about their business, while I’m still the same old Sarah.”

I’d been at this very crossroad when I’d met Ridge, and he’d swept me off my feet, like the ultimate romance hero. For a while that had been enough. After all, wasn’t love always the answer? Romance aside, life was a little stagnant, and I knew it was because of my fear of change. It wasn’t so much that I had to step from behind the covers of my books, rather plunge, perhaps. Take life by the scruff of the neck and shake it. But how?

“You’ve had a rough few weeks. That’s all. I’ll be back soon, and I’m sure there’s something I can do to make you forget everything…”

My belly flip-flopped at the thought. He would make me forget everything that was outside that bedroom door, but then he’d leave and it would all tumble back.

What exactly was I searching for? My friends were getting married and having babies. Buying houses and redecorating. Starting businesses. My life had stalled. I was an introvert, happiest hiding in the shadows of my shop, reading romances to laze the day away, between serving the odd customer or two – yet, it wasn’t enough. In small town Connecticut, there wasn’t a lot to do. And life here – calm, peaceful – was fine, but that’s just it, fine wasn’t enough any more. I had this fear that life was passing me by because I was too timid to take the reins.

It was too hazy a notion of what I was trying to say, even to me. Instead of lumping Ridge with it, I changed tack. “I hope you know, you’re not leaving the house when you get home. Phones will be switched to silent, computers forgotten, and the only time we’re leaving the comfort of bed is when I need sustenance.” A good romp around the bedroom would suffice until I could pinpoint what it was that I wanted.

“How about I sort out the sustenance?” he said, his voice heavy with desire. “And then we’ll never have to leave.”

“Promises, promises,” I said, my breath hitching. I hoped this flash of longing would never wane, the sweet torture of anticipation.

“I have to go, baby. I’ll call you tonight if it’s not too late once I’m in.”

“Definitely call tonight! Otherwise, I can’t guarantee the book boyfriend won’t steal your girlfriend. He’s pretty hot, I’ll have you know.”

“Why am I jealous of a fictional character?” He laughed, a low, sexy sound. “OK, tonight. Love you.”

“Love you, too.”

He hung up, leaving me dazed, and a touch lonely knowing that I wouldn’t see him the next day as planned.

I tried to shake the image of Ridge from my mind. If anyone walked in, they’d see the warm blush of my cheeks, and know exactly what I was thinking. Damn the man for being so attractive, and so effortlessly sexy.

Shortly, the sleepy town of Ashford would wake under the gauzy light of October skies. Signs would be flipped to open, stoops swept, locals would amble down the road. Some would step into the bookshop and out of the cold, and spend their morning with hands wrapped around a mug of steaming hot tea, and reading in any one of the cozy nooks around the labyrinth-like shop.

I loved having a place for customers to languish. Comfort was key, and if you had a good book and a hot drink, what else could you possibly need to make your day any brighter? Throw rugs and cushions were littered around seating areas. Coats would be swiftly hung on hooks, a chair found, knitted blankets pulled across knees, and their next hour or two sorted, in the most relaxing of ways.

I wandered around the shop, feather duster in hand, tickling the covers, waking them from slumber. I’m sure as soon as my back was turned, the books wiggled and winked at one another, as if they were eager for the day to begin, for fingers of hazy sunlight to filter through and land on them like spotlights, as if saying, here’s the book for you.

Imagine if I had to close up for good, like so many other shops had in recent times? It pained me to think people were missing out on the real-life bookshop experience. Wasn’t it much better when you could step into a dimly lit space, and eke your way around searching for the right novel? You could run a fingertip along the spines, smell that glorious old book scent, flick them open, and unbend a dog-eared page. Read someone else’s notes in the margin, or a highlighted passage, and see why that sentence or metaphor had dazzled the previous owner.

Second-hand books had so much life in them. They’d lived, sometimes in many homes, or maybe just one. They’d been on airplanes, traveled to sunny beaches, or crowded into a backpack and taken high up a mountain where the air thinned.

Some had been held aloft tepid rose-scented baths, and thickened and warped with moisture. Others had child-like scrawls on the acknowledgement page, little fingers looking for a blank space to leave their mark. Then there were the pristine novels, ones that had been read carefully, bookmarks used, almost like their owner barely pried the pages open so loathe were they to damage their treasure.

I loved them all.

And I found it hard to part with them. Though years of book selling had steeled me. I had to let them go, and each time made a fervent wish they’d be read well, and often.

Missy, my best friend, said I was completely cuckoo, and that I spent too much time alone in my shadowy shop, because I believed my books communicated with me. A soft sigh here, as they stretched their bindings when dawn broke, or a hum, as they anticipated a customer hovering close who might run a hand along their cover, tempting them to flutter their pages hello. Books were fussy when it came to their owners, and gave off a type of sound, an almost imperceptible whirr, when the right person was near. Most people weren’t aware that books chose us, at the time when we needed them most.

Outside the breeze picked up, gathering the leaves in a swirl and blowing them down the street in waves. Rubbing my hands for warmth, I trundled into the reading room, and added some wood to the fire. Each day, the weather grew cooler, and the crackle and spit of the glowing embers were a nice soundtrack to the shop, comforting, like a hug.

The double-stacked books in the reading room weren’t for sale, but could be thumbed and enjoyed by anyone who wished. They were my favorites, the ones I couldn’t part with. I’d been gifted a huge range from a man whose wife had passed on, a woman who was so like me with her bookish foibles, that it was almost like she was still here. Her collection – an essential part of her life – lived on, long after she’d gone. I’d treasure them always.

Wandering back to the front of the shop, the street was coming alive. Owners milled in front of shops, chatting to early-bird customers, or lugging out A-frame signs, advertising their wares. Lil, my friend from the Gingerbread Café, waved over at me. Her heavily pregnant belly made me smile. I pulled open the front door, a gust of wind blowing my hair back, and fluttering the pages of the books.

“You take it easy!” I shouted. Lil was due any day now, but insisted on working. Times were tough for all of us, so Lil had to work, but claimed instead she wanted to spruce things up before she left. Nesting, her best friend and only employee CeeCee called it.

Lil tossed her long blonde curls back from her face. “If I take it any easier, I’ll be asleep! Besides, how are you going to survive without your chocolate fix?” The wind carried her words to me in a happy jumble.

“True,” I agreed. “I’ll be there as soon as my tummy rumbles.” It was torture, working across the road from the café, the scent of tempered chocolate or the yeasty smell of freshly baked bread wafting its way to my shop. I’d find myself crossing the street and demanding to be fed, flopping lazily on their sofa, while they flitted around making all my food dreams come true. The girls from the café were great friends, and often gave me a metaphorical shove in the back when they thought I should step from the comfort of my shop and try something new, like love, for example.

They’d set me up with Ridge, knowing I wouldn’t take the leap myself. When I’d first met him, I couldn’t understand why a big shot reporter from New York would be interested in a girl from smallsville. It wasn’t that I didn’t think I was good enough, it was more that our lives were a million miles apart, and the likes of him were a rarity in Ashford.

My girlfriends hadn’t seen it that way, and literally pushed me into his arms, at a dinner party the night of the infamous man crease fiasco. I wouldn’t say that’s when I fell in love with Ridge, my face pressed up against his nether regions after a ‘fall’ on the uneven deck, but it was pretty damn close. My so-called friends had orchestrated the night, including the ‘whoops’ shove in the back from Lil, so I toppled ungraciously towards Ridge, landing on my knees at his hip level. My breathing had been uneven, as his sweater rode high, and jeans had slung low, giving me ample opportunity to scrutinize the deep V presented to me. My lips a mere inch away from his tanned flesh, until he scooped me up, before I almost licked his skin to see what it tasted like. I had this strange burning desire to see what flavor he’d be. That’s what reading too many romances does to a girl.

Recalling the evening still provoked a blush, because it was so unlike me. I mean, imagine if I had flicked my tongue against his exposed skin? He would have been running for the hills before the entrée was served. But that’s the effect he had over me, he made my mind blank, and my body act of its own volition, including a thousand scenarios I’d never have entertained with any other guy. Dumbstruck by love was a real thing, I’d come to learn.

Lil’s boisterous laughter brought me back to the moment. “See you soon. I’ll have a chocolate soufflé with your name on it.”

“You’d tempt the devil himself!” I joked and gave her a wave before stepping back into the warmth of the bookshop.

My email pinged and I dashed over to see who it was from. That’s how exciting my life was sans Ridge, an email was enough to make me almost run, and that was saying a lot. I only ran if chocolate was involved, and even then it was more a fast walk.

Sales@littlebookshop.fr

Sophie, a dear Parisian friend. She owned Once Upon a Time, a famous bookshop by the bank of the Seine. We’d become confidantes since connecting on my book blog a while back, and shared our joys and sorrows about bookshop life. She was charming and sweet, and adored books as much as me, believing them to be portable magic, and a balm for souls.

I clicked open the email and read.

Ma Chérie,

I cannot stay one more day in Paris. You see, Manu has not so much broken my heart, rather pulled it out of my chest and stomped on it. The days are interminable and I can’t catch my breath. He walks past the bookshop, as though nothing is amiss. I have a proposal for you. Please call me as soon as you can.

Love,

Sophie

Poor Sophie. I’d heard all about her grand love affair with a dashing twenty-something man, who frequented her bookshop, and quoted famous poets. It’d been a whirlwind romance, but she often worried he cast an appraising eye over other women. Even when she clutched his hand, and walked along the cobbled streets of Paris, he’d dart an admiring glance at any woman swishing past.

I shot off a quick reply, telling her to Skype me now, if she was able. Within seconds my computer flashed with an incoming call.

Her face appeared on the screen, her chestnut-colored hair in an elegant chignon, her lips dusted rosy pink. If she was in the throes of heartache, you’d never know it by looking at her. The French had a way of always looking poised and together, no matter what was happening in their complex lives.

“Darling,” she said, giving me a nod. “He’s a lothario, a Casanova, a…” She grappled for another moniker as her voice broke. “He’s dating the girl who owns the shop next door!” Her eyes smoldered, but her face remained stoic.

I gasped, “Which girl? The one from the florist?”

Sophie shook her head. “The other side, the girl from the fromagerie.” She grimaced. I’d heard so much about the people in or around Sophie’s life that it was easy to call her neighbors to mind. “Giselle?” I said, incredulous. “Wasn’t she engaged – I thought the wedding was any day now?”

Sophie’s eyes widened. “She’s broken off her engagement, and has announced it to the world that my Manu has proposed and now they are about to set up house and to try immediately for children –”

My hand flew to my mouth. “Children! He wouldn’t do that, surely!” Sophie was late-forties, and had gently broached the subject of having a baby with Manu, but he’d said simply: absolutely not, he didn’t want children.

The doorbell of her shop pinged, Sophie’s face pinched and she leaned closer to the screen, lowering her voice. “A customer…” She forced a bright smile, turned her head and spoke in rapid-fire French to whoever stood just off-screen. “So,” she continued quietly. “The entire neighborhood are whispering behind their hands about the love triangle, and unfortunately for me, I’m the laughing stock. The older woman, who was deceived by a younger man.”

I wished I could lean through the monitor and hug her. While she was an expert at keeping her features neutral, she couldn’t stop the glassiness of her eyes when tears threatened. My heart broke that Manu would treat her so callously. She’d trusted him, and loved him unreservedly. “No one is laughing at you, I promise,” I said. “They’ll be talking about Manu, if anyone, and saying how he’s made a huge mistake.”

“No, no.” A bitter laugh escaped her. “I look like a fool. I simply cannot handle when he cavorts through the streets with her, darting glances in my bookshop, like they hope I’ll see them. It’s too cruel.” Sophie held up a hand, and turned to a voice. She said au revoir to the customer and spun to face me, but within a second or two, the bell sounded again. “I have a proposal for you, and I want you to really consider it.” She raised her eyebrows. “Or at least hear me out before you say no.” Her gaze burned into mine as I racked my brain with what it could be, and came up short. Sophie waved to customers, and pivoted her screen further away.

“Well?” I said with a nervous giggle. “What exactly are you proposing?”

She blew out a breath, and then smiled. “A bookshop exchange. You come and run Once Upon a Time, and I’ll take over the Bookshop on the Corner.”

I gasped, my jaw dropping.

Sophie continued, her calm belied by the slight quake in her hand as she gesticulated. “You’ve always said how much you yearned to visit the city of love – here’s your chance, my dear friend. After our language lessons, you’re more than capable of speaking enough French to get by.” Sophie’s words spilled out in a desperate rush, her earlier calm vanishing. “You’d save me so much heartache. I want to be in a place where no one knows me, and there’s no chance for love, ever again.”

I tried to hide my smile at that remark. I’d told Sophie in the past how bereft of single men Ashford was, and how my love life had been almost non-existent until Ridge strolled into town.

“Sophie, I want to help you, but I’m barely hanging on to the bookshop as is…” I stalled for time, running a hand through my hair, my bangs too long, shielding the tops of my eyebrows. How could it work? How would we run each other’s businesses, the financial side, the logistics? I also had an online shop, and I sourced hard-to-find books – how would Sophie continue that?

My mind boggled with the details, not to mention the fact that leaving my books would be akin to leaving a child behind. I loved my bookshop as if it were a living thing, an unconditional best friend, who was always there for me. Besides, I’d never ventured too far from Ashford let alone boarded a plane – it just couldn’t happen.

“Please,” Sophie said, a real heartache in her tone. “Think about it. We can work out the finer details and I’ll make it worth your while. Besides, you know I’m good with numbers, I can whip your sales into shape.” Her eyes clouded with tears. “I have to leave, Sarah. You’re my only chance. Christmas in Paris is on your bucket list…”

My bucket list. A hastily compiled scrappy piece of paper filled with things I thought I’d never do. Christmas in Paris – snow dusting the bare trees on the Left Bank, the sparkling fairy lights along the Boulevard Saint-Germain. Santa’s village in the Latin Quarter. The many Christmas markets to stroll through, rugged up with thick scarves and gloves, Ridge by my side, as I hunted out treasures. I’d spent many a day curled up in my own shop, flicking through memoirs, or travel guides about Paris, dreaming about the impossible…one day.

Sophie continued: “If you knew how I suffered here, my darling. It’s not only Manu, it’s everything. All of a sudden, I can’t do it all any more. It’s like someone has pulled the plug, and I’m empty.” Her eyes scrunched closed as she fought tears.

While Sophie’s predicament was different to mine, she was in a funk, just like me. Perhaps a new outlook, a new place would mend both our lives. Her idea of whipping my sales into shape was laughable though, she had no real clue how tiny Ashford was.

“Exchange bookshops…” I said, the idea taking shape. Could I just up and leave? What about my friends, my life, my book babies? My fear of change? And Ridge, what would he have to say about it? But my life…it was missing something. Could this be the answer?

Paris. The city of love. Full of rich literary history.

A little bookshop on the bank of the Seine. Could there be anything sweeter?

With a thud, a book fell to the floor beside me, dust motes dancing above it like glitter. I craned my neck to see what it was.

Paris: A Literary Guide.

Was that a sign? Did my books want me to go?

“Yes,” I said, without any more thought. “I’ll do it.”


Chapter Two

“You what?” Missy shrieked and her eyebrows shot up so high I thought she’d fall over backwards. A handful of customers at the Gingerbread Café glanced over to see what all the fuss was about. I blushed ruby red, and squirmed. Missy shot the nosey parkers a look that said mind your own business.

I bit my lip, and threw my palms up. “It just kind of happened, and I said yes. Yes. It was as easy as that!” I shrugged apologetically. I was plain old Sarah Smith; introvert, bookworm, shy to a fault. Not a fan of change, a subscriber to the steady rhythm of routine. I found comfort in the familiar. The girls buoyed me up, and I could be myself, but my radical plan would definitely shock them, because it was so unlike me.

“I cannot for the life of me imagine you saying yes to such a thing on the spot like that, but you know,” she stopped to fluff her auburn curls, “I think it’s a great idea, sugar. You’ve been skating along lately, without your usual sparkle.” She crossed her legs, pulling at the hem of her leopard print mini skirt. “But, sheesh, this has come out of left field…you’re leaving?” Missy’s face contorted as she grappled with the idea of the bookshop exchange. Being my secret keeper, and my go-to person in times of need, the idea I’d done something so swiftly without asking for advice was a lot for her to reconcile.

“One hot chocolate, and one gingerbread latte. Pray tell, what’s all this screeching ‘bout?” CeeCee asked, and plonked down on the old sofa across from us, putting her feet on the ottoman. “Lil,” she hollered. “Come sit, there’s somethin’ goin’ on over here.” She clasped her hands over the spread of her midsection, and gave me a pointed stare, her sweet brown forehead furrowing.

“Well…” I tucked a tendril of hair behind my ear, waiting for Lil to join us.

Lil waddled over, her baby bump so big she balanced a tray laden with chocolate truffles and gingerbread men on it. She handed us each a plate and sat next to CeeCee.

“So,” Lil said, gazing at me curiosity in her big blue eyes. “What’s the story?”

I rubbed my face, and took a deep breath. “I’ve agreed to exchange bookshops with Sophie in Paris. It all happened so quickly…she Skyped yesterday, and I said yes, without much thought.”

There was an audible intake of breath from the girls. For the first time ever they were rendered speechless. Usually they’d chatter away and talk over the top of one another. I threw my head back and laughed. “Girls, I’m not going to Antarctica, or climbing Mount Everest. I’m going to Paris.”

Lil cleared her throat, and composed herself first. “Wow, Sarah, just…wow. In a million years I would never have imagined you’d leave your shop. You love your shop. Your books are your babies.” Her bright blue eyes were wide with astonishment as she emphasized each point. Pregnancy suited Lil, her complexion was rosier than normal, and her blonde hair seemed to grow overnight, falling down her back in effortless shiny waves. Her face though, paled at my announcement. Did she think I was making the wrong choice?

	Lil hurried on: “It’s not that I don’t think it’s a good idea. I just…” her words fell away.

“Ain’t nothing gonna change here. Youth is fleeting, I’ll tell you that for free. There comes a time where you either fish or cut bait, cherry blossom…go on and do what you gotta.” CeeCee, the warm-hearted mother hen of our group, said.

Customers milled by the counter, waiting to order, but the girls were still too shell shocked to notice. I pointed them out to Lil. “Won’t be a minute,” she said, smiling to them, her cheeks now pink from disbelief.

“What does that incredible hunk of a man…?” CeeCee’s eyes glazed over, as she lost her train of thought. “Mmhm, Mr Rippling Abs, if I was forty years younger…” her voice petered off and we all stifled giggles.

“Cee!” Lil said, faux scandalized. “Can you focus?” We giggled into our hands. CeeCee had pet names for all of our partners, and always threw in the same line about being forty years younger. She was at the pointy end of her sixties, and spritely as a teenager despite her plump frame.

CeeCee was looking past us, lost inside her daydream. Her head snapped back. “What? Just ‘cause I’m an old woman that don’t mean I can’t appreciate beauty! My eyesight still works plenty fine! And when I see that boy, and the way he struts up that street like he owns it, all smoldering-eyed, strong-jawed perfection, I just can’t quit starin’. Then there’s that sculpted body o’ his, I say to myself, I says, ‘now Cee, when it comes prayin’ time tonight, you remember to thank the Lord for that fine specimen o’ a man, it’s the least you can do’.”

I almost spat out a mouthful of coffee, and tried my hardest to swallow it down without choking. Missy cackled like a witch and Lil gave Cee an astonished stare.

“I think,” Lil said to me, trying to keep her belly-grabbing laughter in check. “You might want to tone down the bodice rippers you’re lending to Cee. They may be affecting her health.”

We lost our tenuous grip on our composure and laughter burbled out of us. “I don’t know, Lil,” I said. “I think she has a point. He’s definitely not ugly.”

Lil nodded. “Can’t argue there.”

“And then there’s you,” Missy said, surveying my face. “You even look French, Sarah – like a French ingénue with your beautiful black, bobbed hair, and big fathomless eyes.” Missy had a thing about boosting people up, she only saw the good in a person and threw compliments around like confetti. Even if she thought Paris was a crazy idea, she would’ve supported me, it was just her way.

“Imagine you two in Paris, a couple of gorgeous love birds strolling along. That man is so in love with you, I bet he proposes…you’ll be walking along, your hair wet by rain, he’ll be gazing at you with those mesmerizing eyes of his…” Missy got lost in her imagination.

I laughed. “Admit it, you’ve been reading the books I gave Cee?”

Missy guffawed. “Yeah, who knew I’d become so addicted? But honestly, I think despite your outwardly quiet demeanor, there’s a firecracker inside of you just bursting to get out. This will do you good, finding yourself in a place as romantic as Paris. And that man is the perfect match for you.”

I smiled at Missy, unsure of what to say to such thing. It was too soon to even contemplate marriage, but I did wonder about the future. Ridge with his uber drive and ambition to succeed was at odds with my more gentle attitude. I was happy enough to float through life, book in hand, caught up in a fictional world. But was that my problem? The reason sometimes I couldn’t sleep? There were times I worried that I wasn’t trying hard enough to live in the real world. Everyone I knew had a goal, whether it was having children or expanding their businesses. And yet there I was, muddled by it all, so afraid that if I left the familiar I wouldn’t be able to handle it on my own. I’d slept walked safely through life and it was time to wake up, and smell the…croissants.

“Ridge does his own thing, and it’s time for me to find out what I want from life, other than reading, as much as I love it.”

I wasn’t sure if Ridge was completely comfortable in Ashford. He was a New Yorker through and through, and thrived on the hustle and bustle of big city living. He was competitive and determined, speeding from one story to the next. Here, if you rushed anywhere people would think you were being chased by a killer plague of zombies, or something.

“You’ve come a long way from the girl who used to try her hardest to be invisible,” Missy said, softly, remembering the old me, the one I was trying hard to shed. I’d had a range of issues growing up, all linked back to an incident in childhood, that like tumbleweed, rolled along gaining momentum until I was lost inside myself. The fallout from it still echoed. But it’d been these girls who pulled me from the safety of my books, and into the real world despite my protests.

“Ain’t that the truth. We sure are proud o’ you.” CeeCee hefted her bulk from the sofa. “Let me serve these customers ‘fore a protest starts.”

“Good for you. If this is what you want, we support you a hundred percent.” Lil had rolled into the dip in the sofa, in CeeCee’s absence. She righted herself and pulled a cushion onto her lap, rubbing her big pregnant belly absently. In a wistful tone she said, “It’ll be so weird glancing over at the bookshop and seeing someone else there.” Her voice caught.

Missy plucked a tissue from the table and dabbed at her heavily made up eyes. “I haven’t had a crying jag for the longest time, and I’m not gonna start again now. So hear me out, I’m gonna say it real fast…You leaving will be like a piece of our heart is missing, but that’s because we love you. We know you’ll flourish over there. Just don’t stay there forever, OK?”

I gave her a grateful smile and moved to hug her.

“Golly,” Lil said, her eyes shiny with tears. “Pass me a tissue!”

CeeCee trundled back. “Oh, glory be, I leave y’all for one minute and come back to a blubber fest!”

We settled back down, and stared at one another, before bursting into laughter.

“So,” Missy piped up. “When are you leaving?”

I averted my eyes. “In two days.” It was too soon, but maybe that was for the best. Less time to panic I’d made a mistake.

“Two days?” Missy said, her jaw dropping. We’d been best friends for the last decade – I’d miss her fiercely, and her baby Angel, whose first birthday was on Christmas Day.

“I know it’s short notice, but Sophie needs to get away urgently. Manu left her for the girl next door. Can you imagine?” I said. “They’re parading around in front of her, it’s just too horrible to comprehend.” The girls knew all about Sophie, I’d drop her into conversation regularly. To us, her life was exotic and utterly glamorous – a world away from our sleepy town.

“Oh what a pig he is.” Missy said, frowning. “Does Sophie know how small this place is, though?” she asked carefully. “I mean…swapping Paris for Ashford? We love it here, but will she?” In the background the fire crackled and spat, a comforting familiar soundtrack to so many of our conversations.

I toyed with the handle on my mug. “She knows all about Ashford. Her only stipulation was that there weren’t a host of single men lining the streets looking for ‘The One’.”

Our peals of laughter rang out. “Well then,” CeeCee said, her brown face crinkling into a smile. “She’s picked the right town. Single men so sparse around here, it’s a wonder babies are still bein’ made.”

I giggled. While it was such a cliché, a small town with no single men, it was true for Ashford. The younger folk usually moved away to attend college or get jobs in bigger cities, and work here was hard to find. Each year the town population shrank.

Missy put her mug on the coffee table and stood. “I’m going to pretend you’re just going away for the weekend…”

I tried to laugh it off, but it sounded hollow. It would be the toughest thing ever to leave my friends, they were like my security blanket, but the excitement of finally visiting the city I’d coveted for so long brought a fresh wave of butterflies. My eyes flicked to Lil’s belly, as she put a hand to the sofa to ease her way upright. “Lil…” my voice fell away.

“What?” she said, searching my face. “Oh,” seeing the direction of my gaze she looked down at her belly. “Don’t you go getting sad on account of the jellybean…we’ll be Skyping you every other day,” her voice wobbled.

I stepped towards her and placed a hand on the bump, and was rewarded with a little kick. “See?” Lil said. “That’s the jellybean saying it’s OK to go!”

I kept silent, not trusting myself to speak without crying. I’d miss the jellybean’s birth, Lil and Damon’s first wedding anniversary, and baby Angel’s first birthday. Celebrations that meant a lot to me.

***

“Mom, seriously, it’s only Paris. I’m not trekking up the Himalayas, or base jumping in the Grand Canyon. I’m going to another bookshop. I’ll sip French wine, and eat macarons in every color of the rainbow. Wander down avenues where Edith Piaf once sang. I’ll meander around the flea markets near the 18th arrondissement…” I’d grabbed every French travel guide in the bookshop, and soaked up the text, my heart hammering with all the beauty I’d find.

“But, darling. You’ll be all alone. All by yourself.”

“I get it, Mom. You don’t need to emphasize it.” It was hard to listen to the doubt in her voice. She acted as if I wasn’t capable of traveling on my own, like I’d come home dead or something. “I’m sure I’ll make friends, and Ridge can meet me there. And so what if I’m alone? I’ll have more time to see what I want to see.”

“Sarah, it’s a jungle out there. I’m only telling you so you know. Anything can happen to you. You’re not the kind of girl who waltzes off into the sunset…”

A jungle out there. Like I’d get swallowed up whole. “What if you go back to that dark place again, Sarah? You’re doing great here. You’ve got the best group of friends, a busy life…”

“Mom, my life is the opposite of busy. It’s practically on standstill. I’m not going backwards, I’m going forwards. This will surely spur me on. I’m not seven anymore. All that’s in the past, well in the past.”

She clucked her tongue the way mom’s do. “I don’t want you retreating again, that’s all.”

“I won’t. Don’t you see? This is a huge step forward for me. No one can accuse me of living in the shadows if I go to Paris.” When I was seven, we went to a trade fair on the outskirts of Ashford, and somehow or other, I wandered off and got lost. I’d taken a walk into the nearby woods, and had gone too far. When darkness descended I’d felt real ice cold fear that I’d die out there, being seven, every noise was amplified, every shadow a predator. A whole team of people with torches searched for me. They didn’t find me until close to midnight. After that, nightmares plagued me, and I was scared to leave my parents’. A side effect was developing a nervous stutter, and as you can imagine school life became impossible. Kids mimicked me, and teased me until one day I faded away, and dived into the world of fiction.

 Books had been my only friends. My confidence had taken the almightiest of hits, and had never really recovered. That girl, the one who wanted to die of embarrassment was sometimes just under the surface. Years of speech therapy fixed my stutter, and by the time I was a teen I’d learned to be invisible. I didn’t socialize, and didn’t have the first clue how to change that. Once you’ve cut yourself off from people, it’s so hard to find a way back in. My mom was certain I had developed depression, or agoraphobia, or a host of other medical conditions but it was fear, and the effects of bullying that left such a scar on my psyche. But that changed when I opened my bookshop, and Missy stepped into my life, and brightened it. Really that was a million years ago, and the friendship with the girls, and falling in love had boosted my self-confidence.

Mom sat across from me, the chipped and faded Formica table between us. Nothing in Mom’s kitchen had changed since I was a little girl. The spice rack was the same, the shelf displaying fancy plates still gathered dust, just like always. The silver kettle, dented, a boil-on-stove type, sat rotund, waiting. It didn’t take a genius to see who I took after, change wasn’t in either of our vocabs, yet here I was.

“Mom, my books have taken me around the world, but it’s time I stepped from the pages, so I can see it for myself.” I clasped my hands and leaned my elbows on the table. “It’s a few months, and then I’ll be safely home, and I’m sure I can pick up exactly where I left off because nothing ever changes around here.”

Dad was out back in the apple orchard, having given me a bear hug and his blessing. He was a man of few words, but his actions always showed me he cared. Mom’s black hair was streaked with more gray these days, and real fear was reflected in her eyes. She wrung her hands, a frown appearing, as if I’d told her I was going off to war.

“I just don’t know how you’ll cope.” Her lip wobbled. She was worried, her only child heading off into the sunset.

My parents were salt of the earth types. The only time they traveled was to sell the apples that grew abundantly out back. They worked hard, read a lot, and were quiet church going folk, who lived softly in this world.

“Mom, I’ll be fine. It’s time I tried something new, that’s all.”

She shook her head, miffed. My mom was a lot like me with the if it’s not broke don’t fix it kind of mentality, so I knew she thought traveling was something frivolous, a folly. And dangerous to boot.

“What if something happens to you?”

“I hope it does, Mom. I hope I come back with a new vigor for life. I’m tired of being the same person, half-living, all this waiting for something to happen…I have to make it happen.” The more I tried to convince her, the more I believed it myself.

The only sound was the tick of the clock on the wall, one that had been there since I was a skinny five-year-old. Eventually she said, “Is this because of Ridge? You feel like you have to go chase your dreams somewhere else? Following in his footsteps?”

I held in an exasperated sigh. “It’s not that I’m mimicking his life, or wanting to change my values set on his. I want to experience somewhere other than Ashford. Just for a little while.”

She took a deep breath. “Well, OK. But I’m going to worry about you until you’re back on home soil.”

“Try not to worry.” I gave her hand a reassuring pat. “Try and be happy for me.”

With an unsteady smile she said, “I am, darling. It’s just Paris is so far away, and flooded with people. I’ve seen the TV shows, I know there’s crime. Bag snatching, people smuggling, have you seen the movie Taken? I’m sure that was set in Paris…”

I hid a smile. Ashford was so small, no one was brave enough to commit any crimes. Here and there, a teenager would shoplift, and that was about it. The rest of the world seemed so fast, so downright hazardous to the quieter folk in our small town. “Mom, I’m not going to worry about being snatched off the street, or any of the million things that could happen. I’ll be careful, OK?”

Falling into bed, the night before I was to leave, I dialed Ridge.

“Baby,” his voice was soft with sleep. “We keep missing each other.”

“It’s our thing. Where are you?” I pulled the comforter up, and curled onto my side, wishing he was here, with his arms wrapped around me, his body pressed against mine. I closed my eyes against the empty feeling.

“At some sad little hotel at the airport. The empty spot on the mattress beside me a reminder how far away I am from you.”

I hugged a pillow to my chest, no matter how much I tried to cuddle it during the night, the pillow was just a cold and aloof stand-in, until Ridge returned and held me tight. “And you’ll be even farther away soon.”

He sighed. “Yep. I fly out in a few hours. As always, when I’m in the quiet away from you, I wonder what I’m doing…is it worth it? Doesn’t feel like it.”

I smiled, sleepily. “What can I say? It’s your job, and you love it. You’d get bored staying in one spot too long.”

“I don’t think I would, Sarah. I’d have you.”

It was a sweet notion, and my heart swelled, but Ridge thrived on the adventure of his job. The unknown of what he’d find. If he stayed in Ashford for any length of time, I’m sure he’d get itchy feet, and yearn to travel once more. His job suited him, he was as dynamic as his stories.

“You’ll see me soon,” I said. “Hopefully you can get your story wrapped in a week.”

A groan traveled down the line. “I hope so. That’ll be almost a month I haven’t seen you, the longest yet.” He continued, “Sorry I didn’t call last night. I had to sub a story, and it was woefully late when I got back. I didn’t want to wake you.”

“You should have, I like hearing your voice, and then I would have closed my eyes and dreamed of you.” Without any more preamble, I said, “Ridge, Sophie and I are doing a bookshop exchange. I’m going to Paris! Tomorrow…”

I heard the bed creak, he must have sat up abruptly. “What?” The word came out short and sharp.

Probably a lot for him to take in at a quarter to midnight. “Yes, it’s sudden, and unlike me, but spontaneity is good, right?” That’s what I kept trying to tell myself at any rate. Maybe it was a characteristic that could be learned.

“Sarah…you’re leaving tomorrow? And you’re telling me now?”

I frowned. “Well, I’ve been trying to call you…”

“Sorry,” he said with a groan. “It’s just a shock. Your bookshop…you said you’d never leave it. I’ve asked you so many times to join me on an assignment and you’ve always said no.”

“That’s different, Ridge. You’re working, and dashing here and there. I’d be in your way. Besides we always said we’d go to Paris one day, and this is our chance. I trust Sophie with my bookshop, she knows how I feel about it better than anyone because she feels the same about hers.”

His voice softened. “Of course. I’m a jerk…you took me by surprise, that’s all. Let’s start this conversation again. You’re leaving tomorrow. And what…you take over Sophie’s shop as soon as you get there?”

Outside, stars twinkled in the blue-black night. “That’s the plan. I’ll leave a list of instructions for Sophie. Missy’s going to drive me to the airport, and I’ll get on my first ever plane!” I felt like a child on Christmas Eve. Without the anchor of my friends, my town, who would I be?

He blew out a breath. “How can you…ah…do you need…”

I smiled. It was always awkward when we discussed money. Ridge, ever the hero, wanted to help out when I had financial woes, but I wouldn’t allow it. “Sophie is paying me a small wage, because she claims her shop will be so busy, there won’t be a minute for me rest, let alone read. In return, she will treat her visit to Ashford like a holiday, and enjoy the deadly quiet that is my bookshop these days. She will live at my place, and drive my car, and vice versa.”

“So, after Indonesia, I’ll join you there?” The question in his voice took me by surprise.

I rolled onto my back, and ran a hand through my hair. “Of course! We’re going to stroll to the Arc de Triomphe. Meander through the Louvre. Read in the Luxembourg Gardens…” There was so much to see and do in the short time Ridge would be there, and I knew our desire to be wrapped around each other would take over. But part of me delighted in the fact that I’d have months to meander through Paris, and discover who I was when I was out of my comfort zone. It was all at once thrilling, and scary, in an electrifying way.

He let out a guttural moan. “You, me, and a bottle of Cote De Rhone. In the birthplace of French panties.”

I giggled at the lusty hint in his voice. “And French kissing.”

He gasped. “How am I going to wait so long to see you? Remind me again why I’m in some fusty hotel a million miles away from you?”

I laughed. “Because you’re a workaholic. As much as I love reading you love writing, so what can I say?” What a pair we made. When Ridge worked, head bent over his laptop, I snuggled next to him on the sofa, happy to read the day away, content in being close to him, the silence a comfort as we both did what we loved best.

I’d had sporadic relationships in the past, where the guys in question didn’t understand my voracious need to read. Some called it a waste, or said I lived in a perpetual daydream. Others that my bookworm state made me almost catatonic. The clamor of the death knell rang out loud and clear in my mind when they’d talked like that and I’d sworn off men unless I found a guy who loved me for who I was, foibles and all.

Ridge was happy to snuggle alongside me, and do his own thing, and also spent a fair amount of time with his nose pressed in a book, so I thanked my lucky stars for that.

“True,” he said. “But lately…that buzz, it’s waning. Work takes me from you, it’s sort of like this annoying kid brother I have to humor.”

“Well, how about when you get to Paris, you just say no when the next big story gets waved in front of you?” He wouldn’t though. It was too hard to resist – a new place, a fresh twist, the way he’d spin the story. I respected him for the way he worked, his ethics. Intrinsically, he wanted to do the right thing, report honestly, when so many others concocted a headline that would sell, not a headline with the truth. Ridge had integrity, and was building a name for himself because of it.

“I promise, Sarah. When I get to Paris, it’s you and me, for a few weeks at least. Enough time that you’ll get sick of me, and push me to go back to work.”

“Yeah right, Romeo. Just try me.”

I wanted to clutch his hand while we strolled along the cobbled streets of Paris, the wind whipping my hair around, while Ridge whispered sweet nothings to me. The river Seine flowing languidly beside us as we walked without purpose, perhaps stumbling into the warmth of a bistro, where sensual French chatter would wash over me making me feel like I was living inside my own dreams.

“Oh I plan to try everything, at least once.”

I smiled into the quiet of the night. “Good…I need a tour guide after all, and you’re the man for the job.” Ridge had spent a few summers in Paris, working for a French newspaper. He spoke the language fluently, and knew a lot about the city.

“Tour guide?” he said huskily. “You’re not going to see much except the inside of the bedroom, for the first few days at least.”

My lips parted in anticipation. “I’m going to hold you to that.”

“Fly safe, and call me when you arrive?” he said.

“You too. Be careful in Indonesia.”

“I love you, Sarah Smith.”

“And I you, Ridge Warner.”

***

Before dawn draped its golden orange ribbons across the sky, I was at my bookshop, enjoying the quiet, relishing the long goodbye. The lull before the town awoke. Soft yellow lamp light spilled through the shop, the novels basked sleepily in the warm glow.

Leaving my books would be like leaving a piece of me behind, just the thought made me catch my breath, as though I’d done something audacious even considering it. I ran my fingers over their covers, murmuring farewells. How many would be missing when I returned? Their voyage into someone’s home, someone’s life, completed without me. There’d be no time to wish them well.

There was a slight rustle, a whisper-quiet mewling. I pivoted, hoping to catch a book moving, but I was too late. The stacks stood solemnly, fat with pride and perhaps a touch of melancholy. Did they sense I was leaving? I wanted to lock the front door, and let them all languish until I returned…

Would Sophie’s shop be this alive? With stacks of leather bound books peeking from a wooden shelf so high, I’d need a ladder to investigate? Or hidden hutches piled with old letters and diaries, penned by some of the writers who’d escaped from their lives and scribbled away there, their words flowing in such a famous place. Would I arrive and hear whispers from the past? The murmur of authors long since gone from this world? Their ghostlike presence hovering in the place they wrote their very last masterpiece. The place they were happiest – a haven for word lovers.

I wanted that…that feeling of being wholly alive, surrounded by likeminded souls. Bibliophiles who re-read a book because it was so damn good – it had become a friend, one you turned to for comfort. The intimacy, the quiet, where words washed over you and made you smile again.

And to befriend other bookworms whose lives were left in tatters after falling in love with a fictional character. Unable to eat or sleep, and sad that you’d never met him, because he wasn’t real, except in your mind. But you still looked for him in faces of people on the street anyway, you’d recognize him anywhere. It would take weeks, sometimes years to stop yearning for that character who’d virtually jumped from the page and smothered you with kisses. Would I find people like that in the bookshop on the Left Bank where the cherry trees stood?

With a nervous flutter in my belly, I said goodbye to my books, and silently wished them well, hoping that if a customer stumbled upon them while I was absent they’d be cherished.


Chapter Three

The sun bobbed in the blue sky, making me squint. For October, it was warmer than I’d expected, more so than Ashford. It was as though the city of love had pulled out all the stops on my first morning here. The air was fragrant with promise. I rifled through my backpack, searching for sunglasses. My face was split with a cheesy grin.

I was really here! Paris!

And so far, I’d hadn’t been snatched, mugged, or even scammed, as Mom had warned me about four million times before she kissed me goodbye. Rolling my suitcase along, stifling a yawn, I made my way to a ticket booth to ask where the train station was.

I had to catch the RER train to central Paris, but I’d been swept along in a throng of people, and unsure of which way I was meant to go. Somehow I’d ended up outside, and couldn’t contain my joy. I wanted to jump in the air, kick my heels together, and screech Bonjour, France! Instead, I smiled and trundled forward. Fatigue tried to catch me, I’d stayed awake for most of the flight, as excitement pulsed through my veins making sleep impossible. I shook the lethargy away, promising myself a nap before starting at the bookshop. The time difference made my head spin – but I was here, and that was the only thing that mattered.

A raven haired woman, chewing gum in the same repetitive pattern, click, blow, pop, eyed me with feigned disinterest as I approached the counter. “Oui?” she said.

I dropped my backpack to the floor, and leaned close to the glass.

I hastily found the train timetable, and pointed. “Où est…” Where is – how did you say train station? I flipped through my French phrase book.

Before I could find it, she popped her gum and said in English, “The train station is that way.” She looked over my shoulder to the next person, signaling she was finished with me. I wanted to laugh, she was so French!

“Merci beaucoup,” I thanked her, feeling foolish that my accent was so jarring compared to the words that fell from her tongue in a silky cadence.

Hefting my backpack on, I wheeled my suitcase in front and made my way to the platform. The sign was a maze of different colored lines crisscrossing all over the place. Shoot. It was a complicated web, how on earth would I pick the right one? I’d expected one freaking train! My research hadn’t stretched to public transport, and again the size of the place hit home.

Overhead on the PA a French voice rang out, announcing something, but speaking so quickly I couldn’t untangle the words. I blew out a breath, maybe Sophie’s French lessons wouldn’t be enough here – unless people spoke to me like I was a five-year-old, with laboriously slow enunciation. Behind me people hurried along, bumping into me and jostling me out of the way. A train approached, its motor screeching, and brakes grinding, so loud it was like a drawn out scream. I turned in fright, but no one took any notice. Open mouthed, I watched crowds exit the newly arrived train, and others elbow their way on, in one big gorging mass of bodies, and bulky accoutrements.

As fast as a click of fingers the doors shushed closed, and the train was off again. I double blinked. Why was everyone in such a hurry? Where did they all come from? One minute the station was empty, then full of bustling bodies, then empty again. Somehow I had to pick the right train to head into central Paris, and then squeeze into the damn thing.

Could I push my way forcefully like everyone else including grappling with my heavy suitcase and backpack? Why did I smuggle so many books into my bag? The weight of them slowed me right down, despite the wheels on the bottom of my case. It’s not like I was going to a place bereft of books! I couldn’t face some of my favorites being sold, though, and had taken one, then two, then a stack of them, just in case. They were my talismans, a reminder of my shop.

When the next train arrived, I gave myself a silent pep talk, and mimicked the people ahead of me, lunging myself and suitcase on to the train with a cry of eee! When the doors closed, I surveyed my limbs; all intact! I hadn’t been snatched, mugged, scammed, and now I could add hadn’t been squashed to death on the train. I was one step away from potentially booking a trek up the Himalayas… Settle down, Sarah. You’ve been here all of five minutes. My bucket list was a little fanciful for a newbie tourist, I must admit.

Eventually the crowd thinned, and I snagged a seat. I pushed my face against the glass, and tried to calm the erratic beat of my heart. Since I was a little girl, I’d dreamed of visiting Paris, and here it was before me – breathtaking, glorious, and everything I imagined. Apartments as far as the eye could see, window boxes with bright red flowers spilling out, like lackadaisical smiles. White shutters were flung open to welcome soft sunshine inside. Cars zoomed up roads. Abbeys were dotted here and there, their gothic facades awe-inspiring. I was goggle-eyed with the beauty surrounding me.

The city sprawled in every direction; even though I’d spent many a night dreaming of Paris, and gawping at photos, I hadn’t expected this. The sheer enormity of what I’d done gave me pause, and I was proud of myself, for the first time in ages, for leaping from the monotony of my life and doing something that scared me.

The train sped on, graffiti scribbles marred brickwork on a row of identical apartments, in front a cluster of elderly women held shopping bags, long skinny baguettes poked their heads out, eavesdropping on their chatter.

Between buildings, I saw snatches of it. The metal gleamed under the sunlight like the fingers of God were pointing to it, showing me the way. It was so much bigger than I’d expected, its middle higher than the tallest buildings, as it stretched for the clouds. The Eiffel Tower, the heart and soul of Paris. A young woman standing near me inclined her head closer to the window; like Sophie, she was coiffed to perfection, her barely there make-up expertly applied. I felt unkempt in comparison, and nervously ran a hand through my hair.

“First time in Paris?”

“Oui.” I said, darting a glance back at the Eiffel Tower. It was magnificent, the way it stood proudly in the center of the city. I couldn’t wait to see it up close. It would dwarf me – what an architectural marvel.

She gripped onto the handrail above, as we shimmied along with the rocking of the train. “Go to the Sacre Coeur for a good view of the whole city, and then you’ll see how truly magnifique La Tour Eiffel is. Lots of steps to get there, but worth it.” Her voice was almost musical, sensual. I didn’t think I’d ever tire of the way French people spoke, whether it was in their native tongue or heavily accented English.

“Merci,” I said, giving her a shy smile, knowing my accent must have sounded brash compared to hers. “There’s so much to see and do. I can’t wait.” I fell back into English, feeling less inhibited with my own language. Though I’d promised myself to try and speak as much French as possible, when it came time to speak, I was embarrassed; I sounded clunky and disjointed compared to the lovely lilt surrounding me. The words that fell from commuters’ lips were almost poetic.

“Find the real Paris,” she said, fluttering her hand towards the window. “Away from the tourist spots. Look for the forgotten avenues. They’re full of hidden gems.” And with that she spun on her heel, leaving me with only the citrusy scent of her perfume.

What would I discover in lost laneways, and veiled gardens? So many literary greats had lived and loved here, and stepping where they once did thrilled me in a way I’d never felt before. I wanted to wander until I was lost, find fresh food markets, take a boat cruise, run my fingers along spines in the Bibliotheque national de France – the grand old library of Paris…exactly the kind of place where secrets abound, if only you search hard enough.

The train slowed. Passengers stood pushing forward to the doors, the usual frenzy ensued. With a deep breath, I slung on my backpack and grabbed the handle of my case, ready to jump off. It was like being in the middle of a rugby scrum. When the doors slid open, I jostled and shrieked my way out, onto the dank, dim platform, not caring I was drawing wary glances from other passengers with my yodel-like squeal.

Whoop! I resisted the urge to fist pump, and instead took a few lungfuls of Parisian air. I was smiling like a loon, but I couldn’t curb it. A meek, shy bookworm from a small town had navigated her way to the heart of Paris without getting lost once! It was worth celebrating, so I promised myself a big glass of sauvignon blanc later that night.

Dragging my suitcase, I followed the lead of the other commuters, shaking my head in awe. It was one thing to dream about Paris and quite another to actually be here. Fatigue was trying its hardest to slow me down, but I shrugged it off, wanting to see everything at once and soak up every single Parisian thing.

Outside I glanced at the view ahead, and then my map. My heart sunk. Wasn’t there supposed to be a bridge? Frowning, and being gently nudged when people rushed past, I swayed and sighed as I took in my surroundings. I’d gone the wrong way, or had I? The Eiffel Tower… Somehow I’d ended up in what looked like an industrial part of Paris.

The sunshine dimmed, as though it was disappointed in me, as I tried to make sense of my map. The train had been an adventure, but I wasn’t too keen to get back on it. It would take some getting used to, all that rushing and the threat of plunging into the gap between platform and carriage.

My feet ached from the shoes Missy insisted I wear. Note to self; travel in comfortable footwear next time. I was a ballet flats kind of girl, and the wedged boots – which Missy had demanded I teeter in – had taken their toll.

No one will guess you’re American! she’d exclaimed. As though in order to be accepted here, I’d have to first fool them that I was French, and that could only be done by wearing the right shoes. I smiled, remembering the conversation. My heart tugged for my friends who were so far away, not only in miles, but in spirit. Would I find friends here? I couldn’t imagine anyone being as lively and animated as the girls, but I hoped I was wrong. I didn’t want to spend months here pining for them and the only way around that would be to mingle, and pretend I was a chatty, outgoing explorer. It was time to stop hiding, and start participating in real life.

Glancing up, the sky was different here; it was smudged white and baby blue, and somehow brighter, more vivid than Ashford. The air was richer, sweet and pungent, and wholly new.

Right, there was no more time to dither. “Excusez-moi?” I said to a woman pushing a stroller. She glared at me and kept going. I tried again with a young man, who shook his head, phone jammed against his ear, and pointed to the train. I tried not to take it personally, everyone was busy. I was due at Once Upon a Time, in fact I was overdue. Mild panic set in, as I pictured myself catching trains back and forth, and never getting anywhere. Gulping, I grabbed the suitcase handle and spun to go back to the station, but instead banged heads with a man passing by. I clutched my forehead, eyes watering with the sting of the collision. “Oh, my God, I’m so sorry,” I mumbled, wanting to dissolve into the pavement.

His eyes were scrunched closed, he blinked a few times, and then gazed at me. “American?” he asked.

The shoes hadn’t fooled him. “Yes, is it so obvious?”

“You spoke English,” he said. “With an American accent.”

Kill me now. “Right. I did. Sorry about the bump.” There was a small red mark where we’d collided. I’d certainly made a mark on Paris, or more specifically, Parisians.

He waved me away. Embarrassment made my cheeks flush, and now that I had someone to ask directions, I wasn’t brave enough to. He must think I was some kind of village idiot. His lips turned up, as if he was amused by me. Which no doubt he was in an I’m-laughing-at-you, not with-you, way.

“Are you OK now?” he asked, as if the bump on the head dazed me.

“Oui. I’m fine.”

Super.

Peachy.

Lost.

He tilted his head. “Where are you going?”

