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‘It is too rash, too unadvised, too sudden;’

Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet

Friday, July 15th, 1966. Paris.

The flock of middle-aged and older women in front of me in the small neighbourhood boulangerie looked and sounded like frowsy laying hens. For the most part, they were plain of face, stout of build, and not in the least fashionably dressed. In short, they seemed the counterpoint to Parisian chic; housewives and working women who formed the true backbone of French society.

In a few moments, with their immediate needs satisfied, the crowd would thin, but my reluctance to join in the scrum surpassed my desire to buy my supper baguette. Those women all looked well-padded around the ribs, and my skinny body would be no match for their experienced elbows and shoulders. The harassed counter staff did their best to resolve who should be first, or next, or wait at the back of the bunch for service. Years of shopping experience had ingrained the truth that the best of the offerings would already be in some other underserving woman’s shopping bag and on its way out the door by the time the last of them reached the counter. Being taller than most and without needing to stand on tiptoe to see over their heads, it was as plain as daylight that plenty of baguettes remained. No need, therefore, for me to be rude or pushy. 

The Boulangerie-Patisserie Rive Gauche occupied part of the ground floor of an old building off the Boulevard St. Germain, and the door looked as old as the building. The putty around the glass had dried to fine grit. The layers of once-green paint had cracked and flaked over the decades until most of the door and window frame was bare, weathered wood. As each shopper discovered, the door stuck in the warped frame and needed a tug before it would close. 

A heavy-set woman bustled past me without a word of apology. With a bad-tempered shove, she pushed the door and left it ajar, with the second half of the bell’s tinkle remaining unsounded. In her wake, heady aromas floated from behind the counter where baguettes, flutes, bâtards and brioches fresh from the oven sat cooling on racks. The smell of decadent sweet pastries filled with vanilla custard and crème fraîche, covered with almond flakes or stuffed with candied peel and coated with a thin glacé topping drifted to my place on the doorstep. Devilish temptations of melted butter, cinnamon, nutmeg, brown sugar, and honey emerged from out of the complex swirl of fragrances. The undiluted wealth of heaven lay only steps away, on the racks behind the counter staff, but as far from my reach as the stars. Student poverty ruled against any such mouth-watering indulgences as surely as a judge’s unwelcome verdict. 

The undiluted smells of Paris —of Gauloise Disque Bleu cigarette smoke, charcuterie, dark, French coffee, absinthe and apértifs—drifted from the café on the corner through the open bakery door. The entrance to the Épicerie et Charcuterie Balzac next to the bakery opened with a clatter, and an elderly man clutching a paper bag appeared on the step. The old man looked both ways, as furtively as if he were a mouse, then scurried across the narrow cobblestone street in his bedroom slippers as if the cat were chasing him, and he disappeared through an archway. Before someone closed the charcuterie door, my nose identified the aromatic mixture of salami, ham and cheeses dragged into the evening air in the invisible eddy left by the little man’s haste. Why could my native Prague never smell this delightful?

Three years in Paris had taught me that here was a city alive with promise. In contrast, Prague always smelled of boiled cabbage from the orphanage kitchen and sour beer spilling from the run-down bar across the road. And always, shortages of many essential items Parisians took for granted. Looking back, my farewell to grey buildings, grey food and grey nuns three years ago had been bittersweet. The nuns had been kind in my eighteen years in the orphanage, but other, younger children, clamoured for my place. My future stretched before me though its course resembled more the now-knotted ribbon I had received as a Christmas gift years before rather than a straight path. 

Armed with a student visa in my passport, Paris had been my destination of choice and the Sorbonne University my immediate destination. Paris, naturally, meant being student-poor, but there had been even less of everything, most of all hope, in Prague. But, like the tantalizing aromas filling my nose, hope did not fill my stomach. Which meant a baguette, perhaps only a demi-baguette, would have to suffice to go with the charcuterie, soft, ripe Camembert cheese, sweet Normandy butter, tomato and lettuce from Chez Balzac already in my shopping bag. And not to forget mayonnaise that came in a tube without Russian lettering. My stomach growled with an emptiness only the hungry know. It was Friday, the start of le weekend. 

