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Synopsis

It's summer in Paris, 1972. Frenchwoman Eva Laroche
wants to pass her bar exams and get a good job as a trial attorney,
but she's working as a tour guide to pay off debts. American beauty
Brigitte Green wants to find a new home in Paris and forget her
past that haunts her with vivid waking dreams. Though the beauty of
Paris and the magic of its rich feminist culture draw them ever
closer, a secret from Brigitte's past life threatens to destroy
their chance for a future together. Can their fragile love flourish
in the City of Light?
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Chapter One

New Orleans

February 14, 1972

 


Brigitte Green lounged quietly on Rosa Rios’s
overstuffed burgundy love seat—one leg tucked under her and both
arms wrapped around her other leg—and gazed at Rosa. She’d gained
more than a few pounds lately, and the silver streak in the bangs
of her shoulder-length black hair definitely hadn’t been there
years ago, when Brigitte first knew her. But she still found Rosa
alluring.

“Have you thought about finding someone special in
your life, little one?” Rosa asked from her armchair near the gas
space heater across the room. Strange. Rosa seldom sat still.
Instead, she hustled around the apartment, large brown eyes
snapping up every detail, constantly offering Brigitte a piece of
freshly baked chocolate cake or a glass of merlot. Now she offered
only advice. “You’re thirty-five. Time for you to quit
working.”

Brigitte had loved Rosa since she was five and had
lived with her since she was eighteen, after her grandmother died.
Rosa was aunt, older sister, and mother to her.

“I’m mostly content with things the way they are,”
Brigitte said.

Rosa frowned. “Stop kidding yourself.”

“Well. Maybe you’re halfway right. As always.” She
glanced down at her carefully manicured toenails. She needed to
repair the chipped paint on her big toe.

“Of course I am.” Rosa shifted her weight and
settled into her favorite chair even more thoroughly. “And you
should listen to me.”

“Come to think of it, maybe I should get out of New
Orleans.” She snapped her fingers. “I know—I’ll quit working, go to
Paris, and find the love of my life.” Brigitte picked up the cup of
steaming hot chocolate Rosa had brought her and entertained the
fantasy.

“That’s exactly what you should do.” Rosa wasn’t
smiling. Her brown eyes bored into Brigitte.

She laughed. “Yeah. Like I’d ever leave you.” She
sipped her chocolate.

Rosa held out her chubby hands to the gas heater,
warming them. “No. I mean it.” She pointed at the book that lay
beside Brigitte on the couch. “After all, you’ve done a great job
learning to read and speak French. You should get along fine in
Paris.” She finally grinned. “Listen to me. We Latin people know a
lot more about love than you Americans do.”

Brigitte’s heart began to tap-dance. “Hey, why don’t
we go to Paris together? I can just see us now.” Her heart was
pounding a three-against-two jazz rhythm by this time. Maybe Rosa
was on to something.

“Yeah. Two over-the-hill call girls riding to the
top of the Eiffel Tower and sitting in a sidewalk café drinking
wine.” Rosa shook her head dismissively.

“Ooh-lah-lah.” Brigitte was getting into the idea
now. “I could teach you enough French to get by on.”

Rosa chuckled. “If I left New Orleans I’d head
straight for Buenos Aires. After all, I was born there.”

“And what would you do there? It’s probably changed
completely.” Brigitte warmed her hands on her cup and took another
drink.

Rosa straightened a bit in her chair. “Ahh. I could
tango to my heart’s content. Boom, boom, boom,
boom—boom-boom-boom-boom-boom…” She hummed “La Cumparsita,” the
world’s most popular tango tune.

Brigitte grinned but then put down her cup and
tightened her grip on her legs. Just the thought of losing Rosa
panicked her. She’d never find anyone who cared for her as
completely as Rosa did. No one else would understand what she’d
done all these years—who and what she was—and love her in spite of
it. Like Rosa, she was used goods, no longer eligible for the real
love she might have found when she was still young and fresh,
before she’d joined Rosa in New Orleans half a lifetime ago.

She let her dream of Paris fade. “I suppose I could
go with you, though my Spanish is terrible.”

Rosa warmed her hands at the heater again, then
clasped them together in her lap. “Let’s face it. I’m not going
anywhere.”

“Why not?”

“Because I’m too old to start a new life, little
one.” She looked forlorn for several seconds, but then she
brightened and seemed like her usual cheery self again. “You really
should go to Paris, though, and find somebody special to settle
down with.”

Brigitte picked at her chipped toenail.
“Fifty-five’s not that old, Rosa. Why the hell would you want to
stay here? It’s a dead end for women like us.”

Rosa’s smile disappeared, as if she’d just learned a
client had the clap. “You know perfectly well why I’d stay. Because
of Leo, of course.”

“Humph. A married man’s not my idea of somebody
special.” She flaked off part of the polish on her flawed nail. Did
Rosa think Leo would miraculously leave his wife for her? He had
the best of both worlds and would never change. Yet Rosa was a
sucker for his lies.