I forced a smile, all the while wondering if he was about to snatch me. Why was he so nice, when everyone else wouldn’t give me the time of day? Was he going to try and snaffle me into a taxi? How exactly did someone pinch a person in broad daylight? Would he take my bags too? If I was going to be abducted, I’d still like to read. Scenes from the movie Taken flashed in my mind. I shook my head to dislodge them.

“Don’t look so afraid,” he said, laughing. “I’m not going to kidnap you!”

A kidnapper wouldn’t mention kidnapping, surely? My mother had a lot to answer for, putting this crazy fear into me.

“That’s a relief.” I relaxed my shoulders. “I’m trying to head into central Paris… But the maps, there’s so many different lines.”

Running a hand through the gray shock of his hair, he chuckled, like he encountered this kind of thing every day. “You’ve gone the wrong way. Go back to the platform, but catch the train from the other side.” My face fell. “It’s OK. You’ll get lost many more times. The trick is, to embrace the drama of it all.” And with that he bid me adieu, his wise eyes sparkling, as though he’d been sent to stop me from feeling sorry for myself. Didn’t I say I wanted to get lost? And here I was. Lost in Paris. Tick! And not kidnapped! Tick!

Feeling adventurous, I dragged my bags and myself to the front of a little bistro, with red cane chairs that faced the busy road. A glass of vin blanc would give me some liquid courage to face the manic train dance again.

A waiter with a flirty smile walked over.

“Bonjour. Oui, madam?”

I smiled, it was the accent, especially pouring from the lips of someone resembling a male model who’d just stepped from the front cover of a magazine. With as much confidence as I could muster I said, “Bonjour, un vin blanc, merci.” The first thing Sophie had taught me was how to order wine, she must have known it’d come in handy.

“One white wine, of course,” he said and winked before walking away. I resisted the urge to giggle. He winked. My friends would be rolling on the floor by now, pointing and gesticulating at his retreating back. I felt very sophisticated sitting alone, in some unidentified quarter of Paris. If only my friends could see me now.


Chapter Four

My mouth hung open when I gazed at the building before me. Once Upon a Time, the sign read which was pinned to the top of the building, weathered and faded. I’d seen countless photos, and Sophie had taken her laptop out the front when we Skyped to show me the façade and the view of the Seine. But seeing it in real-life – its faded sepia brick, with the murky tea-colored river across the road – was something else entirely. The way the building leaned softly, as if time and the elements had warped it.

Time slowed, while I gawped in every direction. A world of accents chattering away only just registered. There was the scent of the Seine; earthy, fathomless. The bustle of waiters at a busy bistro, glasses clinking together, the tink of cutlery on plates. Shielding my eyes from the glare of their white shirts, and silver trays held aloft, I spun, taking in the three-hundred-and-sixty degree view, like a panorama.

Cars honked and parked in spots which looked far too small, their expert drivers negotiating the tight space, without much maneuvering. Along the sidewalk were a cluster of cherry trees; naked without their perfumed blossoms. They stood tall and proud like watchmen out front. Off to the side of the shop was a little wooden house, on stilts like a letterbox, filled with picture books and marked with a hand painted sign that read “Kids’ library.” A line of children waited patiently for their turn to open the tiny glass door and select a pre-loved book. Behind them, parents snapped shots of the Notre Dame looming in the distance, or the Pont Saint-Michel to the right. Others held maps, their faces scrunched in concentration.

I laughed at the sheer craziness of it all. It was so busy! I was like a dot in the jumble of people going about the business of living.

Turning back to the bookshop, I stepped closer and peeked in the window. It was just as I imagined; dark wooden shelves wound to the ceiling, books were double stacked, the ones higher up were beige with dust. On the main floor, rickety old tables bowed with the weight of colorful new editions.

A towering pile of the latest blockbusters were displayed by the front door in an unapologetic heap. Which books would sell best here? I couldn’t wait to find out. In Ashford, romance was my biggest genre, the women in my small town kept me afloat with their purchases of sweeping love stories. Would it be the same here, in the city known for romance and passion? I hoped so. I could usually tell what genre a person favored after a quick once-over and a study of their mannerisms – it was a gift I was proud of, and I delighted in pairing up a book with its owner.

Somewhere above was Sophie’s apartment, and the thought of a quick snooze on crisp sheets was too tempting to resist. I’d say a quick hello to the staff, and then sleep. Adventures would be so much better once I’d rested. I studiously avoided gawping into the window of the fromagerie next door, out of loyalty to my friend. I’d be living on French cheese that much was certain, but I wouldn’t buy it there, lest it taste like despair.

I pushed open the door of Once Upon a Time, and got stuck in a crowd of people. “Sorry, can I just get…” No one would move an inch to let me past, I don’t think they could see me, or hear me, amid the chaos. “Excuse me,” I said, my words fluttering above unheard.

Sophie had said to find Oceane, a French girl who’d worked here for years, and she would show me to the apartment, and instruct me on exactly what I needed to do for the bookshop.

On tiptoes, I tried to find the counter. It was stifling inside with so many bodies. How did Sophie cope with so many fingers touching her books? A man in front picked one up and flipped it carelessly open. I winced when I heard the crack of its spine as it split. It took all my might not to snatch the book from his hands. I supposed it would be just as hard letting books go here as it was at home, though this might be tenfold worse, by the size of the crowds. “Umm, can you please let me past?” No response. Damn it to hell, being five foot nothing!

Off to the right there was a small nook, the right size for my suitcase, so I wheeled it in, squished my backpack on top, and draped my jacket over it. Determined, I elbowed my way to the counter, through the mass of slow-moving traffic, yelling cries of, “Sorry. Excuse me.” Golly, it was hard to breathe. Finally, I found some space near the counter, and fell against it, making a mental note to wear bright clothes, and maybe carry a megaphone next time.

A girl with fiery red curls stood serving customers, stamping the inside of their books with the famous Once Upon a Time logo.

The queue, long and snake-like, drifted right back to the dark recesses of the shop. Sophie had given me a run down on the staff, but the journey had been a long one, and my mind blanked. What were their names?

“I’m Beatrice,” the red-headed girl said without glancing up. “You must be Sarah.” Her tone was flat, almost neutral, and she had a plummy British accent.

Customers frowned as they were ignored. Where were the rest of the staff? I was momentarily distracted by a crystal vase which displayed long stemmed roses so vividly red and fragrant that I had to pause and sniff them as their scent twirled in the air. “I’ve never seen such beautiful flowers…” even the petals smelled love-red.

Beatrice gave me a half-smile. “Americans aren’t as subtle as the French with their declarations of love.”

Was that a dig? “What does…” my voice petered off. Nestled among the blooms was a tiny envelope with my name on it. Ridge. I hastily ripped it open, heart racing, and sped read it so I could get back to Beatrice and then dash upstairs for a nap.

Sarah Smith,

I can’t wait to whisper to you in French, the wind carrying my words away, as we wander in the rain through forgotten avenues of Paris.

Oceans may separate us but know you’re in my heart, now and always.

Je t’aime,

Ridge

That guy. Little fireworks exploded inside my heart that he’d think of something so sweet for my arrival in Paris. He always knew what to do and say when I most needed it. I put the card in my pocket knowing I’d re-read until the words smudged. The anticipation of Ridge arriving soon was almost too much to bear, so I blanked my expression and focused on Beatrice. The line was growing by the second. There was no sign of any other staff.

“Do you have anyone else here to help?” I asked, gazing around thinking maybe they were stacking shelves, and could be called to help.

Beatrice pulled a face. “Oceane is sick, or so she says. Convenient, since Sophie isn’t here. She was probably up all night with her latest conquest and has a cracking champagne headache. TJ floats in later, and that leaves you. Mind serving?” She spoke with a hint of annoyance, but her smile softened it.

“Sure, I’ll help,” I said, as airily as I could. I rolled up my sleeves, and went behind the counter, trying to push the vision of a nice comfortable bed away. Once we’d caught up with the queue I could escape for a few hours, and bliss out in bed, mouth hanging open as I snored my way to slumber. The flight had been too exciting to miss one single second, but I regretted now that I hadn’t forced myself to rest at least some of the journey.

Rookie travel mistake number 234.

“Oui?” I said, to the tall, thin man next in line.

“I’ve been waiting over an hour to be served,” he said, and drew his mouth into a tight line.

“Sorry,” I mumbled. Not the best start. “Let me ring these up for you.” I hastily added, trying my level best to ignore his scowl.

He blinked rapidly down his spectacles at me, and handed over three books, keeping his palm over the cover to hide the title. Lots of people did the same thing. They didn’t want to be judged on their reading habits, so as swiftly as I could, I took the bundle and bagged them, taking note of the price on the inside page. My face remained neutral, but inside I smiled. Even Paris wasn’t immune to the popularity of Fifty Shades of Grey.

“For my wife,” he said, hastily licking his lips, his eyes darting around.

“How sweet.” I took his money and made change, knowing Sophie would probably be happy one more set of the trilogy was sold. Even in sleepy Ashford, I’d been inundated with requests to swap the trilogy for other books once people had read them, and in the end, I had to turn people away, or my shop would have been full of the erotic novels. I was glad their popularity made so many people rediscover their love of reading again.

He blushed. “She just wants to see what all the fuss is about…late to the party, but still.”

I gave him a benevolent smile. They were definitely for him. “I hope she enjoys them, if not, there are plenty of other books here that I’ll be happy to recommend.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” he said, taking the bag. “I mean…I’ll let her know that.” I tried to decipher his accent, maybe Australian? Once Upon a Time stocked mainly English books, and only had a small French section.

“Happy reading,” I said, watching him retreat fast as if he was carrying something illegal. Readers and their quirks never failed to amuse me.

Glad he’d softened about the wait, I said more confidently to the next customer, “Oui? Can I help you?” A pony-tailed mom blew escaped strands of hair from her face. She grappled with a chubby baby, who was shrieking and trying his best to escape her arms. Somehow, she managed to free a bottle from the bag over her shoulder and said, in a desperate American accent, “Can I please heat his bottle?” The baby let out a scream so loud, Beatrice scowled and covered her ears.

“Err…” Heat up a bottle? Did we even have a kitchen here?

I turned to Beatrice for guidance. She pursed her lips, before saying to me, “This is a bookshop…we sell, books. You know, things you read?”

I blanched at her sharp tone and was mortified for the mother in front of me. Traveling with a baby must have been tough. A small giggle escaped Beatrice, as if she was joking, but it certainly hadn’t come across that way.

I whispered to her, “Is there a kitchen here? Maybe she can just pop in and use the microwave?” People fidgeted in line behind, sighing, and becoming impatient with the wait.

“Afraid not.” Beatrice smiled at the woman, but it didn’t seem to reach her eyes. “It’s only for staff. Sophie’s rules.”

I blushed crimson. If this were Ashford the bottle would have been heated up, the mom given a cup of tea, and the baby snatched by someone for a cuddle. This wasn’t right, ignoring a person in need. I deflated a little, as a headache from the earlier glass of wine, and the bedlam in front of me, loomed. My new adventure paled a little.

“I’m so sorry,” I said to the woman, torn about what I could do. Behind her, the queue of people grew impatient, glancing at watches, and sighing, or outright mumbling hurry up.

“So this is when you say, ‘Next’,” Beatrice said, her voice sugary. Surely I could tell Beatrice to march to the kitchen and heat the bottle up? But the queue was growing, and in my exhausted haze, I was unsure of my footing.

“Maybe you can try the bistro a few doors down?” I bit down on my lip, hoping the young mom wouldn’t get upset.

“Yeah, thanks for nothing,” she muttered and shot Beatrice a glare.

I said sorry to the woman, as she scrunched her face in anger, and spun on her heel. Then I turned to Beatrice and said quietly, “I feel for her.”

“Why?” Beatrice knitted her brow. “This isn’t a little fairy tale village, Sarah. This is Paris, and a very busy bookshop. People here will try everything they can to take advantage. You’ll see. It might sound harsh, but we have to follow certain rules or else we’ll be overrun.”

A fairy tale little village? “I see,” I said, but didn’t really. Beatrice spoke calmly and confidently, but it was as though she was speaking down to me. Maybe I was reading too much into it, or being a touch sensitive. Of course there must have been certain rules and regulations here. Sophie was a very organized person.

Ridge’s love-red roses were almost like a hug, their half open buds like a countdown, and I only hoped when they bloomed maybe he’d be here.

The next customer approached, an athletic guy with sandy blonde hair. “I’m looking for some books about orchids.” He took a piece of paper from his pocket and read the title.

“Upstairs,” Beatrice pointed.

“Do you have that book though?” he asked.

“Only one way to find out,” Beatrice said. “Trundle upstairs and take a look.”

He frowned.

“I’ll go,” I said and brushed past her.

“Don’t make a habit of it,” she tutted. “We don’t have time for that.”

I double blinked. No time to help them find books? Just what kind of bookshop was this? “I’ll be fast,” I said, bamboozled by the ethics here. It was obviously busy, so if the other staff hadn’t arrived for whatever reason, why hadn’t she called for back-up? I couldn’t imagine telling a customer to go find his own book if he specifically asked for a title.

I had no idea which rooms housed what genres, but I did know the conservatory on the top floor was where the horticulture books were kept, because Sophie had mentioned it to me once before. It was her favorite room, and the place she sat at night to watch the Eiffel Tower sparkle under the moonlight.

I dashed up the rickety stairs, and went down a hallway, following hand painted arrows that pointed the way for each different room. Once we reached the conservatory, I quickly found the orchid section.

The guy ran a hand through his hair, slightly puffed from rushing up the stairs two at a time behind me. After a quick flick through dusty old tomes, I found a selection of books about orchids, including the one he’d asked for. “Thanks,” he said. “I’d never have found my way up here. This place is a lot bigger than it looks from the front.”

“It is,” I agreed. “And you’re welcome.”

He took the proffered books, and bounded back downstairs with a wave.

Hands on hips, I paused to catch my breath. My heart was hammering from the pace and the confusing start to my time here. The conservatory was aptly named, sunlight filtered in from a glass ceiling, which connected to the picture window which overlooked Paris. It was like being in a dream, the room luminescent with light, landing on the books in soft shards, making them almost ethereal, as they lounged in the glow of weak sunlight.

I started. In the corner, like a penumbra, a man sat hunched over a laptop. I hadn’t seen him sitting there, in the only spot the sun didn’t seem to shine. It was like he was trying to be invisible, back turned to the view outside of the Notre Dame in the distance, staring at his screen silently. I thought it better not to disturb him, but darted a quick glance as I edged out of the room. His side profile, blonde hair, blue eyes, full lips, seemed familiar somehow, but I couldn’t place him. Stretching his arms, he turned to me, catching me staring. We exchanged nods, and I rushed back into the hallway. With one last centering breath, I headed back into the fray, worried to see the line was longer, and that still only Beatrice was serving.

Evening fell, and I hadn’t managed to steal away for a nap. The customers eventually slowed to a trickle. I yawned and stretched, numbed from the unexpectedly long day, and ready to crawl into bed. My legs were jelly-like from exhaustion, and I longed for sleep.

I’d known Sophie’s bookshop was busy, a hive of activity, but I hadn’t expected high-pitched chatter, and incessant queues. It was more like book factory, wrap book, take money, point them in the direction of the nearest public toilet, make change, repeat. Some customers were surly, others awed to be in such a beautiful bookshop, and they lingered, not wanting their visit to end.

Beatrice tossed her hair, and stretched her arms high above. “I hope I didn’t come across badly,” she said, with an amiable smile. “It’s just that we have to follow protocol for things to run smoothly.”

Smoothly? That was the worst kind of chaos I’d ever stepped into. I’d wanted to ask about the lack of staff, but thought it best to tackle the big questions the next day when my brain was firing on all cylinders. I was so bone-tired, my words would probably fall out in a garbled mess. “We can chat tomorrow, properly. You can fill me in on the things I need to know,” I said.

An ebony-haired guy crept into the bookshop. He was shadow thin and fidgety. He nodded to Beatrice, and was rewarded with an eye roll from her. His black suit was crinkled and frayed at the hems, like he wore it a lot.

“Finally, he’s here.” Beatrice said, her voice sharp.

“Poor Beatrice,” he said, real concern in his voice. “Rolling her eyes to make sure her brain is still there. Find it this time, did you, dearie?”

What now? A rift among the staff? Sophie had told me that there were often petty squabbles, and I’d have to really pull them into line to make this place run efficiently. But did they snipe at each other just for the heck of it?

Beatrice crossed her arms, and said “Go write some unpublishable poetry. Oh wait…you already have.” She smirked, and tossed her red curls once more.

My shoulders slumped a few degrees south. My lofty dreams of hanging out at the bookshop chatting about favorite novels were in tatters. Where was the book lovers’ paradise I’d imagined? Us curled up on crinkly leather sofas, talking into the early hours of the morning about writers we adored, novels that changed our lives? I could fix it, I was sure of it, by injecting some fun into the monotony of day-to-day bookshop life.

“You must be TJ?” I said, holding my hand out. He had the tortured poet look perfected; mussed hair, perpetual frown, and secretive, dark eyes. His disheveled appearance was compelling, as though he lost himself in the business of living, and didn’t bother about anything else. I recognized that attribute in myself too. Many a time, I wandered from my reading cocoon, hair a bird’s nest, cheek with a thick pillow wrinkle, dazed, as my world had changed once again because of a book that had taken me on a journey, depositing me back on earth with a bang once I was done.

TJ cocked his head, and surveyed me for the longest time. “Sarah Smith. Romance reader. Book blogger. Owner of the Bookshop on the Corner. Twenty-nine. Loves metaphors. Hates mushrooms. Believes in love at first sight. Dates a roving reporter who resembles a Mills and Boon cover model, but that’s not the only reason she loves him. Yes?”

My eyebrows shot up. “Umm, yes…?”

His gave me an impish grin which made him look almost boyish. “How do I know? I’m a details man…”

“Stalker, more like,” Beatrice interjected.

He flicked a hand to dismiss her. “Thanks for your input, Beatrice.” His words poured out honeyed with sarcasm. He pasted on a smile, and took a notebook from his satchel. “Now if we’re all caught up, I have some unpublishable poetry to write. I’ll lock up, Sarah.”

I yawned. “That’s music to my ears. I haven’t slept since yesterday. Can you point me in the direction of Sophie’s apartment?”

TJ leaned over the counter, opened a drawer and took a bunch of keys out. “These are for the apartment, and the gold ones are for the bookshop,” he said. “Go up the stairs, third door down is Sophie’s apartment. Do you need help with your bags?”

“Thanks TJ, but I can manage.” I only wanted to shower and sleep. There’d be ample time to get to know everyone tomorrow. Though I was dead curious to find out their stories and how they found their way to Once Upon a Time, it would have to wait. “I guess I’ll see you both tomorrow?” I went to the front door, to the little gap where I’d stashed my bag and backpack – only to find my jacket in a crumpled heap on the carpet. I spun around, searching the entryway desperately, but there were only books, no bags. No!

“What is it?” TJ said. “You’ve gone lily white.”

I rubbed my hands over my face, hoping I’d wake up from a bad dream and find my things where I left them. “They’re gone! My suitcase and my backpack. My passport!” I groaned.

TJ loped over, and surveyed the empty spot where my jacket lay like an empty promise. “Are you sure someone didn’t move it?”

We both looked to Beatrice who shrugged. “This is what I meant by people taking advantage. It’s why I’m tough with the customers. Sorry, Sarah, but this just proves my point.”

A strangled hiccough escaped me. TJ rubbed my back. This was the never-ending day from hell. It was impossible to believe it was still my first day in Paris. It had been interminable. Bag snatch, check. Heck, I hoped my mother wasn’t right. Was this a sign of things to come?

“Go upstairs,” he said. “Use Sophie’s phone. You’ll have to report it all missing, I guess. Not that you have any hope of it being returned.” His voice was soft with empathy.

I frowned. Bed was still out of reach. It was my own damn stupidity, I’d have to spend the next hour on the phone. Way to go, Sarah.

With heavy legs, I stomped up the stairs fighting tears. Paris was supposed to be perfect. A magical, romantic city where I’d discover a whole new me. Maybe I wasn’t great at driving my own life outside of Ashford. I’d made a mess of things. Money, credit cards, passport – gone. That would make the coming weeks difficult when it came time to, you know, eat. And my suitcase, my precious books – gone. Clothing – gone. The only pair of shoes I’d have now were the borrowed clodhoppers on my feet, and the thought of lugging myself around on those all day in the store had me and my back at breaking point.

Why would I leave my bags right near the front door? I may as well have left a note on there saying Steal me! Back home we didn’t even lock our houses at nighttime, but I had to learn quick smart I wasn’t in Ashford any more.

Pushing open the door of Sophie’s apartment, I lifted a little. It was an elegant space, pretty and feminine and I knew I’d be comfortable. Grainy wooden floorboards were polished to a shine, a huge bed was made up with fresh white linen. A floor lamp lit the room from under its ruched vanilla shade. A bouquet of flowers scented the air sweet. Near the bed was a bookshelf that took up an entire wall; I was happy to note it was filled with romance books. I took in their titles, and anticipated making my way through them. Instead of diving into bed with a dusty well-read romance, I grabbed the phone and tried to sort out who I needed to call. My eyes were hanging out of my head by the time I hung up and fell into a deep sleep.


Chapter Five

The next morning, I woke groggily, forcing myself awake, fighting the need for a few more hours’ shut eye. My head spun like I was hungover from lack of rest. After a quick shower I pulled on the same wrinkled clothes I’d travelled in.

My travel insurance would replace the cost of my luggage, but it would take a couple of weeks for them to courier travelers’ checks, at the earliest. At the earliest? I’d cried. Another travel fail; read the fine print.

I’d contacted the American embassy about my missing passport, and scheduled an appointment. I remembered what the elderly man on the street said, embrace the drama, so I tried to think of it all as part of the journey, and not that I was a hopeless, hapless tourist.

The bookshop was due to open, and there was no time to call Ridge or the girls – with the scattered time differences, I was sure they’d be asleep. What could I say anyway…Hey, it’s Sarah. In the first five minutes of my trip I’ve managed to lose everything you’re supposed to lock away safe! You’d be so proud! I haven’t been mugged, but the day is young! Au revoir!

Time to switch on and become bookseller Sarah. That persona, I knew well.

With a liberal spray of Sophie’s jasmine perfume, I headed downstairs, ready for another day. I was determined that I would handle things better, now that I’d had some sleep and I knew how hectic the shop floor was. Beatrice could show me the ropes, and hopefully a few more staff might materialize. There was something a little off about Beatrice, but she’d been under a huge amount of pressure in the busy shop. The back and forth with her and TJ might have been just the way they bantered. Who knew what friendships were like out of Ashford and beyond the pages of my books?

The stairs groaned underfoot as I rushed down into the maze of the bookstore. I couldn’t wait to stumble around the nooks and crannies, and find some joy between the pages. The shop was layered with dark wooden shelves, which curved and bowed with the weight of books. There were lots of little hidey holes, and I knew I’d find some treasures in amongst the disorderly piles. “Bonjour!” a sultry French voice greeted me as I made my way through the laneways.

When I stepped into the main room, the open lower level, a girl with cropped blonde hair and china blue eyes greeted me, giving me a gentle handshake. Her nails were manicured pale pink, and a spectacular diamond ring glinted under the lights. “Desole, I heard all about the theft! I wish I’d been here to welcome you as promised. This is my fault. Beatrice should have warned you not to leave anything personal lying around. It only takes a second for things to disappear, as I guess you found out.” She gave me a quick hug. “I’m Oceane. Do you need to borrow clothes? Money?”

She wore a tight knitted cobalt blue dress, and a cashmere cardigan. Her clothes screamed designer label, in a chic, classic French way. Compared to me, her outfit was downright glamorous, and I rued the fact I was wearing the same travel-wrinkled jeans and sweater.

“Thanks for the offer, but it’s OK. I had some money in my jacket which was thankfully left on the floor, and I’ll make do with these clothes, or maybe borrow some of Sophie’s until the insurance is paid.” What if I spilled coffee down the front of one of her elegant outfits? Sophie’s were just as elegant too. I cringed a little, picturing myself wearing something so form-fitting, and French, worried it would look like I was trying too hard to fit in. Oceane even walked differently, with an upright posture, poised as if she inhabited the space around her better than most.

She crossed her arms, and pulled a face as though she was annoyed at herself. “I feel responsible, I told Sophie I’d meet you and show you around. Why don’t I treat you to a shopping trip later? Then I can show you where to do the banking, and where the post office is, so we can tie that in with a wander down the Champs-Elysees?”

After the disaster that was day one, Oceane’s warmth was a godsend. “There’s no need to do that,” I protested. From my research I knew the boutiques along the Champs-Elysees were expensive, and I wouldn’t let Oceane treat me because she felt guilty. The blame lay squarely at my feet.

She smiled. “Well perhaps we’ll window shop until you’re ready.”

“Maybe,” I said, laughing, relieved that she was open and friendly.

Outside the sun was splintering the sky, the river lapped swiftly in the distance. After my shift I’d wander by the Seine and hunt out a patisserie or two. Or maybe take a book, and people-watch from one of the cafés along the avenue.

“Aside from the stolen bags, how was your first day in Paris?”

“Busy,” I said, remembering the chaos of the previous day.

“It’s always like that,” she said, with a small laugh. “It takes a while to get used to the noise, and the tourists. I’m supposed to show you the office. It’s where you’ll do the paperwork, the wages, and all of those complex things that make my head throb.”

My stomach knotted. Sophie had bombarded me with emails about the paperwork side of things after I’d agreed to the bookshop exchange. She wanted weekly updates about the sales, and monthly profit and loss statements done. Besides all of that, there was the book ordering, the staff wages to do, and a stock take of the store at the end of December. Plus, I was responsible for her online shop and posting whatever orders came from that. How on earth I could do all of it, and work in the shop during the day still concerned me.

I wasn’t as mathematically inclined as her, but Sophie was very clear about increasing the sales, and keeping a close eye on the figures. From what I gathered from our flurry of emails, the cost of the building maintenance was frightfully expensive. Being such an old place, and the inevitable barrage of foot traffic, there was always something that needed to be fixed. Competition with other bookshops was fierce and her novels were priced lower to sell, leaving a dent on profits.

Budgets and sales projections made my brain hurt, but I’d have to learn how to do it, and make sure I didn’t let my friend down.

“We’re glad you’re here,” Oceane said. “I thought perhaps Beatrice would take the management position when Sophie announced she was leaving.”

“Oh?” I asked, an uncomfortable coolness running through me. Had I stepped on her toes, by taking the job she wanted?

Oceane nodded. “Sophie had mentioned a few times she wanted to slow down, let someone else take over. But, at the last minute she couldn’t trust her baby to anyone. Except you.”

My heart dropped, wondering how Sophie could have dangled it in front of Beatrice, and then given it to me. Is that why I detected a sharper undercurrent when Beatrice spoke? I’d have to see how she acted today, because I was here for the long haul. Sophie had even said if I wanted to stay indefinitely, I could. I had a lot to learn, and not much time to do it. Already, I adored the labyrinth-like rooms, the promise of adventures to be had.

“So is Beatrice OK with me being here?” I didn’t mention her abruptness the day before. There was obviously a system of doing things here, I just had to work it out.

“I’m sure she is. Just note that the staff will walk all over you, unless you’re upfront. They can be merciless with new people, but we’ve never had a different boss before, so I really can’t say how they’ll act.”

I had no staff, and never had, and hoped they’d be amenable to any changes my appearance made without making a fuss. The closest I’d come to confrontation was when the local book club dissolved into a heated argument, their opinions divided, and someone had to stand in and mediate. But I’d known those ladies my whole life, and all I had to do to calm them down was threaten to take the wine away.

Here they didn’t know me though, and I was ready to inject some good old-fashioned fun into the workplace. My answer: team building sessions! Sunday night baseball at the gardens or something. I’d yet to nut out the finer details. Apparently big corporations did that to inspire their employees, make them collaborate as a team. It would be a great way for us to get to know each other, and I was sure it’d lead to a more harmonious working environment. We’d have staff meetings, and sit around a table so they could air their grievances. I felt like I had a secret up my sleeve and was well prepared for them. Perhaps trying new things would spark their enthusiasm once more.

Oceane surveyed the perfect shine of her nail polish. “The staff are young, determined in a way those generation X kids are without actually putting in the effort. It’s just that sort of place. People come and go, Sophie only has one stipulation – that they love reading above all else. She can forgive them anything, as long as they read.”

“OK,” I said, confidently. Sophie mentioned a range of issues, but after reading How To Be The Boss 101, I was sure I could knock any drama on the head before it burst into trouble. Sophie was burnt out, and tired of refereeing. This exchange would help us both grow into different people, and I couldn’t wait to get started.

Oceane took her jacket off and hung it on the coat rack behind the counter.

By the front door, a small queue was forming. I glanced at my watch, quarter to nine, almost time to open up and be caught in the rush of another day. “Where is Beatrice, I thought she was working today?” It was at least a three-person business. Just to keep an eye on the crowds, and replenish, and restack books would take a couple of people. Sometimes the line was four deep, even though a majority of those customers only had queries about Paris itself, the gaggle of people didn’t seem to shrink no matter how fast we worked.

The casual staff had fluttered in yesterday afternoon and it took some of the pressure off, but not enough that I could catch my breath. Forget assisting people, there was virtually no time to step from behind the counter. The way we served people was almost robotic, and it took a little of the shine away.

Oceane played with the diamond on her finger. “No one ever works when they should. The roster is more like a suggestion. I work every week day, and Beatrice does most days too. TJ is supposed to work days, but usually does nights. The casual staff come and go. When they come in, we escape for lunch. There’s always someone here to help, you just never know who.”

My mind boggled. How could Sophie run a business like that? For someone so thorough with spreadsheets – it was strange to allow the staff to flit in when they wanted, considering they’re the ones who were most needed in order to achieve the projected targets and keep the sales ticking over at the rate Sophie expected. It was madness. Yesterday had been mayhem with only me and Beatrice on hand through the peak times.

The roster would have to be ironed out. Hopefully I wouldn’t ruffle too many feathers – maybe it would actually improve things if everyone knew when they were supposed to work. They’d probably praise me for it – they could then plan their social lives, knowing exactly when they had to work, and it would stop us being short staffed.

Oceane patted my arm. “Before the hordes descend, let me show you around the shop properly. I bet you didn’t get a chance to check it out yesterday.”

“What about the customers outside?”

“They can wait.” She gave me a flippant shrug. “It’s not nine yet.” She grabbed my hand and walked briskly to the back of the shop. “So the rooms all run into one another, like a sentence. Once you start, you just keep going…and you’ll eventually end up in the courtyard outside, unless you take the staircase to the left, and then you’ll end up lost. It’s a rabbit warren.”

The main open floor of the bookstore led into the first room up by one step. It was stacked floor to ceiling with books, some shelves leaned so far forward they were almost curved overhead like the crest of a wave. A huge mirror hung from the ceiling, reflecting everything in a warped Alice in Wonderland kind of way.

On the floor, a once ruby red rug lay almost threadbare, its colors dulled to a faded rose, indelibly changed by foot traffic, but at the edges, you could make out how truly vibrant it had once been. Old armchairs, their leather like wrinkled faces, sat solemnly. How many readers had wandered into this room, pulled a musty book from the shelves, and spent the day absorbed in a tale, every now and then glancing up, the scent of the Seine blowing in like a whisper as it had done for generations?

Oceane smiled. “And next, we have the lending library.” She led me through an archway, where someone had scrawled in thick, black permanent marker ‘This way to paradise’.

The lending library was ripe with the thick stench of old tomes and the lemony scent of new novels. Their fragrances mingled together in the space, almost like a perfume, a heady combination of past and present.

Sophie’s bookshop was so alive it hummed, dust motes danced, and I had the fight the urge to flop on a chair, and snatch up the nearest book.

An antique grandfather clock stood to one side of the room, its chimes long since stopped, the golden hands paused on the witching hour. “Who runs the lending library?” I asked.

Oceane leaned against the wall. “Bertie, François, and Phillippe. They organize their shifts between them, and keep track of the loans. You don’t need to do anything for it. Sophie’s pretty lax about the whole process. There’s index cards, and stamps, it’s very old school. The lending library is hallowed – it’s been available for locals since the doors opened here back in the twenties. During the Great Depression, no one could afford much of anything, especially books, so strangers found their way here, and knew they could take whatever they wished. They became members, friends, and weren’t faceless or nameless any more.”

“This history practically seeps through the walls.” I was in awe of the shop, it had presence, almost like it was a character unto itself. “Do you ever wonder who sat here a century ago, and rummaged through these boxes of books?”

Her eyes grew bright. “Of course. I imagine people back then stopped past with rumbling bellies, their lives grim because of the depression, until they found their way here, and they could forget their troubles, escaping into the pages of a good book, a warm drink in hand. What could be better than that? Sophie’s grandfather opened the store. When he first started, he only used the front parlor, but as time went by his reputation spread, he grew more successful and expanded into the other rooms, eventually buying the apartments above. He never changed his principles…everyone was welcome here whether they had money or not. It was popular among American writers back then, a meeting place for literary transients.”

“I get goosebumps, thinking about the stories they could’ve told. Do you think when they finally settled, back on home soil, they remembered their time here fondly?”

“Oui,” she said, crossing her arms against the chill in the room. “A lot of them were young. Traveling after the war or just because they were free, who knows? And when it was time to move, or go back to reality, they always had this place in their heart. Sophie has a thick folder of correspondence, letters sent over decades, people thanking them for their hospitality, some dedicating the books they wrote here to Sophie’s grandfather. Others saying they searched their whole lives for the simple happiness Paris provided, but never found it again. Over a bottle or two of vin rouge, I read each and every one of them. I’ve told her she should publish them…an epic love story of people and place.”

“That would be an amazing book…” Taking in the room, I thought of the people who once inhabited this space; I pictured the scene in black and white, like an old photograph. “The room has a sense of timelessness to it.” As if time had truly stopped, just like the grandfather clock. And those people long since gone from this world had found the place just as it was now, a sanctuary for word lovers.

“The store has a rich and famous history. It’s why people come here and don’t want to leave.” Oceane spoke in reverent tones, gazing wistfully around. The rooms were weathered, the furniture battered, the shop’s once former glory dimmed, faded like late afternoon sunlight through a dusty window, which made it one of the most beautiful places I’d ever seen.

“Why would you want to leave?” I said. It was like a grand old dame, this shop. Once haughty, now a reflection of its past, and all that happened here.

She laughed and surveyed me. “Your face is flushed like you’ve fallen in love too.”

I promptly closed my mouth, and scraped back my hair. “How could you not? It’s like nothing I’ve ever seen before…almost like their ghosts are still here, those readers. Maybe that’s why the sign says ‘this way to paradise’?”

Her gaze softened once more. “Like heaven? Well why not?” Soft laughter burbled out of her. “If I died and had to choose a place to spend eternity, it would be here.”

“Yes,” I said. It was different, surveying the shop when it was empty of people, as if the old building had settled in on itself while it waited.

Oceane consulted her watch. “I’ll have to show you the rest later, the crowds are getting thicker. But that,” she pointed to the next doorway, “is the piano room, and where all the music books are kept.” I snuck a peep, a shiny ebony baby grand piano stood earnestly. I couldn’t wait to creep around the bookshop, and discover what else was hidden here, after all these passages of time.

We walked back into the main area and I was stunned seeing so many faces peering through the window.

I hurried to the door and pulled it open, the gray October day chilling me, as the sun hid behind clouds, not eager to show its face just yet.


Chapter Six

The phone trilled, and I raced to answer it.

“Once Upon A Time.”

“Sarah Smith, I thought I’d lost you to Paris already. That it swallowed you up whole.”

Butterflies fluttered as his velvety voice hummed down the line. “Not yet,” I said, laughing.

“I tried your cell so many times, and it rang out and then died, and I thought, that’s it – some suave Frenchman has swept the delectable Sarah off her feet already.” I fell back on a chair, and motioned for TJ to take my place behind the counter.

“You won’t believe it – my bags were stolen. I lost my passport. My purse.” I groaned. “Didn’t you get my emails? My cellphone was stolen too.” It’d been hidden away in one of the pockets of my backpack, ironic really.

“What a welcome,” Ridge said. “I haven’t seen any emails from you, or I would have called no matter what the time difference to make sure you were OK.”

“Weird. Maybe your email thinks I’m spam…” I explained the dramatic first day, including the fact I’d been dead on my feet and thrust into working as soon as I walked over the threshold.

“I hope it gets better for you,” he said. “I wish I was there.”

“Me too.” There was no point going down that path; he had to work, and so did I. “You should see the stunning display of roses in front of me…”

“Oh yeah?” his voice came out husky. “There’s one for each time I kissed you in my dreams the night you left.”

What can I say? The man knew how to tug at my heartstrings. “Twenty-four kisses? I’m a lucky girl.”

Hearing the steadiness of his voice calmed a part of me only he’d been able to reach. There were times I felt I could do anything, having him by my side, metaphorically or not. “So…how’s Indonesia?” It was a million miles from me, in every sense, and I hoped he wouldn’t stay too long.

“Hot. Balmy. It would be a damn sight better if you were here in a bikini beside me.”

I laughed at the huskiness in his voice. “One day, we’ll go there together. But first, Paris! I can’t wait for you…”

“One sec, sorry,” Ridge said as the soft voice of a woman purred down the line. I couldn’t make out what she was saying – something, something, I ordered room service...

She ordered room service?

My cheeks flushed crimson, and my stomach clenched. Surely, Ridge wouldn’t be sharing a room with another woman?

He muffled a reply and then said “Sorry. Where were we?” I waited a beat, hoping he’d explain who he’d been speaking to. He didn’t.

“Who was that?” I asked, hating myself for the twinge of doubt.

“That? Oh, the girl? That was Monique, she’s my photographer. We’re working together again.”

“Again?” I said, prickling. “And she’s ordered you room service?”

“Baby,” his voice was so smooth it was almost silky. “There’s a bunch of us, and we order club sandwiches, and go hang out together to eat, before we head back to our own rooms to write. Monique is the best in the business, and I’m lucky to have her. Why? Do I detect a touch of jealousy?”

I rolled my eyes at my stupidity. This was Ridge, he wasn’t that kind of guy. But still, lucky to have her? “Who would have thought long distance relationships were so hard? I’m picturing some blonde bombshell, dressed in a teeny tiny bikini, teetering on spiked heels…and then she all huskily says ‘I’ve ordered room service, stud’…”

He let out a roar of laughter. “She could be all that and more, and it wouldn’t matter a jot to me. No one compares to you, Sarah. You have my heart, no matter where I am or who I’m with, so look after it.”

***

A few of the casual staff scampered in before lunchtime, different faces to the day before. They were a scruffy gaggle of college students who worked for a few hours each day. Sophie allowed them to borrow books, and sleep upstairs. At closing time they’d snatch a lumpy sofa and quickly convert it to a bed for the night. It struck me as crazy they were happy to live like that. I couldn’t imagine pulling up at any old space to sleep each night, and then packing my belongings away each morning, escaping into the daylight when the shop opened.

They were exotic with their unruly bed hair, and quick smiles. Their glowing youth and adventurous spirits was enviable. They spoke fast, like machine gun fire, bumping and jostling each other as they discussed their latest reads, trudging past, backpacks slung over skinny shoulders. They gave me a wave, as if it wasn’t anything extraordinary to find a new person behind the counter. I’m you’re new boss, I wanted to chortle, but that may have come across too cheesy. They were all stylish in that I’m-a-ragamuffin-hipster-traveler kind of way.

I desperately wanted to chat to them and ask how they ended up here, their accents as varied as the books around us, but Oceane pulled me by the elbow and dragged me into brisk autumn day. “You’ll have plenty of time to talk to them later, though they’ll speak in riddles and pretend they’re literary snobs. I’ll show you where the bank is, and while we’re out we may as well stop for lunch.”

Oceane walked quickly, despite wearing high heeled boots. I struggled to keep up, my feet still aching from the day before. She looped her arm through my elbow. “I’m taking you to my favorite café, on the corner of Rue Jacques-Callot. It’s called Café La Palette. You know Picasso used to frequent it?”

“He did?” I wanted to pinch myself, to make sure it was all real – the thrilling view before me, the Eiffel Tower in the distance, the Seine with boats chugging along, and now a new adventure to explore a historic café. Yes, day one hadn’t been ideal, but day two was shaping up to be a heck of a lot better. Oceane was serious in that French studied way, but she was sweet, and seemed to like me. The people I’d met so far were three dimensional, vivacious, so sure of themselves; I felt like a cardboard cutout in comparison and hoped some of their confidence would rub off on me.

“It’s where the art crowd mingle,” she said. “But first we must cross to the other side where the bank is, and I’ll show you the post office too.”

“OK,” I tried to match my steps to Oceane’s, her hurried pace was enough to send my heart racing. “Are you engaged?” I puffed, pointing to the blinking diamond on her finger.

She tutted and shook her head, her blue eyes shadowing. In the distance the Notre Dame loomed, formidable with its heavy archways, and gothic façade.

“Non,” she said. “I bought it for myself. And why not? Why should I wait for a man to buy me a beautiful diamond?”

“I like your style,” I said, smiling.

She held her hand up, and gazed at the sparkly precious gem. “It was a present to myself. Unfortunately, I’m a magnet for the Mr Right Now’s. Mr Right, well he must be on vacation, because damned if I can find him.”

Oceane was stunning with her high cheekbones, and full lips. Her cropped hair only emphasized her startling features. I bet men fell at her feet, but I agreed with the idea of finding The One and waiting for the happy ever after.

When we got closer to the famous church I stopped and craned my neck, taking it all in. Stone gargoyles leaned from the structure, almost lifelike with their piercing eyes and open mouths, as if they were ready to pounce.

“Impressive, non?” she asked.

“I don’t think I’ll ever get used to the beauty here.” Hard to imagine that those gargoyles perched above like watchmen had been gazing over the city for almost a thousand years. I was intoxicated by the scene before me. Goosebumps riddled my skin as excitement fluttered through me. I’d left my home, my routine, and I was here where ancient beauty was abundant. I’d made the right choice, I could feel it in my bones.

“I can take you inside later. We won’t have to line up.” She winked. “I used to date a guy who works there.”

Oceane grabbed my hand and we continued down the street, ambling through groups of people, dodging children who were running through the open space in front of the church, before crossing over. I shrugged deeper into my jacket as the wind whipped past.

“What about you? Is there a man who’s stolen your heart?” Oceane asked.

“There is.” My pulse quickened, as Ridge’s face flashed through my mind. Missing him was like being in a heavy fog sometimes. “He’s a freelance reporter, so he’s always off on some exciting adventure. Once his latest story is submitted, he’ll come to Paris.”

She tapped my hand. “So you don’t see him much?”

“Not as much as I’d like. At the beginning it was almost every weekend. And then he moved to my town, but the stories came thick and fast…” my voice faded. Was the thrill of new love waning for Ridge? These days, he hunted for stories zealously, almost like he was happy to escape the humdrum of Ashford. It had been different in the beginning, when he’d turn down work in favor of staying with me.

“Maybe you need a vacation romance while he’s away?” her eyes glittered with mischief.

I gasped, scandalized. “I would never…”

She shrugged. “So, my pretty American friend, you have found Mr Right I see.”

“Yes.” I smiled. He was my Mr Right, there was no question about that. It was just a shame he wasn’t Mr Right Here.

She flashed a grin. “That’s the bank,” Oceane pointed to a building that was far too pretty to be a bank – with wide columns and a balcony up above. “And the post office is down that laneway. And now I’ll take you for lunch. If we see a celebrity like Julia Roberts, please don’t do that gushy tourist thing where you rush up to them for a photo. We’re not fans of the ‘selfie’ here.”

I laughed at Oceane’s frown. There would be no chance I’d run to a celebrity, in case I made a fool of myself. “Julia Roberts?” I asked.

“She loves it here,” Oceane said. “But it’s better to act like she’s a regular girl. She likes that anonymity. And we don’t go gushy over celebrities, they’re just regular people who happen to earn a lot of money, you see?”

She was deadly serious, so I held in my smile. “I do see.”

We arrived at Café La Palette, trellised roses rich out front. Oceane strode briskly inside, zigzagging through tables and finding us a spot in the front salon. There was a bevy of waiters standing to attention behind a bar which shone like burnished gold, and above it hung an oversized artist’s palette. “It’s made from zinc,” she said, following my gaze to the bar.

She motioned for me to sit. Even the floor was a mosaic of tiles, so many touches and textures made the space almost art gallery worthy. Kaleidoscopic colors and materials had my gaze bouncing here and there, trying to take it all in. A waiter appeared and kissed both Oceane’s cheeks before saying, “Bonjour, ma cherie.” He took her hand, and brushed his lips across her skin in an intimate way. My eyes widened in surprise, but Oceane paid zero attention to him.

“The usual,” she said, finally giving him a half smile. His face lit up under her attention, and as quick as that she turned back to me, snatching her hand back.

“Bien sur,” he said, and spun away.

“He’s smitten,” I said, fidgeting with the cutlery on the table.

Oceane pouted. “We dated once. But he was not for me.”

I smiled. Oceane had no shortage of suitors, yet claimed they had all been Mr Right Now’s. “Why?”

“I want someone who makes my heart sing. Someone that lights me up from inside. Laurent,” she motioned into the space the waiter had gone, “was sweet, but after a few weeks that fire fizzled out. I don’t want to settle for ordinary, I want fireworks, enough to last me my whole life.”

“Spoken like a true romance reader,” I said. I’d been the very same before I met Ridge. I wanted the book boyfriend to come to life, to make a gray day blue. Otherwise what was the point? Why shouldn’t we strive for what our fictional friends had? Why did they get the grand love affairs and we settled for second rate? That’s why my love life had been virtually nonexistent before Ridge had wandered into town. My expectations were high, I wanted a once in a lifetime love.

“Exactly,” she laughed in that quiet gathered way of hers. “I want a love affair like the books. And until then, guys like Laurent are just good practice.”

Laurent returned, expertly balancing two glasses of wine and two plates of food.

When he placed the plate in front of me, my hand flew to my mouth. Were we supposed to cook this ourselves? I surreptitiously glanced around for some kind of grill, or a hot plate, but found nothing.

“Bon appetit,” he said, giving Oceane one last hungry look.

I snatched up the glass of wine, and sipped to delay the inevitable.

“Enjoy,” she said. “Steak Tartare, my most favorite dish.”

I eyed her dubiously when she picked up a fork, broke the raw egg yolk and mixed it through the raw meat. All I could think was, raw, raw, RAW!

“Eat,” she said between mouthfuls. “Don’t you like it?”

I sucked in a breath before responding. “Well, I’ve got the makings of a very fine burger here, raw mincemeat, raw egg, spices, capers…”

She giggled, and waved her napkin at me. “Trust me. You’ll love it. You’re not vegetarian are you?”

“No.” Though I suddenly wished I was. But in the arty café it seemed absurd not to give something new a try. Had Picasso come here for this dish? Once again I was opening up to life as it opened up to me. I gave myself a silent pat on the back for embracing a wholly new culinary experience, and only hoped my stomach didn’t revolt against it.

I made a show of grinning, like I’d always wanted to eat Steak Tartare, and picked up my cutlery. Maybe it would be mind-blowingly brilliant and I’d wonder why I’d ever wasted time actually barbequing meat back home. It could happen. I took the fork and broke the yolk, trying not to inhale the pungent smell.

Clenching my jaw, I mixed the ingredients together, wondering what Lil and CeeCee would make of this meal. I could almost hear Cee, “I didn’t fall off a watermelon truck yesterday, what you mean, you eat it raw?” She’d have one of her conniptions if she saw what was in front of me.

I scrunched my eyes closed, and took a mouthful, trying my best not to gag. The texture was all wrong, the mincemeat like slime in my mouth. I swallowed without chewing, and waved my cutlery victoriously. Until I remembered I had many a forkful to go.

“Delicious, non?” she asked.

“Magnifique,” I said, loving the feeling of total sophistication I had when trying things with the likes of Oceane, and took a huge swig of wine to get rid of the awful mouthfeel. After a few more forkfuls I put a hand to my belly, “If only I weren’t full,” I said, and promptly put my knife and fork together. Oceane didn’t buy it, I could tell by the lift of her lips, but she let it slide.

After lunch we set off at Oceane’s usual brisk pace; she talked while I listened. “Twice a day, you have to deposit the takings. Then enter it all into the computer. Sophie is fanatical about it,” Oceane said. “The mail, well, that’s almost a full-time job in itself. Open, sort, and file it. Purchase invoices are to be entered into the computer too.”

“Right,” I walked fast to keep up. “What else?”

“The book orders. The biggest sellers are all kept in a store room out back. Go through the spreadsheets and see what’s selling best, then re-order what we need. The online shop, too, though, that’s usually Mills and Boon books, romance is huge here. Whatever books are ordered online need to be posted. You can always get someone to help package them up. Use whoever you can to get them wrapped and mailed or it’ll spiral out of control.”

I blew out a breath. “It’s so much work. I hadn’t expected it to be so…frantic.”

“It’ll get worse as Christmas approaches. You’ll have to assign jobs to certain people and double-check they’re doing it. Everyone loves the shop but a lot of them are young, and unreliable, and get caught up with the social aspect.”

“OK.” Sophie really neglected in telling me the finer details when I first agreed to exchange. “Why doesn’t Sophie assign some of these jobs to other people?” It didn’t make an iota of sense one person doing so much work.

“She doesn’t trust anyone enough. Sophie’s traditional.”

