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      Jet set away for a weekend romp in these five short and steamy standalone reads from Liz Alden. Happily-ever-afters guaranteed!

      This bundle includes:

      Rosé with My Fake Fiancé: A Mature Woman Younger Man Novella (Aged Line Fine Wine #1)

      The Rival in South Africa: An Only One Bed Romantic Comedy Novella (Love and Wanderlust #3.5)

      The Best Friend in Indonesia: A Friends to Lovers Romantic Comedy Short Story (Love and Wanderlust #4.5)

      Beach Boss: A Short Short (Wanderlust Shorts #1)

      Beach Resolution: A Short Story (Wanderlust Shorts #2)
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            About Rosé with My Fake Fiancé

          

        

      

    

    
      It was supposed to be a fun weekend in Paris with my best friends. Instead, I’ve acquired an outrageously flirty and much younger fake fiancé. 

      

      I’m forty-two and recently dumped by my long-term boyfriend. I thought a happy life together was in my future, and instead I’m alone in the city of love.

      

      Alone—except for Luc, the charming and hot French tour guide. He refuses to cancel the trip and reminds me what it’s like to feel sexy and desired. He even rekindles my love for Paris by showing me a side of the city few people see. And his accent…oh-la-la!

      

      Then we run into my snobby ex . . . with his new fiancé on his arm and a smug pitying look on his face.

      

      When Luc pulls me close and tells a little lie, their surprise is so satisfying. Maybe a little too satisfying because I wind up in bed with my fake fiancé. The hottest night of my life certainly didn’t feel fake. 

      

      The end of my weekend comes and Luc doesn’t want to let me go. If I couldn’t make it work with someone I had so much in common with, how can Luc and I bridge the distance?

      

      Sex and The City meets Emily in Paris in this standalone romance introducing four power-house women in their forties who find love in Europe. If you like a fake engagement served with a side of revenge, men who fall first, and best friends who are sassy and supportive, this quick read is for you!
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      Tessa

      It’s hard to stay mad at my friends when they feel so bad for ditching me.

      
        
          
            
              
        Sara

      

      
        You’re going to have such a fun time without us! You can do all the things you want instead of us dragging you around to the typically touristy stuff.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        We’ll just do all that when we get in tomorrow.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jade

      

      
        Make new friends! Talk to the table next to you! Hook up with a man! You’ve got the hotel room to yourself tonight. ;)

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Emma

      

      
        Have a glass of wine with lunch today on me, all right? I am so sorry that I screwed up my flight. How did I book the wrong day???

      

      

      

      
        
          
        No! Make it a bottle of wine! That’s how sorry I am.

      

      

      

      

      

      Ah, yes. Day drinking. That’s exactly what I’ll do as soon as I find this tour guide. Even if it is nine a.m.

      This new year, new me situation is not going well. When Jade proposed we all move across the Atlantic, I thought it would be a great opportunity to start fresh. My sister has her own family and my mother doesn’t know who I am most days thanks to her dementia. Five months after my breakup with James, my circle of friends has dwindled since I moved back out to the burbs from downtown Austin where I’d lived with James. The best parts of my life were my job and my three best friends, and even though we all picked different cities to live in, we agreed we would meet up once a month.

      But here I am, sitting all alone in a coffee shop in Paris on what was supposed to be our first weekend trip together. It’s a busy summer day, and chatter and sunlight fill the café. I got here a half an hour before I was supposed to meet our tour guide, so my pastries are reduced to crumbs, and the dredges of my coffee are cold.

      “Excuse me,” someone says in French, and I glance up from my phone to see a young woman pointing at the chair opposite me. “May I?”

      I perk up. There are no tables available and sitting with someone is a chance to practice my French and make a new friend. “Oui,” I say, and move my purse off of the chair.

      She smiles gratefully and then picks the chair up, moving it to the table next to mine where there are three other women. Oh, god damn it. I fake a smile and pretend to sip my coffee. Nothing to see here. Not me being embarrassing.

      I glance at the women out of the corner of my eye. They’re younger than me with youthful skin and no gray hairs—mid-thirties, maybe?—and effortlessly fashionable in the way that Parisians are. One of them says something funny, and all of them throw back their heads, laughing.

      Great. I’m sitting alone at a table for one, jealous of strangers.

      My phone buzzes with a new message in the group chat.

      
        
          
            
              
        Emma

      

      
        Don’t listen to Jade. If you aren’t ready for a relationship, you’re not ready.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jade

      

      
        Who said anything about a relationship?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Tessa needs orgasms, stat.