That evening, the safest place in the boulangerie was the back near the door, away from the crush of women still clucking like upset hens disturbed by invading pigeons intent on stealing their scraps. Behind me, the bell above the door rang with a dull tinkle. A young man pulled open the door and tugged on the doorknob to close it behind him. He took a step backwards, did an ungainly half-pirouette, and tripped on the step into the bakery. He staggered and ploughed headfirst past me, towards the cluster of shoppers jostling by the counter. His face hit the floor, and he lay dazed, face down. The women stopped talking, regarding the spectacle with disapproval on their faces before they quickly returned to their shopping. 

The young man stirred and pushed himself to his knees, pulled a grubby cotton handkerchief from his pocket and held it to his face. Then pulled the handkerchief away and stared at the cloth, smudged with spots of fresh blood.

“Bugger,” he mumbled. “At least it’s not broken. And my teeth are all still there.”

“You are English? Or American?”

He didn’t answer but gazed about as if searching for the source of the voice. My long blond braids dangled in front of his eyes and the paintbrush end of one braid brushed his face. 

“Rapunzel?” he said.

“Rapunzel? Is that the name of your girlfriend?”

He shook his head.

“Sprechen Sie Deutsch?’”

“Nein,” he said. Then, “Non. Pardon. Je m’excuse, mais...,” He stopped speaking for a moment and looked around, glassy-eyed. “I’m terrible at French, and I don’t speak a word of German.”

“Do you speak English?”

“Yes.”

“Moi aussi. If you are English, we will speak English, and you can tell me about Rapunzel.” 

“I’m sorry. For a moment, I thought you were Rapunzel, you know, the girl in the fairy tale. Because of your long braids. But now I realize this isn’t a fairy tale, and whoever you are, you aren’t Rapunzel, and wherever we are, we’re not in a castle. Where are we?”

“We are in the Boulangerie-Pâtisserie Rive Gauche in Paris.” 

He peered at my face. “I thought all French girls wore makeup,” he said. “You’re not wearing any.” 

That was true. Like most days in my life, there had been no need to wear makeup that morning. My clothing for the warm mid-July day was a loose-fitting, pale pink cotton blouse with white appliqués around the collar, on my shoulders and down the front. My blouse was tucked into a calf-length, pale blue cotton skirt done up the front above the knees with large white buttons. A thin gold necklace, my only item of jewelry, dangled from my neck. The small, plain gold crucifix attached to it nestled in what little cleavage God had thought sufficient for my needs. 

The front of my blouse gaped open, presenting an unintended and unobstructed view of my front stretching from my neck to my waist. The young man blinked a few times before averting his eyes. His cheeks turned red. No man had ever seen me like that, not even as a child. A quick, firm rebuff always greeted those few who had tried.

“You have such a friendly smile,” he said. “And I love the freckles on your nose.” 

It was my turn to blush and, too late but not before he had had a good look before I hastily flattened my blouse to my chest.  

“You are real,” he said. “And thank you for being so kind. I don’t wish to seem rude, but when you smile at me, I dissolve like a sugar cube in a cup of tea.” He clamped his mouth shut. “I’m sorry,” he said after a moment of embarrassed silence. “I’ve never said anything like that before to anyone. I have offended you. Please forgive me, but in case anyone hasn’t told you before, you are the most beautiful girl, I mean woman, I have ever seen, let alone met, anywhere.” He paused, the silence interrupted by a sniff. 

He let me take the grubby handkerchief from his hand in exchange for a wad of tissues from my shopping bag. “Here. These might be better. They are unused.” My smile seemed to reassure him, and we concentrated on stemming the slight flow of blood that trickled from his nose. My hand stroked his long curly hair as if he were still a little boy with a scraped knee. My tummy tingled at the touch.

My young man—mine, for even after only a few moments together, he no longer belonged to anyone else—tried to stand, but his legs were still shaky. Finally, he took the offer of my outstretched hand, and between us, we hauled him to his feet. He did not resist or try to shake me off but held on to me for support until he could stand by himself. This took longer than I anticipated but holding onto him felt infinitely better than any previous experience. Another delicious tingle shivered through my tummy.