“I’ve had my fill of men like him,” Brigitte said,
“and you should too. He’s rotten to the core.” She shrugged. “I
guess we’re both stuck here then, so let’s make the best of it.
Come on. Get up. I’m ready for my dance lesson.”

Rosa nodded and rose, then stretched,
uncharacteristically somber again. She bent and changed from her
bedroom slippers to her tango shoes. Usually she couldn’t wait to
dance, and she’d told Brigitte why a lot of times. Back in
Argentina, her parents had been happy when they tangoed. But that
was about the only time they were. Apparently that one bright
recollection of them from her childhood helped her forget all their
drunken brawls. Tonight, however, she seemed preoccupied, almost
depressed. What was wrong? Maybe it was the foul weather. She’d get
over it. Rosa always bounced back.

But just as Brigitte started to ask what was
bothering her, Rosa gently lowered the arm of her Garrard turntable
onto a gleaming black record. The haunting sounds of violins and a
piano filled the living room. Brigitte breathed them in as she
would the rich aroma of strong coffee. Then the accordion-like
bandoneon joined in. Blending the powerful fullness of an organ
with the personal quality of a harmonica, it enticed her into a web
of auditory magic. Like a high priestess, Rosa gestured toward the
record player with her head, then toward the empty space in the
middle of the room.

Brigitte uncurled herself from her usual spot on the
comfy velvet love seat, then stretched her calves and made circles
with each foot. The passionate music engulfed her as she continued
to prepare. Finally, she bent and slipped her bare feet into the
red leather shoes with their sturdy, medium-height heels that she
always left here. Their well-worn straps fit snugly around her
ankles, and special insoles cushioned her feet as she sauntered
toward Rosa, who’d just turned the record over.

She stopped and stood still, letting her devotion to
Rosa and to the drama of the music fill her senses. The violins
wheedled, the piano beguiled, and the bandoneon enthralled. The
music surged, the various melodies creating a rapid rhythm inside
her. Yet she sensed a somber slowness in Rosa and forced her own
inner cadence to ease off to match that of the woman she would
follow anywhere. She noted Rosa’s erect yet expectant posture,
envisioned the ideal space that should exist between them as they
danced, and then straightened her shoulders. Finally, she glided
into Rosa’s outstretched arms and felt, as always, at home.

How could she ever leave Rosa and seek a new life of
her own?

“You do need to go to Paris, little one,” Rosa
remarked as they began to move together in harmony, their shoulders
parallel and an appropriate distance between them. “And when you
get there, remember how the tango has taught you to carry your own
weight.” She squeezed Brigitte’s shoulder for emphasis. “During the
dance, you and your partner must keep apart, yet depend on each
other and stay connected. You and I have perfected that art.” She
smiled with what appeared to be satisfaction. “Now you’re ready to
find a woman you can devote yourself to, body and soul.”

Brigitte executed a sharp head snap, avoiding Rosa’s
eyes. “You’ve always told me not to talk or even look at my partner
while I’m dancing the tango. And never to smile.”

“I’ve also taught you it’s okay during practice,
especially with someone you’re not interested in romantically.” She
raised her voice a bit. “How many times do I have to repeat myself?
Find a new life and somebody to love. You deserve it.”

Listening to the tumultuous music, Brigitte walked
in the special way Rosa had taught her. Then Rosa built a step of
her own in the spaces between the pattern Brigitte had laid out.
Finally, both of them decorated these interwoven steps with a layer
of adornments they’d created and polished together. It always
amazed Brigitte how they could kick so precisely around one
another’s legs without tripping each other and falling on their
asses.

As they danced, the eerie sound of the bandoneon
insinuated itself deep into Brigitte, and she glimpsed the burgundy
love seat as she whirled into a new space. She sensed someone
else’s arms around her, and the fresh odor of spring rain tickled
her nose, replaced the heavy, opiate scent of Rosa. The face of the
woman Brigitte held was as blurred as the remnants of an image just
erased from a blackboard, but she could see the taut skin of the
stranger’s neck. The woman felt lighter, moved more restlessly than
Rosa did. Yet she lacked Rosa’s certainty and decisiveness.

“Hey, do you want to lead?”

Rosa’s words broke the momentary spell into which
Brigitte had wandered. “No. I just lost focus for a second. Sorry.
I’ll be fine.” She settled back into the practiced ease she always
felt with Rosa, the dip into another reality not new to her. She’d
always sensed and experienced things that others didn’t seem to
notice.

As the music wrapped around them and they completed
another complicated sequence, then began their closing moves, Rosa
asked, “So. What would your dream woman be like?”

Brigitte almost stopped. Was Rosa a mind reader? And
why in the hell was she being so insistent? She gazed down at Rosa
and grimaced as she tried to concentrate on the question. “My dream
woman? Well, until now I’ve considered money and power enough. But
maybe I could find someone loyal, someone who’d love me in spite of
what I’ve been. Like you do.”