      

      

      

      

      

      I roll my eyes. Jade thinks orgasms solve everything. Which, to be fair, they solve a lot, so maybe she has a point, but I’m a serial monogamist. My orgasms usually come from reliable, steady partners and not from flings or one-night stands.

      From now on, though, my orgasms will come from the most reliable and steady person in my life—me. Because I’m forty-two years old. If I was going to get married and have a happily-ever-after, it would have happened by now. After decades of dating and one failed relationship after another, it’s clear that the common denominator is me.

      
        
          
            
              
        Tessa

      

      
        I will take you up on that wine, Emma. As soon as I ditch the tour guide, I’ll head out on my own. I’ll have that wine over a leisurely, gourmet lunch. Very Parisian.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jade

      

      
        And then some afternoon delight back in the hotel room?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Tessa

      

      
        No. No afternoon delight. No one-night stand.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I’ll be fine on my own. I don’t need a man.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jade

      

      
        No one NEEDS a man.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Sara

      

      
        Whatever you do today, just try to have fun without us, okay? Love you.

      

      

      

      

      

      Fun. It’s a long shot, but I’ll try.

      What I need is a clean slate. A fresh start. While I’ve traveled all over the world, I’ve never lived outside of Texas, and this is my chance. Once I get settled into Portugal, where I have a one-year visa under their digital nomad policy, I will make new friends. I will travel on the weekends—solo travel and trips to visit my friends scattered throughout Europe.

      And I will not, under any circumstances, waste my time looking for a man.

      The bell above the door chimes with a new customer walking into the coffee shop, this one wearing a bright blue polo with the tour company’s name on it. He scans the room, probably looking for a table of four women. His eyes meet mine for a moment, and I start to smile at him and raise my hand, but he keeps going before I can wave to get his attention.

      Ugh. My cheeks heat in embarrassment and I can practically feel the pity radiating off the surrounding tables. I know how to sit by myself at a café and enjoy myself, but today I just can’t muster up the enthusiasm.

      The tour guide is cute. Young, or at least younger than me. In his early thirties, most likely, or maybe even late twenties. He has brown hair on the longer side that tousles nicely, a wide mouth, and cheeks that are already flushed from the morning heat. His gaze lands on the table next to me, the four younger women, and he starts to head their way. I pick up my to-go cup and sling my bag over my shoulder. I’m dressed sensibly for the day in stretchy jeans, flats, and a flowy top, perfect for walking the city and enjoying the summer weather.

      Paris is my favorite city. I trust it to cheer me up.

      I cut him off before he arrives at the table. When he notices me approaching, his eyes light up, and he looks me over for a quick moment as an easy smile pops onto his face.

      “Good morning,” he says, and I nearly roll my eyes because I haven’t even opened my mouth, and he already knows I’m a native English speaker and can probably guess that I’m American. I swear, the French—especially Parisians—have this sixth sense about who can and cannot speak their language.

      Except I have a trick up my sleeve. I’ve been a regular visitor to Paris for decades—maybe even longer than this guy has been alive, so I smile demurely and answer him in French. “Bonjour, vous me cherchez?”

      His smile widens, and he answers me in French, which pleases me. “I’m always looking for a beautiful woman.”

      Okay, cheesy line, but the teasing in his eyes brings it down on the side of flattery. This close, I can read the name embroidered on his shirt—Luc. “No,” I say, “for the tour. I’m Tessa O’Keefe. I apologize, but I have to cancel.”

      His smile droops the tiniest bit. “Cancel because . . .?”

      I paste on a fake smile. It’s hard to hide my disappointment that I’m alone. “My friends couldn’t make it to the city in time. I didn’t know I had to cancel until late last night.”

      “Ah,” he says. “But you’re here.”

      “Yes, well. I know my way around Paris, and I don’t need a tour guide. You’ve got the day off.” I try to say it as upbeat as possible, cringing inside that I’ve wasted this man’s time.

      “Unfortunately,” he says, “we have a forty-eight-hour cancellation policy, so I won’t be able to refund your money.”

      I wave him off. “I know, that’s fine. Of course, you keep the money.”

      His smile, which has dimmed upon delivering the bad news, brightens again. “If you’ve already paid, and I have no plans for the day, then why not take the tour?”

      I bite my lip. I haven’t taken an organized tour in ages, and a tour for one, without my best friends, sounds so dull. There’s too much pressure on me to ooh and ahh all day.

      “Ah, what is that?” he asks, pointing at my mouth.

      I pop my lip out from between my teeth. “Nothing.”

      “Please, tell me. Why not take the tour with me?”

      “I’ve been to Paris a lot. Everything we were going to do today, I’ve already done, and I’m fine on my own.” Those words echo in my head. I’m fine on my own.