I fell silent, worrying I’d make a mess of it all. There was so much to consider with the various aspects of the business, if there were any disasters it would fall squarely on my shoulders.

Suddenly I pined for my own bookshop, the simplicity of it. And I wondered when I’d snatch time to read, which for me was as essential as breathing.

“One moment,” Oceane said, stopping as we arrived in front of a little flower shop. The pastel green front was chipped and faded in that shabby chic French style that people the world over tried to recreate. A slatted wooden bench sat in front of the window, filled with cane baskets of brightly colored blooms. Petals had fallen to the ground, like a scattering of confetti. I bent to the bouquets, their sweet, feminine perfume mingling in the air. I wanted to gather them in my arms, and take them all back with me, to wake to the sight of them, and breathe in their evocative scent like a tincture.

“Oui?” A French woman appeared, dressed well, similar to Oceane. Were jeans and t-shirts not a thing here? I’d have to rethink my super casual wardrobe when the insurance checks arrived. I felt downright bedraggled in comparison to the smart, French way of dressing.

Pointing to a bunch of pale pink peonies, whose petals were folded in on themselves like a secret, Oceane spoke quickly to the woman. My best friend Missy loved peonies, she had pots full back home, and crooned to them lovingly as if it would help them live. She was a real green thumb, and these little flower shops that were hidden down cobbled avenues would have sent her into a tizzy.

I pointed to a bunch of peonies too. I wanted to wake to their pinkness, and remember that there was beauty everywhere here, even if I was cooped up in the bookshop, counting endless piles of books, or wrangling the paperwork.

We paid, and cradled our tissue-paper wrapped purchases like they were babies, wandering out of the avenue and back into the filmy light of day. I checked my watch. We’d been gone almost an hour. “We better head back.” I said, worry catching me as I thought of all I had to do.

“Oh, there’s no rush,” Oceane said. “French people take long lunches. I usually go home, and sit on the balcony for a while. Besides, my flowers need a vase and some water.”

I followed blithely along, hoping the bookshop wasn’t being overrun, as guilt at being absent gnawed at me.

Oceane’s apartment was on the Quai Voltaire a few doors down from the Musee d’Orsay. The museum took up a fair expanse of street, the façade of the building was magnificent. Inside was full of priceless art, and I itched to wander in. I wasn’t an expert on the arrondissements but I could guess that this part of Paris was expensive to live in. I wondered how she could afford the trappings of her lifestyle on the salary Sophie paid her, but thought it rude to ask.

“Do you spend a lot of time at the Musee d’Orsay?” I asked.

“Oui,” she nodded. “I adore art, especially the greats. Van Gogh, Monet, Renoir…I pretend they’re alive and we’re neighbors.” She blushed, as if she hadn’t meant to admit that.

“Which is your favorite?” I asked.

“It’s impossible to choose, and like books, sometimes one appeals to you more, depending on what kind of mood you’re in or which draws you when you most need it. Let me show you,” she said. “We don’t need to line up. You need to see them for yourself.” She shook her head. “I could never tire of staring at them, Sarah.”

Sure enough, we bypassed the queue and went in another entrance. Oceane giving the security guard a fluttery wave. How did she do it?

With a laugh, I caught up with Oceane and her breakneck pace, and stopped short. The ceiling above was vaulted, almost like a tunnel, with intricate patterned glass and gold panels. Arched windows funneled in bleached light.

“It’s used to be train station a long time ago,” Oceane said, pointing upwards.

“That explains the height. It’s stunning, the way the light filters in.”

We spoke in hushed tones, with a certain reverence that the building prompted. We hurried along, until she stopped abruptly. “Here’s Vincent.”

I gasped, astounded that I was standing in front of a Vincent Van Gogh painting. Like, it was right there. Vincent. Van. Gogh. It spoke to me in such a way, I promptly burst into tears. Oceane patted my back. “His work has the ability to do that,” she said softly.

The painting was Starry Night over the Rhone, and the famous blue and yellow loops and swirls on the canvas were so detailed close up they pulsed. The reflection of lights on the water was startlingly life-like, so golden, it glowed under the daubs of moonlight. I’d read many a biography about Vincent, and the sadness that followed him. Seeing his work brought back all those memories, and the own picture I painted in my mind about him and his complex life. I’d felt a real empathy for him, like he was too good for this world.

We went back to Oceane’s apartment; I was dazed by what I’d seen, and I vowed to return to the museum at a later date, giving myself a full day to explore. Seeing Vincent’s work had touched me deeply, I felt different when I walked outside, as if I’d added a layer to my life. By stepping away from my fears and visiting Paris, I’d just clapped eyes on a masterpiece, and I was indelibly changed by it. It would probably sound dramatic, trying to explain to my friends back home, but it was almost like I felt a vibration from Vincent himself, as though he was still alive through his work. What else would I find here?

Bustling around, Oceane arranged her flowers and murmured to them. I sat on one of the chairs outside, the sun warming my cheeks. The balcony had a selection of planters filled with fragrant herbs, Oceane said she enjoyed cooking and liked having fresh ingredients on hand. She filled a watering can and gave them a quick drink. She was in no hurry to get back, retreating into the spacious apartment, returning with a bottle of wine and two glasses.

“Don’t be so concerned,” she said. “We all take long breaks, it’s the way it goes.”

I didn’t want to be a wet blanket but felt the shop pull me back. The thought of staying up into the night in front of the glare of a computer monitor galvanized me. “Take your time, if that’s what you normally do. But I better return. I’m worried about the five thousand things I need to do.”

“OK,” she said, sitting on the chair beside me and pointing her face to the sun. “I’ll be back later. You’ll see, Sarah. That shop with swallow you up, if you don’t step out from time to time.”

I gave her a quick hug, feeling slightly woozy from daytime wine. This French lifestyle would take some getting used to. But I had to make a start on the to-do list for the shop. I’d need to escape the following day for my passport appointment, and I only hoped it didn’t eat too much time out of my day.


Chapter Seven

“You’ll have a new passport in three weeks, Miss Smith, at the earliest. Please be more careful. Passports are not like train tickets. You should know where it is at all times.” The consulate official tutted, and signed the paperwork with a flourish.

His colleague steepled his fingers and reiterated, “You have to be careful, Miss Smith. We suggest you read our website when it comes to travel warnings and how to be safe. Paris is a beautiful city but you must take precautions…”

I forced a tight smile. They were speaking to me like I was a child, and it grated. Did I have a sign on my forehead saying, ‘Kid trapped in adult’s body’? “Yeah, it was an accident, a split-second decision, so it’s not like I plan to repeat it.”

“Just be careful. Treat your passport like it’s priceless, OK?”

Steepled fingers joined in, “Like… it’s the Mona Lisa.”

I willed my eyes not to roll, it was a good twenty-second battle. “The Mona Lisa. Got it.” I smiled to soften the sarcasm that poured from my mouth and donned my most innocent expression.

“Three weeks, so no international travel until then, OK?”

I slapped a hand to my forehead. “No international travel? Are you sure? Can’t I use my train ticket in lieu of a passport?” I couldn’t resist acting like the imbecile they took me for. “Joke.” I said to their startled faces. “I’ll lock myself safely in my room so no harm comes to me.”

When I finally found my way back to the bookshop, phones were left ringing, the counter was staffed only by Oceane, and customers grumbled to one another about the wait. I dashed behind the counter and stowed my bag ready to help.

“Next.” I smiled brightly, hoping to ward off any complaints. “Where is everyone?” I asked under my breath.

“Who knows?” Oceane muttered. “It’s like with Sophie gone everyone’s in holiday mode. I don’t get paid enough for this kind of treatment. I’ve been screeched at a hundred times already.”

I nodded in agreement. The next customer approached. “You’re in all the Paris guidebooks as the best bookshop, yet you don’t even have the latest Cathy Kelly book here! What kind of bookshop is this?” The woman plonked some romance novels down, and glared.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “The Cathy Kelly’s only just arrived and we haven’t had a chance…”

She held up a hand. “I’ve waited an hour to be served. I just want to pay and go.”

“Sorry,” I said lamely. Where the hell was everyone?

Once we’d caught up, I rushed to the store room and unpacked the latest delivery of books. Really, we needed someone in charge of restocking. You couldn’t sell books if they were hidden in a back room. I raced to the computer and made up some quick flyers, advertising ‘Buy three books get the fourth half price’. People loved getting a bargain, and I was mindful of keeping the sales figures healthy. When I had more time I’d introduce other bundle deals to inspire people to buy. Already, I could tell the difference between a customer who truly loved books, and paid for one, and a tourist who just wanted to cross another sight off their list. Somehow, we had to convert those sightseers into customers.

***

Ridge and I had become masters in phone tag. It was like we instinctively knew when the other one was busy or sleeping, and seemed to call at that moment. I missed him like crazy, and still got a little thrill when I heard his message bank recording, even though it meant he wasn’t available to chat. A week on Paris soil, and I still hadn’t managed to tee up a time that was convenient to speak to Ridge, or the girls back home. It was so odd to think they were sleeping, while I was racing around the shop, the days whooshing by in a blur.

When there was a lull in customers, I dashed outside to call Ridge, calculating the time difference and hoping I’d catch him before he left his hotel for the day. “Morning, beautiful,” he said, in that rich husky just-woke-up way. I could see him in my mind’s eye, laying with crisp cotton sheets tangled around his taut, tanned body. Him running a hand through his shock of black hair. That sexy, dazed gaze of his as if he’d awoken from a nice dream.

“Morning, Mister. Still lazing in bed?”

He let out a gruff sigh. “I am, and it’s not half as much fun without you.”

“I hope not.” I strolled down the street to Square Rene Viviani, and walked through an arbor covered with climbing roses which gave off a musk scent. I sat under a canopy of leaves, bracing myself against the strong winds. As cold as it was, there was something magical about the rain hitting my flushed cheeks, and Ridge’s silky voice.

“How’s it going there? A book lover’s dream?” A rustle of sheets, and the splash of running water filtered down the line.

What could I say that wouldn’t make me sound like a timid little mouse? “Oh, you know, I’m still having a few teething problems, but I’m sure I’ll get there. The little hurdles are nothing when I have Paris outside waiting…” I big, fat, lied. He was so self-assured and dynamic, I didn’t want him to worry that I couldn’t handle myself in the so-called big bad world.

“Sounds like you’ve got a handle on things there.”

“Yep, having a blast. I cried when I saw Van Gogh’s –”

He interrupted, “Wait one second, baby.”

My mouth promptly closed as someone spoke out of hearing range. When he came back to me, his voice was firmer, more businesslike. “Sorry, I have to go. You can tell me all about Picasso later.”

“It was Van Gogh…”

He spoke to someone again, whoever it was their voice garbled through in an urgent tone. “Gotta go, baby. It looks like the story might have just broken. I’ll call you as soon as I can.” With that he hung up, leaving me with just the pitter patter of rain for company. Was he really that busy, he couldn’t spare five minutes?

***

A few days later I was still reeling from the awful experience at the passport office, they’d been so belittling – I bristled every time I thought of it. Why didn’t I speak up for myself better? Their warning rants had continued on for another thirty minutes until I was mute with anger. And then there was Ridge’s abrupt hang up. He hadn’t managed to call me back, so the story must’ve have been breaking like the slowest wave on earth. I’d left a bunch of messages for him, and then vowed no more. It was hard not to take it personally. Surely he ate? And slept? Showered. He could spend a minute on the phone to me. But perhaps, like so many times, he was out of range, or something. My life was hectic here anyway, and I always had so many things vying for my attention.

Still trying to familiarize myself with the shop, I worked on stacking shelves whilst TJ manned the counter. It was a gloriously quiet moment, one where we scrambled to get as much cleared up before the next wave of tourists and book lovers swarmed in. The door gusted open and the man I had caught a glimpse of in the conservatory on my first day walked in. The one who hid in the shadows like he didn’t want to be seen. Again, his blonde-haired, blue eyed looks seemed familiar, but how could they? I didn’t know any French men, I was from smallsville.

“Who is that?” I asked TJ, in a whisper. For some reason I was drawn to the mysterious man who sat upstairs for hours on end and yet I had never seen him buy a book.

TJ shrugged. “Haven’t stopped to speak to him before. But every day like clockwork he’s here. He’s been here ever since I arrived.” He moved to fix a fallen stack of books. “I’m going to tidy the blue room.”

The blue room was yet another little piece of perfection in the store. It was stacked with blue bound novels. Sophie’s idea of a private joke because of the amount of times she had been asked for a book, the only clue given was that it had a blue cover. The blue room had an old locked armoire in the corner filled with the manuscripts of writers who’d left them with Sophie as a gift when their books were published. An antique roll-top desk stood proudly in front of the window. “OK,” I said distractedly.

The blonde man intrigued me. I hadn’t seen many people with such expressive features before, but instead of happiness, he face was lined with pain. I wanted to know why. He was one of many that regularly visited the store. People often came to sketch, or read, they traipsed in as if they were at a friend’s home. He was different though, it was as though he was searching for someone when his eyes scanned the counter, and always came up missing.

***

TJ strolled over, his boyish grin in place. “Hectic day. You want me to lock up?”

I yawned, which produced a chain reaction – TJ joined in, and so did Beatrice who’d wandered over, leaned her elbows on the counter and cradled her face in her hands.

“Would you mind?” I asked TJ, grateful he’d even offered. My legs were jelly-like from standing so long, and my lower back twanged each time I bent to restack shelves.

“I know men aren’t supposed to say things like this, but you don’t look so great, Sarah. Maybe an early night’s in order?” He patted my shoulder in a big brother kind of way.

I groaned and covered my face. Even at dawn when I first awoke I had shadows under my eyes, and my complexion resembled Casper the ghost. Too many late nights with only the glare of the computer screen for company. “I’m shattered,” I said, managing a small laugh. “I could sleep standing up. Though I think I may be developing some buff arms.” All that book heaving and carting of boxes was doing wonders for my tiny frame.

“I promise by week four things improve. It’s all about snatching those break times, and getting some distance between you and the shop.”

“Week four, you say?” I held onto that, hoping he was right and that somehow after a month here, I’d learn to cope better.

Beatrice chewed a nail, surveying me. “Don’t forget Sophie’ll expect the end of month reports soon.”

“Urgh, the reports. I’d forgotten.”

Beatrice smirked. “All part of the management fun.” Was I imagining it or did she gloat a little when she said that?

“Great,” I couldn’t even pretend to be chirpy. “I’ll take the till, TJ, you can start a new cash drawer.” Time to count the takings, and add everything into Sophie’s difficult computer program.

Hours later, nursing another coffee, I squinted hard at the screen. Had I made a mistake somewhere? Sighing, I rechecked the figures again. And once more, flicked through the Euros, securing them into piles with rubber bands. Please no! I had tripled checked, and the same figure popped up every time.

Money was missing. And not small change, either. I’d have to tell Sophie.

My stomach clenched at the thought. She’d think I was completely incapable of running her shop. Worry gnawed at me, and like the coward I was, I put off calling her until the next day.

Glumly, I gathered everything up, stowing the money in the safe, and headed to bed. No shower, no dinner, just an overwhelming need to pull the quilt cover over my head and sleep. Fatigue hit me like a brick, and I fell into a fitful slumber, jarring awake when anxiety dreams tumbled into my subconscious.

***

Mid-afternoon, I finally corralled Beatrice to man the front counter, so I could do the banking. Soon, Sophie would be starting her day in Ashford, and I’d have to call about the missing money. A quick breather would steel me for the dreaded admission that things weren’t running smoothly.

With the Parisian air against my face, and slivers of autumnal sunshine breaking through clouds, I was happier outside. How people walked along here without stopping to marvel at each and every little thing was beyond me. I crossed the Pont Neuf, and headed into the little island in the Seine, the Île de la Cité. I loved the idea that in such a bustling crowded place, there was an island like a refuge between both sides of the city, and the river flowed freely, like a fork in the road on both sides before joining in harmony once again. Quirky me found it metaphorical, somehow. In a totally whimsical way, it was like me and Ridge – parting, going about our lives until the tides changed and brought us back together again.

I hurried along, soaking up the detail of the buildings – their gray slate roofs; the wrought iron balconies, small pots filled with plants; shutters, opened to the day; and even the naked trees, their roots spilling out squid-like as though they were searching for something – it all captivated me. The age, the history of the buildings and every magnificent little feature caught my eye. A rush of sentimentality hit as I imagined Paris changing over generations, from black and white to full Technicolor.

Time raced away, and before I knew it the banking was done and I had to return and call Sophie, my stomach knotting at the thought.

“Sarah, if there’s money missing, you have to do something about it. I’ll tolerate almost anything, but not that.” Sophie’s French accent sharpened, and I cringed, glad we were on the phone and not on Skype so she couldn’t see mortification color me red.

“I’ve recounted so many times. And triple checked the sales figures. We’re four hundred Euro down. I’m so sorry, Sophie. I thought it may have been a mistake…”

My toes curled thinking someone was stealing, and most likely because I was here, and they thought they could get away with it. “It’s not your fault,” she said. “You didn’t take it, but just be aware. Watch them. We can’t have that, and the sales dropping too.”

I wanted to roll into a ball and cry. So far, the sales had plummeted significantly, and money was going missing every few days, sometimes fifty Euros, sometimes a heck of a lot more. “I’ll fix it,” I said, squaring my shoulders, determined.

“I know you will. In other news, your sales have almost tripled. Well, I’m guessing by your hastily scratched sales sheet here.”

I was the opposite of Sophie. My meager sales were handwritten in a ledger by the till. “Tripled?”

“Yes,” she said. “I’ve added a few tabs to your online shop. They can now buy romance bundles by subscription, and all sorts of things. I blogged about it for you, and almost immediately there were orders. I hope it’s OK, that I shuffled things around?”

“Of course,” I said, imagining complex charts and graphs when I returned home – my sales figures proudly in the black after Sophie had taken over. A tiny part of me was a little put out. Only because she was increasing my revenue, and I was decreasing hers, despite my efforts. Nothing was going as planned, and I felt a lot like a failure compared to the together types.

“Anyway, darling. I must dash, the girls are waiting for me at the Gingerbread Café. They’ve baked some heavenly French dessert to curb a homesickness I don’t have.”

My friends. I could picture them all squashed together on the sofas in the café, the fire crackling next to them. I double blinked at the sudden hit of jealousy I felt. Sophie was living my life, and probably better than I did. And I was here, trying my best, but failing at hers. “Tell them I said hello, and I miss them,” I swallowed a lump in my throat. Perhaps November would bring better things.

“I will, ma cherie. Au revoir.”

I turned my back to the counter, and leaned against the brickwork, taking in the glorious view outside. Being able to ogle the Eiffel Tower from any vantage point in the bookshop was enough to produce a smile. No matter what was happening inside, when I gazed at the beauty of Paris, a thrill ran through me. The shadow of the Notre Dame falling on the bank of Seine. The boats that chugged past, their passengers slightly dazed from the wind on their faces, and the weak sunlight in their eyes. The crazy way in which the French drove, with lots of gesturing, arms out of windows, the bleeping of the horn. Arches of the bridges in the distance. I loved it all, and wanted to soak it up, meandering lost laneways, snapping pictures so I’d never forget. But for now, I had to sort things here, otherwise my time in Paris would be spent squarely in the bookshop.

My email pinged. I didn’t dash for it like normal. These days, my inbox was filled with orders, staff queries about their pay, and a wealth of bookshop related messages. Reaching for my pot of tea, I poured a cup, and then settled back to read the message.

Sarah Smith,

My cell phone is in and out of reception here, as is the Wi-Fi. I’m crossing fingers that you receive this. Today we’re heading into Java, moving as the story does. I’m sorry to say, I won’t be in Paris as quickly as I’d hoped. But trust me when I say I will be there eventually. It can’t come soon enough. I miss the way you laugh, the flutter of your hands when you’re nervous, and those deep, dark soulful eyes of yours. Most of all, I miss holding you in my arms, while you drift off to sleep.

May Paris carry you in its embrace until I can.

All my love,

Ridge

I snapped the laptop closed. He sure had a way with words, my roving reporter. When he wrote love notes, or whispered sweet nothings, they were always flowery and poetic. Even with his declarations a knot of impatience settled. How much longer would Indonesia beckon? Was it safe in Java? My mind spun with worry, until I shut it off. Ridge wasn’t stupid, he’d avoid trouble. And hopefully get the goddamn story submitted and fly to Paris. I was doing it again, the waiting thing. An email was all I’d had since the hastily ended phone call. And I couldn’t help think he wasn’t living up to the book boyfriend, but then there was me who wasn’t exactly heroine material either. If this were a romance novel, he’d be in almost every chapter, sure there’d be misunderstandings, and crossed wires, a few conflicts thrown in, and lots of make-up sex. I had to remember my life wasn’t a romance novel, no matter how much I wanted it to be.

Before the day could get any worse, I summoned the staff over. If I nipped the stolen money issue in the bud it’d be one less thing to angst over.

“Guys,” I yelled out. “Can you come here for a sec?” There was a lull in customers, so it was now or never. I threw them a winning smile and went to the counter, spreadsheets at the ready. They wandered closer, some not hiding the boredom on their faces. TJ loped over, and motioned for Beatrice to join.

“Thanks,” I said, gripping onto the paperwork so they didn’t see my hands shake. It was nerve-wracking with all eyes on me. “Just quickly… there’s quite a bit of money going missing.” I gulped, they stared at me like they wanted to eat me for dinner. “I’m not pointing the finger at anyone.” Their eyes narrowed, and I fumbled. “But…but we can’t have that. It’s happening more and more often, which makes me think it’s not an accident like giving out incorrect change, or something.”

“You’re accusing us?” Tyler – one of the American exchange students – said, not hiding his huffiness.

“Yeah, what’re you implying? We work our asses off here, you know!” said Joey, who I’d only met a handful of times. As much as he tried to be hostile, his voice wavered, as if he was only copying Tyler’s attitude.

I blushed. Gosh, this wasn’t going well. “I know you all work hard… when you actually come in, that is, but the thing is…”

Tyler interrupted me, “What did you say?” he scoffed.

“What?” I said, miffed at how this was panning out. My book, How To Be The Boss 101, was severely letting me down here. I’d expected them to act contrite, worried even. Not hostile. Was Tyler the thief? He certainly had the opportunity to do it, working behind the counter when I hurried out for lunch.

“The way you said, when you actually come in. I can see a passive aggressive person at a hundred paces, and I don’t like your tone, Sarah.”

My jaw dropped. “Erm, I wasn’t being…”

TJ piped up. “Tyler, watch your mouth. You’re being rude. Sarah’s simply saying there’s money missing, and it’s not going to be tolerated. Makes me wonder why you’re being so defensive…” he gave Tyler a pointed stare. “Got something to admit?”

I threw TJ a grateful smile. And hoped my skin wasn’t as beet red as it felt. If Ridge was here, and in charge, he would have belted out missives and had them shrinking back, and here I was getting told off! What was I doing so wrong? Maybe I had to be harder, sterner?

“Don’t try and turn this on me!” Tyler spat to TJ and then faced the others as if leading a battle. “She’s basically calling all of us thieves! We work for next to nothing here, and then she’s got the gall to accuse us? I’m not having it!”

Beatrice crossed her arms and gave me a pitying downturned smile. “Sarah, look, there’s certain ways to go about sensitive issues like this. Guys,” she faced the staff, “she’s new, I don’t think she knows yet how this place works. Maybe give her the benefit of the doubt, just this once?”

They flashed me daggers, and it was all I could do not to shake my head, and cry out WHAT! What the hell just happened? Give me the benefit of the doubt? I was in bizzaro-land, I was sure of it.

I pressed on: “What I’m trying to say is…”

Tyler rolled his eyes, and cut me off. “Save it, Sarah. Until you know what you’re on about.” He stomped off, and the others followed suit, leaving just TJ and Beatrice. I blew out a breath, my heart racing at the conflict and my meaning being so misconstrued.

TJ patted my shoulder reassuringly. “It might be better to chat individually next time. Not that anyone will admit they’re taking the money. But then you won’t have everyone following Tyler’s lead.”

Beatrice gave me one of her smiles which somehow came across a little condescending. “I did tell you, Sarah. There are certain rules here. It’s a busy place, and staff come and go. It’s about the experience for them, you can’t strut in here and try and change things. It won’t work.”

I frowned, completely baffled by how I’d done the wrong thing, when really, they had. I made my voice as even as possible. “I’m not trying to change anything,” I said, hating the slight wobble which betrayed my inability to stand up for myself. “I’m just saying money going missing won’t be tolerated. What kind of place is this, that I can’t say that? Sophie knows, she’s really disappointed.”

“Perhaps she should have to put more thought into who she hired to run the bookshop then,” Beatrice said. “If she’s disappointed in you, I mean.”

“I didn’t mean in me, I meant that the…” My words fizzled out, as I stared at Beatrice’s retreating back.

I rubbed my face, willing myself not to well up. Honestly, this was such a bizarre and confusing situation. “Don’t worry,” TJ said. “They’re testing you. Like toddlers do to their moms. Pushing the boundaries to see how much give there is.”

I nodded, dumbly. Too surprised to speak.

The blonde man who spent his days upstairs in the conservatory watched the exchange, and gave me a sympathetic look before retreating outside. I envied him his freedom to come and go.

The girls’ faces sprang to mind and I yearned for home. Whenever I was upset, we’d gather at the Gingerbread Café. They’d ply me with cake, and make jokes until I snort-laughed my way to happiness, knowing they were on my side, always. CeeCee would’ve doled out some of her no-nonsense southern advice that puts things into perspective. My fingers itched to call them, but I wanted them to be proud of me. Not worried that a few weeks in, I was a stressed out mess. So, I’d approached the staff the wrong way…it was time to rethink my strategy.

Once the shop was mercifully shut, the front door closed against the chilly breeze and the promise of customers, I escaped. The paperwork could wait an hour or two. Paris at nighttime was like a canvas waiting to be captured by the nimble fingers of a painter. Stars glittered in the blue-black night, the moonlight casting its yellow hue across the Seine, and I thought of Vincent Van Gogh and the way he’d been able to bring such scenes to life, that lived on long after him. Shoving my hands into my coat, I breathed deeply, the freshness like a tonic for my soul. Happy to stroll without any plan, I found myself in front of a church. From my back pocket I took my guide book, and flipped until I found the description. Sainte-Chapelle, famous for its stained glass windows. Before I could dither about going in, the most haunting music rang out, freezing me to the spot. Classical notes drifted into the night, so melancholy and poignant, I wanted to cry out at the sound. Someone tapped my arm, and spoke in French, “Rapide, quick, ou vous allez manquer.”

Quick, quick, or you’ll miss it. I followed along, not sure if I was supposed to pay, but feeling the music deep down in my soul. When we stepped into the main part of the chapel, my mouth fell open. The rich colorful stained glass windows pulsed under the lights, ornate gold shone down. I’d never seen anything so glorious, and coupled with the music, it was one of those moments that made me understand how precious life is, and how I was finally, really living it. And a few dramas along the way were par for the course, I suppose. It couldn’t all be rainbows and butterflies. Inside the church, I understood how people believed, whether it was religion or love, or friendship. Being in the heart of the Sainte-Chapelle, surrounded by such artistry I knew anything was possible. The stranger, an elderly woman who’d led me in, pointed to a pew.

I fell in love with Paris, and its people, and the creative souls who’d made it this way. If only Ridge were here to experience this with me.


Chapter Eight

I was stacking the front table with the some newly arrived romances when Oceane called to me. My plans to find someone to be in charge of replenishing the books were forgotten, since I’d got them all off side when I asked about the missing money. “Phone call,” she said. “From America.”

“I’ll take it in the back room,” I said, wanting some privacy, knowing it was one of the girls from back home.

I picked up the receiver, out of breath, and said “Hello?”

“Well there you is! Cherry blossom, how’s the city o’ love treating our girl?”

I wanted to shriek at the comforting, familiar tone of CeeCee’s voice. “It’s…good.” I was careful how much to say, but CeeCee with her so-called second sight would know anyway. She was intuitive like that.

“You gotta give it time, my darlin’. Till then, know we’re thinkin’ of you, and missin’ you like crazy.”

I took a deep breath, and sat on the edge of the paper-strewed desk. “I miss you all so much! How is everyone?”

“We’re all good. I’m calling to tell you Lil’s not just five minutes ago had a little baby girl…”

The dam broke and tears rolled down my face. I wished so much I was in Ashford, with my friends, with people who treated me well. Already, I’d missed a huge event, the birth of Lil’s baby. They’d all be hanging out together in the waiting room, nursing mugs of watery coffee, waiting on news about Lil. I felt a dull ache in my heart, being so far away. “A little girl!’ I cried. “What’s her name?”

“Her name’s Willow, and she’s as sweet as anythin’. Bald as a badger with one tiny tuft of blonde hair at the front. Damon’s gonna email you a photo. Lil said she couldn’t get on with trying to feed her until you’d been told, and the photo sent!”

“Awww,” I didn’t trust myself to speak. My friends knew instinctively that I’d be miserable missing out on such a special occasion, and they’d included me anyway. “Tell Lil I love her, and I’m so proud, and give Willow a kiss from me. I can’t wait to snaffle her up for cuddles, and smell that new baby scent.”

“She be waiting for you, don’t you worry ‘bout a thing. Like a click o’ the fingers, you’ll be back again, so enjoy the time you have there. Lil says she’ll Skype you as soon as she’s home and settled in. We thought we might all head to her house too so we can see your pretty face, and know you’re OK.”

After I caught CeeCee up on my adventures, I hung up and opened my email. I clicked on the picture of Lil gazing at baby Willow. Lil’s eyes were full of love as she stared at her little girl. Willow slept soundly in her mom’s arms, her expression peaceful as if she knew she was right where she belonged. And here I was, a million miles from home, when I wanted to be there with my friends so much I ached. Even if I wanted to go home, give in and say it wasn’t working, I couldn’t because I still didn’t have my passport.

I printed the grainy picture of Lil and baby Willow. My email pinged, and another attachment came through – a photo with the girls gathered around Lil’s hospital bed. CeeCee held baby Willow, and Lil and Missy had a handwritten sign propped in front of them saying, ‘Hello Aunty Sarah, love Willow xxx’. I printed that one too, and retreated upstairs to one of the quieter rooms so I could be alone.

Precious photos in hand, I climbed the rickety steps, willing myself to hold it together until I was out of earshot. In the quiet of the map room, I finally let the tears spill. I gathered my legs up on the battered velour sofa, and tried to stare at the photos through glassy eyes. Was I a failure? Who comes to Paris and doesn’t enjoy it? When I was strolling through the cobblestoned streets myself, I adored it. But in the bookshop it was like I was trying too hard and making mistakes, upsetting some indistinct balance between shop and employee. Ridge flashed through my mind, and I was tempted to call him and pour my heart out, but he was a man of the world, a seasoned traveler who’d have whipped the shop into shape. Would he pity me, not being able to handle it like the sheltered girl I was?

Footsteps worked their way up the stairs. I hastily swiped away at my tears, and hoped whoever it was wouldn’t venture into this room. It was filled with dusty old maps, and a mishmash of globes in various states of disrepair. Old compasses, and barometers. Like an adventurer’s cave, a place to come and dream about the next voyage. Boats in bottles sat on hutches. The thought of not being one of those types, someone who takes the reins and sets sail, made the sobs start anew. Goddammit, I was losing it. I wasn’t a blubberer usually, but here my emotions were heightened, and I felt silly for it.

A blonde head peeked through the door. “Bonjour. Are you OK?”

I started. The guy who spent most days hunched over a table in the conservatory. His intense blue eyes marred by melancholy, or so I imagined. “Sorry. Yes, I’m fine. Just…” I grappled with what to say that wouldn’t make me seem like a fool. A little lost without the routine of my old life.

“Homesick?” His features softened.

“Umm…yes,” I said. “Is it so obvious?”

He gestured to the sofa beside me, as if asking for my permission to sit. I nodded.

“It’s not for the faint-hearted, this place.”

I must’ve had looked like some doddery, faint-worthy girl. “It’s a contradiction, sometimes, I suppose.” Wrapped up in its embrace, tottering along a forgotten avenue, I felt alive, and present in that very moment. But seeing a picture of my friends, and sweet baby Willow, a part of me longed for the simplicity of life back home.

“That’s what makes it such a great place,” he said, smiling.

“What do you do all day in the conservatory?” I hadn’t meant to be so blunt, but he was still a mystery.

I’m sure he flushed a little. “I write.”

“Books?” No, Sarah, he writes the telephone directory. Sheesh.

“Oui.”

“What type?”

He shrugged as if it was nothing. “Love stories.”

He ran a hand through his hair, and stood abruptly. “I hope you let Paris show you its beauty. What you don’t find in here,” he motioned around the room. “You’ll find out there. Just give it time.”

And with that he strode out. I wanted to follow him into the conservatory and ask him what his name was so I could find his books, but his sudden need to retreat stopped me. Maybe one of the staff knew who he was.

November

When November rolled around, I was still struggling to adjust to the hectic nature of my job. By afternoon, I was reaching for the paracetamol, as the chatter in the bookshop reached fever pitch, and so did the buzzing in my brain. It was a culture shock, getting used to the crowds, and the noise, and the fact there was never time to take a break. Back home, it was nothing for me to amble across to the Gingerbread Café and chat to the girls for an hour. Here, I could barely take a minute to dash to the kitchenette for a drink. I could see why Oceane stepped out for long lunches, because the days were endless; to the credit of the staff, they stayed as long as was needed, but you just never knew when they’d deign to work.

There was no pattern for peak times, the ebb and flow of people changed without warning. When the shop was empty of crowds, we scurried along, righting piles of fallen books, and restocking tables of the bestsellers, scooping up trash, and taking a deep breath before the shop filled again.

Lunchtime was approaching and I found myself eager to get outside, away from the mob of customers. There was only Oceane with me. Beatrice had stepped out to run errands, and TJ was due in, not that that actually meant he would be.

Callie and Jorge arrived, two of the casual staff, and I almost wept with relief. The claustrophobic nature of the packed bookshop was getting to me. “Hey!” I said, a little too exuberantly. “Can you take over? I need to run to the bank, and…”

Jorge held up his hand. “Nope. Just stopping by for some books.”

I threw Callie a desperate look.

“Same,” she replied. “Besides, we worked yesterday.” As if a shift every few days was enough. They walked through to the piano room without a backward glance. I had to do something for things to change. It was absolute mayhem, and I was red-eyed from fatigue.

TJ loped in with Beatrice in tow. “Guys, finally!” I said. “Look, I need to go to the bank, and post some of the online orders. But I wanted to run something past you. I’ve been meaning to do it since I first arrived, but there hasn’t been a moment spare.” I sent up a silent prayer this would go better than when I corralled them into a group about the missing money.

Beatrice smiled, the same one that didn’t seem to reach her eyes. “Sure,” she said.

“The roster…it’s not working. No one turns up when they’re supposed to. It makes it hard when I have to cover so many shifts. But instead of coming here, and just making these huge changes, I thought I’d approach it differently. No one wants a new person to boss them about, so what do you think of team building sessions?” Their faces dropped, like I’d just suggested we work for free or something. Part of the plan was that I’d also know who was on what shift, and could nail down the thief better.

“Erm,” TJ said.

I wasn’t selling it well enough. “Perhaps we could take a macaron baking class, and discover deep down, we’re all soft and squishy on the inside?” I nodded emphatically to convince them.

TJ narrowed his eyes. Beatrice tried her hardest to smile, but it came out more like a grimace.

I hurried on: “Chocolate making classes, even? A wine and cheese walking tour?” My words tumbled out in haste.

The air in the room cooled. TJ coughed into his hand, and mumbled something about being too busy. With a flick of her red curls, Beatrice studied the carpet intently. No one was making eye contact.

“Guys, like, imagine being free of the shop for a few hours…we could talk books, and get our hands dirty, bake bread, or…” my mind whirled with ideas, “…climb the Eiffel Tower, I think there’s seven hundred and four steps! We’d feel alive! Like we’d achieved something together! As a team!” I was exclaiming too hard, I knew it, but I was desperate for them to see I meant well. Callie and Jorge returned, their hands filled with books. “Did you say team building?” Jorge asked, his lip quivering with held in laughter that finally spilled from him in one big shriek. Callie stared at me like I was speaking a foreign language.

“Well…Yeah, I did.” Was that ridiculous a thing to suggest? Was I making a mess of things again?

Oceane appeared and moved towards me, under her breath she said, “Darling, just no. No.”

“But, but…surely, together, doing something fun, we could really bond. Really become friends, as well as colleagues…” my voice petered out, as Oceane grabbed my arm. “We’re off for lunch,” she said loftily, and dragged me into the light dusting of rain, ignoring TJs protestations that he wasn’t staying long.

“But I’d almost convinced them. And the banking –”

“Leave it,” she said. “Let’s have a minute to chat.”

We turned right from the shop. My mind was a jumble – I couldn’t understand why no one would take me seriously. The further away we were from the bookshop, the quieter the buzzing in my brain got. Strolling around Paris had the ability to comfort me in a way only books had done before. I loved finding the street signs, like this one – Quai de Montebello – and rolling the words on my tongue. They were always exotic sounding compared to little old Ashford, where our streets were more predictably named, like Main Street, Second Avenue.

“You’re an adorable American,” she said. “But that’s just the thing. You’re a little too American, sometimes. Here, people are more reserved. Team building will not work. It’s the way you project yourself that will make them respect you. Being a sweetie pie, cute as a button, group hugger, will not work. And trying to get them to become the same – no, just no, Sarah.” Her expression was fervent.

 “I’m not a group hugger!”

“I meant metaphorically,” she said. “But I can just see you now, a group – what did you call it – bonding session. Next minute there’s high fives, and we’re wearing baseball caps or something. Non. Non, non, non.” She shuddered.

My shoulders slumped a little south. I was too American? Or too small-town girl, maybe? “We’re not hitting sales targets, and someone’s pilfering money. All I wanted to do was inspire them so we could work together to improve things. Otherwise, I’m letting Sophie down, but I can’t do it alone.”

She laughed. “You will get better at this. I know it seems like there’s no order, but that’s the way it’s always been, and people don’t like change. The money, well, that’s a different story. We do need to get to the bottom of that. But pushing them to agree to certain times and days, it won’t work. They flit in when it suits them.”

I stuffed my hands into my pockets. “I can’t understand it, that’s all. Sophie is so formal about the paperwork, the endless spreadsheets, but then so lax with the staff. It’s mind boggling. Maybe it’s just that I’m not used to such a hectic job. I’m exhausted by nighttime. I was searching for some balance. I thought if they became my friends, they’d understand. They’d try harder, follow some simple rules. Freeing me up to have a day off, here and there. Help hit the sales targets.”

Oceane clucked her tongue. “It’s been hard for you. I know you’ve worked too many hours. You need to take charge, and take a day off when you can, otherwise you’ll never see Paris.”

I crossed my arms, considering it. She was right. I’d seen a few sights as I raced my way through the day, but so far most of Paris was still a mystery to me. “That’s one of my greatest fears, missing out on sight-seeing, because there’s no time. Who comes to Paris, and doesn’t explore? I want to spend a morning in the Louvre, and gaze at the Mona Lisa. Read in the Tuileries Garden. But I can’t even think of doing that, until I know things aren’t going to combust when I’m not there.”

“When your man arrives, you can escape, and do those things together. TJ and I will help you more. But do take some time for yourself, Sarah. Otherwise this time will pass you by. When is he coming, by the way?” She stared me down.

I shrugged. “Soon, I hope. I haven’t got a clue.” It was radio silence again, and beginning to wear thin. My emails were left unanswered, and calls went straight to message bank. My dreamy romance had turned into dinner for one, and late night chats with the stray cats who made Once Upon a Time their home. Not ideal, but at least they listened when I asked advice in the dead of night, mewling, I’m sure, when they agreed.

“I see,” she said.

Cars honked and sped down roads. Tourists milled, sitting by the Left Bank, eating croissants from white paper bags. A wave of envy washed over me that they didn’t have to work, they could just meander around Paris, snapping endless pictures and enjoying each different vista. How many places on my bucket list had I crossed off since arriving in Paris? Not as many as I had wanted and already a month had passed.

“Anyway, back to the bookshop. You have to be more forthright. Take those long lunches. When you see staff wander in, grab your things and go. Don’t ask them, tell them.”

I thought about it for a few minutes as Oceane and I continued walking, weaving in and out of the foot traffic. It was hard for me to be that person, the one who spoke the loudest, spoke up first, but I could see her point – if I didn’t take charge they’d continue to stomp all over me. And perhaps I needed to stop thinking like an American and start thinking like a Parisian. I vowed to throw away my well-read copy of How To Be The Boss 101 as soon as I got back to the apartment.

Continuing at Oceane’s usual breakneck pace, we came to a bridge that was covered in padlocks. The love locks! I’d read so much about the famous place where lovers stood, in my guidebooks. This was where they would make promises, and secure their engraved padlocks to the wire, for all eternity. Something that could never be destroyed or tainted. A pure sign of true love.

“Pont de l’Archeveche,” Oceane announced, as she smoothed down her mussed hair that had been ruffled by the light breeze.

The long row of gilded padlocks shone in the gray day, like a holy place. Thousands of locks, layered one on top of the next, thick and almost rotund as they found any space to secure the link. It was like something out of a love story – I had never imagined there would be so many. I stepped forward to read some of the inscriptions, wondering if I was crossing some invisible boundary by reading the couples’ messages scribbled on the locks, some with text, some expertly engraved.

“Aren’t they beautiful?” I sighed. Romance seeped from the bridge. That so many couples came here to seal their love, and kiss under Parisian skies, made me smile. Further along, an old man sat on a crate playing an accordion, and the whole experience felt so Parisian I wanted to laugh out loud. This was the Paris I had always imagined, afternoons languishing in the moment.

“Very beautiful,” Oceane said. “You know my friend Anouk has a lock here somewhere, but we’d be hard pressed to find it. The man in question broke her heart, anyway, so it’s probably been snapped open and thrown into the Seine.”

I wanted to ask what happened but we edged closer and the man playing the accordion called out: “What song would you like?”

“Ummm,” I glanced at Oceane, who shrugged in her usual non-committal way. It was such a strange moment, as if time had stopped, and it was just us three here. The bridge was quiet, even the Seine was empty of boats in this spot. I wanted to feel Ridge’s arms around me, as I snapped closed our own love lock. The scent of him, and the city whipping around me would make me giddy. Yet, here I was with Oceane and a man with blackened teeth, and a rheumy-eyed smile.

Would Ridge understand the symbolism?

“For you,” the old man said, “La Vie en Rose.”

I hugged myself against the wind, as the first few notes of the iconic song drifted out to me, creating a bittersweet moment where you’re living in the small space of time and nothing else mattered. As the familiar song came to the ending, I couldn’t stop myself from clapping. I threw some coins in his accordion case as Oceane pulled me along, down another avenue towards a café where she promised they served the most heavenly café au laits. The tune played over in my mind, as I hummed it long after the accordion player was out of sight. The haunting notes provoked a loneliness I had all but been hiding from. Ridge. I needed him. Simply because I loved him. I’d be upfront, and tell him.

When I returned to the shop, I took five minutes to compose an email, hoping his response would be swift.

Ridge Warner,

The city of romance is lonely without you. We could secure a love lock on the famous bridge. Or sip champagne, its bubbles like stars, while we whisper promises to each other at the foot of the Eiffel Tower. Can you come soon? Paris is truly spectacular and I want to hold your hand and get lost here with you.

Yours as ever,

Sarah Smith


Chapter Nine

I checked my emails for what seemed like the hundredth time, still no response from Ridge. What would it be this time? No internet connection? A remote posting in some tropical jungle? Phone lines down? A typhoon? Locked away somewhere with the photographer?

TJ and Oceane were at the counter, bickering over a book.

“You can’t just end the story like that,” she said, her eyes blazing. “It’s too ambiguous. We need to know if he made it in the end, if he survived. To say the girl wrapped her arms around him as his breath shook and eyes squinted closed… that’s it? He died? Or did they rush him to hospital? Unless there’s a sequel, which it clearly states there isn’t, I think it’s the cheat’s way out. I need to know! Did he make it? Urgh, I threw the book in a fit of pique!”

TJ shook his head. “It’s leaving it up to the reader to decide, to map out their fate.”

Oceane fluffed the crop of her hair. “Boring. The author was stuck and ended it lazily. Let the reader decide? It’s not a Choose Your Own Adventure book!”

TJ, ever the diplomat, said “We’ll have to agree to disagree.” When it came to the missing money, my instincts told me, it wasn’t either of these two. TJ was too sweet a person, and Oceane had more money than anyone. Fifty Euro here and there wouldn’t be enough to pay for her swishy lunches, let alone her shopping trips down the Champs-Elysées.

I laughed quietly at their bantering and went upstairs, this was more how I had imagined life in Once Upon a Time, if only I had time to join in their literary discussions. With a stack of files hugged to my chest and the laptop under one arm, I planned to work where I’d have a view. When I got to the conservatory I stopped in my tracks, I’d forgotten the blonde-haired guy had arrived when the doors opened earlier that day. He was always so quiet, I worried sometimes we’d lock him inside by mistake. Though there were worse things than being stuck in a bookshop like Once Upon a Time for twenty-four hours.

With my bundle of work in hand, I teetered on the threshold, not wanting to disturb the writer who rushed in each morning.

He must have heard the cogs in my mind ticking over because he turned to me. “Bonsoir.”

“Bonsoir,” I replied. “I’m Sarah.” We had crossed paths so many times, and I hadn’t thought to introduce myself until now.

“Luiz Delacroix.” He stood, and did up a button on his coat before holding out a hand.

I shook it and tried not to gasp. No wonder his face was so familiar! “The writer?” Luiz Delacroix was one of my favorite authors. He wrote about love in such a way, I pined for the characters long after I closed the cover. His stories, sadly, never ended in a happily ever after. And I’d always wondered why. They were tragic tales of love gone wrong, but they swept me away nonetheless – even though I always hoped they’d end differently. Not only that, but he also wrote his stories in the bookshop I just happened to be running...it felt like fate.

He tilted his head. “Guilty. I am he,” he said with a shy smile. I was so star-struck that I couldn’t form words. Luiz was famous the world over, men and women alike swooned over his prose, and his intense good looks. His picture adorned the back of each dust jacket, I must have stared into those blue eyes of his a million times, after closing one of his books, and trying to figure him out.

“Wow.” I blushed, so tongue-tied I didn’t dare try to speak again. Sometimes my brain ran away from me, and I knew whatever words tumbled from my mouth would be too intense and too soon, as I wanted to pepper him with questions.

He surveyed me, and lit a cigarette. Was smoking allowed in here? So many French people lit up in cafés and bars, maybe it was another Parisian quirk. On him it seemed elegant, somehow. I was going crazy. Smoking was elegant? No.

In the old, slightly mildew-y room, the smoke sailed out the crack of the window, mingling with the thousand other scents that made the perfume of Paris.

“So you write your masterpieces here?” I finally managed to bumble out some words and was overjoyed they were in order and made sense.

“Most of them, yes. I’ve been writing here since Sophie took over.”

Sophie knew he wrote here and didn’t tell me! There were probably a handful of famous poets, and painters as well, who used the upstairs rooms for their crafts. It was that kind of space, where everyone was the same, no matter who you were, and that was one of its drawcards.

“I better let you get back to it. I don’t want to interrupt the flow of your writing.” I hovered there like a fool, wanting to loll about in the room and watch the world go busily by from the comfort of the conservatory.

He blew out a puff of smoke, and grinned. “I’m finished for today. The end of the book is close. So I will leave something for tomorrow.”

I smiled, behind me the fire cracked and spat like it was in its death throes and fighting back once more. “Do you write at home too?” I said, not wanting an awkward silence to fall.

He nodded. “Sometimes. I’m too manic, and I forget to eat, forget to sleep. It’s like falling in love, everything else fades, and I am lost to it.” His eyes blazed with a kind of ardor. It was evident he loved his work, and put his soul in to it, and it translated on the page. When I read his novels the rest of the world ceased to exist, it was just me and the characters on those black and white pages.

“An intense way to live.”

He stubbed the cigarette in a half oyster shell that was littered with butts. “It’s the only way to live,” he said. “I cannot control it when it begins, so I must write or I can drown in those feelings.”

He was intense, the way he spoke, the things he said. “Why don’t they ever end in happy ever after?” I double blinked and instantly wished I could take the words back. I shouldn’t have asked. I knew from speculation about Luiz that he was a private person. He was almost reclusive, or so I’d been led to believe. He’d been hiding in plain sight, and no one was any the wiser.

“Why should they?” he asked, as his eyes shadowed. “Does life really work like that, Sarah?” His words were slightly sad, a touch morose, like he was talking about himself, not his books.

I weighed up how to answer. “Not always, but shouldn’t we hope it will?”

“I don’t write fairy tales. People expect a certain level of truth from me. I write what I know, and that is that love doesn’t always last.”

I raised my eyebrows. “In your books, there’s always a reason why they split up, and it’s usually something that’s come between them, not always another person. Doesn’t that leave room that one day they might find each other again, and find their happy ever after?” I wanted to pinch myself that he was discussing something so private with me, he was well known for being reserved and elusive. And I almost applauded myself for sounding knowledgeable, even though a part of my heart chipped away when I thought of Ridge and our love affair that was on ice, our happy ever after paused for now, or so it seemed.

“You’re a hopeless romantic,” he said.