“I came in to buy a baguette for my supper,” he said in a weak voice. His face turned white again, and he looked to be on the point of going wobbly-legged on me. The need to hold on to him tightly became more imperative than ever.

Once he seemed able to stand unassisted, he said, “Oui, une baguette. See? I do have a little French. You have that effect on me.” 

“A baguette is too big for one person. It is meant to be shared. Do you have someone to share it with?”

He shook his head. “I planned to finish the rest for my breakfast tomorrow before I leave.”

“No one leaves Paris unless they have to. Where are you going? Back to England?”

“To Istanbul.” 

“Oh.” My shoulders sagged. 

“I’m heading for Turkey before I go back to London and start my first job in September.” 

“I see.” 

He wrinkled his nose and winced.

“Merci,” he said through watery eyes. “I can manage now.” 

“You still look pale. Stay here. Like you, I came to buy a baguette for my supper. I already have everything else I need. Please say you will share it with me.”

He grabbed hold of the door frame and took a deep breath. “If..., if you’re sure.”  

“I am sure. It will be good to have company.”

“But you don’t know anything about me.”

“I’m a good judge of character. Besides, a young Englishman alone in Paris needs company. It is only for one evening. Then tomorrow, you will be gone on your great adventure. Stay here.”

I elbowed my way through the surprised scrum of shoppers and moments later returned with my prize, a warm baguette, in my hand.

“Why have the French never learned to queue properly, in a civilized manner like Englishmen?” he said and spread his arms wide.

“Because, by the grace of God and La Manche, which you English insist on calling the English Channel, we are not English. And that was bad-mannered of me. So, my turn to apologize to you. Sorry.”

“No need. Point taken. I, we, deserve it. A bottle of wine with dinner?” he said. “Please let me buy it.”

“D’accord. I am a poor student, and you don’t have to impress me. Five, no four francs maximum.

He disappeared into the Charcuterie et Épicerie Balzac next door and emerged moments later with a bottle of Beaujolais. “I should introduce myself properly if we’re to have dinner together. I’m James Stafford,” he said, offering his hand, all very English. “From High Wycombe. That’s near London. Everyone calls me Jack.”

“Gabrielle Nowak. From Prague. You may call me Gaby.”

“You speak excellent English.”

“I studied French and English at the Sorbonne. My ambition is to become an interpreter one day.”

“My French is awful.”

“So you said.”

“I barely passed the exam after five years of grammar school.” 

“Bon. Tonight, we will speak only English. Tomorrow? Who knows? Come. We can walk. My apartement is not far.”

“My car is just around the corner.”

“Then we will ride in your car. As it is summer, half of the tenants at my building are away. You can use their parking space overnight.” 

Overnight? He could hardly have missed the implication—an invitation to stay the night, to sleep with me. “That is if you have nowhere else to stay.” 

He lowered his voice until it was barely audible above the background traffic noise. 

“We have only just met. If you’re suggesting what I think you’re suggesting, to refuse would be a huge insult.” 

It was only one night. Jack would leave for Istanbul in the morning, and we would never see each other again. But, if Jack slept with me, he would be the first man to do so, my first lover, the one to remember forever. Not that he was unusually handsome, but he had a certain quality about him that intrigued me as no man had ever before. God understood and had sent Jack to me to be my lifelong love, my forever companion.

“I can’t imagine why the most beautiful woman in France, probably the whole world, would want me to, well, you know, spend the night with me.”

“And who else should decide what I want and who I want to be with?”

“Certainly. But I didn’t come prepared.”

“What do you mean, prepared?”

“It would be best if, you know, you don’t become pregnant because of me.”

“That is very noble of you. But you need not worry.”

“If you’re sure. But suppose you change your mind about me staying past bedtime.”

“Then I will ask you to leave, and you will be a proper English gentleman and understand that a woman may change her mind if she wishes.”

“With regrets but realizing it’s my fault you chucked me out.”

We walked the short distance from the boulangerie to Jack’s car, which he’d left beneath a No Parking sign. When we reached it, he hesitated and gave me a penetrating look. 