      Luc leans toward me, ducking down to tilt his head toward mine. It’s intimate. His eyes sparkle and there’s a flicker of attraction in my stomach. It surprises me, mostly because Luc is obviously too young for me, but also because it’s been five months since I broke up with my ex, and this is the first sign of interest in anyone.

      Okay, maybe Jade wasn’t completely out of line with her suggestion.

      That doesn’t mean I’m going to hook up tonight, but if someone comes along who’s attractive and interested and of an appropriate age . . . 

      I’ll think about it.

      Luc pulls my attention back to him and says, “Are you saying you think my tour might be boring?”

      “No!” I say too quickly. He laughs. I may have been thinking it, but I would never say it.

      “Please,” he says, touching a hand to his chest. “I’m a very good tour guide, and there is nothing I love more than showing a beautiful woman around the city.”

      Okay, being called beautiful twice by a cute man is working like a charm because I can feel myself melting. Luc is obviously a flirt—must be great for tips after the tour, I imagine—but what’s the harm in taking a tour I’ve already paid for?

      When Jade and Sara had to cancel, I hung on to the idea of doing a guided tour with Emma, who had never been to Paris before. But she bailed on me this morning. Without her, I pictured myself roaming a city I knew and loved while having to listen to a way-too-chipper teenager over-enthusiastically take me to all the major tourist attractions that I tired of visiting after my first half-dozen trips to the city.

      I did not picture a more mature, attractive man flirting with me.

      “Now,” he says, and he’s still up close. His eyelashes are long and lighter, framing his eyes. I liked them already when he was flirty, but now that he’s serious, they are even more striking. “Can you really tell me you’ll have more fun without me?” He presses a palm to his chest like I’ve offended him. My friends’ words echo through my head—just try to have fun. When did I become so jaded that even a stranger could tell that I was no fun anymore? Luc continues. “Me? The best tour guide in Paris?”

      I raise an eyebrow. “That’s a bold claim.”

      He grins slyly. “Well, take the tour and find out.”

      Despite myself, I chuckle. Who knows? Maybe this will be fun.
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            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      Luc

      With my coffee in hand, I hold the door of the café open for Tessa and then follow her out onto the sidewalk. I take a right, and she falls into step beside me. It’s too warm out for a hot coffee, but I opted for one anyway, with an espresso shot, because I was up late last night bartending, and I know I’ll be on my feet most of the day. That is, if Tessa lets me show her around.

      I was expecting four people for the tour and had a rough itinerary with a few suggestions they’d made for things they wanted to see. I had pictured a family or two couples, not a voluptuous woman in tight jeans, a perky, upturned nose, and no ring on her finger.

      Looking at Tessa, I doubt I’m going to need the caffeine hit to stay alert. I like how well she’s taking my flirting; that blush on her pale cheeks is enchanting, and her hair glows golden in the sunlight.

      While my jobs all pay well, my clients, whether at the bar, on tour, or in my rideshare, are mostly tourists, and a lot of them are Americans who tip. I don’t rely on tips since I’m paid a fair wage and have benefits like universal healthcare, but every little bit helps when it comes to supporting myself and my grandmother.

      All that is to say that flirting on the job always helps. And I’d be flirting with Tessa, regardless. I appreciate her concern for my time, and the way she blushed when I called her beautiful makes my heart beat harder.

      Tessa’s French is good but still Americanized. She’s kept up with our conversation so far, so I’ll stay in my native tongue too.

      “Your friends,” I say as we walk toward our first stop, “are we angry at them for leaving you alone today?”

      “Oh, no. Well, maybe a bit,” Tessa says. “Jade had a work thing come up last week. Sara’s daughter had a personal thing happen, so she’s helping with that. But Emma . . .” Tessa sighs. “Emma accidentally booked her flight for tomorrow instead of today and didn’t realize it until she got to the airport this morning. She’s got what we call—” Tessa switches to English, “—empty-nest brain,” and then back to French. “She juggled three kids, a husband, and a business. Her last kid just went off to university; her husband left her and took the company. Suddenly her life is different, and she says it’s like everything falls out of her brain now that she has fewer responsibilities.”

      I make a noise of understanding. What I wouldn’t give to have fewer responsibilities. Three jobs and taking care of my grandmother means I’ve always had to hustle.

      “Not that I blame her,” Tessa quickly adds. “It’s just frustrating. But they all fly in tomorrow instead, so we still get some time together.”

      I put a hand on Tessa’s back and gently guide her around a corner. “When you wanted to cancel the tour today, what were you going to do instead?”