“I guess you could say that, but I’ve never understood that term. Like what’s hopeless about believing in something so beautiful? Yours are the only books sans HEA that I read. But I do rewrite the ending in my mind, I pretend they sorted it out, otherwise, I kind of can’t cope…”

He crossed his arms and leaned against the desk, a small smile playing at his lips. “And where do you take them?”

My palms were beading with moisture at the thought of telling him – was I being rude implying they should finish differently? “OK, say for Emile and Isabelle, in your most recent book. You said she could never love him because of his past, and the fact he’d been damaged by it, so much so. He couldn’t leave his home, for fear that he’d have flashbacks of the war and do something crazy. But Isabelle could have lived with him. She trusted him. And she wanted to be with him, no matter what, and you took that from her.” I felt a passion roil through me as I expressed myself. I’d been heartbroken when the last sentence of that book was goodbye.

Luiz pulled his eyebrows together. “But Emile couldn’t control those flashbacks, or what he’d do when they happened. What if he hurt her by mistake? Don’t you see? Doesn’t he love her more if he walks away knowing he can never harm her? That she’s free of the violence that plagues his dreams.”

“His dreams were violent, and toxic from what he’d been through, but they had nothing to do with Isabelle. Real love would see past any character flaw, surely? They could have had a plan for those times when he wasn’t himself. He could have taken medication, or had a counselor come and visit. Could have locked himself in the bedroom…anything, so they could be together.”

“In a perfect world, they could have done all that and more. But it’s not a perfect world, is it?”

I smiled. I wasn’t convincing him. His popularity around the world proved that people loved the shocking endings, the twists, the various plot devices used so you never knew what was coming. “Being a heart-on-sleeve type, and a romance fan to boot, maybe it’s just me, but I want them to end up together, no matter what they have to do in order for it to happen.”

Outside the day had come to an end, as night slipped firmly across the sky. “I hope you’ll continue to read them, even if the love never works out.”

“I’ll happily read them, and hope one day, when I’m all the way back in America, I’ll pick one up and find you’ve surprised us all with a love affair that lasts a lifetime.”

“Never say never, but in this case… never.”

I couldn’t help wondering if there was more behind his opinion than just notoriety and success. Was he haunted by love gone awry? I narrowed my eyes as he shuffled his papers on desk. “Does life imitate art as they say?” I broached, gently.

He spun to face me, a truly tortured expression darkening his features. “Art imitates life…”

Did it though? Or did we usually try and recreate what we read in a good book, like making the book boyfriend come to life? Or wishing those circle of friends we read about were ours?

We said our goodbyes, and I stood in the blue room for an age, wondering what had happened to Luiz to make him write the way he did. I was certain he’d lost someone. He said, art imitates life and not the other way around. Art imitates life…so he writes what he knows, and that is that love doesn’t last. I hoped we’d get to chat again soon. I wanted to pinch myself; I’d just conversed with the Luiz Delacroix, and found out more about him in twenty minutes than I would have ever guessed possible. Ridge would get such a kick out of it, he too loved Luiz’s fiction. We’d spent many a night bickering good naturedly about how his books should have ended. I sat at the table by the window, and flipped open the laptop. And emailed Ridge.

Roving Reporter,

Should I send out a search party? I’m worried you’re dead, injured, or in love with someone else.

Please reply at your earliest convenience, or I will take a French lover.

P.S I met Luiz Delacroix! And I’m going to convince him to write a HEA!

Love,

Your Parisian bookseller

***

A few days later not only did my mail have the usual bills and invoices for the shop but it had my travelers’ checks. I let out a squeal and before I could say anything, Oceane’s eyes lit upon them. She did her usual arm grab thing, ready to pull me outside to go shopping. “Wait,” I cried out. “Sophie’s about to email me back. I just sent her a load of reports, and she’s not impressed with the figures.” I slumped. “Which are, you guessed it, down some more. If I can’t turn things around, she’ll come back, I know she will.” And it struck me I didn’t want to leave. Paris and its charms had wooed me and I hadn’t seen enough yet, or found what I was searching for. Did that sound like a cheesy song lyric from the nineties? At any rate, I wasn’t done yet.

“Sarah, you need some new clothes. You’ve been waiting forever. Sophie’s email can wait an hour, I’m sure. I’ll get TJ to watch the counter, and supervise the staff.”

She had a way of galvanizing me, and the thought of finally having new clothes to wear, something other than Sophie’s, did excite me. I dashed to the computer to email her, and explained that I’d call later. I was only buying time, and eventually I’d have to face the same disappointed tone in her voice. But I was determined to turn things around. TJ had been a godsend with ideas, and we were slowly implementing them – I was sure we’d see results soon. I hit send on the email, and gave TJ a wave as he took my place.

Oceane chatted incessantly as we made our way to the Champs-Elysees.

“Cold today, non?” she asked, wrapping her mink coat tighter against the bluster.

“Oui.” I was dressed in one of Sophie’s outfits, another flowy, layered ensemble, and I could barely wait to find some jeans, and simple sweaters. We headed deeper into the 8th arrondissement.

“Avenue des Champs-Élysées,” Oceane said.

“Wow.” Sculpted chestnut trees lined the edge of the long avenue, and at the end, the Arc de Triomphe stood proudly, the arch colossal in comparison to everything around it. Even the detail carved into it stood out from our vantage point halfway down the avenue. Cars raced around it in a speedy procession on what must be the world’s biggest, zaniest roundabout.

“Look at those fools.” She pointed to a bunch of teens trying to make their way across the busy circle, dodging cars whose horns beeped incessantly. “There’s an underpass. You go underneath and come out right below the Arc De Triomphe.”

“Maybe we should tell them.” My heart was in my throat watching them try and escape the mad traffic.

She waved me away. “First we need to eat. Laduree.” She pointed to a patisserie, its name glinting in ornate gold. There was a long queue of people, a motley bunch with a range of accents, as Oceane led me straight past them, and up to the front where a man stood holding the door as if it was an assembly line.

“Oceane,” he said, kissing both cheeks. “Your table is at the back.” I followed her meekly, hearing the cries from the front of the queue that we’d pushed in.

“Seriously,” I said to Oceane. “How do you get in everywhere?” I was beginning to think the ‘I’ve dated a guy here’ thing was a ruse. Everyone seemed to know her, and be semi star-struck when she waltzed by, leaving them gasping after the scent of her perfume.

She motioned to a table, before sitting and throwing me a playful look. “You think I’ve slept with the whole town?”

I laughed. “Well, at first I thought they were old boyfriends but now I’m not so sure…”

A waiter came over and Oceane ordered a selection of macarons, and two cafe au laits. “My family is well known. That’s all. Now,” she said, resting her chin on her palm. “Tell me about this man of yours. How do you cope being alone all of the time? If he’s ‘The One’ where is he?” she said, arching a brow.

I toyed with the buttons on my jacket. “It’s not easy, that’s for sure. I wasn’t looking for love, but it found me, and here I am. While it’s not perfect…” I thought of the abruptly ended phone calls, and how it had made me feel second-best to some indistinct thing he was chasing, “… it’s real. And he chooses to work, which takes him away from me.” Girl talk, this I could do. Without my friends, it was the poor bookshop cats who had to hear my laments.

She frowned. “But why doesn’t he choose you?”

I didn’t want to own up to the fact that on the love lock bridge I had been wondering the same thing. My instant reaction was to defend Ridge, and explain it was pure circumstance. But sitting in the bustling little patisserie, it hit me anew – once again I was waiting for him. I’d been in Paris for over a month, and his trip here was delayed time and time again. Our phone calls had been becoming shorter and shorter. If I really admitted it to myself I’d almost given up hope he’d get here at all.

“I don’t know, Oceane.” My heart constricted confessing it out loud. “I guess he’s addicted to the chase of a new story, the competitive nature of it. His work is important for other people too.” Ridge had given countless people a voice, a way to get their stories out there for the world to read. His work wasn’t selfish, I had to admit, it truly did help people.

“Are you sure that’s all it is? Some men, they have a girl in each port.” It was a quirk of Oceane’s to be direct, like she didn’t have a filter for how that would make me feel, but she wasn’t malicious, just curious, and upfront about whatever popped into her mind.

Still, my stomach flipped at the thought. “He’s not that kind of guy. It’s purely his work that drives him. And I guess that I knew from day one he was ambitious.” Visions of the photographer, Monique, Mona, or whatever her name was flashed in my mind, which I blinked rapidly away.

“So, you wait?” she said whilst sipping her coffee.

“I wait.” It struck me how ridiculous I sounded. What kind of relationship was this? Short of flying all over the world with him, what was the solution?

“I hope he’s worth it. Paris is beautiful when you’re in love. Better though, when your lover is actually in Paris.”

“In a perfect world, he’d be here.”

“Here are the macarons,” she said, squeezing my hand in support before thanking the waiter, giving me time to consider her take on it.

I bit into a hot pink macaron, the biscuit pillow-y, like air, until I tasted the tart raspberry center. Between mouthfuls I said, “I always wondered how on earth they get so much flavor into such a small biscuit.”

Oceane waved a finger. “Non, non. They’re petit cakes, not biscuits. Laduree has been famous for their macarons for over one hundred and fifty years. They’re the experts.”

“You can taste it,” I said smiling. Lil and Cee from the Gingerbread Café would get such a kick from seeing the vivid little cakes in front of me. The greens were almost teal, the yellows saffron bright; fuchsia pinks mottled with another flavor. I hadn’t tasted anything like it before. I would have to buy boxes to take home when the time came, and I was sure it’d send Lil and CeeCee straight into the kitchen trying to recreate the flavor combinations.

An hour later, with a full belly and on a sugar high, we walked past boutiques with windows full with mannequins wearing stunningly chic clothing. After feasting on macarons and sipping strong coffee we hadn’t mentioned Ridge again, but it was still playing on my mind. I’d come to Paris for an adventure and here I was stuck in the same position I had been back in Ashford. Waiting for something to happen to me, rather than changing things myself. I could get lost here among the crowds, I didn’t stand out, I was one of thousands, and that made it easier to blend in and enjoy it. I liked being nameless, anonymous in a busy stream of people. It helped me delight in every small thing. Back home, everyone knew every single thing that had happened to me since I was a child, the small town grapevine had a lot to answer for and was like living under a microscope at times. Here I was free.

“Sarah, I think you have a chance to reinvent yourself,” Oceane said, a little gleam in her eye. “You could try some different styles. I know what would look great on you.”

Did she sense I wanted to change? It was like she’d read my mind. Oceane had an eye for all things stylish, and I trusted her judgment but I feared her budget was significantly more generous than mine.

“I’m more of a casual dresser,” I said, wondering how I’d get away with any shred of dignity if I couldn’t afford it.

“Oui, but you’re here now. And I can find some outfits that suit your budget, and you!” Her face shone happily, and I almost flopped with relief that she knew money was scarce, and the insurance would only go so far.

“Don’t look so worried!” She gave my arm a pat. “Here, you can dress like you’re rich, if you know where to find the right boutiques.” She pulled me to a stop and swiftly looked me up and down. “Navy, and red, maybe some black and white stripes would suit you. Nautical. It’s easy when you know how. A blue blazer, a white t-shirt, and a scarlet red scarf, and voila! You’re so slim, we’ll look for some skinny leg jeans, and that way you’re still you, just more French!”

“OK,” I said laughing, her enthusiasm contagious. “Let’s see what we can find.”

With one last look at the Arc de Triomphe, Oceane pulled me into a smaller avenue, to a tiny boutique at the end of the lane. She spent the next thirty minutes tossing clothes over the top of the change room curtain, and speaking rapid-fire French to the assistant.

With a flourish she pulled back the curtain and surveyed me.

“What do you think?” she asked.

I stared at my reflection, too surprised to form words. Oceane had picked a range of garments I never would have pulled from the coat hangers, but somehow they worked. With a tight pair of dress pants, she matched up various pieces I could mix and match.

“It’s all about classics,” she said, smiling. “And finding those basics, so you can just switch a cardigan or scarf to give a whole different look.”

She’d given me a chili-red sweater, and teamed it with a polka dotted black and white scarf. With black fitted pants, and a black blazer, I still felt like me, just with a bit more oomph. Paired with a pair of leather ankle boots with a medium heel, I was totally comfortable, and not at all like I usually was shopping for clothes, which was gangly and awkward. In the pile of ‘yes’s on the chair were various color combinations of similar garments, with patterned scarves to swap and change. Form-fitting clothing was more my friend Missy’s thing, but on me in those classic combinations, it actually worked.

“Scarves are a French woman’s secret,” she said touching her nose. “Anything can be fancied up with another scarf, and don’t be shy when it comes to colors. Lemon yellow in summer, and plum purple in winter, burnt orange in autumn…add some gold earrings, bright red lipstick, and you don’t need to spend a fortune. Just change those basics, and every season you’re en pointe. You have the jeans, the dress pants, blazers, and then you simply accessorize.”

“Yes,” I said quietly, unable to drag my eyes from the girl in the mirror. Who’d have thought clothes would give me such a boost? Perhaps this is why women were addicted to shopping. There wasn’t much of a selection in Ashford, and it had never appealed to me before. What Oceane had shown me had blown my mind, and thankfully not my budget.

“OK,” she said, scooping the clothes into her arms. “I’ll have her ring these up. Get dressed and I’ll take you to the next shop. Then you’ll really have to pick that jaw up off the floor.”

I laughed, and changed back into Sophie’s clothes, which seemed elegant in their own way, but not suited to me. How did French women know this stuff? I smiled once more at the eager eyed girl in the reflection before rushing out to pay.

“We’re going to the Little Antique Shop under the Eiffel Tower. Under its shadow to be specific. When afternoon sunlight hits the tower it casts its zigzag pattern over Anouk’s shop.”

“An antique shop?” I asked. What did I want with antiques?

“Your outfits are sorted, but you need some va-va-voom. Not cheap supermarket jewelry, non. Not acceptable. You can find something there with history, something no one else has, see?”

“Right,” I said, glancing down at my cheap supermarket bangles, and instinctively covering them. “Is that where you bought your diamond from?”

“Oui. Now Anouk is rather…quirky. She believes each piece tells a story, she researches, knowing where it originated, who owned it, and how it came to her. Whatever you do, don’t touch anything. She’ll decide if she wants to sell to you, or not.”

The clack of Oceane’s high heels sounded as we hit a patch of cobblestones. The Eiffel Tower came into view, its magnificence as always taking my breath away. “Wait, what?” I asked. “She’ll decide if she wants to sell to me or not? Isn’t it a shop though?”

Oceane tutted as if I was dense. “It’s the French way, Sarah. Some shopkeepers are very particular about who their prized possessions go to. And Anouk is fussy, more so than most. She treasures her things, and will only part with them if you’re the right person. So don’t slouch, don’t fidget and for god’s sake don’t do that snort laugh thing you do when you’re nervous.”

I giggled. I was sure no one had noticed my unfortunate snort laugh because I’d covered it up with faux hiccoughing fits. Damn it! I couldn’t help but fidget. What if Anouk turned me away? Would that sully Oceane’s reputation with the owner? Nerves fluttered in my belly at such an unusual but utterly French predicament.

We came to the Little Antique Shop. It was pastel pink, and had a planter filled with peach roses giving off a rich, fruity scent. How were their flowers always so fragrant? A table out front housed a range of trinkets; small silver candelabra, an old typewriter, gilded photo frames. My fingers itched to pick them up and observe them closely, but I merely leaned over, gaze alighting on an old tea tin, full of fake pink peonies.

“Not too close,” Oceane hissed.

I stood ramrod straight, my eyes wide, fighting the urge to snort. What was this? How did she make any money if she wouldn’t part with her wares?

“She’s coming. Stop playing with your buttons.”

Golly. There were so many rules.

“Oceane,” Anouk greeted her in a sultry drawl. She was vivaciously dressed, forties style with a tight woolen dress, cinched at the waist with a wide belt, accentuating her curves. Her blonde hair was a mass of big curls, her face heavily made-up with smoky eyeshadow and scarlet coated lips.

“Anouk, this is Sarah, an American book worshipper.”

I bit down on my lip, laughter was so close it tasted like sunshine.

“Oh, really?” She gave me a slow once-over, like she didn’t believe it.

“Yes,” Oceane said with a touch more authority in her voice. “She’s a lot like you. Doesn’t want books to go to any old person, they have to match, you see.”

Anouk raised a perfectly plucked eyebrow, and continued her scrutiny. It was impossible not to squirm so I blanked my face, and thought about all the words starting with Z I knew – a technique I used when I was nervous in social situations. After all, nothing stupid can spill from my mouth when I’m deep in thought with the rhythm of words like zigzagging, zippered, erm, zucchini…

“Go!” Oceane shoved me in the ribs, and squinted at me.

“What?”

“Inside!” she whispered. “She said you could view the jewelry.”

“OK!” I tripped up the front step, which drew the ire of the diminutive French shopkeeper. With a sigh she continued to a glass counter. The shop had an aura about it, almost like I’d stepped back to nineteen-twenties Paris. Old lamp shades in muted pinks and beiges hung from hooks above, their tassels waving in the wind. On a section of wall old metal irons hung, their paints chipped and faded, exposing their flat metal underbellies. Ornate mirrors clung to walls, reflecting the contents of the shop, and my wide eyed stare. Overhead, brass pots and pans, dented with dimpled bottoms, shone fingers of gold to the floor.

“What are you searching for?” Anouk asked me, her cool stare making me bumble under my breath.

Before I could answer, Oceane spoke up. “She’s after a ring, something with a blue gem perhaps? Or a ruby. Some gold hoops, and maybe a pendant of some sort, small, delicate.”

Anouk whipped out a felt box which housed rows of antique rings. They were exquisite, from thin silver to chunky gold, and everything in between.

“This one,” Anouk said. “It suits the complexity in your eyes.”

Searching my face, she waited for a response. I nodded, enjoying the sheer solemnity of the situation, it was as though I was about to handle the crown jewels, or something priceless. With the utmost care, she took a gold ring from the display, its gem winking like a secret.

Oceane stiffened beside me. “Green?” she pointed to the gem a hint of doubt in her voice.

Anouk rolled her eyes heavenward. “It’s olive. Peridot aids matters of the heart.” She gazed at me like she could read my mind, and a shiver of comprehension ran through me. “You’ll see,” she said and flipped the display case closed, as if it was the only ring she would offer me.

“Try it,” she said, haughtily. “I bet it fits you perfectly.”

I slipped the dainty ring over my finger, and sure enough, it was like it was sized especially for me. On the soft flesh on my pinkie finger, it sparkled, like Oceane’s diamond, only much more subtly. I understood why Anouk was fastidious with her treasures, it was much like me with books. You wanted to be certain they found the right homes.

“That ring belonged to a woman who lived in Provence. She had an olive farm. Can you imagine the trees?”

I could envision their leaves fluttering in the wind, the breeze scented with lavender from fields beyond. This was certainly one shopping expedition I’d never forget. “Yes,” I said, casting my gaze back to my hand.

“And that’s why the ring is right for you. Come back,” she said, staring into my eyes like she was trying to read me. “You don’t need an introduction next time.”

Oceane nudged me, and tried to contain her smile. I paid swiftly, and when we were safely outside under the shadow of the Eiffel Tower, laughter finally burbled out of me.

“What did she mean about an introduction?” I asked.

Oceane had her hands on her hips and was breathing hard like she’d just run a marathon. We’d been coiled tight in the little antique shop, and the tension was eking out of us as we stood far away enough to talk.

“There are a number of French businesses where you cannot shop unless you have an introduction from someone they trust, someone who is a regular customer of theirs. She has another room out the back with her most valuable possessions, but you won’t be allowed to go there, not for a while. It’s the way things are done. There’s a piano shop on the Left Bank, and he is the same. You could be a billionaire, and they won’t sell to you without the recommendation of a friend who they know well. It’s a way to preserve our heritage.”

“I’ve never heard of anything like it.”

I’d passed some kind of test though, and the thought made me stand a little straighter. Perhaps a small part of me was becoming French, if the likes of Anouk approved of me purchasing a ring in her beautiful little shop.


Chapter Ten

After the arrival of the travelers’ checks I felt light as air, and a tiny bit French. I was even mistaken for a native at the market stalls where I bought my fruit and vegetables – managing to have the whole transaction done in sleek French and I hadn’t stumbled once. Perhaps Paris was opening up to me… however, the shop was another issue altogether.

I had snatched a few more minutes before nine am to recheck the balance in the books again, while TJ replenished the front tables. It was peaceful in the shop and I was coming to love these mornings, standing at the counter near the front door sipping on the strong black coffee TJ had got into the habit of making for us. I wasn’t looking forward to having to call Sophie again and was interrupted from bashing my head on the table when a courier arrived, setting the doorbell pinging so loud I had to lean over to switch it off.

“Sarah Smith?” he asked.

“Oui?”

“Parcelle,” he said, and propped it on the bench before scuttling outside.

TJ and I looked at each other. We weren’t expecting a delivery today.

“Well open it!” TJ said jolting me into action.

Laughing I reached for the note. The handwriting was the same loops and swirls I’d come to love in the letters he wrote me and used to leave secreted around my house so I’d find them at various times when he was away. Something to stave off loneliness. Even though I felt a rush of pleasure at seeing his handwriting I couldn’t help the little voice in my head that was still worried about our lack of connection, with almost zero communication aside from snatched conversations here and there, and the odd email, or two.

Whatever the small box contained, I only hoped it wasn’t a gift to let me down softly that he wasn’t visiting Paris any time soon. He’d promised me two weeks in Paris, no work calls, no chasing stories. I ripped it open, to find a note on top.

Sarah Smith,

Would you allow me to steal you away for one magical day in Paris? Please wear these under something warm, and meet me out the front in an hour. Perhaps, organize someone to cover your shift tomorrow, I have a feeling you won’t get much sleep.

Love always,

 Ridge.

I peeked under the pink tissue paper so TJ wouldn’t see, because I knew Ridge, and bet it was some kind of racy undergarment.

“What is it?” he asked craning his neck.

I blushed crimson and shut the box. “It’s…”

TJ donned a wide smile. “French panties, right?”

“Erm.” How the hell did he know that?

He shook his head. “Men. Step one foot in Paris, and it’s always about the underwear.”

I laughed, thrilled that I was a mere hour away from wrapping my arms around Ridge and French kissing him, clichés be damned! Finally, the story was done, and he was here. Would things be the same, after all this time? We’d never been apart for this long, and doubt crept up. Oddly, I was first-date nervous.

“What’re the chances of someone covering my shifts today and tomorrow?”

The dreaded paperwork would build up, but there was no way I was going to miss out on time with Ridge, somehow I had to make it all work. While he slept, I’d catch up.

“Sorry,” he said, averting his eyes. “I have to–”

I remembered Oceane’s warning, not to ask, or dither about it, to just tell people.

With a deep breath, my words fell out in a rush. “Gotta go, TJ. You’re in charge until tomorrow night. Don’t let me down.”

I bit back a smile at the shock registered on his face and flounced off. The only thing on my mind as I raced up the back stairs, was what outfit I’d wear that would match the lacy little surprise Ridge had sent me. And the joy of knowing he was out in the chilly Paris day somewhere close.

Thirty minutes later, dressed in another of my new outfits. I thanked the heavens for Oceane’s jaunt in the boutiques along the Champs-Elysees. With chic clothes on, I felt like I’d cast off a piece of me that was redundant, and replaced it with a brighter, more modern version of myself. My peridot gem blinked under the lights, and I wondered if Anouk from the Little Antique Shop was right, and it was a good omen for matters of the heart.

I managed to stop ogling the new me, and raced downstairs into the hive of the bookstore. TJ whistled appreciatively. “Who is this and what have you done with Sarah?”

I giggled, like a school girl. “I left her back on the Champs-Elysees…”

“Paris agrees with you. And…” he ducked behind the counter. “Another love note has appeared. He’s good, I’ll give him that.”

Anticipation sizzled so hard I thought I’d faint with excitement. He sure knew how to woo a girl.

The note read:

Sarah Smith,

Would you allow me to escort you for a cruise down the river Seine? The champagne is on ice, and the musicians are waiting…

Ridge.

A shriek escaped me. Calm down, Sarah. Do not start snorting. Throwing the note on the counter, I ran my hands down the length of my jeans, suddenly nervous because it had been so long since I’d seen Ridge, and what if things had changed?

Beatrice walked in, bringing the icy November winds with her. She pushed her weight on the door to close it, against the gust. “I need to chat,” she said.

“I’m just about to leave,” I said. “Can it wait?”

She frowned. “Not really. How long will you be?”

I grimaced, feeling guilty at the stung look she gave me. “I’ll cover the night shift tomorrow.”

She folded her arms. “Right. Well, it will have to wait then.” She stomped off, angrily. What the hell? The one time she actually wants to chat, and it was right then, the worst timing ever.

“What was all that about?” I asked TJ.

TJ shrugged. “Probably got a headache from all her eye rolling. Who knows, none of us hang out with Queen Bee.”

I couldn’t shake the feeling I should have heard her out. I was torn about whether to go find her and listen, or walk outside into the blustery day, but what if she wanted me to work tonight? Then I’d be stuck here once again, and the romantic day with Ridge wouldn’t happen.

“Go,” TJ said, watching me hesitate. “Before he sails down the Seine without you.”

I snatched the love letter, which TJ had managed to read upside down, and shoved it into my pocket. “I’m going! Argh!” My stomach flipped, and I fidgeted nervously. We’d had a year of these reunions, but this one felt different.

I strolled out into the cool day, winding my scarf as I went, searching for Ridge. There was a small part of me that was worried I wouldn’t recognize him, that when he kissed me or held me it wouldn’t feel the same. It had been so long since I had felt his touch and I wondered, had too much time passed? Then I saw him. Up against a metal railing, he stood, looking every inch the suave sophisticate he was. His face broke into a smile, and he walked towards me. My heart hammered at the sight of him in tight black jeans, a navy knit sweater, and that smooth smile of his. His black hair was mussed from the elements; I wanted to run a hand through it, simply to touch him, and know it wasn’t a dream. He was here!

He embraced me, his he-scent making me giddy, that particular Ridge smell, woodsy, spicy, and utterly male, and sexy as hell. “Sarah Smith, is this a mirage?”

“I was just thinking the same!” I gazed up at him as he cupped my face, and finally pressed his lips to mine. The thought that this man was mine made me woozy with love for him.

“Your chariot awaits.” He pointed to a boat and sure enough a group of men holding violins and various instruments stood on the deck waiting to serenade us. His protestations of love were always over the top, and shamelessly romantic. “It’s a private cruise, so that I don’t have to fight anyone off when they stumble across you.”

I laughed. “Is that so?” He always made me feel like I was the only girl in the world, and that men would fall at their knees at the sight of me. I didn’t believe it for a minute, but I loved the rush it gave me.

“You are beautiful.” He kissed the top of my head, and then took my hand. “Almost too beautiful for words…Will you join me?”

I nodded. “I’d love to.” Any worries I had about us dissolved when he was by my side. Here he was making grand gestures, and it made the time I spent alone pale into insignificance. Two or three weeks of this would fill up my heart, until it came time for him to leave again.

Ridge helped me across the gangplank and it was hard to watch my footing when all I wanted to do was gawk at him. He’d changed since he’d been away, his face was softer somehow, his eyes bluer, or maybe it was the love-struck daze that hit me, blurring the edges of my mind. Even his hand in mine felt different, truer. I missed him so, and it was almost surreal, sitting together, in the front of the boat, him pulling a throw rug over us as we set sail along the Seine.

Gentle waves lapped at the hull as we made our way towards Ponts des Arts. Ridge wrapped his arms around me, as the musicians played Edith Piaf. Goosebumps broke out over my skin at romance of the songs, musical notes drifting lazily into the ether. It was like the French kept her memory alive, or maybe it was a tourist-pleasing cliché, but either way, the evocative songs tugged on my heart.

“You seem to fit here somehow.” Ridge said, staring into my eyes.

“It’s that kind of place. When I’m wandering, lost and alone, I find something that takes my breath away. I’ve never had that before. I see why people get bitten by the travel bug.” I was easily swept away by the ancient beauty of the city. Was home still where my heart was? Even though I still missed the simplicity of my old life, here, it was like I was someone different, almost French. Or at least, trying my hardest to tread softly, and become one with the place and people.

When I returned home, I imagined Paris would be like an old best friend, full of sweet memories, there to reminisce through rose colored glasses. I could already see myself sitting down with the girls at home recounting a story that was a little shinier on the retelling, more vibrant, colorful, me exaggerating how brave I was, how I tried it all, but the real Paris would always be in my mind, the black and white, the gray days, the sepia of the past, and the fact that I loved the feeling I had wandering through the city, as if it welcomed me.

“Champagne?” Ridge asked.

“Please,” I said, knowing the bubbles would hit my bloodstream and make me more languid, almost liquid in Ridge’s arms. He poured two flutes, and I sipped, taking in the view ahead. As always, throngs of people walked on each side of the Seine. On the right bank known as La Rive Droite there was a market set up. Stalls of bric-a-brac, pieces of antique furniture, and clothing spanned along the one side.

Ridge nuzzled the soft skin on my neck, and my eyelids grew heavy. “How long does this boat ride take?” I said playfully, fighting the urge to tell them to turn around and deposit us back at the shop so we could race upstairs.

“An hour.” He laughed. “And then, there’s more…you, my little minx, are going to have to wait an entire day to rip my clothes off.”

I guffawed. “Rip your clothes off!”

“It’s obvious, that lusty look in your eyes, you can’t hide it, it’s written all over your face…”

I gave him a shove. “Is that so? Well, I’ve actually got to cover the night shift later.”

His face fell.

“Joke.”

He pulled me closer. “OK, I’m the one dreaming of a naked Sarah, but don’t tell anyone. I’m trying to keep my cool, and do the right thing, showing her how magnificent the city of love can be when you’re actually in love.”

“I won’t say a word.” We kissed, his body pressed hard against mine, all thoughts of the view vanished and I wished the moment would last forever. Lost emails, and missed calls didn’t matter so much with Ridge by my side.

Once off the boat we strolled around the uneven cobblestoned streets of Montmartre, coming to the square filled with artists, sitting in front of their easels. The rain had slowed to a fine mist, turning the black of Ridge’s hair silver under the gentle shards of sunlight that fought their way through the fog, casting a soft yellow hue above us, like an ambient glow.

Ridge stopped in front of a sketch, the lashings of smudged pencil brought out a deep sadness in the subject’s eyes. Who was it in the portrait and what had made them so forlorn in this place, yet they’d still sat long enough for their face to be recreated on parchment.

He spoke to the artist in quick-fire French – once again, I was surprised by how adept he was in any situation, from speaking fluently in French and managing not to butcher the silky rhythm of the language, to wandering around the avenues Paris like he’d lived here his whole life.

“OK,” he said turning to me, his eyes lit with wonder. “Sit down, Sarah, and Remy will sketch you.”

My cheeks flamed. It was all well and good wandering around, gawping at other people getting portraits painted or sketched but another thing for me to do it. I’d be under a spotlight and drawing the eyes of passersby, which made me cringe.

Ridge leaned close and whispered in my ear. “Please. I want a keepsake for when I’m not with you.”

I battled with saying no, it wasn’t my thing, and what if the girl on the page wasn’t who I thought I was? But Ridge nodded, and shuffled me around, onto the stool, cupping my face. “Just be you. That’s the girl I love.”

It was hard to argue with that, so I tried not to slouch, and instead wrung my hands together, darting a glance at the artist as he took a seat in front of me, surveying me like he was already imagining me in black and white.

When tourists moseyed by, gazing at me full in the face, I smiled tentatively, and held my breath, hoping each stroke of the pencil would bring me one step closer to springing off the stool, and into a bistro for a glass of wine.

When the picture was done, I eased off the stool afraid to look at it. Ridge’s face lit up, and his smile threatened to swallow him. “Now I’ll have you wherever I am,” he said.

I peeked at the portrait. The artist had captured the love in my eyes, and the difference in my face, from being in Paris. My cheeks were fuller – I blamed the macarons – and I didn’t look so day-dreamy any more. But still, I blushed, being the center of attention as people openly stopped to look from me and back to the portrait.

I thanked the artist profusely, amazed at his level of skill with a pencil, how he could turn a few lines into a reflection of me.

Hand in hand we strolled around Montmartre. We turned and headed for the Sacre Coeur. The old church stood regally on top of the hill, the platform below a perfect vantage point to see the sprawl of Paris. We went to the railing and gazed out, the city a big, bustling maze from here. The Eiffel Tower was monolithic, dwarfing everything around it. It seemed so vivid, with the gray horizon acting as a backdrop to the city, and the mist floating gently above. There was a whole world out there like this, views that took my breath away, and I hoped I’d get to travel more in the future. As hard as it was for me to leave the comfortable routine of my old life – the safety, the regularity of every day – I knew now, seeing this, I wanted more.

Clusters of people took photos, and babbled in accents I couldn’t ascertain. Ridge looped his arm around me and said, “Stunning, isn’t it?”

I nodded. “It’s like someone supersized the Eiffel Tower and plonked it down in the city. It’s huge when you’re standing under it, but from here, somehow it seems even bigger.”

“There’s one more thing I want to show you.” Ridge took my hand, and we turned our back to the view. We dashed away, as rain fell harder, and I don’t remember ever feeling so alive.

We wove our way through small laneways, and our breath came out fast as we tried to outrun the weather. Ten minutes later, and what seemed like a lot of exercise for a non-exerciser, we came to a little garden on the Place des Abbesses.

“What is it?” I asked.

“Come closer,” Ridge said, pulling my hand. “It’s Le mur des je t'aime.”

I swooned at the French words spilling from Ridge’s lips, a heady combination of want and need made me flush for him.

“It’s the wall of ‘I love you’s’,” he said.

I edged closer, once people moved away. Up close, it was spectacular. The sentiment written in so many different languages. Dark tiles, glittering like the night sky. Some cracked and spaced, others perfectly aligned. Splashes of color were dotted here and there.

“The artist used the smudges of red to symbolize a broken heart, but tiled together again, the wall can reunite even the most damaged. It’s about humanity, and generating peace in a busy world. A metaphor. But I prefer to think of it as all the ways I love you. In every language, Sarah.”

My emotions were heightened from his presence, his silky words, and the way he showed me how much he loved me, even if he was away a lot. It banished the doubt I felt, the worry that things would be different between us.

As the sun set behind moody skies we wandered hand in hand, shooting glances at each other as if we were making sure this was real, and laughing each time we were caught out.

“So,” I said. “When you’re away, what’s with the radio silence?”

He looked genuinely surprised, “I’m focused. That’s all. There’s so many things I want to do to set up our future and in order to make it happen, I have to work hard now, and hope it pays off. It’s hard to hear the sadness in your voice too. It makes me second guess my work, and all I want to do is be with you.”

“I don’t like it when we go so long without speaking. It feels like we’re drifting apart.”

He stopped, and pulled me close. “There’s no way in the world that will ever happen, Sarah. I’ve never felt like this before, and I plan on spending the rest of my life with you.” He smiled. “If that’s what you want too, of course. But first, I have to figure out how to make our two lives merge, so we both have the things we need.”

He bent to kiss me, a soft sweet lingering touch that made me almost dissolve into the ground. When we were together, nothing else mattered. Days like this would recharge our love and make the time apart easier to handle.

“Now,” he said. “I’ve booked a romantic dinner for two at Le Jules Verne, which is at the top of the Eiffel Tower.”

My stomach growled at that very moment, and I blushed. Oceane had been to Le Jules Verne and said it was a super swanky restaurant with striking views of Paris. Imagine being in the heart of the Eiffel Tower!

“Shall we?” he said, and wrapped an arm around my waist.

A kind of dizziness hit me. We’d have two weeks of this! Wandering around under the filmy moonlight. Kissing in the rain. Leaning against each other beneath an umbrella while we went sightseeing. My Paris dreams were coming true: Ridge, me and time in which to get lost in the most beautiful city in the world.


Chapter Eleven

We were tangled together in a deep sleep when the phone shrilled, not the usual trill of Sophie’s cordless. Ridge’s cell.

I pulled the quilt up and glanced at the alarm clock, two a.m. shrieked in neon green.

Ridge groaned, stumbling from the bed, taking the top sheet with him and retreating to the bathroom.

When he returned ten minutes later, I was waiting, unable to fall back asleep, knowing instinctively what was coming.

“Where to this time?” I asked, groggily.

“Russia,” he said, his eyes bright despite being woken in the early hours of the morning.

One lousy night. That’s all he’d stay for? “Do you have to go? I thought…”

“I’m sorry,” he cut me off. “I know I promised to stay longer. But I need to take the work when it’s offered. If I refuse, those stories will be handed to someone else on a platter. I want to stay, Sarah, really I do. But I can’t risk losing out.”

I frowned in the semi darkness. “So, how long will this go on for?” I understood his motivations, but where did it leave us?

“Not long. You know there are quiet times. Weeks in a row where nothing is going on. I’ll be back soon.”

“I’d prefer you stay now, though. Surely, you can tell whoever it is that you will miss this one puny story? And that you’ll be there for the very next call?”

“I can’t. I haven’t done it long enough to pay my dues yet. I’m still the rookie freelancer.” He ran a hand along my back, sending shivers down my spine.

“Ridge, don’t think that’s going to distract me. In the light of the morning when there’s an empty space next to me, I’ll remember you stayed even less this time. One day?” It was hard not to feel insubstantial when Ridge practically bounded from bed to leave, as eager as a puppy, without a backward glance at me.

He laughed at the scowl on my face. “I love it when you’re angry.”

I took a pillow and lobbed it at him.

“One year of this, Sarah, and then I’m all yours.”

“And whose are you now?” I said, annoyed despite his sexy smile that as easily as that he was leaving.

“I’m yours, Sarah. You’ll see. I’m doing this for us.”

I sighed. “Get back into bed. We can argue over the phone once you’ve gone.” The fight left me; no matter what, I loved the godforsaken man, and I wanted to wrap my arms around him before he was gone again. It had to last me however many weeks he’d be absent for.

There’d be no visits to the Louvre, no wandering around Pere Lachaise to see the graves of the famous long since buried. Wintry picnics on the Champs de Mars would be spent alone, wrapped in a blanket, with my book – my most loyal and trusted friend. We’d had the most romantic of days together. The way Ridge expressed his love for me was the stuff of fairy tales, but was one day enough? The thought of four or five weeks alone, again, made me curl into a ball. Was I enough for him? Or more seriously, was he enough for me?

***

The day after Ridge left it was bucketing down. Rain drummed on the roof, and the scent of mildew was heavy in the air at the bookshop. I’d woken to find a pile of novels soaked when water seeped from above. Buckets were swiftly set down to catch the drips, while I pondered how water managed to wend its way through three levels. I hoped there wasn’t a flood upstairs. Frowning, I raced up to assess any damage and curiously found the rooms dry.

Back downstairs, I reached for the phone and called the plumber, thinking it could only be another burst water pipe. The amount of money the building sucked up was horrendous. But I was also upset about the books being damaged. There they sat, patiently waiting for the next day, for the person who’d smile at the sight of their rosy red covers and pick them up to read them on the train to Palace of Versailles, or in some dim corner of a bistro over a nip of whiskey. And now they’d be tossed into the bin, water logged, and dead.

Well, not on my watch.

Sophie didn’t keep books whose spines were broken, or whose covers were missing. But I did. If the words were still legible they had value. I scooped up the soggy books, to find a warm place to dry them out. Perhaps I could have a table out front, of damaged novels who could be adopted. And all they had to do was promise to love them, raggedy pages and all.

“Has anyone seen the James Joyce Exiles first edition?” Beatrice asked, as she came rushing down the stairs.

James Joyce. My legs wobbled. “I sold one today,” I said, my voice just above a whisper. “But I didn’t know it was a first edition.” Goddammit.

Her mouth fell open. “You didn’t know?” she said, incredulous.

I blushed to the roots of my hair. I specialized in seeking out rare first editions for my online customers back home. How could I have made such a terrible mistake? I’d sold the book for a few Euros! “I was rushing to serve. I guess it didn’t occur to me to check. It wasn’t wrapped or anything…” my feeble explanation sounded empty, even to me.

The first editions were locked away in a room with adequate ventilation so they wouldn’t get warped by heat, or moldy from cold air. They were wrapped in a special type of plastic to preserve them. Customers had to make an appointment if they wanted to peruse those books. Gloves were worn, it was taken very seriously because of their worth. Thank god it wasn’t a Ulysses I’d sold by mistake. That book was worth more than I could ever repay. Still, Exiles was worth a few thousand Euro too.

But wait. “No one has been in the first edition room today. There’s no way I could have sold it.” There was only one key to that room, and it was looped on a chain around my neck.

Beatrice crossed her arms and narrowed her eyes, it was like she was weighing up her words before talking. It stuck me again, how tightly she held in her emotions around me.

“A selection of books arrived a few days ago,” she said. “From an estate sale. You were supposed to go through them, and wrap the first editions. I did tell you, twice, that it was urgent.”

I wondered, not for the first time, what I was doing here and if I’d be able to keep up without going insane or ruining Sophie’s trust in me with her beloved shop. “Did you?” I asked, having no recollection of that conversation. “I can’t believe I sold it without checking.” Had I unpacked a box of estate sale books? I was more scatterbrained than usual, after the shock of Ridge leaving as well as trying to fit everything in each day at the shop I couldn’t be sure…

I bit down on my lip. What a foolish thing to do. I should know better than that. I’d sold hundreds of first editions. Their scent was different to other books, earthier, ripe with the past. The cinnamon colored pages curled slightly, fattening them. I’d have to tell Sophie I’d cost her more money, and hoped she’d forgive me. Still, something niggled. I didn’t remember Beatrice talking to me at all about an estate sale order. She’d just stared at me out the corner of her eye like I was an exotic animal that she didn’t know how to behave around.

“Sarah,” TJ’s said, interrupting my train of thought. “There’s been an accident in the conservatory, you might want to go check.”

I sighed. “OK.” I was glad for the distraction, giving me a moment of pause to ponder my mistakes. And how on earth I was going to break the next lot of bad news to Sophie.

Upstairs books lay sprawled, covers open wide like arms flayed out, as if they’d had a party with too many cocktails and fallen asleep as the sun lit the sky. A shelf had collapsed, leaving books piled atop each other in a disagreeable jumble. It was just after nine a.m. and Paris was quiet. Torrential rain kept people indoors later, and the bookshop didn’t get busy until after lunch. The calm was like a gift. I surveyed the back wall of the conservatory wondering if I could fix the shelf myself, or if I’d have to call yet another handyman in.

Dust motes swirled around as I stacked the fallen books into neat piles. Some pages were crinkled, and ripped, so I made another pile for novels that would need repair.

While I scrambled on the floor picking up as much as I could, Luiz walked in, his face pinched. “All that bashing at the keyboard has brought the shelf down,” he said.

I laughed. The desk he usually sat at to write was covered in brick dust and rubble. Luckily the shelf hadn’t come down when he was sitting under it. “Looks like it.”

“Let me help,” he offered as he knelt beside me and reached for some fallen novels.

The books in the conservatory were older tomes about gardening and horticulture, it wasn’t a busy room. Customers didn’t really venture this high, as the spiral staircase thinned, and darkened, it looked as though there was nothing above – which is what I supposed made this the perfect room for a writer to hide away in. Those who did brave it were rewarded with the brightest, most vivid room because of the picture windows, glass ceiling and the view.

“What’s this?” Luiz said, holding a small case, almost like an old fashioned beauty bag, with soft pink leather and a gold clasp.

“A travel bag?”

“By the layer of dust over it, I’d say it’s been hidden for a while,” he said.

“Or lost.” I pictured someone wandering into this room and being spellbound by the sight of Paris from the window, high from this vantage point, where you could see Notre Dame’s gargoyles, and all the way to the Eiffel Tower and the sprawl of the city.

 I flicked open the clasp on the bag, and a stack of neatly folded letters spilled out.

The air around us hummed. “Whispers from the past…” Luiz said, sitting back on his haunches.

“We should reunite these with their rightful owner,” I said, a grin splitting my face. I loved a good mystery and something about the letters called to me. They were soft with age, faded, scented almost citrusy somehow.

“I suppose we should,” Luiz said. “Then we’d have to read them, it’s the only way.” His eyes twinkled with mirth. Luiz was rumored to be reclusive and after our first chat, I wondered if he’d warm to me, or retreat but here we were sharing in a discovery, both eager to know more. I had to catch myself from getting star-struck again. He was just a person, after all, I had to stop thinking of him as a celebrity. Oceane had worried I’d fuss over Julia Roberts if we saw her, but give me an author any day, and I was more likely to act like a loony. If I ever met JoJo Moyes I would most likely scare the woman witless by babbling away wanting to know everything about her. She was my idol. And Luiz was a close second. So far I’d managed to keep my cool. Just. There were moments I wanted to say, go and write, I’ll just stand behind you and watch the words flow from your extraordinary mind, to the keyboard, don’t mind me. Luckily work was too busy for me to show my true writers-fascinate-me colors.

Without any preamble we moved the desk by the window that was free from debris, and laid them out. They were written in French! Goddammit! It would take me far too long to decipher the language, especially with the loops and swirls of the cursive and I was impatient to know what they said. Luiz searched for dates, and found the oldest one. We’d have to start at the beginning to make any sense out of them.

Luiz took the first letter. “Get comfortable,” he said, motioning to a high back chair. “I’ll translate.”

I couldn’t hide my glee and did a silly jump clap thing. This old building, this beautiful city, I was certain we’d just uncovered something priceless, an epistolary story from long ago. Settling into the chair I curled my legs under me and pulled my cardigan together, ready to hear the story unfold.

Mon Amour,

I composed a piece for you today. I closed my eyes, and thought of you, that rapture, that fire. The memory of your love, it’s like I’ve absorbed it all for the times we’re apart, and it spilled from me to the ivory keys, my fingers a blur, as if the piece was already written, composed by the coupling of our souls. I had to force myself to stop playing, and write it down, but I knew I’d never forget that composition. It’s as alive as you are to me. I know they’ll say it’s too progressive, it doesn’t conform, but that’s because what we have is greater than what’s ever been before. Our love is an allegro, there’s no light and shade, no slow start, and gradual increase, so the music cannot follow the standard rules either. And why should it? Why do I have to live in the shadow of someone else’s ideals? They’ve never been in love like this before. Of that I’m sure. Until we meet again my love, I’ll play our song, and feel you with me, through the music.

Je t’aime

Pierre

“Our love is an allegro…” With a hand to my chest, I smiled. “It’s a love story!”

Luiz’s smile widened. “Want to bet it doesn’t end in happy ever after?”

I faux glared at him. “How can it not? He composed music for her! Progressive, dramatic pieces. We have to find out who she is! Maybe he’ll say her name in one of them?”

“We better keep reading,” Luiz said, his expression fervent as he reached for the next letter.

We only had Pierre’s correspondence and I would have given anything to read the woman’s reply to such a beautiful love letter. I pulled a rug over my legs and settled in to listen.


Chapter Twelve

As weeks continued to pass the sales weren’t improving as much as I had hoped. The new feature wall of books set in Paris and memoirs about the city had done nicely, pulling in the tourist crowd, but it wasn’t enough. I had to come up with something unique if I was going to make this year as profitable as Sophie’s last. The disappearing money was still a mystery too, even though it had dropped off some, we were still missing ten to fifty euros every couple of days and I had no idea how else to deal with it, short of doing a Mission Impossible stunt and hanging from the ceiling to spy.

I’d come to dread Sophie’s phone calls. Nervously, I ran a hand through my hair, and got my paperwork in order so we could chat. The phone rang and I snapped it up, dread tightening my chest.

“Ma cherie,” she said, her voice short. “What on earth is going on there?”

I grimaced, so she’d had time to read the reports I’d emailed. I almost laughed at myself – of course she had time, she was in the quiet, quaint town of Ashford, and in my cute little bookshop where nothing much happened unless you counted the adventures you read on the page. “I’m sorry, Sophie. It’s not like we haven’t tried. We’ve implemented a buy one, get –”

She cut me off. “Sarah, these figures are abysmal. November should be double what you’ve done. Are you not unpacking the new stock quickly enough? What is it? What are you doing so wrong?”

The frustration in her voice and the tart way she emphasized the fact I was single handedly ruining her business was like being scolded by a parent. “Well, that has been an issue, actually. I can’t serve and be out the back at the same time, unloading stock–”

“Well get someone else to do it!”

“Yes, as I was saying…”

“You need to take charge. I rely on these sales to last us through the winter when the tourist trade drops off.”

“The staff…”

“Please, you must fix this, before it bankrupts me.”

Frustration coursed through me, as she abruptly interrupted each time I tried to explain. I gave in, and let her say her piece, all the while feeling a fresh wave of anxiety creep over me. She hung up, without her usual sweet goodbyes, and I fell back, glad the call was over. I was working damn hard, and wondered if it was all worth it. I’d agreed to come here as a favor to Sophie, and then she heaped enough work on me to wear out the most savvy businessperson. And she was yet another person who wouldn’t listen to me when I tried to speak up. If she’d have given me two minutes we could have discussed marketing strategies.

I wanted to throw my hands up and jump on a plane back to Ashford, or to call Missy, CeeCee and Lil, but how could I? CeeCee and Missy were so focused on gorgeous baby Willow, and Lil was exhausted from nights of broken sleep. I’d spoken to her a few times, she’d snatched moments between feedings and time zones and even though I knew my friends would be there for me, I couldn’t burden them when they had far more important things on their own plates. So I turned to the only person I could and as soon as I heard his voice my worries tumbled out.

“Money keeps disappearing.” I was rigid with anxiety. “Sophie is angry with me. Her complicated data entry is like something an accountant would do. There’s someone here who’s stealing because they think they can get away with it.” I let out a half sob. “The sales are shrinking. I don’t know what to do.”