Rosa scowled. “While you’re looking, you might as
well find someone rich. Leo has loads of money and power. That’s
why he appeals to me. To hell with true love and loyalty. They’re
fairy tales.”

Was Rosa trying to convince herself, or did she
actually believe what she was saying? Surely she wanted more out of
life than Leo could give her, even if he ever did leave his wife
for her. “I have more than enough money, thanks to your help. And
I’ve had enough power over men to last a lifetime.” For some
reason, Brigitte didn’t want their tango lesson to end. “You’re the
only person I’ve ever experienced love and loyalty with—”

“And I’m too old for you and definitely not
interested in women.” Rosa’s dark eyes flashed like they did when
she was reprimanding one of her girls. “You’re like my
daughter.”

The music ended, and Rosa turned off the record
player.

“I told you I’m content with things the way they
are,” Brigitte said as she slipped out of her tango shoes. “Think
I’ll go turn in early and read myself to sleep. I’ve started
another great novel by Colette.”

Rosa beamed, as if she were a teacher and Brigitte
her star pupil. “Okay. Leo’s coming over later, so I’m gonna rest
awhile before I get dressed.” Rosa’s smile dimmed. “You know how he
always wants me to look my best. Enjoy your book. I’m glad you’re
hooked on reading instead of pills, like too many women I’ve
known.”

“I don’t need pills. My books take me interesting
places.” And my crazy mind doesn’t do a bad job either.
Like that mystery woman I just danced with for a second.
That was the one thing she couldn’t confide in Rosa about. She’d
tell her she was nuts. “But thanks for being concerned.” She shook
her finger at Rosa in a mock-motherly way, trying to lighten the
mood. “Now you and Leo be quiet. No fighting for a change.”

Rosa poured herself a shot of whiskey and smiled
mysteriously. “Don’t you worry. I’ve got him right where I want
him. I’ll make him behave. Besides, it’s Valentine’s Day. I want
tonight to be special.”

A sudden blast of rain hit the windows, and a chill
February wind rattled the panes. Shivering, and feeling even more
protective of Rosa than usual, Brigitte walked over and hugged her.
“I believe you, but don’t expect too much from him. I don’t like to
see him disappoint you.”

Rosa held Brigitte against her longer than usual,
then squeezed her before she let go. “Thanks for that. I love you,
little one. Sleep tight.”

As Brigitte left to go downstairs to her apartment,
she shivered again, like someone was walking over a grave.

*

Crash, thud.

Brigitte moaned and tried to rouse herself from a
deep sleep. She felt like she was drowning in the bayou, muddy
water sucking her down while she struggled to the surface.

Damn Rosa. Had she dropped something? Thrown
something at Leo? They’d been fighting more than usual lately.

The hinges on the door to Rosa’s upstairs apartment
creaked, and a few boards squeaked as someone crept down the stairs
and quietly shut the front door. It had to be Leo. He was the only
one who ever visited Rosa here in their old house in the French
Quarter, and Rosa had said she was expecting him.

Brigitte cuddled her feather pillow a while longer,
drifting into oblivion, then rocking back into the light. Dark,
light…dark, light. She relaxed and embraced the darkness for a
long, luxurious time.

She’d been sleeping so well for a change. What a
relief. She hated insomnia. She’d been tempted to take sleeping
pills, but she’d rather wear her brain out reading in French than
drug it into oblivion. So far, so good. She’d even begun to dream
in French. Tonight, she’d been having marvelous dreams about
strolling down the Champs Élysées, eating elegant pastries,
shopping for a new wardrobe in expensive Parisian boutiques. She
couldn’t wait to tell Rosa about them.

A clinking, clattering noise from upstairs roused
Brigitte again, and she forced herself to sit up in bed. What time
was it? One thirty-two, her clock radio said. She groaned and lay
back down for a while. Oh well, she was halfway awake. Might as
well go check in with Rosa, catch up on the latest in her on-again,
off-again affair with Leo, see what they’d fought about this
time.

She turned on the light and pulled on her fuzzy
white chenille robe to ward off the cold air that invaded Rosa’s
old house. The robe wrapped around her like a fur coat, soft and
comforting, though she couldn’t completely shake the damp cold of
winter that seeped in around the windowpanes. Yanking one hand
through her hair, she noticed how red-rimmed her eyes appeared in
the bathroom mirror—the only downside of reading too much—but Rosa
wouldn’t give a shit what she looked like. She’d better not.
Brigitte slid her feet into her plush red mules and shuffled
upstairs. She’d make it quick. She really just wanted to get back
to sleep.

“Hey, Rosa. I know you’re in there.” She’d heard
only one set of footsteps leaving earlier. Besides, Rosa never went
out this late at night anymore. She said she was too old for that
shit, and Brigitte agreed. Even at thirty-five she felt too old to
party. Home, tangoing with Rosa, peace and quiet, a good book—that
was her idea of a good time.