      A shadow passes across her face, but she forces it back. “I was probably going to find a crepe cart and people-watch while gorging on Nutella, then visit the Musée de l'Orangerie—my favorite museum here—and finish the day with a nice, chilled rosé wine and more people-watching.”

      “That’s a good day,” I say approvingly.

      “So, where are we going now?”

      “Musée Rodin.”

      I hide a smile as Tessa bites her lip again. I’m sure she’s been to the museum before, and maybe she’s disappointed, but I have a few tricks I keep in my tour-guide bag. This was on the list of places she and her friends wanted to visit.

      “It’s a beautiful day,” I say. “Not too hot yet. We’ll enjoy the gardens and then go inside, and I have a surprise planned.”

      Tessa pushes her lips to the side in thought. “You’re right. It is lovely out. And I do really enjoy the gardens. It’s been a while since I’ve been. And the Musée Rodin is my second favorite museum in Paris.” She smiles slyly.

      “See? Perfect. And,” I lean closer and nudge her with my elbow, “the sculptures are sexy. Like . . .” I switch to English, “man candy?”

      She laughs and then mutters in English, too, “Jade would just eat you up.”

      “What?”

      She waves me away. Then, to my pleasure, she flirts back. “You aren’t worried about being compared to an idealized male form?”

      “Not at all,” I say and guide her around another corner. The museum entrance is in sight now, the alcove in the wall hiding the large entrance doors. “Besides, I can do many things that those statues cannot.” Tessa’s eyes widen in surprise as I wink at her and then greet the security guard.

      Once inside, we wander the gardens. Or, I let Tessa wander and follow behind her. The manicured gardens equally hide and display Rodin’s works, and sometimes I forget how lovely it is to stumble upon these masterpieces.

      Once or twice, at a nude male statue, I catch Tessa looking at me. I wonder if she’s thinking about what I said. From the way that the color rises on her cheeks and she looks away quickly, I think that, yes, she is. I try not to look too pleased with myself.

      Tessa takes her time, especially when we get to The Gates of Hell, and she leans close, looking at all the tiny details of the damnation.

      She tilts her head and points. “Huh. Is that The Thinker?”

      I follow her gaze up to the panel above the doors. “Yes, many of Rodin’s famous sculptures came from The Gates of Hell. They were enlarged and recast. The original plaster is in the Musée d'Orsay. Have you seen it?”

      She frowns slightly. “I’m sure I have. It’s been a while, though. I can’t remember.”

      I check my watch.

      “Do we have somewhere we need to be?”

      “We have an appointment inside in fifteen minutes. You’ll like it.”

      She smiles and returns her gaze to the sculpture, but we move on shortly. We’re on time to meet my friend at the information desk, and I introduce him to Tessa.

      “Maurice is an archivist who is working on an exhibit on Rodin in literature. He’s also a good friend of mine and was able to fit us in at the last minute.”

      Tessa’s eyebrows raise in delight.

      “See,” I say, teasing, “this is one of the many benefits of a private tour guide.”
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            Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      Tessa

      I’ve loved Paris since I first visited as a kid, but this trip, and this tour with Luc, is making me think that I’d forgotten the best parts of it. I don’t want to elbow my way through the crowds to see the Mona Lisa ever again, but Paris is full of museums, many of them more specialized and with less foot traffic.

      Part of the excitement of visiting with my best friends was that I would see Paris through fresh eyes. What I’m getting instead is Paris through the eyes of a local.

      It was Jade who’d put the Rodin sculptures on our list for today. Maybe it was picturing Jade’s overt appreciation for the male form that had me admiring the artwork. I’m sure it was mostly that and not the cute tour guide.

      The cute tour guide who arranged a very cool behind-the-scenes tour for me. Maurice, a Black man with a full head of gray hair, walks me through the staff-only areas for half an hour, showing me how the museum cares for the sculptures and how they are preparing for his exhibit and one showcasing a guest sculptor.

      I do my best to keep up, but everything is so fascinating, and I’ve never done anything like this. When we pass through the guest sculptor’s workspace, my eyes snag on an unfinished piece. I can see the Rodin influence, though it’s a modern take on some of the sculptures I’ve already seen.

      Even though it’s not done, the pose is somehow suggestive. The way the muscles are contracted, the lean arms positioned . . . 

      Oh my god. It might be a man grabbing someone’s hips and thrusting from behind.

      Or maybe that’s just my mind being in the gutter right now.

      “What are you thinking about, Tessa?” Luc’s voice is close enough it makes me jump, and based on his grin, he knows exactly what I was admiring. My cheeks are too flushed to deny it, so while we catch up to Maurice, I fan myself, and Luc chuckles.