“You have to call them together and threaten them. They think you’re a soft touch.” Ridge’s rough voice was exactly what I needed to hear, “Be fierce, baby. I know you have it in you. Don’t let Sophie down by letting them play you.”

I stared out the window watching the bare trees face off against the wind and felt the chill coming through the panes. I was too embarrassed to tell him I’d tried that and it hadn’t worked – if anything it had been disastrous. “I wish you were here,” I choked out.

“Baby, I do too. But you’ve got some friends there, why don’t you call Lucy and Clay? I know this is tough right now, but you’re enjoying Paris. Don’t let this work problem get you down.”

Lucy and Clay were friends from back home who were here for a six-month stint while she took an art course at the prestigious Van Gogh Institute. I’d wanted to catch up with them, but hadn’t managed to seize any time. Lucy studied long hours too, often into the night. Our Parisian lives had a tendency to swallow us up, it was a world away from the sleepiness of Ashford.

“I want you here. Is that such a bad character flaw? I can’t help wanting to be with the guy I love.”

He laughed, the usual Ridge response when he deemed me too girly, or too something he didn’t quite know how to answer. It irked me that day, because I was reaching out to him – which I never really did, because I always had the girls at home and I knew he was running his own race. I’d read enough romance books to know I didn’t want to be the girl who clung on and was needy, but I couldn’t help be frustrated by his efforts to placate me.

Surely I was allowed to lean on him sometimes, especially when we had barely seen each other in the last few months. Can any relationship survive on more than one day? I didn’t think I was asking too much.

“Sarah,” he composed himself. I closed my eyes, hoping he wouldn’t say something banal. I felt a frisson of worry things would change between us if he shrugged me off when I wanted more from him. “Let this be the adventure of your life. You don’t need me there to have that. I hate being away from you just as much, believe me. But for now, that’s the way it has to be. I love you with every ounce of me. You suit Paris, it suits you. And once the exchange is over, things might settle down for both of us.”

“So if I said please get on a plane, I need to see you, you’d say no?” I hated asking, but wasn’t love being there if you needed them? Just this once I wanted him to choose me.

“You’ve had a crappy few days at the shop. Rise above it, baby. Me being there won’t help. It’ll take you away from the bookshop, when what you really need to do is fix the problems there before they escalate.”

“Well, I guess, that’s that,” I said, deflated.

His voice came back soft, “You knew what my life was like, Sarah.”

Had I expected him to drop everything for me? “And I remember saying big shot reporters were a no for me.”

There was a brief pause where we both registered what had been said, but neither of us took it back. Until he said, “I love you, and you know that. This is temporary.”

After I hung up the phone, I sat at Sophie’s window, watching the Eiffel Tower fairy lights flash in the distance on the hour. Moonlight shone down over the city, and rain drummed on the roof. Perhaps I could escape for an hour to wander along the Champs de Mars, to Les Invalides, around to the pyramid of the Louvre. Night time strolls through the city always lifted my spirits. It was the rest of the tangled web inside the shop that got me down…and Ridge. But I brushed him from my mind. Something had to change at the shop, and I had a feeling it was me.

***

“Luiz,” I said. “No work today?” It was late, he hadn’t arrived early this morning, which was unusual for him.

Luiz brushed a hand through his unruly waves, he looked every ounce the writer – messy too-long hair, a half-dazed expression as though he was only partly here, the rest of him lost in his mind with the characters he’d left back on his laptop.

Did those fictional people miss him? When his front door clicked closed, did they hold hands and jump from the screen? Perching on the keyboard, reading about their own lives, through Luiz’s words? Crazy, kooky Sarah, my friends teased whenever one of these notions spilled from my mouth before I caught myself. But to me, books were alive, the words throbbed and pulsed, as important as a heartbeat, and I bet his books were just as real when they were half written too.

“What are you thinking, Sarah?” Luiz cocked his head, a smile playing at the corners of his mouth. “I lost you there…”

I blinked, pulling myself back to the moment. “Oh,” I said, nervous laughter escaping. “I was thinking about…” What could I say, I had a penchant for day dreaming? “Your writing, actually. Did you get the novel finished?”

Stepping forward, he folded his arms, and propped them on the counter. His eyes were dark and unfathomable against the slight tan of skin. “I did the first draft, at least. Now to leave it a while before I edit.”

“A welcome break then?” It struck me, how little I spoke to writers despite being intrigued by them. There were a few I’d contacted through my blog, romance writers whose books I’d fallen in love with, but I hadn’t met many face to face. Ashford was too small a place for them to venture, though I did have some visit for the Chocolate Festival aeons ago, but they’d raced in and out, and I hadn’t had time to chat properly. When the book club met back home, they would clutch their hearts and pretend to faint when I told them I’d met Luiz and become good friends. They wouldn’t believe me, I was sure of it.

Luiz rubbed the back of his neck. “This novel, I will try and forget for a few months, and then read it again later, fresh. But I can’t not write. My life is too lonely without fictional people crowding my mind.”

“I would have thought you’d need a break, some time to catch up on sleep, and trashy TV…” If writing for him was what reading was for me, then I bet he wasn’t a TV-watching type. Time spent in front of the box was time wasted in my opinion, there was always another story to fall into. My to-be-read pile sadly would most likely outlive me – though I tried valiantly to catch up with it, I’d never get there. The allure of new books, new writers, characters who beckoned to me would never wane.

Luiz laughed, his white teeth flashing under the lights. Ridge’s teeth were also pearly white. How did they manage movie star teeth? I couldn’t help comparing the two men, Ridge’s tall, dark, and handsome romance cover good looks, and then Luiz’s blonde, blue-eyed movie star features. While Ridge was forthright and dynamic, Luiz was quieter, more reserved, and only spoke when he had something important to say. Ridge was the one to take the lead of any conversation, directing it usually back to his work, the stories that drove him, giving people a voice who so desperately needed it.

“Non, non,” he said. “Now, I wait for inspiration to find me…and it always does. Paris is the place for love. I walk around arrondissements, and see it everywhere. I wait for the flutter of the idea to turn into a heart stopping bang, and I begin. And then desole, I’m lost once more.”

“Do you wish they were real?” I propped my elbows on the counter.

“My characters?”

I nodded.

“But they are real, don’t you see?”

My stomach flip-flopped at the thought. Was there a place where characters hovered, brought to life each time someone cracked open the cover and read about them? Did they watch us, from some faraway place, as we caught up with their lives?

I smiled at the idea.

“They’re part of you, a product of your imagination. You, the reader, make them four dimensional, bring them to life in your mind, your heart, and your vision of them is unique, no two people read them the same way. So they’re exclusively yours.” Luiz’s voice was soft, as if he was at that same place, the realm of half here, half there, in the gauzy shadow where characters came to life.

I raised my eyebrows. “I want to meet them for a glass of wine, and quiz them about the choices they made. And grab some of them by the scruff of the neck, and say WHY! Where’s your happy ever after?” I couldn’t help tease him.

He threw his head back and laughed, a deep baritone. “There’s quite a few I’d like to toss into the Seine for not doing the right thing.”

I smiled, imagining him doing just that with a character who was misbehaving on the page.

“Would you care to join me for an aperitif? There’s a little bar on the Rue de la Colombe called La Reserve De Quasimodo. It’s a secret though, only locals know about it, so you have to promise me you won’t tell a soul or you’ll end up in my next book as the one who cannot keep her word.” His eyes shone with the joke. Everywhere I went with my new friends was a place no one else knew, a hidden door leading to a wonderland of mystery I loved exploring. It made me wonder if Parisians ever grew tired of their town being overrun by tourists, and hence kept so many places a secret.

“Will we run into the Hunchback of Notre Dame? I said, fluttering with excitement at spending more time with an author I so admired. It was almost surreal to think that this man – who was so famous for hiding behind his book jacket, turning down interviews and shunning the press and adoring crowds – would want to spend time with me. I’d asked him so many questions and he had answered every one of them, but I couldn’t help wondering about the sadness I still saw lurking in his eyes. There was a story, a secret, that in all of our conversations Luiz would side-step, so I backed away from outright asking, wanting to preserve this new friendship. It hit me, that instead of Ridge being the one to fly to my side, I had Luiz, and it had certainly brightened up my time here. A platonic friend who liked me just for me.

“The hunchback may or may not be there. Just keep your cool.” he joked. “Shall I steal you away?”

“Sure. Let me grab the love letters, if you feel like chatting about them?”

“I’d love nothing more. I haven’t stopped thinking about them to be truthful. Of course, it’s given me plenty of story ideas.”

I smiled. “I’ll just freshen up.” I took my handbag from the counter, and went to the staff bathroom.

In my old life it was unheard of for me to give two hoots to my appearance. Before work I’d apply a bit of eyeliner, a sweep of mascara and that was it. But here, I was taking pains to adapt, to be French – with those little touches that set them apart from the crowd. A slick of red lipstick, and a spritz of perfume, the technique of tying the scarf just the right way. Oceane had taken me aside and shown me the various ways in which it could be looped, and I felt a step closer to being Parisian, learning their ways. I gave my hair a cursory comb.

The phone rang. I dashed over to it. “Two secs,” I said to Luiz. “Once Upon a Time.” I trilled, hoping it wasn’t TJ or Oceane calling in sick, they were due to relieve the casual staff and I’d have to cancel the drink with Luiz if they didn’t turn up.

Luiz slid on his gloves, and I did the same while cradling the phone to one ear.

“Sarah Smith, at long last, I catch you.”

“Ridge,” I said, my surprise evident. “Where are you?”

“Still in Russia. Might be a while yet. Not ideal, I know. But I was thinking of what you said…”

Luiz glanced at his watch.

“Can I call you back later?” I cut him off.

“Sure, baby. But I might not be here. There’s a group of us…”

There was always a group of them, usually with the background noise of a pub, or a party atmosphere. I’d spent too long cooped up in the shop, and I wasn’t about to let down the one person who offered to take me from the confines of it. “I get it. You’re busy. I have to go. Call me when you can.” A week ago I would have dropped everything if Ridge called, but now, things had changed. My life wouldn’t hover on pause any more.

I clicked off. Ridge’s voice had the ability to turn me molten with want for him, but all that was cancelled out when I thought of the way he only deigned to call when it suited him and then went on to say he’d be busy so it was now or never. That was totally fine, and made it easier for me to say I was busy too.

Outside, for Luiz’s sake, I shook off the angst, and kept my eyes straight ahead, taking in the Paris evening, the evocative filmy light. The Seine was silver under fingers of moonlight. Boats bobbed past, filled with tourists taking in a nighttime cruise, their champagne flutes held aloft as they cheered tipsily to pedestrians. The hulls of the boats were adorned with brightly colored tinsel, and flashing fairy lights, as Christmas edged closer. It was hard not to smile, and be caught up in the magic of the city, a place frenetic and alive.

“Was that your lover on the phone?”

Lover. It sounded so much more passionate than boyfriend and for a moment I understood the French attitude to love a little more. A lover was someone transient, someone you loved for a time before you moved on. A boyfriend…well let’s just say if Ridge was my boyfriend then those words were separated by a space that shouldn’t have been there. “Yes.”

“Where is he?”

“In Russia chasing bad guys, I guess.” I hoped my defensiveness wasn’t clear in my voice. It was true, Ridge had to work that much harder than the reporters who over time had networked their way into top spots. He wouldn’t settle for second best, it wasn’t in his nature. But where did I fit into that equation? Once the bookshop exchange was over, I’d be back home, with the same routine, watching life tick on by. Even though it was demanding here, it had woken me up from the way I sleepwalked through life, and I knew I’d miss the drama of it all. And when I returned home, I wouldn’t clock watch and wait any more. That part of me was gone for good.

“It sounds like he’s got a very dynamic lifestyle,” Luiz said, his expression solemn. “It must be tough for him to leave you.”

Ahead, the streetlights burned amber, their black nineteenth century casings gothic, and wondrous, as they spanned down the bank of the Seine. “It’s tough on both of us. I miss him.”

“Tu me manques, do you know that term?” Luiz inclined his head, his hands deep in his pockets.

The words were familiar but I couldn’t translate them quick enough.

“In French, instead of saying I miss you, we say tu me manques, which means you are missing from me.”

The luscious phrase swirled in my mind. How did the French always get it so right? ‘I miss you’ seemed like a lament, a sad wail, compared to ‘you are missing from me’, which embodied a deeper, more visceral feeling. That’s exactly how I felt when Ridge and I were apart. I could function, work, read, live, laugh, but it wasn’t as bright, as real, unless he was there too. And yet, I’d just ended a phone call with him in order to step out into the inky Parisian night. And all because it couldn’t be only him distancing himself – maybe if I took a step back we’d see if our relationship could handle the space that lay between.

“Three simple words, yet they conjure up so much,” I said, as memories of Ridge flashed, the way he held me, the light in his eyes when he professed his love. Why had I fallen deeply in love with a reporter who travelled the globe? I knew we didn’t choose love, it found us – but still, I would have given anything for him to be with me all the time. Especially here, under the twinkling stars in Paris. Luiz was a great friend to me already, but the man I wanted was in Russia.

Luiz took my elbow, and led me into the tiny wine bar, its ambient radiance like an invitation to relax. The tables were dressed in crisp white cloths, ruby red napkins triangled in wait. The walls were a deep ochre, and adorned with heaters which radiated warmth against the Seine wind that crept in.

The maître d’ greeted Luiz, and we sat at a table by the window.

“Shall we start with a pastis?” he asked.

“Please,” I said, having no idea what aperitif a pastis was but not wanting to appear unsophisticated. Nothing could compare to eating steak tartare with Oceane. Things could only go up from there.

Luiz ordered, and we sat in companionable silence. Outside, people strolled hand in hand, the rush of sight-seeing through the day calmed by nighttime, when people tended to meander, taking things slower, their legs weary and their faces sated after full days.

“Aside from Ridge, what’s missing from you, Sarah?”

The question took me by surprise and I coughed awkwardly, drawing stares from the elegant couple the next table over. “Sorry?” I said to buy time. Luiz had a way of reading me, despite my neutral expression. Maybe it was the writer in him that made him see beyond the obvious.

He surveyed me. “I don’t peg you as the type to be waiting for a man to make you whole.”

At least Luiz didn’t peg me for the type of girl who couldn’t cope on her own. “Being here, it’s opened my eyes to the world. I was happy at home, but bored I guess, and now I know there are adventures to be had, even if I have to do them alone. I’d lived a pretty sheltered life before arriving here. It feels good to explore, try new things.”

“Would you stay on if Sophie asked?”

I smiled. “A few weeks ago I would have said a big, fat ‘no’. But now, I’m not so sure. The more I think of leaving here, the less I want to go. Don’t get me wrong, I miss my friends and family badly. But here, caught up in a crowd of people as I saunter along soaking up the gothic beauty, and every single scent and sound, it’s like nothing I’ve ever experienced. And I haven’t seen enough yet to go home. Because what if I never come back? These memories will have to last me my whole life.”

Our drinks arrived, the aroma of anise strong in the air.

He swilled the barely yellow liquid around his glass. “Paris is like no other place,” he said. “If you stay here six months, Sarah, you’ll find it hard to leave. It changes you. It gets under your skin, and no matter where you go, you’ll dream of it forever. It’s like a first love, one that breaks your heart but leaves an indelible mark.”

I took a gulp of my pastis, feeling fuzzy from the heaters and the alcohol swirling through my body. “That sounds almost like a warning, Luiz.”

He chuckled. “Maybe it is. I know people who’ve pined for Paris ever since they left. But life…it gets in the way, and no matter how determined a person is to get back here, sometimes it doesn’t happen. And they miss it for the rest of their lives.”

“Surely it’s better to experience that, than nothing at all?” Paris did have a particular pull, a magnetic feeling, like it was drawing you in, and I knew too, that once I left, I would sit in my own shop and dream of the fun I had here. I blinked back a rush of tears that sprang without warning. I didn’t want to leave. My life in Ashford would always be there, and the more I discovered about this place, the more I wanted to stay.

“Yes,” he agreed. “How can you appreciate love if you have never lost it?”

Ridge’s beautiful face flashed in my mind. Was I losing him to his ambition? Were our two lives just too different? My heart tugged. Sometimes it felt like it, and how would I feel? Glad to have experienced it, or regretful because I knew what I was missing if our love ended? I pushed the morose thoughts away. Searching Luiz’s face, again, I had that sensation that he’d had some great loss in his life. The way he wrote about love, and the haunted air about him. Again, I didn’t ask, worrying it was too personal, or he’d shut down.

“I’d always choose to experience love,” I said, playing with the stem of my glass. How could I not? My life had been lived inside the pages of romance novels, and it was only now – at almost thirty – that I’d experienced heart-stopping, real-life love with Ridge, no matter how rocky it’d been with the distance between us. Was what he was prepared to give me – a few days here and there – enough for me? I knew life wasn’t like a romance novel, but I still held out hope it could be. Why shouldn’t I strive for more?

We sat there in silence for a moment before Luiz broke the spell, his voice forcefully bright, helping to pull me back from my doubts. “Shall I read the next letter?”

I nodded, taking a sip of the aperitif, its sharp taste and alcohol strength warmed me all the way down.

The tour is interminable. One country after the next flashes by, so that at times I have no idea where I am. My manager says I should be grateful because the world understands the music my peers said would fail. And I’m booking out shows in places I’ve never heard of. Bringing pianists back into the spotlight. Shaking off the dusty stereotype of what type of sound can come from those black and white keys. But it’s hard to be anything other than melancholy. The only reason I wrote the compositions were because of you. What irony, that they catapult me into a type of fame I never imagined, taking me further away from the warmth of your embrace.

My eyes went wide. “That’s the worst kind of irony, he’s right.”

Luiz nodded. “His fame took him from her.”

“Who do you think he’s writing to? Sophie? Surely if they were her letters she would have stashed them in her own apartment?”

“Hmm,” he mused. “I agree. They could be anyone’s. The bag left by mistake, and packed away high on a shelf, forgotten after years of collecting dust.”

“Do you think they got together in the end? Maybe his career quietened down, and he came back, they had a million babies, and settled down in the South of France to grow olives and make their own wine.”

He laughed. “You and your rose colored vision of love. No, I’m sad to say, Sarah. I think like so many others, it ended badly. To keep a stack of letters in a bag like this, like she was trying to hide them, or hide them from herself maybe, to save heartache. I think whatever happened, they went two different ways. Otherwise, if they were together, surely his letters would be in the bag too.”

“No,” I said. “Why can’t it work out in the end? You’re thinking of your own novels.”

Maybe it was my own love life I was comparing the letters to. But I wanted the happy ever after for these strangers, as much as I wanted it for myself.


Chapter Thirteen

It was time to take the reins of my own life, and do the things I yearned to do. And that included being the boss in every sense of the word. No more was I missing out because things weren’t panning out how I imagined they should. While the rain lashed down outside – the sunlight gone for good, hidden by thick gray clouds carrying the promise of winter – I made a choice. I would find the heart of Paris, I would do all those things lovers did, and to hell with it if I was alone. There was a certain beauty in my solitude, and I vowed to make the most of it. After all, it was something I actively used to do, be alone, but here in this bustling town, I’d just be one of the thousands wandering around awestruck by what they’d seen, and that suited me just fine.

Rummaging through the stacks of well-thumbed novels in the lending library, I found one that thrummed in my hand, and snatched it up, knowing it was the right book for me. “I’m going to lunch,” I called to Beatrice, who nodded. The casual staff had appeared in their usual gaggle and I gave them a wave as I passed, determined to be friendly even if I didn’t feel part of their world.

Once Upon a Time was so different to my bookshop; when I stumbled out for lunch, Oceane’s warning about being sucked into the place for all hours rang true.

Outside, I could breathe again. Putting some distance between me and the shop, and the overwhelming pandemonium of it, was my favorite part of each day. I footed it down an avenue, holding aloft my striped umbrella – which I’d picked up at a vintage stall along the river the week before – and headed deep into the 6th arrondissement. Even the pouring rain wasn’t enough to pinch the sudden euphoric feeling that seized me. Wandering around the streets of Paris, alone, the wind in my hair, was a type of freedom I’d never experienced at home. I was one of millions who’d trekked down these very same paths, and I hoped I was following the footsteps of someone great. A writer who’d found inspiration here, or a reader who had fallen under Paris’s spell.

On the corner was a patisserie, the cakes like works of art, so carefully constructed, that taking a bite out of the exotic creations would make me feel almost guilty.

Almost. But not quite.

I stepped closer to the window, the maroon awning concertinaing above, protecting me from the elements as I gazed at the perfection inside. Fruity tarts with sugary glazes were colorful under the lights. Chocolate opera cakes cut into rectangles proudly showed off their thin ganache and sponge layers. Mille Feuille slices with crisp puff pastry and creamy custard centers practically begged to be tasted. There were chocolate éclairs, and crème brûlées with caramel tops that I knew would make the most delicious sound as I cracked into the toffee shard. Shell shaped Madeleines and flaky pain au chocolat spoke to me in such a way, I had to go into the warmth of the patisserie and somehow select just one of the treats on offer. I loved rolling their luscious names on my tongue.

 Inside, in a display fridge, there were quiches with buttery brown crusts and baguettes as long as my arm, stuffed with a variety of fillings. How did French people stay so slim? It was like being transported to foodie paradise, and any reservations about saving money went out the window, as my mouth watered in anticipation. So what if I went home the size of a blimp? I laughed, picturing myself ballooning out, and returning home with chubby cheeks, thick legs, and a hankering for crusty baguettes and rich cheeses that I couldn’t break. From the boulangeries, to patisseries, and fromageries, my waist line was getting the most epic of work outs, emphasis on the out.

With the book clutched to my chest, I found a table at the back where I could read in the quiet. I unwound my scarf and snatched up the menu, though I knew exactly what I wanted.

“Bonjour,” A young waitress appeared wearing a tight fitted black skirt, and form-fitting shirt, from which a pink lacy bra peeked through. Her make-up was flawless, her eyes accentuated by smoky eyeshadow, and her lips painted nude. There must have been some kind of class in high school that taught French girls the art of style because I’d yet to see a Parisian in sweats, or dowdy in any way. Even the make-up free girls had an aura of sophistication about them. Perhaps it was their accents, and their reserved nature, as though they held themselves together, poised and refined in such a way it was obvious to me who was French and who wasn’t.

“Bonjour,” I replied, smiling at the thought that it was mere minutes until those delicacies sitting in the display were transported to my belly.

With pad in hand, she asked in French, “What can I get you today?”

“I’ll start with a slice of the roasted heirloom tomato quiche, and then I’ll have a tartelette au citron, and a slice of Charlotte a la Framboise.” The plump red berries were too tempting to resist. She scratched hastily on the order pad. I managed once again to speak fluently, and I wanted to fist pump. God it felt good to pretend I was one of them.

“Oh, and a café au lait, please.” I gazed longingly once more at the cabinet, and caught the waitress giving me a squinty stare.

“Is someone joining you?” she asked, indicating the empty chair opposite me.

“Umm, no…it’s just me today.”

“Just you?” her voice was incredulous.

“Yes, just me.” I said with false bravado. “I’m eating my feelings,” I said with a shrug.

“Ah,” she nodded. “Boy trouble?”

“Boy trouble,” I agreed.

She gave me a sad smile. “Men, merde!”

I twisted my face into a grimace to match hers. “Oui! Men, who needs them!”

“Won’t be long,” she spun on her heel, and left me to ponder my relationships with the people I spent my days with at the shop, and Ridge’s absence in my Parisian adventure.

At a table by the window, a couple kissed and canoodled. I looked away, but their happiness and downright togetherness made my heart ache. They were wrapped around each other in that new love kind of way, and I was envious of it.

Was Ridge over that initial spark of love? Did other women catch his eye, when I was nowhere to be found? I held my head in my hands, as my mind spun with it all. For me, that first burst of new love hadn’t waned. How could it, when we hardly saw each other. And any other man paled in comparison to Ridge. But I’d begun to feel like an afterthought to him, an epilogue in his life.

To save my poor heart the agony of overthinking, I took another love letter from my purse, opening it delicately. It would take me an age to translate the words but that’s what made it so special. I’d promised Luiz I’d read some of them and report back, while he went back to his own writing.

My only love,

Today there was a fuss over the violinist. Personally, I don’t think we need her. They say she’s like an introduction. A way to soften the crowd, calm them, before I walk on stage to my piano. Calm them? I’d screeched. What kind of audience did they think my concerts attracted? The people who flock to hear me play are subdued, studied, quiet people who respect music. A young, pretty violinist won’t change that. Perhaps it’s her beauty they’ve chosen her for, juxtaposed against my craggy, older face. I don’t know. I’ve largely ignored her, with her eager, wide eyes, and parted lips, it’s like she wants to speak to me but doesn’t know how. Like a puppy, she follows me around. If only you played the violin. Then it could be you here. And if I saw your mouth slightly open, your full lips shiny with your red lip gloss, I would cup your face, and kiss you until you were breathless. Music be damned, I’d carry you to my room, and never let you leave. Your body, naked, slick after our lovemaking, up against mine, is what I dream about. Three more months. And I will be home. Until then, I’ll play until my fingers are numb and hope it makes time go faster.

Pierre

I munched on pastry crust as I thought about the letter. Perhaps I read too many romances but I had a very bad feeling that his protestations about the young violinist were false. Why would he discuss her in so much detail? The way her lips parted? It was too intimate to write that about another woman who wasn’t your lover. I’d have to tell Luiz, who I’m sure would gloat, and say I told you so. Still, I wanted to believe these two fought hard to be with each other. And it all worked out in the end. It had to.


Chapter Fourteen

My plan to find joy in the hidden parts of Paris was off to a flying start. Ensuring I got out of the bookshop for some time to myself, other than racing to the bank and the post office, had taken some of the pressure off and inspired me to tackle one problem at a time upon my return. Space to think, and plot my next marketing move, or a new way to handle the surly casual staff.

With a flourish, I pinned up the new roster. It had been worth the few days’ work, hunting out the staff, talking to them alone so it wasn’t mutiny, and asking which days they’d prefer in my effort to accommodate them all.

“I can’t do nights. I told you that,” Beatrice folded her arms, the abruptness in her voice startled me.

“It’s not every night,” I said. “But I need more help with the late shifts so I can go upstairs and do the paperwork. I can’t be here all day and most of the evening and get it finished. I’m falling behind.” I scratched the back of my neck. “Everyone is having to make a compromise or two, Beatrice. We need to work together for the benefit of the bookshop.” There, I sounded professional and courteous.

She gave me a cool smile. “Your roster isn’t going to work. Carlos can’t do Saturday nights because he’s in a band. Oceane and Fridays don’t mix – you should know that by now. TJ won’t work Mondays because that’s when his poetry group meets. Half of these people don’t even live in Paris any more! Lois is in Thailand. Davey’s back in Australia. God, you’ve even got Sue-Betty here – she left last year! Where’d you get your info from?”

I shriveled on the spot. What the hell? The staff had given me their details, or so I’d thought. “I was trying to make things easier…” I willed myself not to falter. “I can’t pick up every shift when people don’t turn up. I don’t know what kind of people would play a prank like that.” It was like being in school again. They sensed a weakness in me and used it for their own gain.

“Sophie always works extra shifts, and doesn’t say boo about it. I don’t know, Sarah, maybe the management job isn’t for you. ” She shrugged and walked off, leaving me deflated once more. A part of me sagged, wondering if there was a kernel of truth in her words. Maybe things worked the way they were, all higgledy piggledy when Sophie ran the place. No wonder she’d had enough. I teetered between fight and flight. After a moment alone, jaw set, I’d made up my mind. People stepped all over me because I allowed it. It was time to be fierce.

***

Wind from the Seine blew open the front door, and made the books shiver their discontent. By seven, I’d straightened skewed piles of books, and unpacked the new stock. With a groan I picked up pieces of the usual trash that was littered throughout. The late shift staff would be in soon. Dusk had become my favorite time in Sophie’s shop. Most tourists headed out for dinner or to rest their weary feet. The crowds out front thinned, and I could lean on the door jamb and watch the river flow under the murky sky. It was time enough to catch my breath, and revel in the beauty of the place, empty of bodies, a peaceful hush, only punctuated by laughter every now and then from the bistro down the road.

I’d stride through the shop, treading lightly on the once vibrant rugs, caressing covers, delighting in a rare find – a book tucked at the back of a disorderly pile, its pages browned with age, its scent a mixture of hope and anticipation, nutty and musky like a bouquet of old roses. Like a child misbehaving, I’d steal away with the forgotten novel, creep to one of the hidey holes and read. Only able to snatch thirty minutes if I was lucky, before the mechanical doorbell would ping, announcing the next flurry of customers. And that was the cue for me to leave, and entrust the store with the nighttime staff.

When the casuals arrived that evening, I raced up the back stairs to Sophie’s apartment my mind drifting to Ridge. It had been days since I had heard from him. To be fair, he was working on a story in some Siberian wasteland and rarely had phone signal, but that didn’t stop me missing him, wondering where he was, what he was doing, if he was safe. On impulse I picked up the phone and dialed. I needed him, I just needed to hear his voice, hear him tell me that everything was going to be okay – not just at the shop, but also with us. Because for some reason I felt more uncertain than ever about our relationship. Maybe it was because I was so far from home, and my new normal was completely different.

“Hello…” I said.

“Hey, Sarah,” woman’s voice at the other end of the phone said breathlessly, like she’d been exercising – or something less innocent, which I purged from my mind. “He’s just stepped out. I’ll tell him you called?” It was the photographer, Monique, who worked on assignments with Ridge. His cell phone was usually glued to his palm though.

Put out, and slightly miffed, I said “Yes please. And if he could call back as soon as possible?”

“Sure thing, sweet.” She spoke with a Texan twang, and didn’t seem the least bit bothered she was answering his phone and speaking to his girlfriend. “I can’t say when he’ll be back. You know what that man’s like. But I’ll be sure and tell him you were chasing him.” She chortled away to herself, and I didn’t have the heart to join in.

“Thanks,” I said. And then thought to hell with it, I had to ask. “Why did he leave his cell with you?”

She laughed, a husky giggle that I thought only movie stars knew how to do. “He left it in my room last night. You know, we had a team meeting. Hoping like heck we can get this story done, so we can go home soon. I called his room this morning, but there was no answer. Probably at the gym staring at those muscles of his in the mirror!”

Right. A team meeting in her room? “I hope you wrap it up soon too,” I said. “Just tell him I really need to talk.”

“Sure thing, Sarah.” She clicked off, leaving me with only the warmth of the fire for company. Why didn’t he ever return my calls? We didn’t so much play phone tag these days as phone chase…and it was me doing the running.

***

In the morning I went downstairs, headed to the kitchen and made a fresh pot of tea, delighting in the silence of the shop. It was just me and the books. Were they inching backwards on their shelves, steeling themselves for another busy day?

Oceane arrived, her cropped hair sticking up at various angles, windblown and mussed. “Good morning,” she said, rushing a hand through her hair. “Ugh, it’s getting colder by the minute. It won’t be long until Santa graces us with his presence!”

“What’s it like here at Christmas?” I asked, reminiscing about the jolly festivities Ashford residents organized every year.

Back home we celebrated the season wholeheartedly. The town was decorated to the hilt, the best and brightest house competition so fierce that I bet you could see Ashford all the way from Mars.

Oceane smiled. “It’s breathtaking. Imagine the town with a light dusting of snow, and a whole lot less people. It’s magical, and blissfully quieter.”

Time then for the books to take a deep breath, to recharge, just be, until the crowds thickened once more when the weather warmed up.

“What will you do for Christmas?” Did they all take vacations? Would I need to find more staff? My mind spun as I thought about my failure to lock down a new roster and remembered how lax everyone was when it came to turning up.

Her eyes sparkled. “We have a big orphans’ party, don’t you know! Lots of wine, French food, and a day where we completely sloth out in Sophie’s apartment.”

I couldn’t contain my relief and did a little happy dance. “That sounds like fun!” I said, feeling the tension that had built evaporate. “But what about your family? Won’t you miss them?”

“Oh they’re in Eze. A hilltop town on the Cote d’Azur. I fly down after Christmas usually, and spend a week there.”

“I bet it’s stunning.” I sighed, thinking about how far away I was going to be from my own parents for the first time. Christmas would be very different this year. I hoped they’d still celebrate – open presents by the hearth, sip on some eggnog and sing along to carols.

Oceane continued, “The light is different there, gauzy somehow. It’s the sunlight reflecting off the Mediterranean Sea perhaps. Better to visit in summer when bright pink bougainvillea creeps up walls, and sun bleaches the streets. But some paramour always whisks me away and I only ever get there over winter. And that is a beauty all of its own, the eerie wind off the sea, and days darkening early. We sit in front of the fire and read, my father nipping to cellar whenever we need more wine. What’s not to love?”

“What do you parents do?” I thought they must have subsidized Oceane’s lifestyle, because she certainly lived extravagantly.

“They own vineyards,” she said breezily, shrugging and picking up a pile of books to shelve. “So, this year, you’ll be in charge of the Christmas party.”

Oh sweet Jesus, that I could do. Christmas was my favorite time of year, and I went all out for those I loved. “Do you decorate the bookshop?” I asked. I could picture it all decked out in full Ashford style. At home it was hard to drive down the main street without being blinded by Christmas lights and walking into anyone’s shop you’d be pulled in for a swift peck, as mistletoe was abundant, over every doorway. By the time you went home, your cheeks would be a fetching shade of various lipsticks, and your face would be sore from smiling.

“No, we don’t decorate, save a tiny tree on the counter. Sophie has this fear that the place will catch fire if we so much as light a candle.” Oceane shook her head as if the idea was preposterous. I poured two cups of tea and picked up a pile of books to shelve. “She’s a bit of a Grinch with the whole festive season to be honest.”

It baffled me, people who didn’t adore Christmas. “Well surely we can still decorate a little? It wouldn’t be Christmas without glittery decorations and flashing fairy lights.”

Oceane squinted at me. “I’ve seen how Americans decorate. We’re going to have blinking candy cane earrings and warbled Christmas carols on a loop, aren’t we?”

I laughed. “That’s the spirit! I’m sure we can find some inflatable reindeers, and maybe hire someone to carve ice sculptures? It’ll all be very French minimalist of course.” Her face was a picture of shock, her mouth opened and closed while she tried to discern if I was joking.

“You see the French way…” she said before I interrupted.

“It’s OK, Oceane. You can show me how you do it, and then we’ll just step it up a teeny tiny notch.”

“We could visit Anouk for decorations, though maybe I should go alone. I’m not sure you’re allowed to go out into the secret room yet.”

The elusive other room where the real treasures were kept. I could hardly wait to step past those doors to see what Anouk kept back there. “Because I can’t just waltz in there, it makes it that much sweeter. Maybe we can try for some Christmas presents first and see how that goes?” I said, putting the last book into place and surveying the shop. It was neat enough and ready to open.

“Good idea! She’s got some lovely unique pieces your American friends would adore, but never, ever say that. Tell her they’re for you,” she warned.

“Why?”

“Anouk doesn’t like her wares to leave the country.” Oceane shrugged. “It’s a quirk of hers. Thinks our antiques will be mass shipped out by consumerists. I don’t know, it’s just her way.”

I frowned. “OK, but lying to her?”

“Saves her the heartache of worrying.”

I would never get used to these idiosyncrasies, but still, they made me giggle.


Chapter Fifteen

The phone rang in the middle of the night, and my heart seized. “Hello?” I answered, my voice short, sharp.

“What’s wrong?” Ridge’s husky voice traveled down the line.

I sat upright. “It’s two a.m. …I thought, maybe…” A call at that time of the morning had the ability to make me freeze with worry that something had happened to him. He went to remote areas where there were wars, places riddled with conflict. “It’s nothing. I’m glad you’re OK.”

He said, “I’m sorry I woke you. My body clock, and the time difference, and yet another country, it’s addled me. I didn’t realize it was so late for you.”

“It’s fine.” I settled back on the fluffy pillows. “Is everything all right?”

There was a pause, and I frowned into the darkness. What was he calling for? It wasn’t like him to mess up the times, he had every piece of technology known to mankind, when he was in range, and it worked. “I can call later,” he said.

“No, let’s talk now.”

“Then you’ll be tired tomorrow. Sleep, princess.”

I almost huffed. “Ridge, the calls are few and far between. I’m awake now. We have time.”

“Actually, I only have a minute. I’m supposed to be outside, the car’s on its way.”

“Did you call hoping to get my voicemail?” I couldn’t hide the anger in my voice, because I knew, I could feel it. And what kind of relationship was that?

For the first time ever, Ridge was lost for words. My wordsmith, the one who spoke like poetry to me, was stumped.

“Well?” I demanded.

“Not exactly, it’s just…I hate hearing the disappointment in your voice. I feel like a mug. I had a minute so I…”

I didn’t wait for him to continue, just slammed down the phone. What was up with him? I get his life was busy, but so was mine. Calling to chat to my voice mail was just plain rude. And a bad omen of things to come.

Sleep was elusive, as I waited impatiently for the sun to rise.

***

The days were as routine now as they were in my shop back home, although a heck of a lot more frantic. I knew what I had to do each day, and managed my time well in order to get it all done. The promise of an hour or two to wander around Paris inspired me to work efficiently. Today, Beatrice and I worked well together, with no cross words. The aborted call from Ridge the night before was still swirling round my head – what kind of game was he playing at? Pushing it from my mind I turned to the task at hand. Beatrice handed me a cup of tea before heading over to help a young couple at the till.

It was another dark day, where the skies refused to lighten. I was all set to head out for lunch when I spotted him. He was well dressed in loose fitting chinos and a white knit sweater with an all-too obvious designer logo that even I recognized. He didn’t seem like the type who was struggling for cash. It was the way he darted glances over his shoulder that caught my attention. Leaving Beatrice behind the counter I inched my way closer to him, stealth-like.

After the drama of my bags being stolen, I felt capable of nipping this in the bud. I was done with thieves. Pretending to be a customer, I whistled to myself in an I’m-on-holiday-in-Paris relaxed kind of way. I pulled a book from the shelf in front of me, and flicked through it, watching him from the corner of my eye. With nimble fingers, he shoved a book up his shirt – so fast, I wondered if I’d imagined it. My chest tightened. I’d never confronted a shoplifter before! With a deep you-can-do-this breath, I squared my shoulders, and stormed towards him, holding out my hand. “Give me the book back.” I surveyed his sweater, was there more than one book secreted up there?

He gazed at me with a smile in his eyes. “Excuse me?” his face was a mask of innocence. Honestly, what was it with people stealing here?

Willing my voice not to shake, I said, “Give. Me. The. Book. Back.”

His eyebrows shot up. “Which book?”

I folded my arms. “If you don’t give me the book back, I’m going to holler the place down!”

He chuckled, he actually chuckled. What the hell was I doing wrong? I rearranged my expression and did my best steely glare. Just because I was short and unassuming didn’t mean I couldn’t be fierce.

Then suddenly I felt Beatrice next to me, I hoped that she was there to support me, but the air chilled at the tone of her voice. “Sarah, what are you doing?” she hissed through her teeth. “Can you help serve?”

My mouth fell open. All of our earlier camaraderie forgotten. “Excuse me, Beatrice, I am actually in the process of catching someone,” I narrowed my eyes at the guy, “stealing!” The word came out like a shriek. I expected his face to fall, or him to dash out of the shop, books tumbling as he ran – but he didn’t. A long, slow smirk settled across his features.

“Oh for god’s sake,” she huffed. “You’ve just lost five sales from customers who walked out because they didn’t want to wait, in order to catch this guy stealing one book? He’ll bring it back when he’s done! They all do!”

I stood there, open-mouthed, heart hammering. Eventually I managed, “What?”

Beatrice shook her head, her red curls bouncing. “Could you be any more sheltered? Sophie turns a blind eye to book theft because she believes everyone should have the right to read, and just because they can’t pay, doesn’t mean they should miss out. I thought you’d been told all of this?” She rolled her eyes, and it was all I could do not to poke her, the gazing heavenward thing was getting old super-fast. She’d held off from doing it to me, but finally she’d cracked.

“That’s ridiculous!” I said. “There’s a lending library here! If they want books, why can’t they borrow them the right way?” None of this made sense, it was like I was stuck in a parallel universe. Letting people steal? No wonder my bags had been taken if no one cared about theft!

With a huff she turned and apologized to the thief.

My face turned crimson. “Don’t say sorry to him! Are you insane?”

“Look, Sarah. Things are done differently here, as you’ve been told a hundred times already! The lending library is full of old books. This guy,” she jerked a thumb at him, “no doubt wants something newer. It’s not a big deal.”

I glared at them both.

He laughed, and took another book from the shelf, giving me a wink as he walked blithely past.

“He’ll bring it back,” Beatrice said. “Serve now? Before we lose the rest of the customers to the bookshop around the corner.”

Anger coursed through me. This was a flagrant abuse of Sophie’s trust. There would be no stealing allowed while I was here. I was all for people reading, but there was a perfectly good lending library, and they could show some respect by asking at least. My mind whirred with ideas, we could easily update the library selection with newer books. I couldn’t believe Sophie was that busy she let her books go, just like that? With so much emphasis on the bottom line, her complex computer programs for data entry, and the drive to make more sales, how could she let brand new books walk out the door? It didn’t make any sense. And yet another thing I added on the to-do list.

Later that day I was totting up the total takings, sipping coffee as the same heavy sensation settled in my gut by the continued drop in sales. I steeled myself. If books were being stolen, then that would definitely contribute to our bottom line. Without another thought I emailed Sophie and asked if she was free to Skype. A few minutes later a call came through on the laptop.

On screen, Sophie looked beautiful. Her time away had softened the worry lines around her eyes and the stiffness of her posture. She was so relaxed she was almost floppy, a stark contrast to me, coiled snake-like with anxiety.

“Oh darling your friends are like sunshine, the town is everything I imagined it to be and more. I never want to come home! Perhaps we should think of extending the exchange to a year?” I choked on my coffee, and managed to get hand to my mouth before I covered the computer screen with liquid.

Sophie frowned. “Are you OK?”

I composed myself, and managed a laugh. “I’m fine! But I think what we discussed originally is an adequate time to live each other’s lives.” Sophie was having a blast with my friends, and I couldn’t contain the tiny bit of jealousy that crept up and tapped me on the shoulder.

I pressed on, “It’s just, there was an incident today. A thief snatched a book, and Beatrice bounded over and told me you turn a blind eye to it. And it doesn’t make sense to me. If you let people steal books, then no wonder the staff think it’s OK to steal from the till.”

Through the monitor, she gave me a patient smile, and I knew what was coming. Never in a million years would we be on the same page, of that I was certain. “Of course I allow people to take books! It’s an unwritten rule, one we’ve had for years. It’s for locals, students, people that will one day have their own names on novels in my shop, and will remember how we helped them… a long standing tradition which started way before I took over.”

My mind actually boggled – a pounding sensation, the beginning of a headache brewing. On top of everything else this felt like the final straw; I was exhausted, exasperated and I wasn’t holding back any more. “Fine! I’ll let people steal, even though it makes no sense to me. But it’s setting the standard, Sophie. I don’t know which one of the staff is stealing, or if it’s a bunch of them nipping Euros out of the till, but how can you expect them to care if you give away books like that?”

Her eyes narrowed, as though she didn’t like what I had to say. “Are you unhappy because of Ridge leaving, is that what this is?”

I reeled as if slapped. “No, Sophie, that’s not why. You said your staff were a handful, you said the paperwork was monumental. Fine, I get that. But the pressure of covering shifts for lazy staff, and then staying up late so I can add everything into the computer, and then getting up bleary-eyed the next day to be told stealing books is OK… it’s downright ridiculous. No wonder no one respects me here, when I try to do things the right way, and not follow some weak tradition from the past.”

Her mouth fell open. She wasn’t used to me having an opinion, especially a daring one like that. “You wouldn’t understand,” she said, sharply.

“Let me guess, because I’m not French?” I shook my head. “Why can’t they ask for a book instead of just taking it?” She went to speak but I held up a hand. I was going to say my piece this time. “I’ve been riddled with guilt working here. The thought of all that money missing kept me from sleeping. I’ve made stupid mistakes myself from being constantly wooly-headed. And I’m not taking it any more, Sophie. While I’m here, things will have to change or I can’t stay.” The words fell from my mouth, before I could edit them. But it was time I stood up for myself, or I’d end up being run ragged by unwritten rules that made no sense.

“Fine,” she said, her eyes hard. “But tread lightly, please.”

We stared at each other on screen, and shared an awkward silence. “I will,” I eventually said, feeling a tad victorious.

“The sales, though. That keeps me up at night, Sarah. Please, fix it. This is usually the busiest time of year, leading into Christmas…”

“I’m trying,” I said wearily.

When I flopped back in my chair after ending the call with Sophie, I stared once again at my favorite view, knowing it would cheer me up. It was like falling in love. I curled up in the window seat and dialed Ridge’s cell – it rang out, and his voice message kicked in. The smooth, silkiness of his voice made my heart race, but where was he? It’d been almost a week since we’d talked that horrible night when he hoped he’d catch me sleeping. Sophie wasn’t right when she thought my issues with the shop were to do with Ridge, but I had to admit we were starting to have more bad days than good – or more days where I didn’t hear from him. Was the gap getting harder to bridge?

***

Covered with a thin layer of dust, I was still only halfway through unpacking boxes of books that had arrived in time for the Christmas rush. TJ appeared, giving me a lopsided grin.

“It’s never-ending, right?”

I patted a stack of books. “At least all this heaving and hefting burns the calories I’m consuming at the patisserie down the laneway.”

He grinned. “Between the sweets, and the cheeses, and the three course lunches, never mind all the wine, it’s a wonder we’re not huge.” He patted his belly which was more concave than convex. “It’s all the walking and, of course, the mad dash of the bookshop.”

He moved boxes and made a makeshift seat, doing zero to help – but TJ had this way about him, just sitting and talking was compelling and more important than any work we might need to do. “Take a break. You’ve been in here for hours. We could wander down the Boulevard Saint-Germain.”

“I shouldn’t,” I said, though the idea appealed. “I have a heap more to unpack.”

“I’ll help when we get back,” he offered.

“OK,” I ran a hand through my hair, hoping the black shock of it wasn’t beige with dust and feeling excited about stepping into fresh air.

Opening an umbrella, we walked along the promenade to the bank of the Seine.

I enjoyed TJ’s company at work. Nothing was ever too much trouble, and while he bickered with Beatrice, he wasn’t malicious. I’d been worrying all night about who could possibly be taking the money from the shop, but I doubted it was him stealing from the till. TJ always wore the same beat-up, wrinkled suit, and only ever ate at the cheaper boulangeries, but more than that I trusted him instinctively because of his genuine nature, and warmth in his eyes. He’d be more likely to tell me he needed money, than steal it.

“Are you happy here, Sarah?” TJ grinned, and looped his arm through mine as we skipped puddles in the street.

His question caught me off guard, but TJ just had an aura about him, something that made me feel I could trust him with a confidence, and unlike some of the others from the shop, he was more empathetic. “I made the decision to come here so quickly, I don’t know what I expected. I’m a small town girl, so it’s a sensory overload, sometimes. Though, stepping out into this,” I motioned to the vista, the river, the ever present Eiffel Tower, “makes up for it. I didn’t know you could fall in love with a city. It’ll be hard to leave, that’s for sure. But I won’t miss the politics of Once Upon a Time.”

“It’s a mammoth task running it.” He lifted a brow.

I nodded. “I don’t know how Sophie’s managed it so long to be honest. She needs more staff, especially when it comes to the accounts.” I said, as we dodged a couple swept up in the romance of Paris standing in the middle of the path and kissing.

“I hope this trip saves her from herself.” His voice was full of hope. “She has to see that things need to change.” While he hovered on the edge, like a silent spectator, I recognized that TJ saw it all, right to the heart of the matter, without being one of the people who added to the drama.

“Manu broke her heart. I can see why she’d flee. Following tradition is one thing, working yourself into an early grave is another.” I couldn’t hide the tightness in my voice and looked away from TJ, hoping he hadn’t noticed.

He cocked his head. “What is it? Is it Beatrice upsetting you?”

“No, no, it’s just me.” The other staff didn’t seem to have problems with her, and maybe I was being too sensitive. It was obvious that she loved the shop, and she had only been sharp when I’d made rookie boss mistakes. They must have thought I was some backwater hillbilly. “I guess being away from home,” I gave a nervous laugh. “I’ve always felt like something was missing from my life. That I had to stop hiding. And for some reason, I thought I’d find it here. I’m not exactly a social butterfly. It’s like my flaws are exacerbated here. Everyone is so charismatic, and bubbly, and I’m the girl with the silly ideas. When I do try something,” I blushed, thinking of the team building idea, “it’s considered bourgeois, or something.”

Leading me into a café down a hidden alleyway, TJ moved us to a cozy table for two before ordering coffees. It was like that in Paris. Food or good coffee was a priority, and any crisis of the heart could wait until comfort was organized. “Travelling has a way of peeling back the layers of a person, leaving you exposed.” TJ said, picking right back up where we left off, “When you’re alone, miles away from all you know and love, that’s when you find out who you really are.”

“How did you end up here?” I asked, curiosity getting the better of me.

He smiled. “I was lost. My parents’ had this idea I’d work in the car factory, like all my family. That was as big as their dreams were. To be an employee for some huge manufacturer. When I said I wanted to write, they almost fell over backwards with shock.”