Standing outside Rosa’s apartment, she knocked. No
answer. She knocked again. “Come on. Hurry up. I’m freezing my ass
off out here in this drafty hall. It’s the least you can do after
waking me up. Rosa!”

No answer. Probably didn’t want to be bothered. But
Brigitte was curious now, so she pushed the door open.

“Hey, anybody here?” The aroma of the spicy crawfish
étouffée Rosa had fixed them earlier permeated the living room. She
stopped and inhaled deeply, recalling how Rosa had stood at the
stove earlier tonight and stirred the roux in her big black iron
skillet, then added various other ingredients until she sprinkled
thyme on the completed dish.

But under the reminders of the onions, garlic, and
bell peppers in their evening meal, Brigitte detected a strange
smell, almost like rust. She walked through Rosa’s well-furnished
living room with its expensive yet comfortable furniture and her
top-of-the-line stereo equipment. Paintings Rosa had bought from
artists in the French Quarter covered the walls. In Rosa’s bedroom,
Brigitte glanced at the huge, tastefully painted nude that hung
over Rosa’s neatly made bed. Where was Rosa? The cooking odor from
the kitchen subsided as Brigitte neared the bathroom, and now the
new, odd smell grew stronger.

She wanted to turn around right here and leave. She
could return to her bed, her book, and her enticing dreams of being
in Paris, then wake up late and come back again. In the morning
Rosa would call out for her to come in. The aroma of brewing coffee
would overpower last night’s étouffée and this odd smell. But she
pushed on through the closed door.

The odor overpowered her. Blood everywhere. The
beautiful pink water in the tub deepened to rose as blood trickled
from Rosa’s forearms.

Brigitte stooped and clasped Rosa’s shoulder, shook
her gently. “Rosa, talk to me.” Her heavy hair had pulled her head
backward. Her brown eyes stared at nothing. Her chest didn’t move.
Her breasts floated on the blood-ribboned water.

Brigitte felt for a pulse. Stopped, like an unwound
clock. She dropped the familiar hand that felt like a dead catfish
now.

Dead! Rosa was dead. Oh, goddamn it. No. Rosa
couldn’t be dead. Not Rosa. No, no, no—Rosa was too alive. She’d
never lie here so still and silent. She’d jump up any minute, grab
on a robe, and rush into the kitchen. She’d fix coffee, send her
down the street for some fresh beignets, put on some dance music,
and they’d tango before breakfast. Rosa couldn’t be dead.

Brigitte sank to her knees on the cold tile floor,
clung to the side of the stark-white bathtub, and sobbed. “Rosa.
Rosa. Why did you do it? Why?”

Finally, she rose and stood staring, the blood
throwing her into a stupor. The knife lying beside the tub pointed
at her like an exclamation mark. She saw everything happen again as
if she’d been there.

 


They quarreled. Leo left in a huff. Rosa
cursed him, then kicked off her heels, jerked off her panty hose,
slung them after her shoes.

Gradually Rosa’s breathing slowed. She took off her
new dress, hung it carefully on a padded hanger. She wandered into
the kitchen still wearing her bra and half-slip, fixed herself a
whiskey on the rocks. While she was there she picked up her boning
knife—always razor sharp—and headed for the bathroom.

Rosa finished her drink while the tub filled with
steaming water. She stripped and stepped into it, clutching the
slender, sharp-pointed utensil. The water soothed yet stung as she
stretched out, deciding where to slice herself.

She plunged the knife deep into her right arm,
sliced from her wrist almost to her elbow, then did the same to the
other one. Must have hit an artery. Her bright-red blood
fountained up, covered her throat like a ruby necklace.

 


Brigitte should have waked up quicker, forced
herself to crawl out of bed and rush up here as soon as Leo left.
She could have talked to Rosa, made her realize things weren’t as
bad as they seemed. That noise should have told her something was
wrong. Even if she hadn’t run right up here, surely she could have
come in time to help. Rosa hadn’t done this much more than ten
minutes ago.

But Brigitte was a selfish slug. She could have
saved Rosa, who’d taught her, given her everything. But she hadn’t
wanted to get out of her warm bed and had dozed, oblivious to her
best, her only friend.

Why had Rosa done this to her? To herself? Why?

Brigitte found the folded note in Rosa’s bedroom,
beside the telephone.

 


Darling Brigitte,

Don’t think too badly of me, but I’ve had enough.
You still have a chance, so get out of New Orleans before you end
up like me. I’m leaving you everything I own. That way, you don’t
have any reason to stay here.

If you love me, you’ll go to Paris and find someone
who’ll make you happy. You deserve a good life. Maybe you’ll even
find true love, though I still think it’s a myth invented to
torment people like me.

You’re free. Take advantage of this opportunity and
find yourself a worthy dance partner.

All my love,

Rosa

 


Brigitte refolded the note, smoothed her fingers
across it, and called the police.