      Maurice ends the tour, and I thank him for his time before he bids us goodbye. Luc offers me his arm, and it’s so gentlemanly that I’m taken aback. When was the last time a man offered me his arm? Luc is too damn charming. I hook my arm through his and feel that zing of attraction again when our skin touches.

      Luc leads me through the streets of Paris, occasionally glancing down at me with his ever-present smile. He points out small things that have become part of the Parisian landscape—intricate carvings hidden in building facades or graffiti—and big things—Michelin-starred restaurants and filming locations from iconic movies.

      Arm in arm, we cross over the Seine and stop together to look out on the water and watch a few boats pass. When I glance up, I know exactly where we are—there’s the Louvre, and the Grande Roue De Paris, the spokes of the Ferris wheel slowly turning. My heart twinges. Even in full daylight with a stranger, it’s so freaking romantic here.

      “Have you been a tour guide for long?” I ask when Luc starts us off again toward the far side of the bridge. “Off and on for a few years,” Luc answers. I appreciate him continuing to speak French with me, even though I have flubbed a few times, and embarrassingly, I had to ask Maurice to switch to English as he got too technical for me. “I don’t do it often anymore, but it’s my friend’s company, and he asked me to fill in when the original tour guide called in sick.”

      “What do you do when you aren’t a tour guide?”

      “I bartend and also drive for a rideshare app.”

      My eyebrows raise. “Three jobs?” None of which require advanced education. Luc is young, but not that young. And then I reprimand myself. Who am I to judge? Most people haven’t had a life as easy as mine.

      Luc shrugs. “Mostly just the two. I like working with people, and the hours suit me. It also means I get to have a car in Paris, which is difficult for most people, and I often have time in the day to spend with my grandmother, who needs care sometimes.”

      “Oh,” I say. “I’m so sorry.”

      Luc waves it off. “No, please. I didn't mean it like that. She’s spry for her age, but I like to see her.”

      “That’s nice,” I say, envious that he has someone. My grandparents passed away when I was a teenager, and my dad died when I was in my thirties. I only have my mother and sister left, and we aren’t close.

      “What about your family?”

      “My family lives in Houston while I live in—” I cut myself off with a laugh. “Well, I was going to say I live outside of Austin, but that’s not true anymore.”

      Luc glances at me, amusement tipping his lips up.

      “I live here now. Well, not here,” I rush to say when I see Luc’s surprise. “I’m a journalist, writer, and editor. Because I can work remotely and from anywhere in the world, I’m moving to The Algarve in Portugal.”

      “That is not so far from here,” Luc points out, and I get the sense I’ve unintentionally encouraged him because his smile widens.

      “A two-and-a-half-hour flight,” I agree. “I fly out Sunday and settle into my new apartment.”

      “Only a weekend in Paris?”

      “Even though it’s my favorite city, yeah, I’m just having a quick trip. I’m excited to get settled someplace new.”

      He nods and then pulls me to a stop. “That building,” he says, pointing across the street, “is one of the oldest houses in Paris.”

      “I believe it,” I say, squinting at the facade. It’s gray and weather-worn, looking like it’s being held up by the building next to it. The timber cross beams give it a medieval feel. “Where are we?” Glancing around, I don’t recognize the part of Paris we’re in.

      “Le Marais, the old Jewish quarter. Home of many old buildings and even more wonderful bakeries. I thought we would get the best rugelach in the city. It’s not a Nutella-filled crepe, but it’s adjacent.”

      This time, Luc takes my hand. The simple gesture sends a wave of goosebumps up my arm despite the summer heat. The casual intimacy is sweet, and Luc guides me to our destination while giving me some of the history of the area. Now that I’m looking for it, I spot advertising for kosher cafés and flyers in Hebrew.

      Luc tugs me into an aged but bustling bakery. I peer into the glass case while he orders for us, and then we adjourn to a small local park to sit on a bench and eat. “What is this again?” I say, holding up the filled pastry that looks a bit like a pig-in-a-blanket but smells of cinnamon and sugar.

      “Rugelach,” Luc says, and then repeats it slowly to me until I say it correctly with the guttural “ch”.

      Luc ordered a variety of sweets, and my stomach growls in excitement as I sink my teeth into the rich dough of the rugelach. I do my best at the pronunciation of hamantaschen, a triangular filled pastry, and sufganiyot, a jelly-filled doughnut, but it takes me longer to say them right than it does for me to eat them. Except for the babka, because I’ve had the chocolate-braided bread before, and it is much easier to pronounce.