“What? Do you think there is some, what is the English, un piège? A catch?” I said.

“You look too innocent for anything like that.”

“That is because I am innocent in those matters.”

“Nothing remotely like this has ever happened to me before. So, I have to ask myself, why me out of all the good-looking young men in Paris?”

“It is fate, or God’s will, that we have come together on a warm night in Paris. We are both alone. Besides, you are handsome. And young. And exotique.”

“Exotic? I’m English. That’s the opposite of exotic.”

“Exotique means you are not French. French men are rude and arrogant.”

“I thought that was what the French thought of the English.”

“That’s true. But I am Czech. Perhaps I should reconsider inviting you to my apartement for dinner.”

Jack took a deep breath. “I apologize for upsetting you. I don’t want to take advantage of you. But, if you’re sure, I’d love to be with you for as long as you like. Besides, you have bought the baguette. It would be a shame for half of it to go to waste. Do you forgive me?”

“There is nothing to forgive. Are you going to unlock your car and let me in?”

Jacked pulled his car keys from a pocket and unlocked the doors.

“You may be assured that I am just a friendly Parisian girl doing her best to make you comfortable after you hit your face on the floor.”

“I’ve had worse on the rugby pitch, and no angel ever came to my rescue.”

“An angel? The devil made me ask you. And you are the devil. You tempted me, and I couldn’t resist you. That’s because of my Catholic upbringing.”

Jack intercepted my surreptitious glance and touched the smear of blood that had dried on his top lip. He licked a finger and rubbed it away. Apart from that, James Stafford of High Wickham, England, looked to have showered and shaved before leaving wherever he was staying in Paris. Even his aftershave smelled good to me. His hand squeezed mine for a second after he had started the engine. With his touch, another delicious tingle ran the length of my spine and settled in my stomach. Goosebumps dotted my arms. I was about to be very, very naughty, and it both thrilled and scared me at the same time. It had been three years since my last confession in Prague. Whatever we got up to tonight, I didn’t plan to go tonight or next Friday either. 

“What’s your address?” Jack said as he disengaged my hand and put the car in gear. “Lead on, Macduff. Direct me.”
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‘What’s past is prologue.’

Shakespeare, The Tempest

“Who is Macduff?”

“A character in a Shakespeare play. Macbeth, I think. One of them anyway.”  

As Jack drove off, he didn’t seem about to change his mind about parking at my apartment building overnight. Only time would tell if he would continue to be on his best behaviour, an ambassador for English manhood in every way. The rumour was that English lovers were no good, but the word had only reached me from French men, who may be jealous and unreliable.

Jack parked the car in a reserved spot behind my apartment building and helped me out of the car. “Which way?” he said.

“Don’t you have a valise? Or a sac à dos?”

“A suitcase? Only a backpack, but I didn’t want to presume. I mean, if you’re sure.”

“I invited you. Did you hear me take it back?”

He shook his head. 

“Bring your backpack and stay the night. I want you to. Anywhere less, such as a hostel, is uncivilized, and in Paris, we are the definition of civilization. You must surely know that by now. Come.” Dutifully, he took my outstretched hand and allowed me to lead the way up the three flights of creaky stairs, lugging his backpack behind him.

My apartment was little more than a large room on the third floor of a building a short walk from the Seine. The old mansion, dating back to the early nineteenth century and converted to mainly student accommodation, had no elevator, and we arrived outside my apartment door slightly out of breath. I unlocked the door, pushed it open and beckoned to Jack to follow. 

“It is not much,” I said, closing the door behind him and shutting the world out. “But it is enough for a student.” Jack cast a glance around the room. Two seconds, perhaps three at the most, and he had completed his visual inspection. My double bed occupied one end of the room, a small table and two chairs spilled out from the kitchenette, and a two-seat sofa filled the bay window. Beige, lightly patterned wallpaper covered the walls, and the woodwork needed a coat of paint. But the nuns had insisted on cleanliness being next to godliness, and the ingrained habit of keeping what little personal space I had at the orphanage clean, neat and tidy had not deserted me. “The bathroom for the floor is at the end of the hall. And I have a tiny kitchen.” 