Chapter Two

Paris, France

June 15, 1972

 


“Where is that book? I could swear it was right
here,” Eva Laroche murmured to herself as she sorted through the
stack she’d left sitting on the library table. She’d only been gone
long enough to copy several magazine articles. The missing book was
the most useful one in the batch she’d selected during her last few
hours of research here in one of Paris’s lending libraries.

She glanced around at the neatly positioned tables.
Surely it hadn’t sprouted legs and scampered under one of the
thick-legged monstrosities. But then she spotted someone sitting
two tables away, idly rubbing one hand over the scratched surface
of the dark wooden tabletop as she perused a book—her
missing book. She could tell because of its distinctive maroon
jacket. She had to have it to research the background of several of
the women she planned to include on her upcoming tour.

At first she saw only a veil of silky blond hair
cascading down a head bent over the book. Then she noticed
perfectly shaped hands, a long white neck—ah—and those stunning
breasts! They completely filled out the blonde’s black ribbed
pullover. Whew. She wanted to take them in both hands and find out
if they felt as spectacular as they looked. She’d squeeze them very
carefully, run her fingers over hardening nipples—

Shaking herself from increasingly lewd thoughts, she
strode over to where the blonde sat engrossed in her book. She
didn’t have time for fantasies or idle chatter, even with such a
beauty. She stood on the opposite side of the table for what seemed
like five minutes, but the blonde never looked up. So Eva cleared
her throat, ever so softly. She waited what seemed like forever and
coughed, a little louder this time.

That did it. Two cool blue eyes the color of the sea
on Turkey’s southern coast made her ache with desire, though the
gorgeous eyes categorized, judged, and dismissed her in a single
blink.

She clenched her hip muscles, trying to suppress the
sudden throb between her legs, and opened her mouth to ask a
question. She had to have the book the stunning blonde held so
possessively in those beautiful hands.

*

Brigitte sat in the library trying to read about
Colette’s early novels featuring the sensual adventures of the
schoolgirl Claudine. But she couldn’t concentrate. She couldn’t
think about anything except Rosa’s final advice: go to Paris and
find somebody to love.

Well, with nothing to hold her in New Orleans, she’d
taken Rosa’s advice and had been in Paris almost four months now.
But not much had changed. She hadn’t had the heart to even think
about looking for anybody. To make things worse, she couldn’t go
anywhere without men hitting on her, so she’d mostly stayed holed
up in her luxury suite at the George V.

Now that was some fabulous hotel. Rosa had left her
a pile. Added to her own considerable savings, it’d ensure that
she’d never need to work again and could cut men completely out of
her life.

Paris was beautiful and exciting, but she just
didn’t have an urge to be anywhere but here in the library or in
her room, reading and relaxing. Rosa would be disappointed in
her.

Someone cleared their throat, startling Brigitte
from her thoughts. Why couldn’t people leave her alone? This was a
library, for God’s sake, not a café or a bar. She wasn’t interested
in meeting anyone yet, much less carrying on a civil conversation
with them.

She ignored whoever was trying to get her attention.
Surely they’d take the hint and go away. She slipped back into the
question that wouldn’t leave her alone, even after this long. Why
had Rosa killed herself? Those five words had Brigitte by the
throat and wouldn’t let go. She woke up in the middle of the night
asking herself why. She wondered about it while she sat in a taxi,
barely noticing the traffic that clogged the streets of Paris.

How could Brigitte ever forgive herself? She took a
deep breath. Why hadn’t she jumped out of bed as soon as she heard
that knife drop? How could she have let sleep and dreams of being
here in Paris be more important to her than Rosa’s life? She could
have saved Rosa.

Damn Rosa anyway. How dare she desert her? They were
supposed to grow old together, laugh about the men they’d
entertained, enjoy the piles of money they’d made. It’d be a long
time before she’d feel like forgiving Rosa for running out on her.
Besides, who would she dance the tango with now?

But that was all in the past. Maybe Rosa had killed
herself as a way of pushing Brigitte out of the nest. Here she was,
all alone in a strange city with no clue how to find anyone to
love. What should she do? Sure, she could shack up with someone in
a heartbeat, but that would be too easy, too much like going back
to work. She wanted to find someone who’d see past the beautiful
façade she always presented to the world, love her for who she was
inside. But what was she inside? Only Rosa had ever seemed to see
something worthwhile in her.

“Ahem.”

The intruder obviously wasn’t going away, so
Brigitte reluctantly raised her head, pushed back her hair, and
stared up at the person who loomed over her wearing an unhappy
expression.

Reddish-brown hair with long bangs half covered
small ears and brushed her shoulders. “What are you doing here, and
where did you get that book?” the stranger whispered in French,
pointing. Her words were as clipped and blunt as her buffed
fingernails.

Brigitte shrugged, then gestured to a nearby table
and replied in French. “From that stack of rejects over there.”