      There’s a lot of moaning and finger-licking and crumb management while we demolish the box. When I swallow the last bite of my babka, Luc asks, “Which was your favorite?”

      I glance down. The box that once held eight pastries was now empty save crumbs. “The hamant . . .”

      “Hamantaschen,” Luc supplies.

      “Yes. hamantaschen. I like the—what do you call the seeds in the filling in French?”

      “Graine de pavot.”

      “Yes, the poppyseed filling,” I repeat, practicing my new vocabulary word.

      “Good to know. Are you still hungry? I can get us something savory for lunch here or we can keep going?”

      I agree that something savory would be good, so, for variety, Luc walks us a few blocks away to another bakery. I ask him to pick something out for me—I trust his culinary choices now—and sit on a bench nearby.

      My phone has buzzed a few times today, so I pull it out. The group chat has new messages.

      
        
          
            
              
        Sara

      

      
        Tessa, were you able to cancel the tour?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Emma

      

      
        :fingers crossed emoji:

      

      

      

      

      

      I send them a photo I took of the bakery treats.

      
        
          
            
              
        Tessa

      

      
        I’m fine! I wasn’t able to cancel the tour, but I’m having a surprising amount of fun with my tour guide.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        We just stopped for lunch. Dessert first! Look at these goodies!

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Sorry, Sara. None of them are vegan! So much cheese and butter. Apparently, rugelach has cream cheese IN the dough.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        We did the Rodin Museum, and Jade, you missed out on some serious eye candy.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Sara

      

      
        That’s okay! I did find some vegan patisseries in Paris to try. Maybe on Sunday morning we can go to one for brunch.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jade

      

      
        I’m here! Just got out of my meeting.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        So sad to have missed the sculpted asses.

      

      

      

      

      

      Luc returns with baguette sandwiches. “Thanks. I’m just telling my friends how things are going.”

      “The ones that missed out on today?”

      “Yup.”

      I snap a photo of my sandwich.

      
        
          
            
              
        Tessa

      

      
        Lunch delivery. No wine, but I’ll have some with dinner. Alright, back to my tour. Love y’all!

      

      

      

      

      

      I get back a chorus of messages, hearts and kissing emojis, and I put my phone away.

      “Do your friends live in the States?” Luc asks.

      I moan around the bite of my sandwich. Inside the crusty bread is grilled vegetables and fresh mozzarella, and wow, it’s good. Luc’s eyes flick down to my mouth, one side of his lip curling up, and a flicker of heat in his gaze. I blush, and I quickly dab my lip with a napkin. Jesus, I’m making sex noises over a sandwich.

      I swallow and return to Luc’s question. “Actually, they’re all moving to Europe, too. Jade accepted a position in Madrid for a year, and she proposed that we all move over here. I’d always wanted to live somewhere else, and I’m forty-two years old, so I’m at the point where if I want to do something, I probably need to start doing it.”

      Luc nods. “And the others?”

      I bite off more of my sandwich and chew and swallow before answering. Here I am, sitting in one of the most beautiful cities in the world, eating a simple yet delicious sandwich while sitting in the shade of a tree on the streets of Paris. It feels everyday, and yet not.

      “Sara was absolutely not going to come to Europe. She has one daughter, Zoe, in college, and they are inseparable. But then Zoe applied to study abroad in Munich, and they accepted her for a program that starts next week. Sara’s a yoga instructor and teaches online lessons since COVID, so she is moving to this cute German spa town—close to Munich but not too close—and focusing on her business. That’s actually how we all met; at Sara’s yoga classes. Then we started going to a nearby wine bar afterward, and now it’s been a decade of friendship.”

      Luc’s eyes crinkle at the corners. “Yoga and wine.”

      I laugh and pull an errant strand of my blonde hair out of my face and tuck it behind my ear. “I know, so bougie. I still do yoga with Sara, but Emma never attended all that regularly because she was too busy, and Jade often traveled for work. Anyway, the last of our group is Emma, and I thought there was no way she was going to come. She’d never even had a passport. But she’s divorced and her three kids are off at school and they helped us convince her to find a business school to attend to finally get her MBA.”

      Luc exaggerates a thoughtful face, his thin lips canting to the side. “All right, I forgive them for abandoning you.”

      I laugh. “I forgive them, too. They are pretty great, and it’s fine. I don’t mind being by myself.”

      “You don’t have a boyfriend or partner?”

      Talking about my ex is a lot less fun than talking about my best friends. “I broke up with someone five months ago. Or, well, he dumped me.” My sandwich is gone now, so I crumple up the paper wrap and hold it in my lap, the corners poking the soft skin of my palm. I wasn’t just dumped. James dumped me for a younger woman. I saw photos on James’ Instagram before I unfollowed him. The reminder is like a cold dump of water over me. Age-appropriate women for Luc are probably in their twenties.