Jack stood by the door, looking as if he were unsure about staying the night. Had we both made a hasty decision? Faced with a man in my apartment, which had never happened before, had an impulse overridden good judgement? And what of the consequences? 

“I have lived here for three years. I have never invited a man to my apartment before.” I glanced at the apartment door. It was not too late to change my mind, but I was confident he would not force the issue. He said he would leave if asked. 

“I don’t cook much.” Though true, my statement came out sounding defensive and apologetic. “During the term, I eat at the university cafeteria. In the holidays, it is mostly like this.” I held up the shopping bag of groceries, then set it down on the kitchen counter. Jack smiled—an infectious, boyish grin beneath his shock of curly, dark hair. That smile broke the ice. My indecision dissolved, like Jack’s sugar cube in his cup of tea. His relaxed body language said, ‘You can trust me.’

“Like me when I was at university,” Jack said. “But I had a landlady who cooked breakfast and dinner every day for me. And I was home during the holidays. By the way, I hope you don’t mind if we speak English. I’m absolutely rubbish at speaking French.”

“So you have said, twice. English is fine. I can practice with you, a real Englishman.”

Jack nodded.

“I graduated in June, so my scholarship has finished, and my student visa expires in September. I also have a part-time job that the Government doesn’t know about tutoring English. It is enough to make up for the scholarship.”

“Then what?”

“I have plans for when my visa expires, but I don’t want to go back to Prague.”

“Why not? Your family must be there. Don’t you want to see them in the summer or at Christmas?”

I crossed the room and stared out of the window with my back to Jack without offering an explanation.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I shouldn’t have pried. We don’t know each other. I just thought you wouldn’t want to stay here on your own over the holidays.”

We fell silent for a moment. 

“I’m sorry,” he said again. “I didn’t mean to upset you. Perhaps it’s best if I leave.” 

When Jack didn’t say anything more, I turned away from the window to face him and let my arms fall to my side. He took a step towards his backpack and picked it up.

Jack deserved an explanation, as difficult as that was for me. “My family died in the gas chambers, all of them as far as I know. I was born in Theresienstadt concentration camp near Prague in nineteen forty-four, five months before the Russians liberated it. My mother died of typhus a week after the liberation. I have no idea who my father was.”

“Does that mean you’re Jewish?”

“Does that matter?”

“Not to me.”

“You are surprised because, with my blond hair and blue eyes, I don’t look Jewish?”  

“Frankly, yes. And the crucifix.”

My hand went to my neck and covered the small gold cross. “My grandparents on both sides belonged to the German-speaking minority in Czechoslovakia. Many in the Jewish community there had blue eyes and fair, even red hair. I don’t think there can be any left.”

“How do you know all this?”

Jack studied his shoes and waited for my answer. 

“The Nazis kept meticulous records, most of which they failed to destroy before they surrendered, so growing up in a Catholic orphanage in Prague, I suspected I was an orphan.” My small, hollow laugh seemed to catch Jack by surprise. “I shouldn’t make jokes. We all knew why we were there. The nuns made no secret of it. 

“Since I left the orphanage to come to Paris, I searched with the help of the Simon Wiesenthal Centre in Vienna. My name on my original birth certificate is Sarah Goldberg, the daughter of Naomi Goldberg. Someone wrote my father’s name as ‘Unknown.’ The nuns brought me up Catholic, naturally, and gave me the name Gabrielle Nowak.”

“Why those names?”

“Gabrielle after the archangel. Nowak is a common Czech name. It just means ‘New’ in English. You know, ‘The new girl?’ It’s been my name on my identity card for twenty-one years. It is who I am, who I have been all my life after the first few weeks. I see no reason to change it now. My past is history. My future is here.” 

“I have never met any Jewish people before. They’re not thick on the ground in High Wycombe. I honestly don’t know what to say.” 

“There is no need to apologize. I have never felt any different from anyone else. I don’t know what it is like to be Jewish. I am on my own here, surrounded by Catholics and atheists and, yes, a few Jews who belong to all different races and nationalities. I’m Czech and Jewish by birth, Catholic by upbringing, and after the last three years, as much French as anything by inclination. And now I don’t know whether I want to be Jewish or Catholic. I can’t be both. I don’t know what to believe—if anything.” 