The woman almost snarled, tiny dimples bracketing a
full lower lip topped by a narrow upper one. “Those are not
rejects. I carefully chose each of them. The one you’re holding is
mine.”

Brigitte hugged the book close to her chest. She
didn’t appreciate anyone treating her like she didn’t belong here,
though she herself would be the first to admit that she didn’t.
Should she get a special permit, pay an admission fee? She also
resented how inferior this woman was able to make her feel with
just one judgmental glance.

She resorted to sarcasm to drive the unwelcome
intruder away. “Am I mistaken, or is this your private collection?”
How dare the woman act like this? “In American libraries, we check
books out for a limited period of time. Have you done that?”

The stranger stared at her, so near Brigitte could
see she used practically no makeup on her flawless skin. And those
eyes. How could anyone not be pulled into their intensity?
Blue-green orbited a ring of yellow, circling eternal
blackness.

“No. I haven’t checked it out.” The woman’s tanned
skin darkened, and her solar eyes flared. “But I intend to.” She
thrust her hand almost under Brigitte’s nose, reaching for the
book.

Brigitte pulled back a few inches and straightened
her slumped shoulders. What an irritating, presumptuous person. Who
did she think she was? Just because the woman was obviously a
Parisian, how dare she leave a book she wanted just lying around
and then waltz up and claim it?

The stranger backed up a step, but her eyes didn’t
dim. “I have to have it to help me prepare for an important
project.” Her upper lip pulled into an even tighter line, and her
lower one plumped. Something about her seemed familiar, but
Brigitte couldn’t determine what it was.

If the woman had been gracious, had softened her
tone or her expression just a little, Brigitte would have handed
her the book immediately. After all, she’d picked it up on a whim.
Famous Frenchwomen had always intrigued her, but the library in New
Orleans didn’t have much information about them. Here in Paris
she’d discovered a treasure trove, and this book seemed to be the
best of the lot. She needed something absorbing to help her stop
worrying and wondering about Rosa’s death.

Brigitte rose slowly and shoved the book into her
large purse. “I’ve decided to check it out.” She ignored the
woman’s panicked expression. “Don’t worry. I’ll return it when my
allotted time’s up. Excuse me.”

She strolled over to the main desk. Maybe that would
teach the woman not to be so rude to foreigners.


Chapter Three

Brigitte sat under a large red umbrella at a
sidewalk café and, with dainty strokes, reluctantly licked the last
of her bowl of chocolate mousse from her spoon. It had been a
heavenly blend of rich, fluffy, oozy decadence as she’d savored
each bite, which was as silky smooth as the inside of a woman’s
thighs. The bitter dark chocolate had been just sweet enough and
textured perfectly with the rich whipping cream, meringue, sugar,
and a liqueur she couldn’t identify. The mousse was delicious,
luxurious, even to someone like her who was used to the high life.
She hadn’t had much of an appetite since Rosa’s death, but this
mousse was like a cloud, leaving chocolate fog on her tongue.

The clink of coffee cups and the buzz of the people
sitting nearby made her feel a little less alone. She had no
trouble understanding the French language that engulfed her. It was
the most beautiful language in the world, like birds in flight,
swooping and dipping in constant melodious discourse. She opened
her compact and pulled out a tube of lipstick. Removing the cap and
rolling it up, she noted that she’d used almost all of it. And it
was such a beautiful color red—her favorite. She smoothed it over
her lips and blotted them on one of the tissues she always carried.
She needed to go shopping.

Becoming restless, she shifted her weight from one
hip to the other. The plastic back and seat of her chair were
becoming a little hard, but the activity around her here on the
tree-lined Champs Élysées made her want to stay right where she
was.

People of various colors and nationalities, sporting
everything from straw hats to turbans and berets, walked past her
on this most famous thoroughfare in Paris. Many seemed to be
tourists, scurrying in large groups behind loud-voiced leaders who
pointed this way and that with an umbrella. Strange. One of the
tour guides she glimpsed resembled the woman she’d had that run-in
with at the library last week. But before she could get a second
look, the group quickly disappeared down the street, and that would
have been too much of a coincidence, anyhow. Besides, she certainly
didn’t want to tangle with that rude woman again.

Many of the people, especially those walking with
purpose instead of following a leader or gawking at the sights on
their own, were obviously Parisians. Many of the men sported dark
business suits, and almost all the woman wore summer dresses or
knee-length skirts and blouses. She guessed they were either on
their way to the cinema or a nearby small shop, going out to eat,
or headed to or from work. Some of them could even be former
clients. Rosa had been proud of her international connections.

Just then, however, a man passing by on the sidewalk
slowed his pace and stared at her as he puffed on a cigar. She slid
her compact and lipstick back into her purse and picked up the book
she’d brought along. When she finally raised her eyes, he was
gone.