      “He didn’t deserve you,” Luc says. It’s a kind thing to say. Luc is a sweet guy, and it’s a good reminder that there are nice men out there. It’s just too bad that the ones in their forties are probably not single.

      “Well, thank you, but I thought he did. I thought . . . well, I thought he was going to propose. We’d talked about it, and I had this silly idea that he would propose at the Eiffel Tower.”

      I flush, embarrassed that at my age, I wanted something so cheesy, but I did. I wanted the romance of Paris. No one had ever proposed to me before, and I thought finally I’d found the one.

      Sometimes, I think what I am actually mourning in my breakup with James is the death of the hopeless romantic in me.

      In this sense, I wish I could be more like Jade. She never married and never wanted to. She’s had a few serious relationships, but no breakup has ever broken her heart.

      Or perhaps she just guards her heart too well.

      “Ah,” Luc says, turning to me and placing his arm on the backrest behind me. “A little cliché, yes?”

      “A little dumb. The Eiffel Tower is dumb.” I’m so indignant that Luc laughs. “What? It’s true. Its value is purely in tourism, and it just cements this nebulous idea that Paris is the city of love, which is ridiculous. Paris can be just as un-romantic as any other city. There are moments of love and heartbreak everywhere. A romantic gesture here is just disguised because it’s actually unoriginal and cliché.”

      “Or any other city can be just as romantic as Paris.”

      When I glare at him, he winks at me, easing the sting of his counterpoint. “You’ve grown up here, right?” I ask. “Surely, you’re tired of the tourists and the pressure of romance.”

      “I’m sorry to disappoint,” he says, and his hand cups my shoulder, squeezing. “I still believe in romance and love.”

      I open my mouth to argue that I never disparaged love, but the words don’t come out. Do I still believe in love? Or have I become cynical even in that? There’s a difference in believing that love exists and believing that love exists for me.

      Instead of answering, I stand. “Time to go?”

      At Luc’s nod, I toss my balled-up paper into the trash, ready to move on from thinking about my loneliness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

        

      

    

    
      Luc

      I should have been letting Tessa lead me around Paris this whole time because the view from behind is fantastic. The jeans she wears are tight and stretchy, hugging her ass. She’s got a beautiful figure—petite on top, generous on the bottom.

      She glances back at me and holds out her hand. I lazily let my gaze wander up before reaching out for her hand and catching up to walk by her side. The corner of her mouth quirks up into a smile.

      While I never would have called myself romantic, I certainly am compared to Tessa. My heart aches hearing the pain in her voice, the way she tries to brush off her history and pretend that she’s fine.

      Someone should remind her how it feels to fall in love.

      Our next stop is the Victor Hugo Museum, and Tessa pauses outside the door and asks, “Did I mention that my degree is in English Lit?”

      “No. Have you been here before?”

      She shakes her head, and I lead her up the stairs. I’m still holding her hand, which I have never done with another tour group. This tour for one is intimate and comfortable. We feel like a couple.

      When Tessa told me she was moving to The Algarve, I said that it wasn’t that far. Tessa thought I meant for her flight from here, but I was thinking if I wanted to see her again. I do not need to be having ideas like that, especially when Tessa is so far out of my league. The surprise in her voice when she found out I work three jobs would be enough, but it’s also in her dress and her mannerisms. Her bag is designer, her earrings are, I’m pretty sure, real diamonds, and even her pants are nicer than anything I’ve owned, with a cut that compliments every curve.

      She makes me think of old photos of movie stars: classic and timeless beauty.

      When my brain isn’t thinking about her being classy, it’s thinking much dirtier thoughts. Throughout the day, Tessa’s smile has grown, and she’s added a little more swagger to her walk. The woman I first saw at the café, alone and sad, trying to get out of our tour, is not the same woman I have now.

      We spend an hour in the museum, no backstage pass this time, and learn about the life of the famous writer, including the many talented people of Hugo’s time that were entertained here and the facets of Hugo’s life most people don’t know about, like his own art and decorating. Tessa enjoys herself so much I am loath to pull her out, but I know she’ll like our final stop even more.

      When we arrive, Tessa glances up at the bookstore’s sign. “You know, I didn’t pack many books to bring with me to Europe.”

      “I thought that might be the case.”

      She side-eyes me. “This could be dangerous. You may have to help me carry books back to the hotel.”

      “We can take a car if you’d prefer.”