“Sounds bleak,” I said. “Dreams are hard enough to reach for, without anyone stomping on them.”

The waiter arrived, depositing steaming cups into our waiting hands. “I knew if I stayed there, eventually I’d become a factory worker, and each day my poetry would be a step further away as monotony took over.”

“So you just left?”

“I’d always been drawn to Paris, the city that housed The Lost Generation, all those bohemians who found a home here, and I knew it was where I was meant to be. I contacted Sophie and she promised me a job, so as quick as that, I left. When I arrived here, it was like I could breathe, great big lungfuls of air. I found my tribe, people who understood me. Didn’t judge me. And I knew, I’d never leave. This city is my home, my heart, and I know I belong here. I might struggle to get published, might live on the brink of poverty, but it’ll be worth it. This is the city of lost souls, and you Sarah, are one of them. But that’s the beauty of this place. It’ll sweep you up, strip you bare, until lost becomes another word for found.”

“You’re such a romantic.” I smiled. TJ’s gentle chats always cheered me up. He was a sweet soul.

“Don’t tell anyone. It’ll ruin my reputation.” He winked before motioning me to try my coffee. “It’s the best coffee in Paris, but if you tell anyone I’ll be forced to unfriend you on Facebook.”

I laughed and sipped my coffee, the rich creamy brew was strong enough to make my eyes boing open. “It’s pretty spectacular, TJ,” I admitted. Paris really was broadening my experiences, whether it was a simple cup of coffee that heightened my senses, or gazing at art work, and hearing haunting music that I felt right down into my soul. “I’m glad you found your tribe here.” I said after a pause, “I have my own tribe back home, and I miss them.”

“What about your parents, what do they say about you leaving everything behind?” He flicked a lock of black hair from his eyes.

“Like almost everyone, they’re worried I won’t be able to handle the big bad world…it’s like people think because I bury myself in books, that I’m this fragile, delicate flower who can’t cope.” I explained about my twelve hour disappearance as a child. And that I’d developed might terrors and a stutter for most of my childhood. I’d always been the odd one out.

“So what happened? The kids bullied you?”

“They were merciless. And I just retreated, you know? It was easier to hide behind the cover of my books, and I found happiness there. Escapism at its best.”

“But what about high school? Surely by then they’d moved onto to bullying another kid? As horrible as that is.”

I nodded. “I’m sure they had. But by then, I was good at being invisible. I just floated into the background. Went to school, walked home and spent my life reading. It wasn’t all bad. On a whim I opened the bookshop when I was nineteen, and everything changed. I’ll always be an introvert, but I have the best friends a girl could want, and a business I love, so I’m not that same girl anymore. But my family are overprotective over me, like I’m still a little girl.”

“Kids can be cruel. I guess when they’re that young they don’t think their actions, and the repercussions of those can last a lifetime. When I announced I was gay, you can imagine how that went down. But luckily I had support from the school and they tamped down any bullying as quickly as they could.” His eyebrows pulled together. “Paris will work its magic on you, of that I’m sure. And when you go home, people will see you differently, because nothing is ever the same once you leave a place like this.”

“I hope so, TJ. You know I base almost everything on romance novels, like what would the heroine do? But the heroine wouldn’t be like me, she’d be this bright young girl, with a clear plan, and a sassy attitude…”

“But this isn’t a romance novel, Sarah. You’re better than that, and you know how much I love my ‘happy ever after’s.”

I threw my head back and laughed. TJ might have written poetry but he read romance like it was banned – eyes wide, shoulders hunched, while he raced through the story, exclaiming over plot twists.

After we finished our drinks, we bundled back up; scarves, gloves, umbrellas at the ready, prepared for the harsh winds as we stepped back into the cold. We came out onto the Boulevard Saint-Germain, a busy place, famous for its bohemian nature in the roaring twenties, and later a place where the likes of Hemingway hung out. Now though, it was more upmarket.

“Near the Odeon, there’s a hidden little bistro who do the best croque monsieurs, and because they’re hard to find, there prices aren’t set high for tourists. Hungry?”

“Aren’t I always?” I said, loving that TJ was just like me, always thinking of the delicious food that was abundant here.

“Instead of ham, they use smoked salmon and Comté cheese, and I promise you, one bite and you’ll never want to leave Paris.”

My mouth watered just thinking of it. It was great having TJ as a tour guide, because his budget was more in line with mine than Oceane’s was.

“That’s Café De Flore,” TJ pointed to a café on the corner, as we crossed over. “Hemingway used to write there.” No one was immune to bringing up famous names of the past. It was a thrill to think of people whose books I’d read, or artwork I’d seen in print form, once strolled these very avenues, just like us. Hemingway sat somewhere in that café, nursing a vin rouge, as a reward after a long morning writing. I shivered a touch, wishing that the enigmatic man was still alive. We wandered down small arcades, rain making the cobblestones slippery. It was like a maze, TJ led me left then right, and through doorways, so I was completely lost. No wonder it was a secret place, it would be impossible to find alone.

We came to yet another doorway – plain and indistinct. TJ rapped on it, and told me to wait as he stepped over the threshold. It was all very mysterious, and provoked a giggle as I stood, trying to keep the umbrella from blowing away.

A few minutes later, TJ brandished the fancy sandwich in front of me. “We’re not eating in?” I asked.

He shook his head. “It costs more. Paris on a budget, that’s me.”

With buttery fingers, we chomped on our lunch and ambled through the streets, stopping each time we came to one of the Bouquinistes. They were booksellers, who sold antiquarian novels and vintage posters from little green boxes on the bank of the Seine. Awnings hung over head, protecting their wares. They’d been selling old books this way since the mid sixteen hundreds and it fascinated me.

How many thousands of books had been sold over the years, and who’d taken the sellers’ places once they left this world? Did they keep them in the family? It was a romantic idea to own a tiny lockable bookshop by the river. The keepers were bundled up with scarves and gloves against the cold. They were the only thing that didn’t change along the busy path – as hordes of tourists flashed by, they’d sit there some smoking pipes, others reading as they waited. What kind of special place was this that the River Seine was flanked by little bookshops? Perfection.

I rifled through the vintage posters, looking for gifts for the girls back home – conscious of the fact that Christmas wasn’t far away. There were sketched couples kissing with the Eiffel Tower in the background, one of black cats perched atop a pile of books, and one full of petit fours and macarons in pastel colors. I selected a bunch, and then went through the books. With their red leather hardcovers, and golden French text, they seemed as priceless as a first edition, with a distinct book scent, earthy, timeless, like the Seine had jumped into the pages. When I was back home, I knew I’d pull these books from the shelf and inhale, with my eyes closed, to be transported back to this gray Parisian day, and I’d pine for it. And I knew that Paris – with its intensity, brooding clouds, and beauty – would be in my heart forever.

I paid the man, who nodded, pipe smoke swirling around his head, and we continued on. Our stroll had put a much needed smile on my face and I felt that I had truly found another friend.




Chapter Sixteen

The shop had been madly busy for hours and the mid-morning rush was almost over as crowds dispersed. Gulping down some water I checked the heating was still working and rewound my scarf tighter. The old building was drafty, and not even the roaring fires in each room could take the chill completely away. Beatrice hadn’t turned up and I was relieved not to be faced with her, she always seemed to push me off balance. Instead of worrying about her I processed some online orders whilst keeping an eye on the door, only to find my humdrum day completely thrown off whack when a blur of familiar long blonde hair whirled into the shop.

“There you are! I’ve been waiting for you to call me back!” Lucy, my artist friend from Ashford, bounded over, her curls bouncing as a gust of wind blew in behind.

I ran around the counter to hug her. “Oh my god, it’s so good to see you!” She’d spent the last six months in my home town, before being accepted to a prestigious art school and making a mad dash to Paris with her boyfriend, Clay, in tow.

She held me at arm’s length and surveyed my face. “Why haven’t you called? What is it?”

That was the thing about my friends, we knew each other intimately, and Lucy sensed on sight there was something up. She darted a glance around. “Look, can you leave for a while? Let’s talk in private, yeah?”

“I’m just finishing up for today.” I said, and went for my handbag. “TJ, can you cover the front?”

He dusted his hands along his suit pants. “Sure.” He gave Lucy a lopsided smile.

She grabbed my elbow and we dashed outside. “Want to go to my apartment?” she asked, her blue eyes shining. She was a whirlwind of excitement and I was lighter just being near her. She seemed to glow from within and it was so wonderful to see.

“Sure. Are you staying with Adele in Montmartre still?”

Lucy laughed, and hooked her arm into mine. “No, it was a bit squashy being in a one bedroom apartment with Adele, and then me and Clay. We rented a dodgy little place in the Marais. Dirt cheap by Paris standards. It’s a little rougher than the 5th arrondissement, but we like it.”

“How’s Clay?” I asked about her boyfriend. He owned a maple syrup farm back in Ashford, and was staying with Lucy for the off season.

She tried to hold in her smile, but it threatened to swallow her up. “God, he’s amazing. You know, I thought he’d be bored here while I was studying all day at the institute, but he goes off, wanders around. He’s made friends with all sorts of people. He’s a different man to the one who left Ashford.”

“Wow, that’s one for the books.” It was hard not to smile as widely as Lucy did. I’d never seen her so animated – her cheeks were rosy, her eyes bright, she was blooming like those newly in love, and I was happy for her. Her life hadn’t been easy, and neither had Clay’s. They deserved everything Cupid threw at them. I just couldn’t keep out the little voice in my head that thought maybe I deserved a little bit of Cupid’s attention too.

We took the Metro to the Bastille, Lucy an expert on navigating the crazy maze of train lines and platforms. She strode up and down stairwells with a confidence she hadn’t had in Ashford, as if she’d been in Paris for years, when really it was only a short while before I arrived.

Holding my hand, Lucy led me through the streets, waving to people she knew, and pointing out places they’d eaten, and galleries that displayed her work. It was more labyrinth like here than the other quarters, and even though it had been renovated in the fifties, it still had a medieval feel to it, and a comforting bohemian vibe.

“Have you been to Village Saint-Paul yet?” Lucy asked.

“No, not yet.” I took my well-thumbed travel guide from my bag. “I haven’t quite made it this far.”

She frowned, a small crease making her nose wrinkle, “I heard the bookshop is a bit like a ball and chain for you.”

Flicking through my book, I was glad for the distraction, so she couldn’t see my face. Lucy was thriving here, and I had floundered a bit. Trying to keep my voice measured, I thought up the best answer I could, “It’s busy, so I haven’t quite done as much as I thought I would. Including read.”

She tutted. “I knew something was wrong. I should have dropped in sooner. I thought maybe Ridge was here, and you were caught up with him, and bookshop life, but I spoke to Sophie and she said things weren’t going great.”

“You spoke to Sophie?” I didn’t even know Lucy and Sophie had met. I couldn’t help feel betrayed by Sophie. After all, I’d done this as a favor to her, and there she was, enjoying my life with my friends, and then talking about me behind my back. I couldn’t find any reference for the village in my guide book and had to give up the distraction of searching for it.

“The girls Skyped me, and she was with them. She didn’t mean it badly, she just seemed to think you weren’t as happy as she’d imagined you’d be here. It’s a big change from Ashford.”

I gave her a watery smile. “It’s a huge change, but I do love it here. The scent of the Seine from my window when I wake. The Eiffel Tower flashing at night, like it’s exclusively mine. When I press my head against the glass of my window, I can see Paris as it sleeps. Maybe this trip is a great learning curve, that’s all.”

“Learning curves are good. Scary but good.” Lucy draped an arm over my shoulder as we continued to weave down tiny lanes and I knew if I had to make my own way back to the train I would get horribly lost.

“I’m a tiny blot in a sea of people, and there’s always something new to see. I’ve never felt so connected to any one place. It’s almost like I’ve lived here before, and I’m visiting again, in another life.”

“The magic of travel,” Lucy grinned. In her old life, Lucy and her mom were wanderers, nomads who hotfooted it around the world. That was, until her mom got sick, and they had to stay in one place, the medical bills mounting up. Now, she was free again, able to follow the wanderlust in her veins.

“And Ridge?” she broached gently.

“He’s been here all of one night.” I said. “Work’s hectic for him, but still, a twenty-four hour visit? Do you think he’s trying to let me down gently?”

Lucy scoffed. “He’s not like that, is he? Did you argue when he was here?”

We turned into another cobbled laneway, it was like going down a rabbit hole. Some of the stones were green with moss, and slippery. “He showered me with compliments, and planned a whole surprise day – a river cruise, and a walk through Montmartre. Dinner at a fancy restaurant at the top of Eiffel Tower. A candlelit bath together when we got home…” I blushed, remembering the way in which we loved each other that night.

“Doesn’t sound like he’s letting you down at all. He’s just that kind of guy, driven, and focused on his career. But then so are you, Sarah.”

I frowned. “I wouldn’t say I was driven.” It was laughable. Unless you counted driven to read books all day.

“No?” she asked. “Your books are your life. Just because it hasn’t taken you around the world until now, doesn’t mean it’s not as important. Your bookshop is a haven for people in Ashford. I think you’re forgetting how important that is. And it’s tough because you both love what you do, so I guess you have to find middle ground.”

“I thought as our relationship progressed we’d get even closer, not further apart, that’s all.”

“It’s only distance separating you. Not a fractured relationship. And that can surely be fixed.” But I wasn’t so sure, Ridge and I had barely spoken in the last few weeks and when we did it was strained and awkward. I hoped Lucy was right, but at the moment it all seemed a bit precarious to me.

We came to a stop. Under a window box was a wooden chair, its seat piled antique biscuit and tea tins. “That’s a sign.” Lucy pointed to the chair.

“For what?” I asked laughing.

“For the secret entrance to the Village Saint-Paul. A marker, so you know it’s this archway to go through.” She put a finger to her lips. “They don’t like anyone to know.”

“Whose they?”

“The antique dealers…”

“Another hidden gem?”

She nodded, her face solemn. “Let’s go. We can find some Christmas presents for the girls.”

We walked through, my breath hitching. It was like another world. Medieval stone walls, courtyards and cobbled lanes. Fuchsia pink azaleas were blooming trellised above. The square was filled with tables of various collectibles, things salvaged from another era. Lace tablecloths, creamy with age. Bowls of bangles, in gold, silver and brass. Shoes, clothing, old telephones, the type you had to dip a finger in to dial. Vendors gave Lucy waves, as if she came here a lot. “Why do they like keeping it secret?” I asked, still amused by the way Anouk from the Little Antique Shop under the Eiffel Tower would only sell to people on an introduction from a trusted customer.

“I don’t know for sure, but I like to think because it’s even sweeter when you stumble upon a different sort of utopia that no one else knows about.”

Storm clouds brewed overhead, but in the square, one ray of lonely sunlight shone down, highlighting the stall holders, their wrinkled faces, like markers of time. How long had they stood behind these rickety tables, selling odd and sods, and sharing flasks of coffee, the scent of freshly baked crepes an accompaniment to the day?

We meandered around the square, finding things that reminded us of our friends. I found a vintage teapot for Lil, with tiny gingerbread men along the bottom. And for Missy, an antique perfume bottle with an atomizer. Lucy chose an old French cookbook for CeeCee – instead of color photos, it had sketches, and was one of the most beautiful books I’d ever seen, its pages yellowed from age, and old oil splodges marking the passages of its previous owner.

We went back to Lucy’s tiny but utterly Parisian apartment, and opened up a cheap bottle of rose, clinking glasses to our success in navigating the French and their foibles, and admiring them for their determination in keeping their heritage alive. It was one of the first evenings I really and truly relaxed, letting the stress of the day ebb away as I enjoyed the company of a friend, someone who I could really be myself with.

December

The winter chill had hit Paris, the wind was whipping down the avenues and boulevards, it was a never-ending symphony of squalls, with snow drifting down and blanketing the city in white. Our customers were arriving windswept and looking for longer, complex novels that pulled them into different worlds, with their luscious descriptions and metaphorical prose.

Another week had crept up and I sat in the front window of the bookshop, trying to make sense of the sales figures, and get the end of month accounts up to date. I’d doubled-checked, and triple-checked, and still the numbers stared at me from the page, like they were disappointed in me. The sales were down. And not just by a small margin. What was I doing wrong? It seemed like the outgoing expenses were more than the incoming. How could that possibly be? Over the last week the nights had slipped into mornings, as I sat head bent over the computer trying to work it all out. My eyes hung out of my head most days; I was a walking corpse. Bookshop life had never been so mind-numbing. I hadn’t read a novel in weeks, and I felt jittery without that down time. Mostly though, I was worried about letting Sophie down. We’d spoken a few times since our last Skype call and she was almost puce with anger. This store was her baby, and I was starving it, no matter how much of myself I put into it.

Outside the pre-dawn was navy-blue with swirls of moody gray clouds. Again I stared at the profit and loss statement, the figures had plummeted. I couldn’t understand it. It was always so damn busy. I shoved all the documents back into the file. Flashes of homesickness grabbed me.

I couldn’t help feeling that I wasn’t cut out for this. Dealing with staff and their politics, trying to get them to turn up. Another attempt at a roster had been laughed at, and squiggled over. At times it was like I was talking to rocks. The habits the revolving staff had here weren’t about to be broken.

Maybe I should just tell Sophie I was butchering her shop, and she should come back to Paris. I’d tried my damnedest to get everything done here, and it still wasn’t right. The takings didn’t balance, we were down a couple of hundred Euro, and I’d re-counted so many times. The thief seemed to still be feeling bold enough to steal even though they knew I had noticed a couple of months ago.

I shook the maudlin thoughts away. Ridge would know what to do, but our phone calls had been infrequent – I spent more time talking to the robotic voice on his message bank. Sometimes it all got too much for me, and despite being in this big, beautiful city, I’d feel very alone. Oceane and TJ had offered a casual sort of friendship but they were social butterflies, always fluttering from one party to the next, living so zealously that I struggled to keep up, and often refused their invitations because work called.

The doorbell chimed and TJ strode in, wearing the same crinkled suit, though somehow making it look dapper, with his impish grin and his wind-blown black hair.

“You’re early,” I said.

“Are you OK?” he cocked his head, twisting his mouth in concern.

I shrugged. “I think the dark skies have got to me. Everything is gloomier when the weather’s broody. I miss my friends.”

“You must do.” His voice softened, “You’re doing a great job here, Sarah. It’s not an easy place to work.”

“Thanks, TJ.” It was just like him to see through the veneer of my faux smile and into the real me, in the way I supposed writers or creative types could. He was an observant and a compassionate soul, one of the people I could rely on here, without worrying he’d ditch a shift for a party and leave me in the lurch – like the rest of the staff did without any compunction.

Taking off his gloves he sat in the window with me. “I sneak in to write in the quiet,” he said. “Hoping that the ghosts who haunt this place will inspire me.”

“This place is haunted?” I love these little conspiracy theories the staff had of the shop. Everyone believed in something different, and took something unique away from their time here. Already we’d said goodbye to some casual staff, whose time as an exchange student had come to an end, and to travelers who had itchy feet and were off to the next place, waving farewell with tears in their eyes.

“I hope so,” he said. “Sometimes I picture Hemingway wandering around with a glass of scotch, waiting for someone to talk to. Or Gertrude Stein leaning over me while I write, telling me off in that stern way of hers. They never really leave, those greats.”

It was a fanciful notion, and one I’d thought of too, but it was the readers I envisaged. “Why don’t they leave?” I asked.

“Because this is paradise, Sarah. Don’t you know?” his face looked incredulous that I had even asked the question and I laughed.

“Not from where I’m sitting.” I indicated the files I’d been poring over.

He scraped a hand through his hair. “Ah. The paperwork. A never-ending reel of hopelessness. The figures are down.”

I sucked in a breath. “Yes. How did you–”

“The crowds haven’t been as thick as you might imagine. There are new stores popping up all the time – they don’t have the heritage this place does, but they decorate them to look like they’ve been there forever, and how’s a hapless tourist to know the difference?”

A groan escaped me. “But I’m responsible, right? At the end of the day, sales are dropping while I’m here. What can I do to fix it?” I wanted things to go back to how they were with Sophie, our relaxed chats about bookshop life, and gossip about the latest novels we’d loved. Not the curt, abrupt, crushing anxiety-riddled calls of late.

He gazed outside, his dark eyes reflecting the view of the Seine. “If it helps, it’s not you, Sarah. The shop has been on a downward spiral for a while. Sophie can’t let go of the reins – something that always holds her back. Her father and her grandfather did everything themselves, until the day they died, so I think she feels she has to follow in their footsteps. But as you can see, it’s too busy for one person to handle everything. Mistakes are being made because of it. And all because she refuses to change.”

I could understand Sophie’s links with her past, and that she wanted to uphold tradition, but it wasn’t working. A generation or two ago, they wouldn’t have had the crowds they did today.

I let out a long sigh. “Well, what can we do, TJ? Surely between us we can come up with something?”

“Sure. Let’s go for a walk.”

Paris under the cover of darkness was almost eerie in an ancient gothic way. Even the apartments looked like they were slumbering, with their shutters like eyelashes – closed against the morning chill.

“OK,” he said. “Firstly, author readings. Can you imagine? In spring we’d get hundreds of people sitting by the Left Bank. This time of year, we can squirrel them into the piano room by a roaring fire and a glass of mulled wine. It’s not only about sales, it’s about supporting the reading and writing community. Giving people the opportunity to be involved with the shop, become a part of it.”

“That would be so much fun.” I said nodding, starting to see his ideas take shape and finally feeling like we were getting somewhere. “It’s easy enough to make flyers. Do a Facebook event? But which authors could we approach?”

His breath blew out in front like fog in the bitterly cold morning. “Oh, I know plenty of authors, lots of poets too. That’s the easy part.”

“OK, great. What else?”

“A book club,” he continued, his face animated, his hands a blur as he gesticulated. “A revolving club, full of locals, tourists, anyone who wants to discuss the novel whether they’re transients or not. True bibliophiles always buy books, and that’s what we need. Sophie does turn over a tidy profit usually, but the upkeep on the building is sky high. This summer the entire top floor had to be rewired. Walls crumbled, it all had to be replaced. Add into that wages, theft, and dead books, it makes for some tight months.”

I groaned, worried for my friend. I’d seen invoices for plumbing work, and electricians, plasterers, and building surveyors, to make sure the place wouldn’t tumble down around our ears. I’d had to call a fair few myself, when disaster struck – pipes bursting, electrics shorting. “OK, a book club. What else?”

“Merchandising. Bookmarks, book bags, and gift packs. Everyone wants to take a piece of Paris home, why not a collection of nostalgia from Once Upon a Time? There are so many old photographs of the shop, each marking some point in its rich history. We could print them on postcards. There’s the correspondence that goes all the way back to the twenties. It should be catalogued, made into a book. There’s so much history and it’s all locked away in a cupboard.”

“Great idea, TJ.” I could imagine little book bundles, and tote bags filled with postcards, and vintage looking posters. Though the correspondence was personal, and I thought an ambitious project like that would need to involve Sophie – it was her heritage, and I could only imagine how special it was to her.

I continued: “The correspondence will have to wait until Sophie gets back, but let’s do the other things you suggested.” Maybe this would galvanize the staff to help more, be proud of the heritage of the shop, and not be mere travelers in the midst, who took more than they gave.

“Sure,” TJ said as we walked back towards the shop, the sun beginning to peak blearily through the gray skies. “Thanks for letting me have a moment to shine. Words, and the celebration of them, are all that matter to me.” He scratched his chin. “I want to look back on my time here and know I added something to the history. We all leave our mark, our footfalls bow the wooden steps, our fingertips leave oil on the pages, we’re woven into the tapestry of the place, but I don’t just want to mar it, I want to make it better.”

There was something unique about Once Upon a Time, people fell in love with it, wanted to protect it, cherish it. The love people had for the place, like it had a soul, and was a real and tangible thing. All I had to do was tap into that yearning. That was how I would rouse the staff and turn everything around at the shop. Talking with TJ had spurred me on – I knew what I had to do now and nothing was going to stop me with my new found enthusiasm.


Chapter Seventeen

“Beatrice,” I motioned her over. “This customer would like to see the music books, he’s looking for a particular novel…”

“It’s right through there,” she pointed, and gave the man a cool stare.

I grimaced. “Can you show him the way please? Help him find the book?”

“Serving,” she said blithely, and went behind the counter. The man, frowning, shook his head and walked out of the shop. Another sale lost. This was the problem. They’d relied too long on the shops popularity. That had worked for a while, but no one helped customers, they just directed them to the right room and hoped for the best.

“Beatrice that just cost us a sale! You weren’t serving, you were stacking shelves!”

She gave me a slow dismissive once-over. “How many sales did we lose when you were prancing around helping that Spanish guy to find the book he wanted?” She glowered at me, I guess because I’d insisted she work the weekend. Now she was doing what she did best – arguing about something ridiculous. I’d reworked the roster so I could have one measly day off, and no one was happy about it, least of all Beatrice. I damn well earned it, balancing the books every evening, running to the bank twice a day because Sophie didn’t trust anyone else with the takings, covering shifts when the staff got a better offer. No more. One day off, and I was taking it.

I knew that’s why she was being difficult but still I bit back at her remark. “I was helping him, and that’s what you do when someone asks for a specific book. Did you ever think people other than tourists would shop here, if they had some assistance when they asked for it?” Her attitude towards me was verging on rude, and I was at breaking point with her. “Look, you’ve managed to shirk most weekends. It’s your turn, and that’s that.”

She cocked her head, her red curls twisted tight like coils. “I don’t have to work weekends, Sarah. And you can’t make me. I have other responsibilities. Find someone else.”

I clenched my jaw, wondering what would happen if I pushed her. They’d all taken it in turns to work weekends, except her. “Bad luck Beatrice. Work this weekend, or don’t work here at all. And that’s final.” I stomped off, all at once feeling triumphant I’d said my piece, and hotfooting it away so we didn’t dissolve into an argument. I was in charge, and she would listen, or she would be fired. No more would I play the role of shy, small town, bookworm.

Rain lashed down as I left the shop, leaving Beatrice to pout over working the weekend. Paris was misty – like something out of a ghost story. The stormy weather made me feel like I was the only person outside, my visibility reduced to a few steps ahead because of the thick fog. It sat perfectly with my mood. TJ said Ridge had called when I was in the middle of the row with Beatrice, and I was too fired up to call him back. Anything he said, I’d probably shoot him down. Better I wait until I was calmer.

Each step away, I felt that same lightness take over. I’d never been a walker back home, but here it was my main mode of transport and a way to clear my head. I wound my way to the Luxembourg Garden. The place was empty, no soul brave enough to walk in the heavy downpour. It was a gift, having the huge expanse of garden all to myself. With my hands thrust deep in my pockets, I sloshed along, thinking of all the famous writers, long since dead, who’d walked these very same steps, and picturing the verdant lush gardens in the summertime – people clutching books, their feet resting against the tip of the fountain like I’d seen in so many photographs.

When I came to the fountain, I sat on the cement edge, gazing at the cloudy water. Raindrops fell like kisses on the surface. Taking my e-reader from my bag, I switched it on, having downloaded Ridge’s latest article. It was a story he’d worked on months ago, that had only just been published, about the right for patients with epilepsy to be able to use medicinal cannabis as a way to stop seizures, especially in children who sometimes had hundreds a day. Modern medicine wasn’t working for those kids, but the medicinal cannabis was, yet the Australian government had made it illegal to be administered in the home.

He went into detail about one family’s struggle to make it legal, so their child could get the help it afforded, to curb the damage the seizures caused every day. Without the law changing there was little hope. My heart broke when I read the account of the suffering of their innocent child. Ridge highlighted the difference between the drug cannabis that people smoked, and medical cannabis, two completely different things. Reading the story, I was so damn proud of him. Shining a light on an issue that needed to be told. What he wrote about was important. How could I ask him to veer away from that simply to stay by my side? I could embrace being alone, and enjoy that time. I’d spent most of my life that way, only being dragged out when the girls back home insisted. But once I’d fallen in love with Ridge, that solitude wasn’t so ideal any more. How could I not want him there all the time? He made me laugh, showed me how to love and enjoy every single second of my life. So when the brightness of his attention was gone, I floundered in darkness. But that was a choice. And it could be changed.

I thought about TJ and what he’d said about those who flocked here. Was Paris a beacon for people like me? It certainly seemed like a place where you could reinvent yourself, or even just be yourself, and you’d fit in among the hordes of people here who were all searching for something too.

Pulling out my notebook I made notes about our new plans for the shop. TJ’s ideas had been brilliant and I knew they would work, but we needed more concrete marketing plans. Proper signage made, the staff all kept in the loop. Book recommendations and reviews had helped, we just had to step it up a notch. I wrote down all the ideas that flashed through my mind, there were so many things we could do to turn curious onlookers into customers.

I marked mid-December for the launch of the author events. It would be a great way to draw in more customers – who didn’t love getting a book for Christmas?

A man came sloshing along, catching me unawares. He was dressed in a black slicker and plastic boots. “Bonjour,” he greeted me. “Would you like to see the bees?”

Bees? “Pardon?”

“The hives. The bees are protecting their Queen. S'il vous plaît.” He motioned with a gnarly finger to the south of the gardens. His ruddy, lined face and hunched shoulders, made me think of an old weathered farmer. I was intrigued, despite being alone with a stranger who wasn’t making much sense to me. It all struck me as very Parisian. I thought maybe something was lost in translation but I followed him anyway. From a man offering to show me the bees to Anouk only serving customers who had an introduction, the Parisians were certainly an eccentric lot.

My mind whirled as I followed him. We trudged through the wet grass, his breathing labored until we came to a semi-circle of beehives made from what looked like old chests of drawers, with steel pitched roofs on top. I wouldn’t have stumbled on them without the man telling me. Paris had so many marvels, hidden here and there, you just had to know where to look.

“See?” he smiled, his teeth were tobacco stained, and he was missing a molar, which only added to his rugged beekeeper appeal. “They cluster around the Queen in winter, to keep her warm. They live off their own honey, for energy. You come back in the spring time, and take a beekeeping class. I will show you how, and you can try the honey. We must respect the bees.” His expression was solemn. “You see the bee has to fly around, flitter from flower to flower, but he will always come back to his Queen.”

I double blinked.

He has to fly around.

He always comes back.


Chapter Eighteen

The next evening, the shop was strangely quiet. The rain had disappeared and heavy snow fell, sending tourists scuttling back to their hotel rooms, leaving the streets of Paris blanketed in white, and silent. It was like a picture on a postcard – dark flashes of gray and black, with the white snow like hope. I could have stared out the window all day just watching the landscape change.

With the shop door firmly closed against the bracing weather, I tallied the takings discreetly behind the counter. The numbers didn’t match. Again. We were down a hundred Euros. I checked the desk for any handwritten notes, in case someone had borrowed an advance on their wages, but there was nothing. I resisted the urge to bash my head against the wall.

Beatrice wandered over and pulled her jacket from the hook. “I’m leaving,” she said, her voice brusque.

“Wait,” I said, “The takings are down again. Any ideas why?” I asked, hoping that perhaps she’d borrowed some money and forgotten to leave a note.

She huffed, though she tried to mask it by coughing. “I have no idea, Sarah. It’s not my job to balance the takings, is it? If there’s nothing else?”

“Beatrice, I’m not messing around. This is happening regularly now, and from what I can gather, it’s always when you’re here.”

She shrugged, feigning disinterest. “Are you accusing me?”

Why was she so cool about it? Wouldn’t you be angry if someone suggested such a thing?

Was it Beatrice stealing? As far as I could see she didn’t live extravagantly like Oceane. But then, I didn’t know much about her, except her reading habits.

“Do you think it’s odd that it only seems to happen when you’re here?” I threw the question back on her.

“Not at all. You know staff pop in when they want books. They’re not likely to steal on their own shift, are they? Too obvious.”

I shrugged but I just didn’t trust her. “I’ll have to tell Sophie, and see what she says. It can’t keep happening. Just so you know.” Would that scare her? I wondered if Sophie would threaten them all with being fired, or if I should? But after the last time I had brought it up I knew that the culprit wasn’t going to raise their hand and take the blame.

“Good idea. And while you’re speaking to her, maybe tell her about the first edition you sold for almost nothing.” And there it was. I wasn’t imagining her hostility. The passive aggressive way in which she spoke to me. Blurting something out, and then softening it with a smile or an innocent shrug. I felt more than certain now it was her. Her masked threats made it obvious.

“She knows,” I said. “I haven’t kept anything from her.”

She did that same smug grin that I’d come to hate. “Well perhaps you should worry about what you’re doing to make the shop more profitable before you worry about some loose change going missing.”

“It’s not loose change and you know it.”

She raised a brow. “Oh?”

I narrowed my eyes, certain Beatrice was behind the so-called mistakes I’d made. When I thought back to unpacking the boxes from the estate sale with the first editions, there were no Joyce books there. I’d sold one that day, but I doubted it was a first edition. They almost hummed, those types of novels, and were hard to miss. I suspected someone had taken it, and the only person who knew it was there was Beatrice. But I couldn’t prove anything. “See you tomorrow night,” I said, dismissing her by going back to my counting.

“I can’t work tomorrow night, it will have to be the day.”

I sighed, my patience wearing thin. “We agreed on some nights, Beatrice.”

“Yeah, well it’s not as easy for some of us. And you’re lucky I even told you. No one else would have.” It irked me that she was right. The staff treated any idea of a roster like a joke, and no matter how I tried to enforce one, it always ended up the same. But for the first time in a long time I felt like I was onto something – not only were the plans for the author events and book bags coming along beautifully, I might just have solved the thieving problem too.

***

Tyler approached me, the same mutinous look on his face as the day I’d called the staff together about stealing. He was only a casual staff member, and like a handful of them only deigned work when it suited him.

I gave him a wide smile. “Nice to see you, Tyler.”

He glared at me in response. “You can’t tell me what to do!” Spittle flew from his mouth as he held a piece of paper aloft, waving it in front of me.

“Excuse me? I think I can tell you what to do. And if you don’t like it, Tyler, feel free to give notice and leave. I have Sophie’s permission, and I will pull this bookshop into the twenty-first century if it kills me.” I couldn’t help but feel a thrill of satisfaction as his face fell. “No more, the roster is just a suggestion, or, they’ll work when they want. I’d never heard of anything so dumb in all my life. You’ll work when I say so, or trot on down to the bookshop around the corner and apply there.” The tension was palpable, as Tyler gave me a stare that would have had me shrinking in on myself before, but not now. “Got it?” I asked him.

“Got it,” he eventually mumbled and stalked away.

Do not fist pump, do not jump for joy.

Internally, I did a kind of happy dance. Shy, reserved, mousy Sarah was a thing of the past. Even if I was talking about myself in third person. It felt damn good.

“Right,” I said to the staff who had edged closer, a willing audience to a confrontation they thought I’d lose. “Does anyone else have issues with the memo about the shifts and what’s expected of you while I’m in charge?”

They mumbled ‘no’s, and cast their eyes to the floor. The thrill of victory hit me anew, so I poured that excitement into the next thing on my to-do list. “Now, as I have you all gathered. Christmas is around the corner, and I’d love you to choose your favorite festive reads, and for you to write a little note about why you liked it, without spoilers. We’re going to display the books in the front window, with a bunch of gaudy, flashy, American-esque decorations. And you will be required to sing Jingle Bells on occasion,” I smiled, hoping they knew I was joking to soften the mood. Well, sort of joking. Who didn’t like singing Jingle Bells?

“Personally, I can’t wait to get merry,” TJ, ever the supporter, said.

“I will adopt a little American-ism if it kills me,” Oceane smiled, and gave me a wink.

“This is going to be amazing. Sales will soar, and I will throw you guys the most epic end of year party. We just have to pull together to make it all happen.”

The rest of the motley crew gave me small smiles, and I knew they’d come around. Once the basic rules of working were set in stone, we’d find some harmony. And we’d sell a truckload of books, if I could help it.

“We can start by wrapping presents!” I said, to their startled faces. “Well they’re faux presents, for under the Christmas tree when it arrives. And a couple of real presents to post home to my parents.”

Oceane picked up a book I’d selected for my dad. “The Gargoyles of Notre Dame.” She lifted her brow. “Good choice. They have an interesting history. What’d you get your maman?”

I opened a shopping bag, and took out the small box I’d found in one of the flea markets along the Seine. “A music box?” she asked. It was tarnished with age, and its velvet lining was worn bare, but it had so much soul to it, and once you twisted the button the music notes drifted out. “La Vie En Rose…It’s always that song,” she laughed. “Your maman will love it.”

She would, I think. My mother had never ventured far from her little patch of the world, and I’d been so much like her – content to stay in one place, doing things mechanically, regularly, keeping up the farce I was happy. Stepping away from my own inadequacies and coming here had been one of the best choices I’d made. And I suppose I hoped giving her the music box, burnished and bruised with age, but a treasure, nonetheless, she might understand. Instead of putting it in the dresser with the plates we weren’t allowed to use, maybe she’d wind it up and listen to the haunting song, and dream about a different sort of life. And that would be enough.

Later that night, the phone rang and I snatched it up, hoping it was Ridge.

“Sarah!” Lucy spoke loudly. “Get dressed. I have a spare ticket to the launch of a huge art exhibition! And yours truly has a couple of paintings included!”

A rush of pride hit me. Lucy had been so nervous in the past about sharing her work, she deemed it her heart on the canvas, and here she was exhibiting it. “OK,” I said, surveying my PJs. “I’ll grab a taxi to you?” Everyone caught the Metro here, but I still avoided it at every cost. Getting lost on a train to nowhere in the middle of the night didn’t appeal. What a change in circumstance! Instead of snoozing my life away I was burning the midnight oil and loving every second.

***

I’d been half asleep the next morning when I’d opened the bookshop after Lucy’s exhibition. I’d marveled at her skill with a paintbrush. She was right when she said it was her heart exposed bare on the canvas, you could see her passion, her skill, the way she captured the emotion in each canvas. She’d taken me on a tour, explaining her pieces, and those of the other artists – what the dark and murky brushstrokes meant to her, and then asked me what they meant to me. I supposed it was like two people reading the same book, we each read a different story, even though the words were the same. The paintings were like that too. We took from them what we needed.

I was putting the final touches to our Christmas plans; I had ordered fairy lights and real Christmas trees to put up in the corner near the children’s section, and one of each of the three levels. My belly flipped-flopped at the thought of a real Parisian festive season. Perhaps I could bake some gingerbread treats for customers? If we were a little more welcoming, rather than the book factory method of serving, customers might return instead of visiting only the once. Spontaneously I Skyped the girls back home – they were the experts on baking, and I was itching to clamp eyes on baby Willow again.

The call was answered and CeeCee’s shiny brown face came into view.

“Cherry blossom!” she cried. “Were your ears burning? We was just not two minutes ago talkin’ ‘bout you!”

I laughed – as always, hearing the warmth in her voice. “And what were you girls gossiping about me for?”

“Lil here was sayin’ how jealous she was about you bein’ in the city of food and all.” She hemmed and hawed. “I tried to tell her it’s the city of love and romance, but would she listen? No. That’s ‘cause she don’t read enough books.”

Lil pushed her face on screen. “I read books!”

“Cookbooks don’t count,” CeeCee said.

Lil lifted her eyes to the heavens, and gave her a shove. “They do so! Lotta love goes into each and every recipe!”

They could have talked over the top of each other all day, and I would have happily sat there and listened but a gaggle of tourists wandered in so I said, “Speaking of food, I need your best gingerbread coffee recipe, and also a gingerbread man one…something I can’t mess up.”

They bustled around, lifting their latest creations to the screen, and emailing me recipes from Lil’s phone. While I watched their performance on screen, laughing, I thought how amazing modern technology was – my friends weren’t that far away, not in spirit.

“OK, girls, I have to cut to the chase because the shop is filling up. Where’s that baby? I need a visual on her, or I won’t be able to focus…”

Lil held up a swaddled little bundle and it was all I could do not to blubber. She was the sweetest thing with her chubby cheeks, and one tuft of blonde hair sticking straight up into the air. “Aww,” I said. “I love you, baby Willow!”

She let out a little gurgle that almost made my heart explode.


Chapter Nineteen

“You’re sure you need all of this?” Oceane asked nodding towards boxes of Christmas decorations that had finally arrived. It would feel more like a real Christmas when I’d strung up fairy lights, and draped tinsel on every available surface. Baubles glittered red, green and gold, and a wreathe for the front door twinkled with little crystals, and had a huge red bow on top.

“I’m sure,” I replied doing my best to keep my face straight. “These bells will go nice by the front door, yes?” I held aloft a cluster of golden bells that made a heck of a lot of noise.

“Bells ringing every time someone blows through? I can’t see any reason why that wouldn’t work…”

I laughed. “TJ come and help!” He was behind the counter trying his best to look inconspicuous.

“Let me guess, you want me to hang the Mistletoe by the front door too?”

I scoffed. “You guys are amateur. I want it hung above every doorway! That’s what this box is.” I pointed.

They tried very hard to feign disinterest but I could tell they were excited. “Admit it,” I said. “You want to go dig out your ugliest Christmas sweater.”

TJ pulled a face. “We do. In fact we might go home now and see what we can find. What do you say Oceane?”

“Not so fast. You, my friend, are going to carry the trees up to each level for me. And if you’re good you can put the star on top once we’ve decorated them.”

Oceane pouted. “I want to put the stars on top!”

“That’s the spirit!” I said laughing.

Together, we strung fairy lights across the beams above and then looped tinsel through. By the counter we draped Merry Christmas bunting.

“So where should we put the inflatable Santa?” I asked and was met with their jaws dropping and total silence. I guess they were serious when they said Sophie didn’t get festive. “Kids section it is,” I trilled.

Customers strolled in, smiling when they saw the flashing lights and sung under their breath to the carols which played through unseen speakers. It struck me how much fun I was having. I lifted a finger. “Christmas sales! We need to get some banners printed and get some books sold!”

“That I can do,” Oceane said. “Leave it to me.”

***

The nights were getting shorter as darkness descended earlier. I’d survived winter in Ashford, but I’d never lived by the bank of a river. The blustering wind gathered momentum, bringing with it an icy chill as it whipped into the shop, making me shiver. I pulled my scarf tighter, bundling myself up and wishing I had a pair of fingerless gloves to pull on – at least they would keep my palms warm, and leave my fingers free to type on the computer and work the till.

We were preparing for the full Christmas rush; I had just received a special express delivery from the Gingerbread Café full of recipes and a pre-made mix for the gingerbread men I wanted to make. My own attempts had been photographed and laughed over good naturedly on Skype with the girls. I never was going to be a world class baker and now I finally had the proof.

“Well,” TJ said breaking me out of my reverie. “It’s quiet. I say we close up and head out for drinks. YOLO, right?”

We fell about laughing at the TJ’s attempt to use modern lingo. It was at odds with his ill-fitting suit, and his serious gaze and usual verbose way of speaking.

“YOLO is right,” I said. “Let’s hit the town and please say where we’re going has a heater!”

“Oh my two little bookish party animals,” Oceane said in a faux proud parent tone. “When you say hit the town, don’t tell me you mean the Bibliothèque nationale de France?”

The French library. Luiz had promised to show me around its cavernous halls later in the week, to read more of the love letters. I couldn’t get them out of my head, the romance was so intense and I was desperate to know how it would turn out. For some reason, I thought if their love managed to weather the storm of international travel, and so much time apart, then mine would too. Ridiculous, of course, but I was a romantic at heart and a lover of words so I couldn’t help compare our stories.

Oceane continued after a small pause, “Please say you actually mean a place where liquor is served. The harder the better.”

“Haha. I mean a place that sells liquor with nary a book in sight,” TJ said, throwing the front door open dramatically and gesturing out into the night. “It’s Friday, time to shrug off the weekday, and get sozzled.”

Oceane and I looked at each other and grabbed our coats ready to brave the night to see just where it would take us.

We sat under the flashing lights of the Eiffel Tower, on a rug, wrapped in dense puffer jackets against the cold. We had the place to ourselves. As if the spectacle, the immense theater of the flashing lights above, was just for us. We must’ve been crazy, sitting on the snow covered grass, but it was worth it to have the view to ourselves.

TJ had bought a few bottles of cheap wine, some cheeses and a baguette which he placed down on the rug. A nighttime picnic in Paris. A magical experience with friends I’d come to feel secure around, enough that I could just be, and live in the moment. Away from the shop TJ and Oceane were exactly the same people, kind, caring, and trustworthy. They both loved Once Upon a Time as much as I did, and I felt a real connection with them, despite our different personalities.

“How do you afford to live the way you do?” I asked Oceane, slightly brazen after a couple of glasses of wine.

“Trust fund, darling,” Oceane said laughing.

TJ and I gasped. “I knew it!” he said. We’d shared the better part of two bottles of wine and our stories were spilling just as fast as the burgundy was.

She shrugged. “I tried to play the bourgeois card, but it’s impossible. Everyone knows my family, so everyone knows me by default. When Sophie hired me I told her I was a struggling waitress from Eze with a penchant for reading, but I don’t think she believed me. I didn’t think she’d employ me if she knew who my family were.”

TJ laughed so hard he began to choke on his wine. “So you’re saying Oceane, thirty-three, from Eze, romance reader, man-eater, flower aficionado, isn’t true?”

Giggles spilled out from me at TJ’s shocked expression.

Oceane fell back on the rug laughing. “TJ, your people dossiers are sweet. It’s all true. But my parents are super wealthy. They live in Eze, have vineyards in Provence. They export wine all over the world. I’m not actually the man-eater I’ve portrayed myself to be. I can always swing us entry into most places, because people know my family, and when I was in my early twenties I worked in Paris as a representative for my parents’ business. I got to know the place well.”

“So you hid your wealth because of Sophie?” Somehow I couldn’t see Sophie worrying about what kind of background a person had, as long as they loved books.

“At first, because I thought I’d ruin my chances of working at Once Upon a Time. I’d been a customer there for years, and saw the staff, dressed like riffraff, struggling artists who somehow fit better among the books than I did. I wanted to do one thing on my own, get a job that wasn’t given to me because of who my parents are.”

“I really thought you were a man-eater.” TJ said sadly.

Oceane gave him a playful shove. “I’ve had everything handed to me my entire life. I love words, and I wanted to be surrounded by them. I thought I could be a regular employee, but too many people know me here. They know my family. So I had to invent that man-eater persona.”

TJ was right. Paris was a haven for lost souls. A place for reinvention. The type of city that would keep your secrets like the most loyal friend. I lay back on the rug and stared up at the stars winking at us; the fairy lights and Christmas decorations reflected in the Seine made a spectacular light show just for us. “What do you want from your life?” I asked Oceane, feeling like we were in a bubble where any question, no matter how strange, was there for the asking. “You don’t want to continue at your family business?”

“God, no. It’s absorbed my family for generations. While I love the lifestyle it provides, I don’t want to join. My siblings can run it, and bicker between themselves. I’m happy here.” She gestured with her wine glass, slopping a little onto the white snow.

I sat up and took another sip of wine. “What do your parents say?”

“They think I’m doing some literary course. If I even mentioned Sophie’s shop they’d set out to buy it or something over the top. They think of me as their crazy daughter, the one who floats through life without a goal.” Her eyes widened. “But they just don’t understand that I’d rather sell books than sell wine. They feel I should strive harder. If I want to read, let’s buy a string of bookshops! They don’t get me, they don’t get it.” She sounded so passionate, so sure of herself I was in awe. Had I ever known what I wanted to do so clearly? Other than my beautiful little bookshop, the last thing I had felt truly passionate about was coming here, to Paris. And the man mountain, but that wasn’t at the forefront of my mind as much now.

We were all here in Paris, searching for something tangible, something that would fix us. I would never in a million years have thought that Oceane wanted to be a different person to who she was. I supposed it was easy for her to shrug off any family pressure, and be who she wanted to be, even if that meant bending the truth about what she was doing in Paris. She exuded a confidence I hadn’t seen in anyone else – nothing bothered her, she’d simply wave away conflict, or roll her eyes dismissively when she disagreed with someone, and continue chasing the things that made her happy.

“What about Beatrice?” TJ asked, pouring more wine into his glass and snagging a purple grape from the basket. “She’s not who she says she is either.”

“What do you mean?” I asked, surprise making my voice squeak. Whatever insight TJ had, I tended to trust his instincts, because so many times he’d seen beyond the veil of what I’d meant to outwardly show the world.

“Have you noticed sometimes her posh accent slips away when she’s mad? It’s more Liverpudlian… She’s always dashing off somewhere, a watch checker, like there’s something else that takes up her time outside the shop.” he mused, and I felt Oceane leaning closer, enthralled by the story he was spinning.

“Maybe she works two jobs?” I said. I was still suspicious after I had accused her of taking the money, and this made me more so.

TJ’s ran a hand through his hair, “What do we know about her? Beatrice Lockhart. Twenty-five. Loves literary fiction, but doesn’t actually read it. Hates people. Huge fan of eye rolling. Claims to hail from Paddington, central London. Father is rich banker type, mother is a lawyer. Vegetarian and staunch coffee addict. Anything else?” He’d been ticking details off on his fingers, Oceane and I nodding in agreement. It struck me that I really had zero idea about who she was, and what made her tick. Guilt gnawed at me, as it always did. Should I have made pains to get to know her better? Just as TJ and Oceane had with me. There was something that had held me back, like there was an invisible wall between me and Beatrice, but maybe I should have tried harder to climb it.

“That’s very thorough, TJ,” Oceane said. “But after a year of working alongside Beatrice, I still don’t know anything about her. She runs hot and cold with me, but doesn’t give much away. Anyone else would have invited themselves when we drank a bottle of wine by the Seine. But not her, she hurries off like she’s got somewhere else to be.”