Whew. What a nuisance. She was so tired of having
people, especially men, react to her like that. Rosa’s death had
severed her ties to the US, and now she could be who she wanted and
do what she wanted with her life, in this city she’d always dreamed
about. And away from the US she wouldn’t be tempted to crawl back
to her real mother. They’d quarreled right before she’d gone to
live with Rosa, ages ago, and she never wanted to have anything to
do with her mother—or men—again.

She kept her book open but let her mind wander to
the conversation she’d had with Leo the day after she’d discovered
Rosa dead. He’d said he’d miss Rosa, and maybe he had—for about ten
minutes. He’d probably already found another mistress. What a
loser. But she planned to forget the past now and simply enjoy
herself among people supposedly more broad-minded and accepting
than the ones who’d snubbed her so often back home. Though she
wasn’t off to a very good start. That brunette in the library had
made her feel about as welcome here in Paris as a mouse turd in a
fruit salad.

Feeling a little down, Brigitte rummaged around in
her purse and located a medicine bottle.

She waved to the waiter, ordered some mineral water,
popped an aspirin, then rinsed it down. “Thanks.” She smiled at him
as he pocketed his tip.

That awkward incident in the library the other day
had given her a headache that kept cropping up at the strangest
times. The brunette she’d quarreled with there had been so
demanding, and she’d stared at Brigitte in such a condescending
way. The woman’s judgmental air reminded her of the self-important
women in New Orleans she’d encountered occasionally. They couldn’t
satisfy their husbands in bed, but they clearly considered her and
Rosa—and women like them—inferior because they could. Didn’t make a
bit of sense.

The stranger in the library was beautiful yet
glacial, with none of the warmth that had always oozed from Rosa.
Obviously the woman was much more concerned about her book and her
important project than the feelings of others. Rosa had always been
nothing but sympathetic and caring. Brigitte sighed. God, she
missed her.

She rubbed tears from her eyes, then pulled a
cigarette from her package of Kent Lights. As she was reaching for
a match, a tall, well-built woman appeared, her hair cut short in a
chic style. The stranger whisked an expensive gold lighter from an
inside pocket in her tailored men’s suit jacket and fired up the
tip of Brigitte’s long filtered cigarette.

“May I join you?” the woman asked, her Germanic
accent noticeable.

Brigitte considered her briefly. The woman’s air of
authority was impressive. “If you want to.”

The stranger settled into a white plastic-and-metal
chair near her. “Waiter. Whiskey, neat,” she called, then turned to
Brigitte. “May I buy you another of whatever you’re drinking?”

She nodded, deciding to see what this person had to
offer in addition to a drink.

“Been in Paris long?” the woman asked.

“A few months.”

“Beautiful weather, eh?”

Not a very original opening line, Brigitte thought,
but the woman might help her get to know Paris in a whole new way.
And she might be able to distract her from brooding so much. It
obviously wasn’t doing anyone any good. Nothing could bring Rosa
back.

“Ah. The weather’s glorious. Much cooler than June
in New Orleans. And not nearly as humid.” That was just one of the
many things she wouldn’t miss about Louisiana.

“So you’re an American. A beautiful American, I
might add.”

That was better. Unoriginal still, probably fake as
hell, but she could use a little reassurance right now. All these
weeks of mourning had surely taken their toll on her appearance.
“Thank you. And you are?”

“Mies, from Amsterdam, here to film a documentary
about the jazz scene.” Mies’s eyes glinted like she’d just
discovered a valuable ring lying on the sidewalk.

There, she thought. Those gleaming eyes said a lot
more about Mies than her words did. “Ah, jazz. What an exciting
subject for your film. Speaking of, I’d love to hear some of the
groups in town. A lot of the big names play here, don’t they? I’m
Brigitte, by the way.”

Mies’s eyebrows shot up in mock surprise. “Brigitte
Bardot?”

Brigitte took a drag on her cigarette and exhaled a
long stream of smoke just past Mies’s head. “Very flattering, but
don’t be silly. Her eyes are brown. Mine are blue. And I certainly
wasn’t born in Paris.”

“Ah. Yes. I see that, now that you mention it. But
those have to be the only differences. Are you an actress or a
model?”

No way was she spilling the beans about her
background. Mies might be cruising her but probably wouldn’t be
interested in paying for whatever happened between them. And
something would, fast, the way things were already going. She’d
slept by herself long enough now. A little recreational sex might
give her a whole new outlook on life. “Neither an actress nor a
model. Let’s just say…I’ve had a career in high finance.”

She could usually spot a con a mile away, but Mies
looked relatively sincere. As Mies picked up the heavy crystal
glass in capable-looking hands, she wondered if Mies would be able
to take care of her, like Rosa had. She had always needed someone
steady in her life, like her grandmother and Rosa.

“Why do you want to hear some jazz here in Paris?”
Mies asked. “You said you’re from New Orleans, didn’t you? Don’t
you get your fill of it there?” She took a long drink of her
whiskey.