“Sometimes it’s best not to know,” Jack said. “I don’t know if I’d want to.” 

We fell into an awkward silence. “I didn’t know how you would react,” I said at last. “Or me. You are the only person who knows. Now we have something to share, like a baguette. Please, you must stay. I’m not offended. Leave your backpack there. We have spoken enough of the past. Let’s eat supper. How is your nose?”

“I’ll live.” He grinned. “What can I do to help?”

In three bouncy steps, I had a drawer pulled open in the small, rickety dresser. “You can pour some wine,” I said over my shoulder, holding out a corkscrew. “There are glasses in the kitchen cupboard. You can’t miss them. There are only two.” His puzzled expression caused me to laugh. “I have at least two of everything. The apartement came furnished with glasses and cutlery and crockery, but the linen is mine.” I set two placemats on the small table while Jack busied himself with drawing the cork and pouring the wine. By the time he placed the two glasses on the table, the bread, charcuterie, and cheese and a candle stuck in an empty, straw-wrapped Chianti bottle were ready. 

“Sit,” I said, putting a match to the candle. “Eat. Dîner à deux à lueur de bougie.” Jack raised an eyebrow. “Dinner for two by candlelight. It is supposed to be romantic, like in a Bohemian restaurant, only without the violin player. And I have no violin music for my gramophone, only Françoise Hardy and Johnny Halliday. And Ray Charles. After we will talk and you will tell me all about Jack Stafford of High Wycombe, England. And then we will decide what to do.” 

We ate the baguette slowly and drank our Beaujolais, and chatted about inconsequential things until we drained the last of the bottle. “I have another,” I said. “For special occasions and emergencies. Nicolas, Vieux Ceps. There are worse.”

“Is this a special occasion or an emergency?”

“It is only an emergency if I decide it is. Otherwise, it is a special occasion. We are the occasion, and you are special. It is only a litre of vin ordinaire if we get thirsty later. Let us sit on the sofa. It is more comfortable. We can wash the dishes in the morning. It will only take two minutes.” There. It was out—again—my intention confirmed less than subtly.

Clutching his hand in mine, Jack had no choice but to accompany me the three or four steps across the room to the sofa. I had to let go of him to draw the curtain over the window, shutting out the darkness and sounds of the Paris evening, and turn on the lava lamp. “Sit.” I patted the sofa beside me, kicked off my Birkenstocks and wedged my feet beneath my bum. “See? Beaucoup plus comfortable. Even an Englishman understands this is much more comfortable.”

Jack sat close enough that his breath fanned my cheek. His nose twitched.

“Your perfume,” he said. “It smells more delightful than the aroma that came from the charcuterie or the boulangerie, and if I may say so, infinitely more seductive.”

The air seemed to crackle between us as if charged with electricity.

“It is Chanel Number Five.” 

Jack’s eyebrows arched.

“You think because it is expensive, it was from a lover?”

He frowned and tried to edge away, but it was only a two-seater. “Oh,” he managed in a disappointed voice.

I pulled him closer and whispered, “I have never had a lover. I had no one to buy me a present for my twenty-first birthday. I spent the evening alone in my apartement studying for a test.” I wrinkled my nose. “I live alone by choice. A lover would only get in the way of my studies. And they are so demanding, n’est-ce pas?”

“Lovers or studies?”

“Both.”

“I wouldn’t know about lovers. I’ve never had a girlfriend for more than two or three months, and they never interrupted my study. They always moved on to someone else, and I ended up back where I started. Like you, tout seul. See? I’m getting better at French already. It must be your influence.”

“How is your poor nose? I should kiss it better. Isn’t that what you say in England?” I kissed him lightly on the side of the nose. “There. It was not so bad, was it?”

“Rather nice.”

“Jack?”

“Yes?” He furrowed his brow. 

“There is the other bottle. It is in the cupboard above the sink.”

“Right. I thought you were going to invite me to take a long walk off a short pier.”