“So if she’s hiding who she really is, the question is why?” I asked.

TJ threw his hands up. “I can’t help feeling disappointed that my very in-depth dossiers are actually missing some crucial elements…like the truth!”

Oceane reached over him to sling her arm around his shoulder. “TJ you’re too much of a sweetheart to see the lies, that’s why!”

He snorted. “Aren’t writers supposed to be able to read people? Is that why I’m not published yet? I have one major flaw?”

I patted his arm. “You read people just fine. Besides, your characters are fictional, so as long as you know them inside out that’s all that matters.”

“So we’re saying we have a stranger in our midst? Beatrice, is not the girl she appears to be,” TJ said. “Who is she, then? And more importantly, why the charade?”

We sat in silence, wondering about her, watching the pretty lights dance in the water, and the beauty of the Eiffel Tower. “Maybe, like all of us, she came here to change an unhappy situation,” The thought made me feel slightly sympathetic towards her. There were times I saw genuine anxiety in her eyes. “Paris has that quality about it. You can shed your past and start again, and no one would ever know.”

“She’s the thief, right?” TJ asked.

I bit my lip, this was the one issue I knew neither Sophie nor myself could stand for any more. If Beatrice was the thief I would have to confront her, or worse – fire her. “I think so.” I mumbled, feeling regret in each word. How had I gone from disliking her to almost pitying her in one evening? I looked at TJ and Oceane. We had left Beatrice out, again. I couldn’t remember a time when I had asked her to play tour guide. Or for a coffee. I remembered when she asked to speak to me the day Ridge arrived and I’d blown her off. My own actions weren’t innocent either. If this was Ashford, I would have made the effort to get to know her, and if she was prickly, I would have got to the bottom of it, and found a resolution. In my busy daze, had I become selfish?

I felt a touch sad and wholly responsible for how we had excluded Beatrice, but TJ and Oceane pulled my spirits up, packed up our picnic and got me laughing again. I had time to fix things with Beatrice – time to find out if she was the thief and see if there was anything behind it. In a fit of giggles we wandered along the Seine, having drunk too much wine. We looped arms, and zig-zagged our way across another beautiful Parisian bridge.

“We’ll walk you back,” Oceane said. “You can protect me from Eiffel Tower keyring sellers, can’t you, TJ?” She giggled, gesturing to the ever present clusters of men who sold cheap keyrings and bottles of water to tourists. I’d heard sometimes they were a little desperate for a sale, and trailed after you offering one, then two, then three keyrings for a Euro.

“You’re safe with me,” TJ said, pulling his collar up. “We’ll speak French, and they’ll know we’re locals.”

The air chilled and I shivered under my coat. Our footsteps echoed in the late night, bouncing around as if there were dozens of us.

A solitary figure appeared in front, his head bent, hands thrust deep into the pockets of his long, black coat. His walk was familiar. As we got closer, he lifted his face.

“Luiz!” I said, my breath floating in the air like smoke.

He turned towards us and mock bowed. “Good evening.”

“That’s Luiz?” TJ hissed. “The writer?”

“Yes. He’s been writing in the shop for years, and none of you ever noticed,” I whispered back.

I laughed and gave TJ a shove in the back, pushing him forward. “Well…wow…I,” he sputtered. Seemed Luiz had the same effect on all of us, his fame, and our love of great fiction, turned us into incoherent fools.

“Are your characters misbehaving?” I asked, wondering if he walked when the words wouldn’t come.

Luiz chuckled. “A brand new book and they’re already being difficult. I’m giving them the silent treatment, and hoping that makes them rethink their actions.”

I cocked my head, surveying Luiz. The soft skin under his eyes was bruise colored, like he hadn’t slept for days, but he still had a certain vitality, the wind making his cheeks ruddy and his blue eyes luminous.

“So,” Luiz said. “It’s nice to see you all enjoying your time away from the bookshop.”

“We almost have frostbite but it was worth it.” TJ said, his eyes lighting up like he just had the best idea. “And we were just discussing our new project – author readings.” He made a show of rubbing his chin like he was contemplating. “Just trying to knuckle down some writers we know and love. They can’t be just anyone…”

I held in a laugh at TJ’s obvious hint. But it was a brilliant plan – and who knew, Luiz might even say yes. We could use a big name like his on the list. It would bring in readers from all over France, not just Paris. An exclusive reading from the elusive Luiz Delacroix would put Once Upon a Time on the map again! I stared at him and crossed my fingers behind my back – if Luiz said yes, it would be an omen of good things to come.

“I’d love to,” Luiz said, making us all gasp simultaneously, which we half drunkenly tried to mask with coughing and clearing our throats. He gave Oceane a shy smile, and something in it made me wonder, especially when she cast her eyes to the ground, which was very unlike her.

“Great!” TJ said, “I’ll make some arrangements next time you’re in the shop.” TJ tried valiantly to appear relaxed, but he fidgeted with his coat, and stared open mouthed at Luiz.

“I better go,” I said. The cold had seeped into my bones, and as much as I’d dreamed of chatting books with Parisians and foreigners alike, the midnight hour crept up and I wanted desperately to plunge into a hot bath and warm up.

“I’ll walk you back,” Luiz offered. “To make sure you’re safe. Paris at midnight is no place to wander alone.”

“Thanks, Luiz,” I said. Paris at night was beautiful, but somehow each road and boulevard took on another character and I knew I would get lost trying to find my way back in the dark.

“We should head home too,” Oceane reached over to hug me. “TJ you can escort me, non?”

We hugged our goodbyes, which went on forever in our tipsy states. I smiled to myself when Oceane’s gaze lingered a touch too long on Luiz, and the slight blush it provoked on him. If I didn’t know better, I’d say Cupid was back and hovering somewhere above. Eventually we headed different ways in the inky night.

“Would you really consider doing a reading at the bookshop?” I asked as we walked with quick steps through the slithers of mist swirling around us. He didn’t usually do interviews, or book signings, preferring to be as anonymous as possible, even though he was instantly recognizable from the picture on the dust jacket of his novels. Though, I didn’t know it was him until he’d introduced himself. It was the icy blue of his eyes – intense, driven, deep like pools – that made women and men swoon. But everything I’d read about him, so far, had turned out to be utterly false. He was honest and open, and fun to be around. There was no hint of a reclusive writer who shunned the limelight.

He wrote about heartbreak in such a way that people wanted to seek him out, and fix him, offer him their heart, because it was easy to confuse fiction with reality, because he wrote it so well.

Back home, when the Wednesday night book club gathered to discuss their latest read, there’d been many a woman, hand on her chest, claiming Luiz wrote such melancholy love stories because he hadn’t found ‘The One’ yet, and the chatter would become animated as everyone stuck a hand up, offering themselves to the writer, who then was a million miles from my life. Their cackles would ring high and loud into the musty air of the bookshop.

Luiz turned to me, even in the dark of night his gaze was penetrating. “Of course, I’d love to do a reading. I owe it to Sophie and Once Upon a Time, since I’ve written so many novels there.”

I smiled. This night had been full of surprises. Not only did I have a new plan for dealing with Beatrice, our author reading event was going to start with a bang! When I first arrived in Paris I had only ever pictured a romantic stroll with Ridge, but now here I was spending an evening with friends and having more fun than I’d ever imagined. With Christmas around the corner my time in Paris felt like it was going so fast, I wanted to drink it in and make the most of it. I turned to look at the Eiffel Tower, it flashed in the sky and I felt that just for that one moment it was winking at me – so I winked back.


Chapter Twenty

“Why haven’t you called? I’ve been worried.” Ridge’s voice had an edge of rebuke to it. It was early morning, and I was still a little lightheaded from the amount of wine I’d consumed at the foot of the Eiffel Tower with Oceane and TJ the night before.

I leaned back against the damp wall at the bookshop. The walls had a mildewy, river Seine smell about them when you were up close, like over the centuries the river was being absorbed by the brickwork. “I wanted some time to think, without being wooed by a gift in the mail or the promise of a visit that doesn’t eventuate.” In actual fact, I’d been enjoying myself so much Ridge had worryingly been far from my mind.

“It’s not like I plan to let you down. I hate not being reliable, and knowing you’re going to be upset with me when I cancel. You knew this year was going to be tough.”

“I did.” He’d warned me often enough.

“So what are you saying?”

Ridge could focus on his job, but he had to make time for us. He wasn’t the president, or a neurosurgeon on call. He was a reporter, who deserved down time just like anyone else. “I don’t know,” I said, truthfully.

His sigh came down the line. “I love you, Sarah, and I know those words sounds empty. But the thought of losing you…” his voice petered out. “I won’t let it happen.” And with that the phone went silent. Did he lose signal?

I’d get a card in the mail full of promises. Backed up by an email letting me down gently. I sighed. You couldn’t lose something you didn’t have. I made a Christmas wish as I stared outside; I wished things were black and white so I knew where I stood in the game of love.

***

 “I bet you’re all ready for Christmas, and the town’s lit up like a spaceship,” I laughed down the phone line, picturing the wintry scene.

“Golly sure is! It’s been that way for a month or two now. You know what we’re like, no harm in starting early,” CeeCee’s loud voice filled the room, and the laughter in her voice made me smile.

Lil and CeeCee started decorating a month or so earlier than most, their display window was an edible Christmas delight, and they took great pains in making it more spectacular every year. “Is Lil back in the café?” I asked, wondering how she could drag herself away from Willow, but she’d no doubt strap her onto her with one of those baby wraps and work anyway.

“She’s still resting up at home, playing with that gorgeous baby o’ hers – I practically have to lock her in the cottage to keep her away from here. But we made one allowance that she could bake on Saturdays when Damon was home. I think she’d go crazy if she couldn’t.”

I smiled, Lil loved her business something fierce. Wild horses would have no chance of stopping her from visiting the café if she had her heart set on it. “I miss you all so much!” I exclaimed, picturing CeeCee stirring a gingerbread coffee and munching on a cookie with her feet up in the café. But it was easier to say now, and know that it only meant I loved them, and that I wasn’t feeling that need to rush back. Homesickness had packed up its bags and retreated when winter came. I straightened my new sweater, smiling as I remembered the ugly Christmas knits that Lil wore with pride every day in December back home. She’d sent me a Kermit green one that read Kiss me under the Mistletoe! It was knobbly, itchy, and so bright it almost glowed – everything an ugly Christmas sweater should be.

Back on the screen, CeeCee’s eyes grew glassy. “Ain’t nothing changin’ here. We miss you too, sugar plum, but you be home soon enough. It’s not the same sharing these big things with one o’ us missing. We know you’re having the time o’ your life though, so we happy.”

“Aww, Cee. It’s been up and down for me here, but I’ve fallen in love with the romance of the place.” I took a big breath and knew that I just had to talk to her. CeeCee would know exactly what to say and what I should do. “The only downside is Ridge. I don’t ever see him. Paris was supposed to be this big loved up getaway for us, but my tour guides are my new friends, or my own two feet.”

CeeCee grunted and sipped her coffee. “That boy love you, you know that. He said this year was gonna be tough after he quit the New York Herald.”

I trusted Cee’s opinion about people because she was always right, with her sixth sense and all, but she had a soft spot for Ridge and could overlook any fault of his. It was time for me to be completely honest and own up to all the worries I had. “We’ve spent a grand total of one day together, Cee.”

“Oh sugar, that is hard. Three months and only one day, but don’t you forget that relationships don’t come easy. If they was simple we’d meet Mr Right every day.” She was a little teary, and held her hands up like she wanted to reach through the screen and squeeze me tight. “But you mark my words, things’ll change. You’ll see.”

I smiled, CeeCee was taking the lead from her sixth sense and I had to put my trust in her. I went on to change the subject and stop myself going crazy thinking about Ridge and my future. “How’s Sophie going with the festivities?”

“She tried to avoid it all at first. Wasn’t going to decorate your shop, that kinda thing, but we marched over there and ‘fore you know it, carols were playin’ and the Christmas tree was lit up, and in the display window! I don’t think she’s in any rush to return to Paris… Think she’s hoping you’ll stay on for spring.”

Winter already held us in its clutches, and I relished the idea of seeing the landscape of Paris transformed to spring. Could I stay though, even longer? What would it mean to be here and not go home? How would it affect my relationship with Ridge? But I felt a shiver as I thought of all the exciting plans TJ and I had been cooking up – our authors events, the merchandise – getting to see that succeed and grow the business was a gift I wasn’t sure I could resist. The sales had not so much risen as cannon–balled their way into the atmosphere. Our marketing plans, after much tweaking, had finally worked, and Sophie was back to being the dear friend from the past. It was like a huge burden had been lifted, and I felt a new optimism in the air – the promise of success in whatever I chose to do.

“What about you, cherry plum? You think you’ll come back before spring?”

The bookshop exchange was supposed to end as brightly colored bulbs pushed themselves from the earth. But I felt a pull for Paris. And seeing it in riotous color, with fragrant blooms and clear blue skies… could I miss that?

“I haven’t decided yet, Cee. Depends what Christmas brings. But I want you to kiss baby Willow for me, and tell everyone how much I love them. I’ve sent you off a bunch of presents, but you aren’t allowed to open them until Christmas day! I got baby Willow the cutest little fur lined boots, and Missy some make-up that she’ll shriek over. And for you and Lil, well that’s a secret…”

***

Christmas was just around the corner and Luiz and I were cloistered upstairs in the conservatory reading through the love letters. They were mesmerizing and I felt this urge to find out exactly who Pierre was, then perhaps we would discover who the letters were addressed to. They were so beautiful I knew if they were mine I’d want to have them back, even if the love affair had ended badly, like Luiz continued to suspect. “Let’s go to the Bibliotheque like I promised. It’ll be deserted because everyone’s Christmas shopping. We can read the letters there.”

“OK,” I agreed and packed them away. It was my so-called day off, but I usually stayed close by in case the crowd thickened with the promise of Christmas. There were extra staff working, and if a customer asked for a book they went and helped them find it. It was like I’d found a simple yet effective cure for the bottom line. Simple customer service with a smile went a long way, and I only hoped they’d continue it when I went back to Ashford.

The Bibliotheque nationale de France was an imposing building that made me feel the need to take two large steps backwards in the attempt to take it all in. I couldn’t wait to dive head first into the stacks and sniff all the books when no one was looking. OK, I admit, I was a closet book sniffer. Outside Luiz’s scarf flew sideways and he shrugged deeper into his black coat. “Let’s hope we don’t get blown away,” he said, his words carried away by strong winds.

“Let’s head in,” I said. We walked through the hallowed halls and Luiz whispered to me. “So who is this guy? If he’s this grand pianist shouldn’t we be able to find him pretty easily?”

Pierre Someone-or-other, in a city where I had met more Pierre’s than I had ever dreamed of – from the chef at the corner café, to the new baby of the resident on the second floor. I wanted to laugh. “We could Google piano players, but that takes the fun out of it! And I want to find out who she is too.” Luiz stared at me full in the face when I talked, like he was invested in every word that poured from my mouth. Even when I spoke of something inane like the weather, he looked like he was reading every nuance of my expression to get past the usual chatter, to the heart of what I was trying to say. The girls back home were like that, while they chatted as much as anyone, when you had something important to say, they stopped their fussing and listened up.

“Can’t rush a good story. You’re right,” he said and motioned to a seat.

“That’s it completely. And we can’t skip chapters either. It’s bad enough we don’t have her letters. We have to rely on his. OK, next…”

Luiz cleared his throat and read quietly:

My love,

Another season has passed, and I’m yet to return to Paris. The shows sell out as quickly as we announce them, so they add more to the tour. Like I’m a robot, or a trained monkey. They’re simply thinking of their profits, not about me, and what I want. Each night is spent in a different bed, on a different pillow, where I rest my weary head and dream of you.

There are times I want to flee. To wake up before dawn breaks, pack my bags, and fly home to you. Hide out. Pretend I am no one. But, when the calm light of day shines through dusty curtains, I know I would miss the music too much. My fingers would cramp without their release on those ivories I love so much. It’s as though I have two great loves, and somehow they entwine. I couldn’t live without either of you. Yet it’s the piano I spend all day caressing. I’ll come home soon, that balance must be restored. Christmas without you, is there anything sadder?

My heart, my love.

Luiz put the letter down, and went for another. I double blinked at the realization of how similar these letters were to my predicament. Pierre was separated from his love because of his music, yet he yearned for her, almost wanted to give up his career for her. Ridge and I were apart because of work too. Did these lovers manage to find their way back to each other?

Luiz held the next letter, the parchment shell-colored with age. “Don’t you think it’s selfish he never asks about her? He pines for her, but he never once asks how she is.”

I cocked my head, having been so caught up in their distance that I hadn’t thought past that. The lyrical writing had swept me away. “I guess, but it’s like he’s only focused on the music because he wrote it for her, and that’s what catapulted him into success, and it’s the reason they’re not together. He says they’re both his great loves, but I think underneath it all, he resents the fact it worked out that way. I wonder if he’d have been happier if he was never famous? He’d still have her, and his piano, and wouldn’t that be enough?” I mused, leaning back in my chair and surveying Luiz to garner if he felt the same sense of loss as I did from the letters.

Luiz chuckled. “We’re reading these differently. You think he’s a romantic at heart, whereas I think he’s self-absorbed. I understand he has to tour, you only get one shot at that kind of fame, if you’re lucky enough at all.” He waved his hand as if to sweep his statement away, before continuing. “He proclaims his love for her, but how does he show it? Shouldn’t he ask if she’s OK? If she needs anything? We don’t know one single thing about her because he only speaks of himself.”

I pondered Luiz’s observations. He was right in a way and it only made me more intrigued because we were hearing the exact same story, but getting two very different ideas about it. “You just want it to end the way your books do. Admit it.”

He shook his head and smiled. The haunting sadness I’d seen in his eyes when I first met him had slowly dissipated, and if I didn’t know better, I’d say he was in the early stages of love himself. His cheeks were flushed, and the blue of his eyes brighter. “Actually,” he said. “Perhaps a happy ever after is on the cards for my next book…”

“And when are you going to spill the beans?” I asked.

He frowned. “Beans?”

“The good news,” I laughed, the term getting lost in translation. “About you. Don’t think I haven’t noticed the spring in your step, the sudden joie de vivre you’ve got.”

This time the blush crept up his neck, turning him scarlet. “It’s nothing,” he said softly. “Not yet, anyway. She doesn’t see me even though I’m right there.”

“Luiz. You’re Luiz Delacroix,” I used air quotes to emphasize to my friend how special he was. “I’m sure if you ask her on a date, you won’t have any troubles with her saying yes.”

He shrugged. “She’s out of my league.”

My eyebrows shot up. “I don’t think so, Luiz. I think any woman would be lucky to have you. What are you waiting for?”

He smiled. “The reading. I wrote a story for her.”

I almost did a happy dance right there, having an inkling I knew who he was in love with. And their future flashed in my mind – I could tell already, they were a match made in heaven.

“Well that just made it even more amazing than it already is.”

He threw his head back and laughed. “Then we will see. It will be she who decides which way the story ends.”

I rubbed my hands together. “I’m one step away from chanting H.E.A.”

“You’re more confident than me.”

I smiled at the fluttering of his hands, the nervous way he kept blinking, and felt a pang of envy about that new love feeling.




Chapter Twenty One

At the morning food markets in the Upper Marais, old women dragged shopping bags on wheels, stopping to point to fresh herbs and vegetables, the sellers picking up each item as gently as if it were a newborn baby. Food, and the preparation of it, was treated differently here. No one haggled over prices, but they insisted on buying the freshest carrots, or garlic, pointing and gesticulating, until with a look to the heavens the seller would scramble to a secret box under the table and bring out their very best produce. Lucy had taken me here on one of our walks, and I’d been visiting ever since.

The markets were like a kind of street theater and I enjoyed wandering down the uneven pavement and watching the locals perform. As Christmas was fast approaching, it was even busier than usual, as people rushed to stock up for their festive feasts. I did a lap, and then returned to select some cheeses. Wheels of brie, wedges of blackened, pungent Roquefort, jars of chevre marinated in garlic and lemon. Today I was here to scope out what I’d need for the orphans’ Christmas party. I wanted it to be perfect. And totally French. Lucy had taught me the art of making a jus, a delicate sauce to pour over turkey, and I wanted to get it right. The French used mounds of butter, lots of garlic, and bunches of fresh herbs in almost everything, so with that winning combination in mind I eyed the stalls greedily. I had to get supplies for the author reading too, and my mouth watered as I dreamed of all the possible combinations I could buy.

“Oui?” the man from the fromagerie stall said.

I pointed to a wheel of camembert that had already been cut, its creamy filling oozing out, just begging for a piece of torn baguette to scoop it up. “Petite,” I said, holding my thumb and index fingers apart to show the size. He nodded and cut into the semi-circle. Cheese was different here, better quality than what we shipped in at Ashford. That triangle of camembert was just to tide me over while I decided about what I’d choose for the reading.

“Here,” he smiled, handing me a chunk of baguette. “You scoop,” he cut another generous portion and nodded for me to try it. A month ago I wouldn’t have had the same treatment, I was almost giddy with delight at becoming one of them, one of the locals here.

“I need some cheeses for a party,” I said between mouthfuls. “And some terrine perhaps?” I pointed to the one I liked.

I could easily live off the food from the markets. The terrine was beetroot and capsicum, with pork, and chives. For someone who ate frugally, the markets were paradise. Everything was fresh, and you only bought the size you wanted. And returned the next day to do it all again.

He smiled, “You have the brie, it’s won many awards. We only sell to locals.”

I grinned like a fool. Yes! Even though he knew I wasn’t a real Parisian, he’d recognized me from my jaunts. I was getting the goods from the secret box! “Merci beaucoup,” I said, nodding and trying my best to act cool.

“I’ll choose you a selection of cheeses, and be very careful to match the right wine, OK? Otherwise, it will ruin their flavor.”

I nodded solemnly, wondering who’d know enough about wines to pair them. Oceane! “I know someone,” I said. “Her family own vineyards.”

“Très bien.” He wrapped my goods carefully, and gave me a half smile. The appreciation of produce here was something I’d take back home with me. Instead of going to Lil’s just to fill up my plate, I’d get my hands dirty in the kitchen with her. Learning here how seasonal produce was worshipped, I swore I would make my former life of microwave meals a thing of the past.

With thanks, I paid and headed for the boulangerie to buy fresh bread.

There was a queue for the bakery which was a sign it was one of the best. While I waited, I people-watched, this area wasn’t as fancy as the 5th or 6th arrondissements. Apartments were smaller, washing hung limply from balconies, rubbish littered the pavement. And people weren’t dressed as well, but that’s why I liked it. It was more authentic, as though the rest of Paris was on show, but here real families lived in a more cosmopolitan way, between the chugging of rubbish trucks and the noise and bustle of people going about everyday things. There were fewer tourists, more graffiti, and I liked it warts and all. The prices reflected it was more for locals, and it suited my budget.

Once I had my baguette safety stowed, I wandered slowly back to the Metro, the screaming trains didn’t scare me anymore, and I’d see a lot more of Paris by jumping on the Metro, and being deposited further away than I could walk. Turning a corner, I realized in my daze, dreaming of a cheese-filled breakfast, I had wandered up the wrong avenue. The sight of a little boy with short red curls caught my attention. He was sprinting along enjoying his taste of freedom. I looked around, but couldn’t see a parent. Was he alone?

I stopped in my tracks, as the little boy giggled and ran on. He was almost at the end of the laneway, too close to the road, where the traffic whizzed by without a care in the world. He was quick considering he was staggering but he was so close to the cars whooshing past my pulse sped up. When his little foot stepped off the curb, I dropped my shopping and dashed for him, my heart in my throat. Two great lunges forward, and I had the wiggling red-headed boy in my arms, the sound of blood pumping in my ears.

Around the corner came a cry, “Marc, MARC!” I froze, as the toddler squirmed in my arms. That voice, I recognized it. There was such anguish in it goosebumps broke out over my skin.

Chest heaving with adrenaline, Beatrice screamed around the building, her eyes wide with fright. As soon as she saw Marc was safe, her hand flew to her chest, and her eyes closed briefly. When she opened them they were shiny with tears, and then she noticed me.

She stopped short, and composed herself before moving to take the child from my arms.

“Maman,” Marc cried, his thin arms reaching for Beatrice.

Maman? She took him and swung him expertly onto one hip, her face coloring.

“This is your son?” I couldn’t manage to hide my surprise.

“Yes,” she said, frowning.

“Why didn’t you tell anyone?” I burst out, my mind whirling. What the actual hell? Why would she keep this to herself?

Her lip wobbled, probably from fright, and the fact that someone had discovered the secret she had obviously wanted to keep concealed. I couldn’t help staring at her, my jaw practically on the floor. It was so alien, the idea that Beatrice – so cold and aloof – would have a child. My brain pinged so hard I was almost blinded. This explained a lot.

“Can we discuss this at my apartment?” She inclined her head to Marc, who was doing his best to wiggle free from her embrace.

“Sure.” I grabbed my shopping from where I’d dropped it and followed her around the corner.

Once inside she said sarcasm heavy, “Home sweet home.”

“It’s…cozy,” I looked around and tried to hide my shock at where they lived. The apartment was just one tiny room. There was a bed taking up most of the space, a kitchenette, and an armchair in the corner covered in a patchwork quilt that was well loved. Marc’s toys were piled up, their clothes hanging on a hook behind the front door. On the kitchen bench a few Christmas presents were wrapped and stacked neatly. You couldn’t hold your arms out and turn in the space, I was sure of it.

“Yeah, super cozy,” she laughed, as she turned into the kitchenette and put the kettle on to boil.

I sat on the edge of the bed, and clasped my hands. Marc went to his mom, pulling at her legs until he was rewarded with a biscuit and I marveled at how natural it all seemed.

“Are you going to tell Sophie?” she said, shaking me from my scrutiny of them.

“Why? Is it a secret?” I said and held a hand up to her protestations. “You’re a mother Beatrice, what do you think Sophie’s going to do? Send you away? You should know her better than that.”

Beatrice busied herself grabbing mugs and making up a plate of biscuits. “Sarah, you don’t understand. She hired me under the pretense I was a single girl, ready to work my butt off for the shop. If she knew I had a child that would’ve changed everything. I wanted, needed, the management position to survive here. I don’t speak to my family back home – things blew up, and I vowed I wouldn’t have Marc around that kind of lifestyle. I have no backup plan if things don’t work out. And where will that leave me and Marc?”

“So you left the UK to try your luck here with a baby in tow?” It seemed like such a huge risk.

“I thought we’d have a better life here. Isn’t that what Paris is? The place where dreams come true?” She looked so wide-eyed and innocent. So unlike the woman who had challenged me at work and made me doubt myself.

“Why didn’t you tell me you had a child? I wouldn’t have changed your shifts around if I’d known you had Marc to care for.” And now like a puzzle, all the pieces snapped into place. Why Beatrice hadn’t wanted to work nights, or weekends. She wasn’t out partying like the others, she needed to be home to care for little Marc.

“How could I? I’d built a life of lies here, and painted myself into a corner – fear being the driving force. But here, where no one knows me – no one knows my past, my parents or the tumultuous time I had growing up – it’s the type of freedom I always wanted. It’s so hard money-wise, but I love it here. Books were my savior, the only thing I had growing up that couldn’t be taken from me, but now I have this place. A fresh start. A new life.”

Beatrice had transformed herself and made a life here for her and her son. And how could I begrudge her that? Hadn’t I been looking to do something similar?

She sighed, and rubbed her face. “When Sophie had the trouble with Manu, I knew she’d leave Paris. For months, she’d been toying with the idea of taking a break from the shop. I thought I’d get my chance to take over, run it for her, show her I could manage the place. But then she breezed in and said you were coming…just like that I’d been usurped by some stranger. And any hope of extra money – so we can find a better apartment, live a bit easier – was gone.” She handed me a chipped mug of tea.

“I bet my arrival wasn’t a happy day for you then.”

She gave me a rueful smile. “No. I wasn’t looking forward to meeting you. Sophie said you were a small town girl, and the pace here might be too much, because you had a dreamy little shop and a quiet life. I thought a few rough weeks, and you’d leave.” She sighed and I felt some sort of kinship with her, despite her doubts about me in the beginning. Beatrice wasn’t a bad person, she just had dreams – like I did – and she wanted to make a better life for her son. “Sophie has dangled the management position in front of me since I started and the extra money would’ve really helped. I’m barely managing to feed and clothe us, with the money I pay for sitters, and rent.”

“And I suppose you made it that much harder for yourself because Sophie thinks you’re a rich kid from London.”

“Bingo.”

“So is that why you don’t mingle with everyone? And why you’re outright hostile to TJ?”

She flopped on the bed and held her head in her hands. “It had to be that way. I loved it there, and enjoyed chatting about books and bookshop life but then came the let’s grab a drink, or I’ll walk you home, and I couldn’t risk it. I couldn’t lose my job. They’d have seen Marc, my secret would’ve been out.” There was a sadness in her eyes I hadn’t seen before. “I would have loved to tag along, and share some wine by the Seine and chat about books, and whatever else you all talk about – but I couldn’t.”

I took a deep breath, and asked the one question I knew I needed to. “Have you been stealing the money?”

Her skin paled, and she gave me such a beseeching look my heart went out to her. “I tried to talk to you, but you were just about to dash out to see your boyfriend. I was going to tell you, and ask to borrow the money instead of taking more. The guilt has almost killed me. But with having to work those night shifts, and the weekends, I had to pay for a babysitter, and I couldn’t afford it. I’ve been slowly getting further behind, and the only thing I could think to do was take the money. I was desperate.”

It didn’t take long for me to assume some of the guilt was mine for ignoring her pleas – no matter how distracted I’d been. I should have made more time to get to know her, and offer friendship, giving her a person she trusted to confide in when things got tough. “And the first edition I allegedly sold?”

She shook her head. “I sold it. I unpacked the estate sale books. I’m so sorry, Sarah. It’s unforgiveable.”

I let out a long sigh. “You know I’ll have to tell Sophie, right?” I dreaded the thought, but I would reason with her, and ask her to give Beatrice a second chance. We’d all made mistakes and even though Beatrice had gone about it the wrong way I knew she deserved another chance. It was Christmas time after all…

“I know. I can’t even begin to imagine what she’ll think of me, and that hurts more than anything.”

I’d been so lucky in my adult life, having great parents and amazing friends. By the sound of it, Beatrice didn’t have that, and also had a child to care for. It must have been a worrying time for her, with no one to call for backup if things went awry.

“If we’re completely honest with Sophie, I’m sure she’ll see reason. You might even get that management job, after all. It’s true, Sophie wants some time away, and I’m not staying forever.”

A groan escaped her. “I don’t know. I’ve broken her trust badly.”

“Leave it to me,” I said. “I’ll be straight with her, and convince her you’re worth it.”

“Why though?” Beatrice pulled her eyebrows together. “Why would you help me after all I’ve done?”

“That’s what friends do, Beatrice. They forgive and forget.”

Her eyes were glassy with tears, and it was all I could do not to follow suit. I stood up and hugged her tight. She was a mom who’d been pushed into a corner. I would be there for her, and she’d always have someone on her side, who was prepared to help out.




Chapter Twenty Two

The next day, Beatrice arrived early. “What did Sophie say?” she asked, the quaver in her voice evident.

I motioned for her to sit down. “At first she was angry. She never in a million years thought it would be you who took the money.”

Beatrice covered her face, her shoulders squaring as she steeled herself. “I feel horrible,” she said between her hands.

I patted her shoulder. “But once I told her about Marc, and the issues you faced when I changed the shifts, and things, she came around. She wants to trust you, Beatrice, but you’re going to have to work for it.”

Beatrice glanced up sharply. “She’s not going to fire me?”

I smiled. “Nope. And if you play your cards right, you might just get that management position after all. But until then, we’ll rearrange your shifts so you don’t have to pay for sitters.”

She moved to hug me. “Thank you, Sarah. For everything.”

I waved her away. “Are you coming to the Christmas party?”

“I guess, if I can bring Marc.”

“Of course! We’re a family of sorts now, no matter how we all fit into the equation. I better make sure we have some gifts for him to open on the day. What does he like?”

“Books of course,” she said with a smile and I realized it was the first genuine smile she’d ever given me.

Watching Beatrice bound out of the office and to the till, it was like she was a different person – now she could be herself. I was proud of her for being honest and admitting her mistakes. It couldn’t have been easy for her alone here, with a toddler to care for and her future was much brighter now the truth had come out. And perhaps her Christmas would now shine a little brighter.

***

Later on that morning, Beatrice wandered over, her face pinched.

“What is it?” I asked.

“I thought I better apologize to everyone,” she said. “Explain myself a bit…”

I gave her arm a reassuring pat. “OK,” I said, smiling. It wouldn’t be an easy thing for her to choke out, and I was proud of her. “I do think it’ll help, they all know something’s up.” You couldn’t keep a secret in a bookshop. Staff sniffed out gossip and, like a game of Chinese Whispers, by the time it got back to me it was so far-fetched, I could only laugh. Better then, if Beatrice was honest with them all. “You can gather them all in the office if you want. I can stay out here and serve, unless you need me in there too?”

Her face colored a little, but she shook her head. “I’ll be OK. But thanks.”

She went to them individually, tapping their shoulders and motioning to the office. They seemed to respect her, maybe out of fear, but that wasn’t really who she was, and I thought she’d handle the place and the staff well if she got to be the manager.

I served a sea of customers who were buying cookbooks, and children’s books, and the odd romance or two, asking about what books were popular for Christmas presents. Ten minutes later the staff went back to their stations, seemingly nonplussed by Beatrice’s confession. I knew TJ and Oceane would have something to say later, but I hoped now to include Beatrice on our little excursions, even if it meant we went somewhere child-friendly so she didn’t miss out.

Oceane, her face blanked against the news she’d just heard, said “Let’s fix these decorations. We need more tinsel, you’re totally right.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. “I thought you said tinsel was gaudy…”

She giggled. “It is, but it’s your big thing, so why not?” We giggled as we re-stuck the decorations that had blown down each time the door flew open.

That afternoon it was hard not to smile. The bookshop was lit up like the fourth of July. Christmas lights flashed and pulsed in the front window, merrily glowing red, green, and golden. By the front door we had a small sleigh that Oceane had practically prized out of Anouk’s hands. It was so old, the red velvet of the seat had faded to a russet color, but it was charming, with its ruddy faced Santa and collection of reindeers.

On the low hanging wooden beams, garlands of tinsel, crisscrossed back and forth, a web of shiny color.

“You know Sophie would have a coronary, seeing the place like this, don’t you?” TJ said. “Like she’d literally clutch her chest and fall to the floor, screaming.”

“Thanks for painting that so vividly,” I said. “But she won’t know will she?”

Sophie wasn’t a fan of Christmas and the thought made me smile, because in Ashford, there was no escaping the festivities – she was being dragged into them, no matter what she did to avoid it. She’d be drinking a cup of gingerbread coffee and singing Jingle Bells with the girls, there was no question about it.

Beatrice swanned over, draped in tinsel, and wearing a headband with bobbles that spelled out Merry Xmas! “Turn up the carols!”

“Done,” TJ said, giving us a woeful look. “Honestly, I won’t be able to spend the next week listening to Silent Night without killing you all off in a poem, just a heads up.”

I gave him a shove with my hip. “Oh, we’ve got ourselves a Grinch.”

He lifted me up and swung me around, my shriek scaring the customers.

“Service? Anyone?” Oceane said. A queue of customers had materialized, catching us unawares.

I went to help all the while thinking of Ridge, and wondering what he was doing. I’d found a few presents for him, but had no idea where I’d send them. So they sat forlornly upstairs in the apartment.

Once we caught up, I went out front to survey our new Christmas romances in the display window, and the megawatt fairy lights I’d added. You’d certainly know the bookshop was here, no matter which side of the Seine you were on.

“An American in Paris, you’d never guess.” I turned to the laughter.

“Too much?” I asked, facing Luiz. The shop almost hummed with the amount of voltage from the lights.

“I imagine the tourists will feel right at home.”

“Come in,” I motioned. Winter was in full swing, the cold air shocked the breath from my lungs.

Inside, we stood with our backs to the fireplace, avoiding the pockets of cold in the store. “Have you heard from Ridge?” he asked.

I forced a smile, but it felt like a grimace. “Nope,” I said. “I’m going to concentrate on my first Parisian Christmas. Everyone has high hopes for the annual orphans’ party, as they so dub it.”

“Infamous around here, those parties of Sophie’s. Too much champagne, and a whole lot of warbling, or so I’ve heard.”

I laughed. “Well, I hope we manage to outdo the previous years for the loudest and most ear bending singing ever! I do a mean rendition of Amazing Grace, seriously, it’s enough to get you crying into your eggnog,” I laughed. “And that’s not the emotion of the song, it’s the ear splitting way I sing.”

“So I’ll get the staff ear muffs for Christmas. Thanks for the tip.”

I scoffed. “They will plaster on a fake smile, and watery eyed, watch me until the last note is sung.”

He folded his arms. “You wouldn’t sing in front of a group of people.”

I laughed again. “True. It’s on my bucket list though.” It wasn’t so lofty an idea these days. Singing, if it meant living in the moment was something I just might do with my new found confidence.

“Well, if you do I hope I’m there to hear it. TJ called me,” Luiz said. “To confirm the reading Friday.”

Luiz would be a huge drawcard, not only because he was a fantastic writer, but because he never did readings. And locals were out and about more in pre-Christmas buying frenzies. “You’re sure?”

“I’m sure. I’ve fallen in love with the new story, and I know I’m not supposed to admit that,” his eyes twinkled. “But it’s time this story was told.”

I rubbed my hands together for warmth. “I can’t wait to listen to you read it!”

“Great,” he said. “Tell TJ I’ll be here at seven on Friday.” He kissed my cheek platonically and walked out into the brisk night. His story would be a revelation, I knew it from the way he flushed. I bet it had a happy ever after!




Chapter Twenty Three

“You’re a good person, Sarah, to fight for her like that,” Luiz’s words came out in puffs of fog in the snowy day.

“Once she explained her reasons, it’s was a no-brainer,” I said. “Don’t you think everyone deserves a second chance?”

“Depends what they’ve done. What about the love letters, now we know he slept with the violinist, do you think she should continue their love affair? Is it even worth it, when he’s wrapped in someone else’s arms, never on home soil because his career is far more important to him?”

I shivered, recalling the last letter we’d read together. Pierre admitted he’d found solace in the young girl’s arms, but tamped it down by saying she meant nothing, it was something to pass the time. Sex for the sake of release and nothing more. I was enraged at the casual way he’d written it to the mysterious girl he supposedly loved above all others. Did Ridge partake in affairs on the road, assuaging his guilt by not mentioning it? Was Monique the photographer a willing partner? The idea made me queasy. “I disliked Pierre after that letter, the way he brushed off the violinist’s feelings as if it were nothing, and to tell his real love in such blunt terms. But we don’t have her response. We don’t know what she thinks. Surely it would have ended after that?”

“There’s one more letter,” Luiz said. “But the French, they think differently about affairs. There’s love, and there’s lust, and sometimes they go looking for both. It’s excused here, as a pursuit of happiness.”

“But then how is it real love? If you search for something else with another person?”

“In terms of our love letters, they were apart for almost an entire year. I’m not excusing it, but I’d say that had a lot do with his reasoning.”

“Do you think all men do that?”

Luiz turned to me. “You’re thinking about Ridge?”

I nodded, my mouth downturned.

“It’s hard to say – I only know him from what you’ve told me. But it seems his passion lies with his work, like Pierre’s did. The difference is, all we got from Pierre was how he felt – what he missed, what he wanted. I don’t think your guy is like that.” Luiz said, eyes ahead as we walked towards the Notre Dame. He’d arrived at the bookshop early, found me curled up like an ampersand, head pressed against the cold glass window, and urged me to join him for a walk. Once again Ridge and I had missed each other, swapping voicemail messages in the night. It was only a week before Christmas and the shop had been hectic. I’d been racing around, wrapping presents and wishing and hoping that Ridge would walk through the door. He’d said he wasn’t going to lose me, but where was he?

“Maybe it’s the wrong time for us,” I said. There could be a time Ridge would want to settle down, when the bright lights of a foreign city didn’t call to him, but when would that be? And who would I be then?

“You’ll see, Sarah. Remember, tu me manques. This is when you’ll find out if that’s true, if you can live without each other or not.”

“I don’t want to live without him,” I said, tears stinging my eyes. Christmas exacerbated my feelings. I wanted my near and dear close. “But how can I compete with his lifestyle? It’s what he runs to first, and it’s like I’m always coming second to that. I never used to think like this…but our visits were regular, and the brief times spent with him quelled any doubt. But three months in the city of romance, with just a quick one day visit… it feels like he’s already gone, and he doesn’t know how to tell me.” The love I felt for Ridge threatened to take over sometimes, it was a heady feeling, an intense need for him that couldn’t be assuaged with anyone else. But was the same true for him?

Luiz glanced up sharply. “You think he’s trying to break up with you?”

I shrugged. Ridge wasn’t like that, the Ridge I knew, but who was he really? On location he was the cocktail drinking, party in the bedroom type of guy. That lifestyle was a million miles away from what we did when we were together. A dinner party with my friends was as exciting as our social life got. Was I being unreasonable?

“Why else would he not visit?”

Luiz’s expression was pained, as if he was absorbing some of my sadness. “No man would do that to you, Sarah. You don’t see how spellbinding you are, how vital. You may not be the one who dances on tables at a party, or the type to speak up first in a group, but that’s what makes you special. You’re different, starry-eyed and romantic, an old soul who has ideals, and you stick to them. It’s rare. And it’s beautiful.” He spoke so softly, almost like he was describing someone else. The compliments provoked a blush, nevertheless.

I laughed to cover my nerves. “I’m too whimsical. Too much of a day-dreamer, I see that now. Being here, I see that my lack of ambition is at odds with everyone else, and that’s what’s missing from my life. Some kind of goal, or direction.”

He shook his head, his hair catching under the street lights as we got to the front of Notre Dame. “Why do you have to compare yourself to anyone? If you’re content with your bookshop why should you change?”

“Because shouldn’t I want more?”

“Why? Wanting something you can’t have is a heartbreak of its own.”

Had Luiz lost someone he loved? His vice was thick with a type of ache, a loneliness. “I’ve always felt like the odd person out. Let’s face it, I’d choose a good book over a night out, nine times out of ten. Growing up, my friends were books for god’s sake. And I loved them all. Who chooses to live in a fictional world, even as an adult? Surely I can’t always hide between the covers, as life passes me by.” Even as I said it though I knew things had changed for me for the better.

“Sarah, what you describe, is paradise. How many people would swap lives with you in a heartbeat? To be able to snuggle in one of the coves of the bookshop, pull up a throw rug, and read as the light darkens when day turns to night. If you make enough to live on, why do you need more?’

Luiz wasn’t like most men. He was introspective and observant, he only spoke when he had something to say, not to fill a silence. “I suppose you’re right. Being here though, I wonder what else the world has to offer. I could easily jump on a plane to the next place…”

We came to the front of the Notre Dame, its facade spectacular under the somber sky. It had so much presence it was almost alive, its gothic style intricate and other worldly.

“You’ll know soon enough what you want, Sarah. If Ridge loves you, he’ll prove it. And you deserve a man who worships you.” Turning to me, Luiz caught my hands and stared into my eyes, “And don’t accept anything less.”

Ridge. Even just hearing his name was enough to set my heart racing. The thought of never being in his arms again almost made me dizzy with sadness. And I knew I would never love anyone the same as him.

The rain grew heavier, so we sought refuge in a café. In a quiet corner I sipped the black bitter coffees the French favored as rain lashed the windows, making them shudder.

“Ready?” Luiz asked, taking the last letter from his satchel.

“Ready,” I said bracing myself.

“My love,

She’s pregnant. She told me last night, her face wild with a sort of joy I can’t recognize or feel myself. I never meant for this to happen. It was a way to warm the bed at night, to forget the ache in my heart. To ease my loneliness. Taking a lover, as we’ve both done, to find comfort where we can, until we’re together again. And now this. It’s as though my world has collapsed. I cannot be the man who walks away from his child, even though I would give anything to make you his mother instead. I must do the right thing, by her, by this child who’s due in the winter-time. I don’t know how I’ll live without your love. Your letters. Your laughter. But I must. My heart is broken. Be free, my love, and may you find someone who loves you even half as much as I do, which is almost too much to bear.

Pierre.

“What!” I yelled, drawing attention from café patrons. I gathered myself and said, “Well...wow.” The letter made me think of Ridge. He was faithful, wasn’t he? Or did he think finding comfort in the arms of a stranger was acceptable?

“Do you think it’s common for people with long distance relationships to fall into the arms of a willing partner?” I cringed at the betrayal of even asking in a roundabout sort of way again. Did people go about and do that kind of thing without any thought of the consequences?

“Some,” Luiz said. “Everyone’s different. For some it doesn’t mean anything. It’s a means to an end. From these letters we know they subsisted on only a couple of weeks a year together because his schedule was hectic. So I guess the other fifty weeks they were lonely, and accepted they’d both see other people, but it wouldn’t mar what they had. They were honest about it. It’s not like they hid it from each other.”

Was it because Luiz was French that he viewed love differently to me? How could you say you love someone, yet fall into bed with another person? That kind of reasoning made no sense to me. “I guess,” I said, trying to wrap my head around the notion. I didn’t begrudge them finding someone to ease the loneliness, but I could never do that. And surely what he’d done ruined their chance of true love that might have lasted a lifetime. “And that’s how the letters end. I never would have expected that. It’s too sad to even contemplate.” Despondency sat heavily in my heart. The mysterious couple didn’t find their happy ever after, and I wanted to sob for them.

***

Oceane held my arm as we walked rapidly. Snow dusted the bare trees on the Left Bank, and our breathing quickened as we picked up the pace to keep warm. “You’re never too old for Santa,” I admonished her.

My life was a hell of a lot brighter now that the whole issue with Beatrice was sorted out; the shop was a much happier place with a set roster, and sales targets that were achievable. Each dawn, I was up early, stealing time to languish in the quiet and read before my day started in earnest. There was space now to go Christmas crazy. I had been desperate to drag Oceane to see the man in red, pestering her for a week now. Finally, finally, she said yes!

She clucked her tongue. “Santa’s village is for enfants,” she said, though I could tell by her smile she wasn’t being truthful, and was just as excited as me to see the spectacle.

We arrived at Boulevard Saint-Germaine, sparkling fairy lights pulsing along each side of the street, brightening up the dark evening, and bringing the magic of Christmas to the fore.

Stalls were set up, selling everything from hot chocolate and crepes, to more robust French cuisine that made my mouth water. Roasted chestnuts enriched the air. There was a stage with a manger and we stopped to ogle it. French Christmas carols played from unseen speakers, and it was a moment of pure bliss. The French did do Christmas just as brazenly as Americans! On a small podium Santa sat proudly on an oversized red chair, listening to children as they delivered their wish-lists. I pushed Oceane into the queue, ignoring her cries of non, non, non.

“Don’t be such a spoilsport. I want a photo with Santa, and you’re going to tell him what you want for Christmas.”

She rolled her eyes dramatically. “I’ll never live this down,” she groaned while I laughed.

Santa’s eyes lit up when Oceane perched on his lap. She sat stiffly, pretending to be mortified before speaking quickly to him, and it took me a full minute to untangle her words. Something about a man she loved, who didn’t know she existed… I couldn’t fathom any man not noticing Oceane. She was striking, and vivacious, and very hard to miss. When the photographer nodded to me, I sat on Santa’s other knee and grinned like a fool knowing this picture would be displayed on my mantelpiece back home, and I’d remember the scent of freshly baked crepes, the snow tickling my face, the laughter, and shiny faces of the people here.

Once our photo was printed we were each handed a candy cane, just like back home. I thanked them profusely before we moved on, coming to a stall selling gingerbread. I gasped when I saw some in the shape of an Eiffel Tower, and knew I had to buy one for each of the girls back home. It was too perfect a present to pass up. I just hoped they’d survive in the mail…

“You’re such a tourist,” Oceane said, but her tone was mellow, and she forgave me my foibles what with it being Christmas and all.

We giggled, fetching cups of warm vin rouge and sipping while we drank in the Christmas spectacle, all with the Eiffel Tower shining in the background. Could I really leave all of this? My beautiful new friends, my life on the Seine… It was becoming more than just a place I loved, it was almost becoming a home. There was just one thing I was missing…and my heart ached for him.

We wandered out of the market and into an avenue coming face to face with a Christmas carousel. Reindeers moved slowly up and down, making their way around in a never ending circle. “We have to go on there!” I said.

Oceane scoffed. “Enfants!”

It was true, there were only children clutching the wide-eyed reindeers, but still, that didn’t put me off.

I paid for two tickets and waved them at Oceane. “Don’t offend Rudolph,” I said, enjoying teasing her. She rolled her eyes, and tipped her vin rouge back. “Fine. Only for you,” she said with a shake of her head, laughter spilling out of her.

***

“Get the chairs from the attic,” Beatrice barked orders, her face shining with concentration. “Please,” she added with a sheepish grin.

TJ let out a theatrical sigh, but bounded upstairs as he was bid.

Oceane was busy serving customers. Charming them with her delightful French accent, and inviting them to the reading, which was only an hour away.

“I’m nervous for him,” I said to Beatrice, moving piles of books, so we could make room for more chairs.