“I’ve had my fill of everything in New Orleans.” The
thought of being with a woman made Brigitte’s pussy twitch for the
first time in a long while. Strange how she could begin to be
interested in sex all of a sudden when she couldn’t have cared less
about it as a working girl. “I’m hoping Paris will be more my
style.”

Mies set her glass on the table and stared at her.
“I’d like to do my best to make sure it is.”

Brigitte recognized the look—knew it all too
well—and this time it touched something carnal deep inside her.
When Mies moved her hard-backed chair even closer, she didn’t pull
away.

Instead, she said, “Maybe you can show me what your
best is. I’m getting a little bored being here by myself. Where are
you staying?”

Mies took another big swig of her drink. “The George
V. You?”

“The same.” She sipped her mineral water.

“You don’t say? Nice.” Mies looked at her watch.
“Listen. I’m already late for an appointment, but how about meeting
for dinner in the hotel restaurant? Say, seven o’clock?”

Why not? Last week, the woman in the library had set
off a few fireworks in her after a long, dry spell. However, the
library Nazi was probably as passionless as a stalk of celery. Mies
seemed like she might be able to ignite the flammable tinder that
had accumulated in her.

“Sounds interesting. Maybe we could go hear some
jazz sometime soon too.”

“Jazz, eh? I’d like that.” Mies smiled with what
appeared to be either triumph or anticipation. “We could enjoy
ourselves exploring Paris together.”

And each other. Brigitte didn’t say the words
aloud, but Mies’s expression said the same thing.

After Mies hurried away, Brigitte looked at her own
watch. She had time to take a bath and a nap before indulging in
her first real taste of Paris. Rosa would approve.

*

Dinner had been a success, Mies charming and
attentive. She’d even made Brigitte laugh several times, which was
a real relief after all the mourning she’d done. Afterward, Mies
had slipped Brigitte a key to her room and arranged to meet her
there later.

Now she rested on Mies’s bed and stretched,
wide-awake, trying not to think about Rosa. She eased her hand
under the robe she wore and stroked her warm stomach. Was she
finally stirring to life again? But how could she even think about
enjoying herself with Rosa gone? Her throat tightened, and she
couldn’t stop the tears from welling up.

A key rattled in the door, and she glanced at the
clock radio on the Louis XVI nightstand. Ten, on the dot. Mies was
certainly punctual.

“Brigitte, where are you?” Mies sounded as excited
as Brigitte began to feel again.

“In here, Mies.” How wonderful to hear a woman’s
voice instead of a man’s. And how thrilling to rendezvous with
someone simply because she wanted to, instead of because she was
paid to. Rosa would definitely approve. She squeezed her eyes shut
so she wouldn’t start crying again and willed herself to forget
what had happened to Rosa. Life was certainly full of
surprises.

“I’m waiting for you.” She arranged herself in her
most seductive pose. If only she’d brought her red silk robe from
her own room instead of undressing and pulling on this plush white
terry-cloth one the hotel supplied. She was slipping. “Are you
coming?” At least she’d dabbed some Givenchy III between her
breasts as an opening attraction.

Mies sauntered into the bedroom, and a large smile
spread across her broad face as she set a bottle on the nightstand,
kicked off her low-heeled shoes, and unbuttoned her white shirt.
After unzipping her trousers, she carefully laid them across the
back of a chair, all the while gazing at Brigitte through
half-closed eyes.

“Now this is what I call room service.” Mies lowered
herself beside Brigitte and kissed her. “Ah. I can’t think of a
better late-night snack than you.” She slid her hand up and down
Brigitte’s leg, her large palm relentlessly inching Brigitte’s robe
more fully open with every stroke.

A river of sensation coursed up Brigitte’s legs,
from her calves past her knees and into the flesh of her thighs.
“Mmm-hmm.” She purred her pleasure.

Mies grasped the tie of Brigitte’s robe, wrapping it
around her strong, elegant fingers. “And what have we here?” She
growled, slowly loosening the sash.

“Something I think you’ll like.” Brigitte’s stomach
quivered, and her pussy began to throb as Mies brushed it and her
breasts with the coarse terry cloth.

Mies’s soft kisses made the pulsation rush through
Brigitte’s arms, up her neck, and finally to her mouth. Her lips
seemed to swell, filled with the familiar electricity that flooded
her body. “Ohhh.”

“You’re gorgeous,” Mies whispered and tasted one of
her breasts as if it were as delicious as the chocolate mousse
Brigitte had enjoyed earlier at the café.

She liked the way Mies licked one stiffening nipple,
then the other, and circled each one gently, gradually pressing
more forcibly until she moved and kissed her way down Brigitte’s
body. As Mies massaged her thighs and buttocks, the flashes inside
Brigitte became almost painful.

Mies returned to her lips, and Brigitte opened them
to the thrusting tongue that claimed her so powerfully, so surely.
“Ah. That feels so good,” she managed to say when Mies began to
inch her way down Brigitte’s body once more. Silver, sparkling
moments such as these teased her, promised to let her escape into a
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