“A what? I don’t understand the expression.”

“That you wanted me to leave and that inviting me to share dinner was not a good idea after all. And I wouldn’t blame you one bit.”

“Au contraire. It is the best idea I have had all day.”

Jack rose, retrieved the bottle and corkscrew, and returned with the two glasses. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m not sure which is yours.”

“It doesn’t matter. I have kissed your nose. You can drink from my wine glass. If you are concerned, I can wash the glasses.”

“No need. I don’t mind. And this is a big bottle.”  

“We don’t have to drink it all tonight.”

“I had enough over Bastille Day to understand why the French complain about their livers.” He drew the cork and poured two glasses. “Santé,” he said and raised his glass.

“Cheers.” I took a sip and put my wine glass down. “Jack?”

“Yes?”

“You may put your arm around me if you like.”

“Are you sure?” His Adam’s apple bobbed when he swallowed. “I’d like that.” He draped an arm around my shoulders and pulled me gently to his chest. In return, I kissed him on the cheek. “I have kissed you twice, Jack. Don’t you want to kiss me?”

“I didn’t want to presume. I didn’t think you would want me to so soon after we met. It’s only been a couple of hours.”

“Isn’t that long enough for a girl to know?”

“Well, gosh, yes. I mean, I wanted to kiss you from the moment I first saw you. I was afraid you would think me pushy and presumptuous.”

“You should not presume, Jack. But sometimes a girl likes to be pushed a little.”

“Like now?”

“Like now.”

He leaned towards me and touched his lips against mine. The word ‘éphémère’ sprang to my mind, much superior to fleeting in English. I had read it somewhere in a novel in a French literature class but never used it. Jack drew back with an expression in his eyes that I could not interpret. I pulled his head firmly towards me and parted my lips, letting my tongue explore his in a fierce, passionate embrace that continued for longer than I could remember a kiss lasting in any film I’d seen. We broke apart breathlessly, staring at each other with serious expressions on our faces. The seriousness dissolved in a fit of giggles and another long kiss ending with Jack’s hand halfway up my thigh. 

I ended the kiss first and pushed Jack away playfully. “You must tell me a little about yourself,” I said, smoothing my skirt and leaning back with my hands behind my head, conscious of my breasts flattened against my chest. A blouse button popped undone. “Before I let you kiss me again.”

Jack removed his hand from my thigh, but I grabbed it and replaced it. “C’est bon. I like it when you do that. But no higher.” A second skirt button had come undone by now, with no attempt on my part to do up either. I had made my decision in the boulangerie and confirmed it over charcuterie and wine: my innocence was mine to give, his to receive but not to take. Jack looked away at the table with our dinner plates still on top, and the candle burnt more than halfway down. 

“It is getting late.”

“And I have to leave first thing tomorrow morning,” Jack said.

“But you will stay for breakfast? At a café.” In the silence that followed, the room seemed once more charged with static electricity. I dared not touch anything, least of all Jack, for fear of electrocuting both of us. A surge of adrenalin pumped through me.

He swallowed noisily. “If you ask me.”

“I want you to stay for breakfast. There. I have said it. I don’t want you to leave. Not until you must.”

“You’re not like any other woman I have met.”

“Have you met many?”

“I told you. A handful. And how many Englishmen have you met?”  

I counted on my fingers, mouthing the numbers in French, then laughed. “Like you, some. Students at the university mostly, but I have never let an Englishman put his hand on my thigh.”

I leaned forward to rub my shin. My braids fell over my breasts, and the top of my blouse gaped as it had in the boulangerie. Jack sucked in his breath and held it while he gazed down my blouse at the smooth skin of my breasts. I glanced sideways with a hint of a smile. Jack turned his head away, but not before the colour rose to his cheeks. 

Jack glanced over at the bed. 

“It is not very comfortable,” I said, following his gaze. “There is a lump in the middle and two hollows where people have slept.” 

Jack’s smile vanished. “That was before I had this apartement,” I said hurriedly. “It came furnished. I have never shared it with anyone.”  

I stood and took a step back. Jack made to get up.

“Reste là,”
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