“Don’t be. He’s going to be a crowd pleaser. That voice, and those mesmerizing eyes of his. We’re going to sell out of all his books.” Beatrice said. “It’ll have the whole of Paris talking. You watch tomorrow, it’ll be in the papers, and we’ll be overrun. Women will flock here if they know he writes upstairs, so we’d better keep that to ourselves.”

There’d been plenty of speculation about Luiz and why someone as visually appealing, who wrote so succinctly about love, was without it. I’d read countless articles online and even some fan sites – gossip was rife and sometimes laughable. But even though I knew him as a friend, I still didn’t know much about his deeper feelings. What was his past? From that one moment where I had asked him about whether his life had inspired his writing, we had avoided the subject, talking about love and life but never about his.

“Do you ever wonder if he was in love himself?” I asked, a little dreamily because of the happiness of a full bookshop of real buyers.

She nodded, untangling a microphone cord. “I heard he lost his wife in an accident.”

“What? Who’d you hear that from?” I said, shocked. It was too heartbreaking to imagine.

She shrugged. “One of the regulars here, an artist named Sally. She paints upstairs in the study sometimes.” Beatrice stepped closer, lowering her voice. “Says it was ten years ago, and they were newly married. And that’s why he can never write a happy ever after.”

My skin broke out in goosebumps. “Wow, that’s so sad, but it makes sense.”

“Gets worse,” Beatrice said, leaning in closer, not wanting to be caught talking about Luiz. “His wife was seeing another man behind his back…and that’s the reason she was driving so fast in bad weather, to get home, before he knew she was gone. But the snow had come early that year, and her car skidded off the road.”

No wonder Luiz couldn’t write about love ending well. That kind of tragedy would cast a pall of grief over anyone. “How did he know where she’d been?”

“There was a letter in her handbag. She was breaking up with him.” Beatrice looked as heartbroken as I felt.

“You got all of this information from Sally who paints upstairs?” I couldn’t imagine Luiz confiding all of this to someone.

Beatrice’s eyes were solemn, “Sally was his wife’s sister.”

“Oh my god.”

“I know. So he stopped writing for a few years, but really he’d just stopped getting them published. And each novel became that little bit grittier, darker, tangled love that can’t ever work.”

We both stood stock still for a while, the enormity of what she had just said breaking over us in waves. I was so surprised, but then, when I thought about it, it all made sense. Luiz had suffered a real devastating heartbreak. With a situation out of his control that had skewed the course of true love and left his vision of it cloudy with hurt.

I walked around in a sort of daze, sorting out books, organizing a few nibbles and pouring glasses of wine for those who wanted something to sip on during the reading. My mind was on Luiz. Before I knew it the time for the reading was upon us and the staff were running this way and that causing total commotion in their excitement for the first author reading at Once Upon a Time.

“Turn the carols off!”

“Lock the till!”

“We need more wine glasses!”

“Move!”

Nerves made us panic, before we eventually bumped into one another in our haste, and burst out laughing.

“OK,” I said. “Let’s just take a deep breath. If we look like jittery wrecks, it’ll make Luiz nervous. Paste on a smile, hand out glasses of wine – TJ, in ten minutes once everyone is settled you introduce him.”

“Go team,” Beatrice said, her eyes blazing like we were about to play sport rather than listen to a book reading.

I walked towards the front of the shop, stopping to help direct people to their seats, and then found Luiz.

“Ready?” I asked. He was relaxed, and smiling, sipping a glass of white wine. I studied him under my lashes. Had he really lost his wife like that? Luiz seemed so grounded, and honest, a good friend to me, and fair when I confided in him about Ridge. Had the love letters we’d found brought the memory of the one in her purse back for him?

“Ready,” he exclaimed holding his drink aloft. “Excited by it, actually.”

TJ walked over, pulling at the lapels of his crinkled suit. “Everyone’s seated, and they’ve spilled out into the other rooms, so I think we should start.”

Luiz nodded, and I gave him a quick hug. “Good luck! I better find somewhere to stand.”

TJ picked up the microphone, his eyes darted around the room, and he licked his lips nervously. “Welcome to Once Upon a Time,” his voice wobbled slightly. “We’re thrilled to have Luiz Delacroix here with us to kick off the first of the new author readings we’ll be hosting here. Today he is here to read the first chapter of a book he’s currently working on. Ladies and gentleman, please welcome Luiz.”

There was thunderous applause as Luiz took the microphone and nodded to the crowd. “Thank you for inviting me here. I’ve never done a reading before, because I’m usually crippled with fear that my words don’t matter, that what I’ve written isn’t right, and I’d see that reflected in the faces of the crowd, and I’d lose any ability to write again.” There were a few laughs in the crowd that were immediately shushed, but Luiz smiled. “Dramatic, yes, but that’s the conflict I face every time I finish a book. This story, however, is different. It’s real, it’s my heart on the page, and that fear of failure has vanished with this one story. I hope you like it.”

The room was silent bar the crackle of the fire, as all eyes were on Luiz as he read. The story started with a man wandering around the streets of Paris, the scents, the sounds, and the feeling he was alone in the world, so alone that sometimes he felt life was passing him by. He’d fallen in love with the wrong girl, and she was gone, and he felt a certain level of guilt at the events preceding it.

My heartbeat hammered. He was writing about his own life. Somehow, I knew this would be a groundbreaking novel for him. That once he’d dealt with the past on the page, he’d transform.

He continued on, about a tragic accident, a break up letter hidden in her purse. Coming face to face with her lover in the gloom of the hospital room; as she took her last breath, it was the lovers name on her lips, not his. And he knew, in that instant, she’d ruined him. Her death, his sadness, his trust broken, and only himself to pick up the pieces. Endless days and long nights ahead where he nursed a broken heart that he knew would never heal. And even though she’d done that to him, he missed her. He had loved her with everything.

Until one day, he met a girl, in a bookshop. And he felt a small thrill, like he could love again. She didn’t know he existed. He’d been going to the same shop for years. And the idea that she didn’t know, that it was his secret, gave him hope. It was enough to admire her from afar.

A grin almost split my face when I worked out who he meant. It had been right in front of my face the whole time.

But the time had come, he said, to tell her how he felt. She loved words, so he wrote her a book.

I nudged TJ who stood beside me, and indicated with my head to Oceane, whose cheeks were flushed. A smile threatened to swallow me up, as I thought about Luiz making his way upstairs every morning to write. Was that just so he could get a glimpse of Oceane as he passed? When we’d met on the bridge that night, they’d cast admiring glances at each other.

I closed my eyes and wished they’d find happiness together. That Oceane wouldn’t have to waste time with any more Mr Right Now’s, and that Luiz would step from the shadows of his past, and into the light of new love. Maybe this would be the one book of his that ended in a Happy Ever After. I almost squealed at the thought. The bell chimed, and I cringed – I was meant to have to turned it off. I mouthed a sorry to Luiz, and dashed behind the counter to halt its pinging.

And there he was. The veritable man mountain, his shoulders dusted with snow, his eyes reflected with concern. My heart beat so fast I thought I might pass out. Everything around me faded as we locked eyes. His face was lined with worry, his jaw tensed tight.

“Ridge.” I wanted to run to him, but I held myself back. It had been too long, I wasn’t sure how to act. Still hurt about radio silence, and broken promises.

“You’re busy,” he said, indicating to the crowd, his voice a murmur.

“A little.” He could have called, told me he was coming. But like always, he’d hung up and let me wait. I spent my life waiting.

I wanted to hear Luiz’s reading, but I couldn’t help feeling that I’d soak it up better reading the inky black words myself when it was published. Or maybe that was just an excuse. “So?” I said.

“I’m so sorry,” he said, his brows pulled together, and he took a step closer. “When you said you weren’t sure how you felt it hit home how my choices were affecting us. I don’t want to give up my career, but I don’t want to lose you either,” he whispered.

“Let’s go outside.” I grabbed my scarf and coat, and pushed open the door, Ridge close behind.

We went to the little garden on the corner, standing close for warmth’s sake. Being near him, the familiar he-scent, the planes of his face, which I’d stroked with the pad of my finger so many times, made my heart hurt. Because what if it ended here? I’d never kiss those lips again. Never feel his breath on my skin when he took his time, teasing me, caressing me, making me feel wholly alive and in the moment. But I’d had enough. I couldn’t be a stopgap. I had to come first, or at least equal with his other love, his work. He could at least promise me that much, or it was c’est la vie.

“If only you knew how much I loved you, Sarah.” His voice was plaintive, sad.

“But how can we go on like this? Months apart...missed phone calls. No communication? I can go weeks, but I can’t go months.” Each word was like a razor blade falling from my lips, cutting me to the quick. I’d never understood heartbreak, until that very moment – my chest seized, the pain real. I put a hand to it, hurting badly.

“Let me explain.” His eyes were murky, like he was ravaged inside. He ran a hand through his hair, disturbing snowflakes that drifted lazily down. “When I left the New York Herald, I thought my career was over. And I’ve worked so hard to make it in that world. You know how competitive it is. All I’m asking for is twelve months to make a name for myself as a freelance reporter. That only leaves us with six months left of this…lull between visits. Can you not try and understand? It’s not forever. I have plans after that. Plans that may keep me in Ashford full-time, but first I have to prove myself in order for that to happen.” His worry lines deepened.

I crossed my arms – even bundled up, my bones still felt the cold. “Will that year turn into two? Ridge, it feels as though I’m waiting for something that’s always just out of reach.”

“I promise, not long, and I’ll be free.” He inched even closer, his presence having the ability to make me melt. I squared my shoulders, not wanting to give in to the familiar. “I have investors lined up for a venture. I wasn’t going to tell you in case it didn’t pan out. We’re looking at starting up a digital magazine with me as the editor – and I can edit from Ashford, Sarah. I can edit from anywhere. Be wherever you are full time, if this takes off.”

My mouth fell open. “You’d stay in Ashford for good?”

He laughed, the sound carrying into the air above. “That’s the plan. One of the reasons I’ve been taking so many assignments is to find reporters who’ll sub to us. It’s been a lot of work, and I know it’s still not right, that I let you down, but it was all because my long term goal was to be with you. I know I should have confided in you, kept in better contact. But it was like I was racing against time to make it all happen. I didn’t want to lose another set of investors. I didn’t want the idea to go belly-up. I was so driven, I almost lost my mind. And what a wakeup call, to think I’d lose you, in my efforts to get this financed, to be with you all day, every day.”

“I wish you’d told me. It would have saved a lot of heartache.” The similarities with the letters hit home. What we did for love, and got lost on the way. “You shouldn’t have kept it secret. What did you think I’d do if it didn’t work out?”

“It was more that I wanted it to perfect. To tell you, and then never leave your side again. I’d have felt like the biggest failure if it hadn’t worked out.”

“I don’t want there to be secrets between us.”

“There won’t be.”

“OK,” I said, still unsure what all this meant for us.

“What about you, Sarah? You used to be content to live in Ashford, being at home – and now, here you are running a business in a bustling city…” he trailed off. “Where do I fit with the new you? You’ve changed so much in these few short months, from your clothes, the way you speak, your confidence. Even the emails you send are different.”

“Paris has changed me.” I smiled up at him, his dark eyes sparkling, snow falling on his broad shoulders, the Eiffel Tower a winking reminder in the background. “I couldn’t keep waiting to live my life. I’ll always love my home town. But I couldn’t be a passenger in your life, or even my own any more. The waiting, that wanting, only I could find it. And here it was the whole time. Inside of me. I’m not the same person I was, because she needed improvement. A little pizazz, and hell of a lot of confidence injected into her. The bookshop, with its bevvy of drama, brought that out of me. I had to speak up to be heard, and now I’m speaking up with you.”

“You’re my everything, Sarah. And I would gladly give it all up, if you asked me to choose. My reasons were pure. I should have just told you, and we could have hoped together.”

He gathered me in his arms, shivers coursing the length of me. Back in the embrace of the man I loved, who loved me too. The worry of the last few months ebbed away. My heart was light, and I knew if we spoke openly like this from now on we could get through anything – together.

“I wasn’t certain it would happen.” he mumbled into my hair, “We’ve had investors pull out, and advertisers cancel. It was only a week ago we got confirmation that another corporation would help finance for a share of the business. It’s been one big ball of stress, but I can finally say, fairly confidently, it should all go ahead. We plan to launch it next summer. My motivation was you, Sarah. I love my work, and the competitive nature of the industry, but I love you more. And this way I can have both.”

I leaned on tiptoes to kiss him, not trusting myself to speak. I thought of the love letters, and how Luiz said the pianist was self-absorbed, only ever mentioning himself, his work, his upsets. And here was a man who loved me, who knew what he needed to keep that fire in his belly, and keep me, and he’d done it. Solved the problem of our vastly differently lives. He’d still have the drama and the action of his job, being at the helm of the digital magazine, and he’d be able to come home at night and tell me all about it. I knew deep down, we both needed our passions to keep our love alive – his was reporting hard hitting stories, and mine was reading romantic fiction, in my own easy, sweet little shop. Where there wasn’t a spreadsheet to be found.

“But now I’m concerned,” Ridge said. “You’ve fallen in love with Paris. Will you stay?”

I shook my head. “No, I won’t stay,” I said, thinking of Beatrice and the job she so needed. “I’ll be back to visit though. Oceane’s promised me summer on the Cote d’Azur, so how could I resist?”

“You couldn’t. You’re irresistible.” Ridge lifted me up, I wrapped my legs around his waist and kissed him again, more deeply and with all the pent up passion I had for him.

“I love you, Ridge Warner.”

“And I you, Sarah Smith.”

***

Ridge slept, jetlagged to the hilt and exhausted from our night of no sleep as we remembered how to love one another. I dressed quietly and snuck out of the apartment, heading for Anouk’s shop for some final Christmas presents, if she agreed to sell them to me.

In the snowy day, her shop was like a beacon, warm light spilling from the lacy curtains. With a deep breath, I set my shoulders and pushed the door open. She was at the counter polishing jewelry with a delicate cloth. She was made-up, every inch the forties glamor puss. On anyone else it would look as though they were trying too hard, but on Anouk, surrounded by relics from bygone eras, it suited her.

“Bonjour, Sarah,” she said, giving me a once-over.

“Bonjour.” I tried not to cringe under her scrutiny.

“You’re looking for Christmas gifts, non?”

How did she know? She just knew – like the ring she’d found for me, which was perfect. And it had been a lucky charm, as she subtly hinted that long ago day.

“Oui,” I said, remembering Oceane’s warning too late. I was not to tell her they were for my friends back home. She didn’t like her wares leaving Paris. But she must know I was leaving eventually.

“Some things I can sell you, some I cannot.”

I nodded complicity. “I understand. Some books are like that for me too.”

She smiled, and it transformed her face. She was breathtakingly beautiful once she dropped the haughty demeanor. “He might like these,” she pulled a box from the display which housed antique cufflinks.

“He?” I couldn’t help but ask. How did she know who I was shopping for?

“Customers are easy to read,” she said. “You just have to know how.”

I didn’t push for an explanation, knowing I was still on a sort of probation period even being allowed to enter the shop without a long-time customer acting as a go-between. “The cufflinks are perfect,” I said. She indicated to a golden pair, simple and elegant, and I knew they’d suit Ridge. “May I?” I asked.

She nodded.

I took the delicate cufflinks and held them in my palm.

“They belonged to a writer once,” she said solemnly. “A very famous man. He was American, but he lived in Paris. I’m trusting you, Sarah. These cufflinks are tied very heavily with the past, and they must be cherished.”

They almost pulsed in my hand, and I squeezed my eyes shut to see if I could imagine which famous writer they had belonged to. Hemingway? Faulkner? Ezra Pound?

My eyes flew open. “I promise they’ll be treasured. Perhaps when I wrap them, I’ll include a book too. What do you think of…Tender is the Night?”

She laughed, a husky, deep chortle. “Good guess, Sarah. I think he’ll like that very much.” Anouk took the cufflinks from me, and used the polish cloth to shine them. “Next time you visit here, I’ll take you out the back.”

I nodded, doing my utmost to hide my joy. I hid my hands behind my back, lest I start fist pumping, and simply said, “I would love that. Thank you, Anouk.”

When I strolled outside with my purchase in hand, I let out a little shriek of happiness. I’d been accepted by Anouk, and it meant a lot somehow. Like I’d passed some really complicated test.

I rushed outside grinning like the happy fool I was, and slipped on the icy ground in my rush. TJ had asked me to meet him by the city hall, a beautiful 19th-century building I’d passed many times. When I arrived out of breath, laughter tumbled out of me. There he stood holding two pairs of ice skates, and motioned to an outdoor ice skating rink set right outside the hall. “I’ll break my legs, I’m sure,” I said.

“Give your shopping to the girl to stow and get these bad boys on your feet. You haven’t lived until you’ve ice skated in Paris at Christmas time.”

Snow drifted down under somber skies. Christmas lights twinkled even in the daytime. It was magical. And if I did break a leg at least I’d have a great story to tell.

“OK,” I said. “But don’t you dare sneak photos of me when I’m face first on the ice.”

“Seriously? But my Instagram would go wild with a picture like that.”

I laughed and gave him a shove.




Chapter Twenty Four

The table was laid with bright red cloth, and Christmas crackers sat atop plates. Cutlery shone under the lights, and the wine glasses sat waiting to be filled with French champagne. Christmas carols played chirpily overhead, while I made the final touches to the apartment, plumping cushions and adding more wood to the fire.

I switched on the Christmas lights, which twinkled brightly, making me think of my friends back home, who’d still be sleeping, but would wake to have breakfast at Lil’s and open presents together, including the ones I’d sent which thankfully had arrived the day before, just in time.

I had presents for my Parisian pals too. They were wrapped in gold foil, so I spent some time writing in the cards. I wanted everyone to know how much they meant to me. Each person from the bookshop had touched my life in some unequivocal way, and they probably didn’t know that. Even Tyler, the American who’d led the charge against me, had a place in my heart. Without his surliness, the way he’d put me on the spot, I would have still been the girl who never spoke up, the one who so desperately wanted to be heard.

I was sentimental and a little emotional, them all having left a mark in my life – one I would never forget. I knew nothing stayed the same, and all I had was this moment to thank them. When I came back in a year, maybe two for a visit I knew most of the staff would have moved on. Real life called for those transients, and what we’d shared – the ups the downs, the arguments, and the laughter – was part of our journey, and nothing could change that.

Over time, I’d reflect back, and with the hazy light of memory, I’d remember the fun times, more than anything else. It was hard to say goodbye in those cards, knowing each person would flit off around the globe to somewhere new that became home, and we’d never see each other again. For some of those staff it would be a forever goodbye, so I had to make it count. Maybe one day, a book would arrive at my shop, one of their names blinking from the cover, and I’d shriek as I unwrapped it, and think of them fondly. I hoped all their dreams came true. Because I felt as though mine had and they’d contributed to that.

I couldn’t hold back tears when I wrote to TJ. He’d been like a protective big brother to me, and I loved him so. His words were art, and I knew he’d make it with his poetry. The world just had to catch up to him. One day he’d have a wardrobe full of suits, rather than one crinkled promise.

And Oceane. She’d found The One. It was early days, I knew that, but I could tell. Real love shines more brightly, and they were almost blinding together. Luiz was a great man, and I knew he’d cherish her, like she deserved. He’d been hiding too, and now it was time for him to step back into living and follow his heart.

I wrote to Beatrice with a flourish, telling her she now had family. A backup plan. Everyone deserved to have friendships as special as I had with the girls back home, so I told her she’d never need to feel alone again. If things didn’t pan out, and she needed help, I was a phone call away, and whatever it took we’d fix it. I asked her to consider visiting me in Ashford one day, knowing she’d be fussed over by the girls, and made to feel loved. And she needed that, to know that there were people other than little Marc who cared about her.

For Luiz, I thanked him for his friendship. His light in those dark days when I was missing home so badly. And for the way he translated the letters, and what we learned about love from those whispers from the past. I knew, no matter where I was Luiz and I would always remain firm friends. I loved his quiet nature, his brilliant mind, and the words that he wrote.

“The champagne is cooling, and the table is set,” Ridge said as he walked from the kitchen, looking every inch the sexy man he was, dressed in a crisp white shirt and tight jeans.

“You’re a minx dressing like that right before everyone’s about to arrive,” he said.

I lifted a brow. “This old thing?” I joked.

He ran a hand over the fabric, dropping his palm to the small of my back. “You’re a siren in red.”

It was one of the dresses Oceane had found for me on the Champs-Elysees when the insurance had come through. It was scarlet red jersey fabric, and fit over my body like it was tailored for me. I’d splurged, feeling glamorous and sophisticated and totally French, but hadn’t had an occasion to wear it until today.

The doorbell sounded just as Ridge was nuzzling my neck. He groaned. “To be continued.”

I laughed and answered to the door to Oceane, who held Luiz’s hand. My heart just about burst at the sight of them together.

She put down her bag, and pecked Ridge on the cheek. “So you’re the hero in her story. I see...” She winked at me.

TJ arrived finding the door ajar. “Ridge,” he said, formally shaking his hand. “And Sarah,” he enveloped me in a hug.

When Beatrice and little Marc arrived, Ridge popped the champagne and handed everyone a glass, and ducked to the kitchen to get Marc an apple juice.

“Who’s going to toast?” Oceane asked. She looked utterly ravishing in a deep blue dress, her short blonde hair slicked to the side.

“To Paris,” TJ said. “May we all be as happy for the rest of our lives as we are now.” His eyes glittered with unshed tears, and I knew the sensitive soul that he was, he understood that we’d all move on, lives would get busy, and this would be a distant memory so we had to soak up every minute.

“To Paris,” we said and clinked glasses. This was a magical time in our lives, and no matter what had happened I would always look back on the time at the bookshop as something marvelous, something bold and brave that I’d done.

“I’d better check on things in the kitchen,” I said. Rosemary peppered the air, and the rich scent of roast turkey wafted lightly through the apartment.

“I’ll help,” said Oceane, digging the heel of her palms into my back, practically tripping me into the kitchen.

With a tea towel in hand, I took the roasting pan from the oven and basted the crispy meat, while Oceane knocked back her champagne. She was jittery and flushed.

“OMG,” she said. “He’s The One, Sarah. I know it already.” She gave me a wide smile. I’d never seen her as beautiful as she was right at that moment. Her blue eyes shone with happiness.

“I knew it!” I said giving her a quick hug. “I want to be invited to the wedding, don’t forget.”

She giggled like a school girl. “Of course! Obviously, he hasn’t proposed yet, being only a few days into it, but when he does you shall be my bridesmaid!”

Imagine a French wedding, Oceane style. It would be a grand affair, with all the trimmings.

“I would love to,” I said.

“Right, what do we need to do for lunch?” she asked surveying the bench.

“Get the foie gras on a plate, and I have some chevre to go with it.”

With capable hands she plated the appetizers expertly.

“I attempted a buche de noel, with coffee buttercream and ganache, do you want to take a look, and tell me if it resembles a yule log?” We all knew baking wasn’t my forte but I’d had a few practice runs with the cake leading up to today, because it was a traditional French Christmas dessert.

“Sure.” Oceane opened the fridge, and gasped. “You did not make that yourself! You bought it from a patisserie!”

I laughed. “I did so make it myself!”

“I’m joking,” she said, deadpan. “I can see that. I’m sure it tastes a lot better than it looks.”

I flicked her leg with the end of the tea towel. She let out a yelp, and fell about laughing, like she was on some kind of love-struck high. “So you and Ridge?” she raised an eyebrow.

“Desperately in love,” I smiled. “And a pact to be more forthright in future.”

“I’m happy for you. And he’s sooo handsome,” she said, sing-songy. “Right, everything is baking nicely, let’s take out the appetizer and some more champagne.”

“Let’s do presents?” I said. Little Marc was racing around the room with a paper plane, and I couldn’t wait for him to open the gifts we’d bought. Knowing he and Beatrice had had it tough made buying presents that much sweeter. I’d dithered over what to choose for them, wanting to get it right. There was a stack of a dozen, brightly wrapped with his name on them.

“Marc, I do believe St Nick left you a few things here under the Christmas tree. You must have been an incredibly good boy this year.”

His solemn brown eyes widened and he said with the sweetest, lilting accent, “I’ve been very good. Ask Maman.”

Beatrice and I exchanged smiles.

I knelt with him by the Christmas tree, and everyone gathered around, their faces lit up by the sight of a child with an expression of unadulterated joy on his face. The magic of Christmas was still so new to him, and a thrill to watch. I took one of the biggest parcels. “This one has your name on it.”

Without hesitating he ripped the foil off, and screeched. The box on his lap almost dwarfed him. Everyone had wanted to chip in for his presents, and we’d made the right choice by the look of it.

“A real train set! Can I open it?” he asked, suddenly shy.

“Of course,” I said. “And we have batteries so you can play with it while you’re here.”

Ridge knelt down beside us. “Would you like some help, putting it together, buddy?”

Marc nodded. My heart swelled watching Ridge sit cross legged with the little boy, patiently helping him take each piece from the box. There were plenty more for Marc under the tree but he was content with the biggest one, as all little boys probably are, when they get their first serious piece of machinery. “I don’t know whose having more fun,” I said, kissing Ridge on the cheek before taking another present from the tree. “Beatrice,” I stood and handed her the gift.

She opened the card first and read slowly, her eyes welling with tears. She took a moment to speak her lip wobbling, “Thank you, Sarah. For everything.”

“Go on,” I said. “Open it.” I wasn’t too far away from a blubber-fest myself so I tried to keep things on track and leave the happy tears for later.

She ripped off the foil a lot more delicately that Marc had. “No!” she said, a small sob escaping. “Airline tickets?”

Ridge had graciously added to my dismal savings in order to buy the tickets. “They’re open, so you can either fly back to the UK whenever you want, or you can come to Ashford for a holiday.” I didn’t want to press her, but I thought maybe once things improved for her here, she may want to mend the bridges with her family. None of us knew what had driven her away, but at least she had the means to get back if she wanted. Selfishly, I hoped she’d visit us, and bring little Marc, and a piece of Paris too.

She promptly burst into tears and Oceane moved to hug her, handing her another gift. “You may as well get all your tears out at once,” she said, laughing.

Beatrice opened the next gift, a bunch of navy blue clothing, suspiciously small, like Marc’s size. “What…?”

“Marc’s uniform for nursery next year. We couldn’t resist when you said you’d enrolled him.”

Beatrice’s eyes filled with tears. “Thank you. They’re so adorable. Look at these little vests!” She bit down on her lip, and hugged the uniforms to her chest. “I don’t know what to say. After everything I did, you guys do this?”

TJ said, “You haven’t opened my gift yet.”

She took the proffered gift which was wrapped in newspaper. She ripped it off and smiled. It was a book with a serious black cover. “Your poems?” she asked.

“Yeah, I’m not so much unpublished any more, as well…published.”

We gasped, and crowded around TJ, hugging him and throwing up high fives. “When did this happen?” I asked.

“A few weeks ago, but I only just got my author copies. And FYI you’re all getting the same Christmas present.”

I hugged him tight. “No guesses who the next author reading will be performed by! If you’re not too famous to hang out with us now?”

He shrugged. “You’ll have to talk to my people, I have no idea what my schedule is like these days. Getting mobbed by fans, and men and women falling over themselves to get to me…”

“Yeah right, Romeo,” I said. “I want boxes of your books sent to Ashford, so I can sell them at my shop.”

“Sure,” he said. And handed us all our copies. I flicked to the first page, the dedication read, The nights by the little bookshop on the Seine, spent with word lovers, and other lost souls, this is for you. Paris swept us up, and made us whole, may we never wander alone no matter where we are.

He knew. We all did. That what we’d had was something special. It was like someone had sprinkled fairy dust and made all our Christmas wishes come true. After mammoth hugging and a few tears I said, “Shall I finish preparing lunch?” The rest of the bookshop crew were coming at various times after they’d caught up with other friends. And Lucy and Clay were dropping over after they’d had a feast with their art crowd. There were murmurs of yes, so I smiled and wandered back into the kitchen.

My nerves fluttered at the thought I’d burn the turkey and serve raw potatoes, but Oceane was a brisk assistant and added more oil to the trays, and basted the meat once more. I top and tailed green beans that were so fresh they made a satisfying crack. I added them to a pot of water and par boiled them.

“Once they’re done,” Oceane said. “I’ll toss them in a little butter, and top with some roasted almond slivers and some chopped parsley.” The French knew how to cook, even the most basic dishes they fancied up with different herbs and the essential dollop of butter that accompanied everything.

We sat down to eat, everyone complimenting the meal and managing to hide their grimaces when the jus I’d made tasted sour enough to pucker their lips. I don’t know what I did but it had split, and tasted all sorts of wrong. I played along, “Anyone want more of the jus?” I lifted the gravy jug in the air.

Ridge coughed. “I wouldn’t want to appear greedy.”

“None for me,” TJ said. “I have another party later. Don’t want to overdo it.”

Beatrice rolled her eyes. “Sarah, it tastes like vinegar. I don’t think you can call it a jus just yet. But well done for trying.”

I laughed. “I was waiting for someone to say it! I have a way to go before I can call myself a French cook.”

Oceane raised an eyebrow. “When you arrived here, Sarah, you couldn’t boil an egg. You’ve come a long way.” And I had. Not just with my kitchen prowess either.

“My life of microwave meals are over.”

We finished the meal, and the guys cleared the table and stacked the dishwasher. “I could get used to this,” I said, watching them work from the comfort of the sofa.

Oceane sat beside me. “Me too. I have a present for you.” She took a small gift from her handbag. “So you don’t forget about us whenever you decide to leave. And so you remember how much fun your first Paris Christmas was.”

“I’ll never forget,” I said. I took the paper off and it was my turn for tears to prick my eyes. It was a photo of us all around the Christmas tree in the bookshop, taken the night before when we’d closed the shop, and opened a bottle of wine, exhilarated about a few days off. We were pulling silly faces, and our eyes shone with happiness, in that pure, free way you have when life is truly the best it can be. “The frame Anouk says belonged to a formidable woman who collected art, and scribbled some books too. You might know her as one of the lost, who wasn’t lost at all.”

I gasped. “Gertrude Stein?”

“The very same.”

“I’ll treasure it,” I promised. I went to the tree and grabbed Oceane’s gift.

She gave me a wide smile and opened it. “It’s perfect,” she said, placing the necklace over her head. I’d searched everywhere for the girl who has everything and eventually stumbled on a tiny market that sold bookish gifts. The pendant was a pile of golden books and by chance the top one was engraved with Once Upon a Time. “I absolutely love it!” We gave each other a quick hug, delighting in our presents and what they represented.

The guys wandered back into the room and filled our champagne glasses. We pulled the Christmas crackers, laughing at the silly jokes that were written on the parchment inside.

Evening came too quickly, the rest of the staff coming and going, cheery and smiley and leaving for other parties around the town.

“Should we go for a walk before the Sandman comes for Marc?” I asked. His blinks were getting longer, the excitement of the day catching him. “We could take him to see the Christmas lights.” Almost every avenue was lit up, whether it was the trees along the side of the road, to balconies above circled with fairy light and glittery decorations.

“He’d love that,” Beatrice said smiling.

Luiz nodded and said, “Shall we leave a note on the door in case the other staff arrive?”

“I’ll stay back, and wait,” TJ said, waggling his eyebrows as he clutched an unopened bottle of champagne. “Now I’m a proper published writer I think I’m supposed to develop some bad vices like drinking too much or smoking?”

Oceane laughed. “I don’t think so. But for today, you can do whatever you want.”

Ridge wandered over and sat on the edge of the sofa, taking my hand in his, giving me that special look, one that said so much with just a raise of his brows. Having him so close made my heart lift, and I knew if we were separated again for work or anything, I wouldn’t overthink it. I wouldn’t second guess myself. Our love was real and we could deal with anything. I was overjoyed he’d eventually work in Ashford full time, but if the shine wore off that, I’d understand. This exchange had opened my eyes to so many things, and my future wouldn’t be spent in one place anymore. Perhaps vacations would be the order of the day and that would be enough for me.

Outside the Eiffel Tower pulsed and flashed on the hour. Fireworks burst in the distance, making us stagger to the window in haste to catch the spectacular sight. The merriment from outside drifted up. Full boats chugged down the river, people milled along waving, the Notre Dame in the distance had a crowd of people lining up for a Christmas concert.

There was a knock on the door. “Must be another reveler,” I said, moving to answer it.

“Oui?” I said to the man who stood there. His face fell when he saw me.

“Where’s Sophie?”

“She’s in America, on…a sort of holiday. Can I pass on a message?”

His gaze flicked behind me, as if he didn’t believe she wasn’t really there. “Tell her that Pierre called for her, and I am hers now. If she wants me. Tell her…that I’ve always loved her.”

I gasped, recognizing his name. “Why don’t you phone her and tell her yourself?” I said, my words coming out in a garbled rush. The love letters… Of course, it was Sophie! I felt blind for not seeing it now. The piano room! A legacy to the man she loved and lost. Luiz nodded to me, a small smile playing at the corners of his mouth.

Pierre blushed with so many sets of eyes on him as Luiz welcomed him into the apartment. I yelled out the phone number while Luiz practically dialed the cordless phone for him, before pushing him into the bedroom for some privacy, and shut the door.

I was frozen to the spot. Ridge stood next to me and pulled me in for a hug. “My reporter sense is tingling,” he said, laughter in his eyes. “But you can tell me later. For now, I want to stroll through Paris with you and watch your face light up at every little thing you see.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. I’ve been thinking long and hard about things, Sarah Smith. And I think we should stay in Paris as long as you want. Will you miss your bookshop too much?”

“You’re going to stay?”

“Every minute, every hour, until you cluck your tongue and want some space.”

“But the…”

“The investors confirmed this morning. We’re good to go, and like I said, I can edit anywhere.”

“So I’ll be your tour guide?”

“I hope you’ll be all that and more…” He kissed me so softly on the lips and I swooned. Actually swooned like they do in the books. Here he was, my book boyfriend come to life.

We were interrupted by Pierre rushing from the room, his face shining. “She said yes!” he said. “She has always loved me. It’s not too late for us. This time the music will not get in the way!”

I smiled. He’d chosen his career which led to a lover and a baby. Ridge had chosen me. But Pierre got a second chance and my heart lifted with happiness for Sophie getting her happy ever after, finally.

Ridge wrapped his arm around me, pulling me close. We gazed at each other, the rest of the world fading.

It was true. Real love always finds a way.


If you loved The Little Bookshop on the Seine then turn the page for an exclusive extract from

A Gingerbread Café Christmas


Chapter One

Amazing Grace blares out from the speakers above me, and I cry, not delicate, pretty tears, but great big heaves that will puff up my eyes, like a blowfish. That song touches me, always has, always will. With one hand jammed well and truly up the turkey’s behind I sing those mellifluous words as if I’m preaching to a choir. Careful, so my tears don’t swamp the damn bird, I grab another handful of aromatic stuffing. My secret recipe: a mix of pork sausage, pecans, cranberries and crumbled corn bread. Punchy flavors that will seep into the flesh and make your heart sing. The song reaches its crescendo, and my tears turn into a fully-fledged blubber-fest. The doorbell jangles and I realize I can’t wipe my face with my messy hands. Frantic, I try and compose myself as best I can.

“Jesus Mother o’ Mary, ain’t no customers comin’ in here with this kinda carry-on! It’s been two years since that damn fool left you. When you gonna move on, my sweet cherry blossom?”

CeeCee. My only employee at the Gingerbread Café, a big, round, southern black woman, who tells it like it is. Older than me by a couple of decades, more like a second mother than anything. Bless her heart.

“Oh, yeah?” I retort. “How are you expecting me to move on? I still love the man.”

“He ain’t no man. A man wouldn’t never cheat on his wife. He’s a boy, playing at being a man.”

“You’re right there.” Still, it’s been two lonely years, and I ache for him. There’s no accounting for what the heart feels. I’m heading towards the pointy end of my twenties. By now, I should be raising babies like all the other girls in town, not baking gingerbread families in lieu of the real thing.

I’m distracted from my heartbreak by CeeCee cackling like a witch. She puts her hands on her hips, which are hidden by the dense parka she wears, and doubles over. While she’s hooting and hollering, I stare, unsure of what’s so damn amusing. “Are you finished?” I ask, arching my eyebrows.

This starts her off again, and she’s leg slapping, cawing, the whole shebang.

“It’s just…” She looks at me, and wipes her weeping eyes. “You look a sight. Your hand shoved so far up the rear of that turkey, like you looking for the meaning of life, your boohooing, this sad old music. Golly.”

“This is your music, CeeCee. Your gospel CD.”

She colors. “I knew that. It’s truly beautiful, beautiful, it is.”

“Thought you might say that.” I grin back. CeeCee’s church is the most important thing in her life, aside from her family, and me.

“Where we up to?” she says, taking off her parka, which is dusted white from snow. Carefully, she shakes the flakes into the sink before hanging her jacket on the coat rack by the fire.

“I’m stuffing these birds, and hoping to God someone’s going to buy them. Where’s the rush? Two and a bit weeks before Christmas we’re usually run off our feet.”

CeeCee wraps an apron around her plump frame. “It’ll happen, Lil. Maybe everyone’s just starting a little later this year, is all.” She shrugs, and goes to the sink to wash her hands.

“I don’t remember it ever being this quiet. No catering booked at all over the holidays, aside from the few Christmas parties we’ve already done. Don’t you think that’s strange?”

“So, we push the café more, maybe write up the chalkboard with the fact you’re selling turkeys already stuffed.” This provokes another gale of laughter.

“This is going to be you in a minute—” I indicate to the bird “—so I don’t see what’s so darn amusing.”

“Give me that bowl, then.”

We put the stuffing mix between us and hum along to Christmas music while we work. We decorated the café almost a month ago now. Winter has set in. The grey skies are a backdrop for our flashing Christmas lights that adorn the windows. Outside, snow drifts down coating the window panes and it’s so cozy I want to snuggle by the fire and watch the world go by. Glimmering red and green baubles hang from the ceiling, and spin like disco balls each time a customer blows in. A real tree holds up the corner; the smell from the needles, earth and pine, seeps out beneath the shiny decorations.

In pride of place, sitting squarely in the bay window, is our gingerbread house. It’s four feet high, with red and white candy-cane pillars holding up the thatched roof. There’s a wide chimney, decorated with green and red jelly beans, ready for Santa to climb down. And the white chocolate front door has a wreath made from spun sugar. In the garden, marshmallow snowmen gaze cheerfully out from under their hats. If you look inside the star-shaped window, you can see a gingerbread family sitting beside a Christmas tree. The local children come in droves to ogle it, and CeeCee is always quick to invite them in for a cup of cocoa, out of the cold.

I opened up the Gingerbread Café a few years back, but the town of Ashford is only a blip on the map of Connecticut, so I run a catering business to make ends meet. We cater for any party, large or small, and open the café during the week to sell freshly made cakes, pies, and whatever CeeCee’s got a hankering for. But we specialize in anything ginger. Gingerbread men, cookies, beverages, you name it, we’ve made it. You can’t get any more comforting than a concoction of golden syrup, butter, and ginger baking in the oven in the shape of little bobble-headed people. The smell alone will transport you back to childhood.

CeeCee’s the best pie maker I’ve ever known. They sell out as quickly as we can make them. But pies alone won’t keep me afloat.

“So, you hear anything about that fine-looking thing, from over the road?” CeeCee asks.

“What fine thing?”

She rolls her eyes dramatically. “Damon, his name is. The one opening up the new shop, remember? You know who I mean. We went over there to peek just the other day.”

“I haven’t heard boo about him. And who cares, anyhow?”

“You sure as hell wouldn’t be bent over dead poultry, leaking from those big blue eyes of yours, if he was snuggled in your bed at night.”

I gasp and pretend to be outraged. “CeeCee! Maybe you could keep him warm—you ever think of that?”

“Oh, my. If I was your age, I’d be over there lickety-split. But I ain’t and he might be just the distraction you need.”

“Pfft. The only distraction I need is for that cash register to start opening and closing on account of it filling with cold hard cash.”

“You could fix up those blond curls of yours, maybe paint your nails. You ain’t got time to dilly-dally. Once the girls in town catch on, he’s gonna be snapped right up,” says CeeCee, clicking her fingers.

“They can have him. I still love Joel.”

CeeCee shakes her head and mumbles to herself. “That’s about the dumbest thing I ever heard. You know he’s moved on.”

I certainly do. There’s no one in this small town of ours that doesn’t know. He sure as hell made a mockery of me. Childhood sweethearts, until twenty-three months, four days and, oh, five hours ago. He’s made a mistake, and he’ll come back, I just know it. Money’s what caused it, or lack thereof. He’s gone, hightailed it out of town with some redheaded bimbo originally from Kentucky. She’s got more money than Donald Trump, and that’s why if you ask me. We lost our house after his car yard went belly up, and I nearly lost my business.

“Lookie here,” CeeCee says. “I think we’re about to get our first customer.”

The doorbell jangles, and in comes Walt, who sells furniture across the way.

“Morning, ladies.” He takes off his almost-threadbare earmuff hat. I’ve never seen Walt without the damn thing, but he won’t hear a word about it. It’s his lucky hat, he says. Folks round here have all sorts of quirks like that.

“Hey, Walt,” I say. “Sure is snowing out there.”

“That it is. Mulled-wine weather if you ask me.”

CeeCee washes her hands, and dries them on her apron. “We don’t have none of that, but I can fix you a steaming mug of gingerbread coffee, Walt. Surely will warm those hands o’ yours. How’d you like that?”

“Sounds mighty nice,” he says, edging closer to the fire. The logs crackle and spit, casting an orange glow over Walt’s ruddy face.


Chapter Two

CeeCee mixes molasses, ginger, and cinnamon and a dash of baking soda. She sets it aside while she pours freshly brewed coffee into a mug. “You want cream and sugar, Walt?”

“Why not?” Walt says amiably.

CeeCee adds the molasses mix to the coffee, and dollops fresh cream on top, sprinkling a dash of ground cloves to add a bit of spice. “Mmm hmm, that’s about the best-looking coffee I ever seen. I’m going to have to make me one now.”

“So, I guess I’m stuffing these birds by myself?” I say, smiling.

“You got that right.” She winks at me, and walks to the counter handing Walt the mug. He nods his thanks and drinks deeply, smacking his lips together after each gulp.

“What can I get for you?” CeeCee asks.

“Janey sent me in for a ham, and a turkey, not too big but not too little, neither.” He rubs his belly for emphasis.

“Sure thing,” CeeCee says. “How’s about one with Lil’s special stuffing? Janey won’t need to do a thing, ’cept put it in the oven, and baste it a few times.”

“Yeah? Then maybe we’ll have a peaceful Christmas morning.”

“Doubt that,” CeeCee says. “If she can’t get all het up at her husband Christmas Day, it just ain’t Christmas.”

“You think?” Walt tilts his head, and smiles. “So, you girls still busy, what with the new guy, an’ all?”

I look sharply at Walt. “What do you mean?”

“I heard he’s selling turkeys and hams, just like you.”

“Say what!” CeeCee says, barely audible with her head pushed deep into the chest fridge. All I see is her denim-clad rump poking out.

“What, you don’t know?” Walt says and averts his eyes suddenly sheepish.

“But I thought he was a small goods shop?” My heart hammers — the last thing I need is more competition.

“Yeah, he is—what did you think small goods was?”

I sigh inwardly. “Well, small goods, with an emphasis on the small —”

CeeCee butts in. “Maybe a few cheeses, some o’ that fancy coffee. What, he gonna start making gingerbread houses too now, and pumpkin pies, and whatnot?” She places her hands on her hips, and is getting up a full head of steam. “That just ain’t how we do business round here.”

Walt scratches the back of his neck. “I thought you knew. He’s been advertising in the paper…”

I castigate myself for not being more observant, but I don’t want to make Walt feel any more uncomfortable than he already is.

“That’s OK, Walt. I might have a little chat with him, later on. CeeCee made a nice batch of apple pies yesterday. I’m going to give you one for Janey. You tell her we appreciate her custom, OK?”

CeeCee adds a pie to the box with Walt’s ham and turkey. “Nice big chunks of apple, too. You make sure you heat it up first, OK?”

He takes his wallet out and hands CeeCee some cash. “Thank you, girls. She surely will appreciate that.”

“You have a good Christmas, if we don’t see you before,” I say, nodding to him.

“Same goes for you. And thanks, I hope you sort it all out.”

“Don’t you even think of it,” CeeCee says.

We wait for Walt to leave, and I expel a pent-up breath. “Well, no wonder!” I pace the floor and silently curse my own stupidity.

CeeCee wrings her hands on a tea towel. “Lookie here, maybe he just don’t know. You should go on over there and tell him.”

“How can he not know? It’s a small town—any idiot can work it out. You think he’s going to start catering too?”

I walk to the window and stare out. There he is, waving like a fool. At me. I glare at him and stomp back to the bench. “He’s trying to make nice. Well, that won’t wash. I’m going over there to tell him what I think of him!”

CeeCee sighs. “Wait, don’t go over there and have a hissy fit. That ain’t gonna help matters.”

“He’s got no business stealing our customers. And I’m going to tell him that.”

I bundle my apron, fling it on a table, and march out of the shop. The cold air stings my skin, and I rue the fact I didn’t put my jacket on. Damon sees me coming, and smiles; his big brown puppy-dog eyes look kindly at me, but that doesn’t stop me for a minute. He’s a shark. A charlatan. And I’m going to tell him so.

He walks out to the stoop of his shop. “Hey,” he says, sweet as pie. “I was going to come over and introduce myself this afternoon.”

“Who do you think you are?” I stuff my hands into the pockets of my jeans, and resist the urge to stamp my foot.

“Sorry?” His forehead creases, adding to his rugged good looks. He sure can play the innocent, all right.

“You think you can just move into town and steal my customers? Don’t think I don’t know what you’re doing!” The street comes alive as shoppers stop to watch. This’ll be spread round town before I’m even done talking.

He looks truly bamboozled, but I know it’s an act. I’ve seen plenty of men like him. He’s dressed like some kind of cowboy, tight denim jeans that hug in all the right places, a red checker shirt, unbuttoned one too many buttons, exposing his chest. This infuriates me. Good looks like that, he’s going to be popular and I’m going to suffer for it. I can see the ladies of this town, frocking up, smearing all kinds of gloop on their faces, while they parade around his shop, pretending to be interested in whatever it is he’s selling.

“I’m really not following, ah, Miss…” He rubs a hand through his sandy blond hair, which is too darn long for a man.

“Name’s Lily, and you don’t fool me, mister. Not for a minute.”

“What are you talking about now? What have I done?” He grins; he actually grins.

“You’ve been selling turkeys. And Christmas hams! God only knows what else. You’re using your looks to get the ladies in this town to spend their hard-earned money in your shop, and putting me out of business in the meantime.”

“My looks?”

It’s all I can do not to huff. “So, you’ve got nothing to say for yourself?”

He kicks the slushy ice on the pavement, as if he’s trying to formulate some kind of lie.

“I’m sorry if I caused you this…upset. But I own a shop, and I sell all kinds of things for Christmas. I never thought it would affect you. Surely, there’s enough room for both of us?”

“No, there darn well isn’t! And I’m going to make sure you’re not open long enough to find out, anyway.” I spin on my heel and head back to the shop.

He calls out behind me, “I’m starting up cooking classes, Miss Lily. You want to book in to one?”

That stops me in my tracks. Shivering from the elements, I turn back, hovering in the middle of the road. “You what?”

He smirks at me, and for a moment I see my future — an empty shop. There’s no way the ladies of this town will be able to resist him.

“I said, I’m starting cooking classes. You want to come to one?”

“Are you trying to bankrupt me?”

He rubs his chin, and widens those big brown eyes of his. “No. I’m just trying to earn a living.”

My eyes are blazing, but I try to smile and act more confident than I feel. “You go on and do that, then. We’ll see who is still in business by the new year.”

Cars honk at me blocking their way. With their headlights trained on me I suddenly feel under the spotlight. I race back inside the shop, my hands shaking as if I’ve got the DTs.

“You gonna catch your death going outside like that!” CeeCee says. “Go warm up by the fire. Look at you, so white I’m gonna call you Casper.”

I’m so worked up, I haven’t realized I’m covered in snowflakes. My teeth chatter, as if they’re holding a one-way conversation. I rush towards the grate, my hands outstretched to the flames.

“So? What’d he say?” CeeCee frowns, and massages her temples.

I rub my hands together, and turn my back to the fire. “You’re not going to believe it. He’s going to start cooking classes!”

CeeCee’s face relaxes and she laughs. “That boy know he good-lookin’.”

“Do you think it’ll affect us?”

“Not likely, but who knows? I think we need to have some kinda sale up in here.”

We look towards the window and gaze across. His shop is filled with customers. “Would you look at that?” I point to a small itty-bitty woman. “Rosaleen’s over there, and in her church clothes.” I knew this would get to CeeCee.

“I don’t believe it. Church clothes on a Wednesday.”

Before I know it, CeeCee is out front. “Hey, Rosaleen, shouldn’t you be supporting members of your congregation?” she hollers over.

Rosaleen looks at us, her face pinched. “He is a part of our congregation. I already asked him.”

CeeCee shakes her head and tuts, before walking back inside. “Dressed up like that, trying to impress him, at her age, no less.” She harrumphs. “Right, sugar plum. What we gonna discount? Most o’ those folk so tight they squeak. If we offer cut-price goods, they’ll be back over here with their tail between their legs.”

“Good idea. I’ll get the blackboard, and we can write it up and face it directly towards his shop.”

We giggle like schoolgirls, and I smile. We’ll win, I know it. We have to. There aren’t enough customers in this town for both of us.
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