      Her mouth twists to the side, and there’s a twinkle in her eye. “Let’s see what kind of damage I can do,” she says as she steps into Shakespeare and Company. An hour later, we emerge, laden with two bags of books.

      “You enjoyed yourself,” I remark.

      Tessa slumps onto a nearby bench, the bags hitting the ground. “I trimmed it down,” she pants, “by at least half.”

      She picked out books for herself—a contemporary memoir and two classic novels—and books for her friends—a vegan cookbook, two business books, and a handful of modern novels. “I can’t believe there were no romance books. I was hoping to find a series we could all swap around every time we see each other.”

      When the books are back in the bags, I take a bag from her. “Do you want to walk or hire a car back to your hotel?” I ask.

      Tessa glances up at the sky. Although sunset is still a couple of hours away, it’s starting to cool slightly. The shadows are elongating, and office workers are out on the streets.

      “Would it be terrible to walk?” she asks.

      “Not at all.”

      Her hotel is in Saint-Germain-des-Prés, and we’ve done a loop in the city. I’m still pointing things out to her as we go, sharing whatever tidbits of information I have that I think she might enjoy, although her responses are quieter as we near the hotel.

      “Have you stayed here before?” It’s a boutique hotel, small and modern, located right on Saint-Germain. Liveried staff open the doors for us.

      “Yes, every time I come here. It’s almost nostalgic now.”

      Tessa leads the way over to a seating area and puts her bag of books down. I put the other bag next to hers, and Tessa fans the collar of her top. This is the end of the tour. My responsibilities are over, but I don’t want to go. Tessa’s friends don’t arrive until tomorrow, and I can’t bear the thought of leaving her alone.

      “Tessa,” I begin.

      “Holy shit,” she mutters under her breath, eyes wide at something over my shoulder.

      “Who? What’s wrong? What is it?”

      “I really thought I would never see him again.” She turns and tugs my hand, trying to walk in the opposite direction, completely forgetting about the bags of books at our feet, until a voice calls out from behind me. A man’s voice.

      “Tessa?”

      She freezes and then spins on her heel. Her eyes are wide, her grip on my hand tight. I give her a squeeze and turn around, too. There’s a white American man walking away from the bar of the hotel. An Asian woman perches at one of the barstools he just vacated, watching him walk toward us.

      He’s sharply dressed, fitting in perfectly at the hotel, while my polo shirt and khakis are out of place. The woman he left behind has a severe haircut, black clothes, and wears a lot of jewelry. They both look well-put-together and wealthy; her purse is a brand I recognize, not the same as Tessa’s. “James,” Tessa says in greeting, an undercurrent of tension in her words. She’d mentioned a James, hadn’t she?

      “Fancy seeing you here,” the guy says, waving for his partner to join us. She gracefully gets to her feet and follows him, her jewelry catching the light and making her sparkle. James holds his arms out for a hug as his partner joins us. Tessa reluctantly accepts the hug with one hand, awkwardly patting him on the shoulder.

      “It is my favorite hotel in Paris,” Tessa says.

      “And I have you to thank for introducing me to it,” he responds.

      The guy’s attention turns to me, and his gaze zeros in on our hands, which are still tangled together. “Who is this?” he asks, eyes narrowing.

      Tessa looks down at our joined hands and then glances up at me. There’s a moment of hesitation, and I smile at her. The grin she returns is mischievous. Her hand relaxes, letting go of mine, and Tessa’s arm slides around my back to grip my waist, her other hand coming up to my chest. I return the embrace, wrapping my left arm around her shoulders, but instead of cupping her, I let my palm sit at the junction of her neck and shoulder. James’s eyes zero in on my hand.

      “This is Luc,” Tessa says.

      “A tour guide?” James’ attention is on my shirt now, where the company logo sits. His lips curl up in a sneer like he’s judging her for being on a guided walk of the city or judging me for my job.

      “Well—” Tessa starts, but I interrupt in French.

      “Tessa’s far beyond the need for a tour guide in Paris. She’s practically a local.”

      He glares at me. “We don’t speak French.”

      I pretend to be embarrassed and switch to English. “Oh, I’m so sorry. I was just saying, Tessa doesn’t need a tour guide. She is so fluent and familiar with the city.” I look down at Tessa, and she’s already flushed from the compliment, so I squeeze lightly with my fingers. Her reaction distracts me; her eyelids flutter, and her body shudders against mine.

      Interesting.

      A throat clears, and I break eye contact with Tessa. I offer a hand to James.

      He takes my hand, and the handshake is so typical of a guy with money, I almost laugh; a firm grip as if to put me in my place beneath him. James glares at me when our hands drop, and I’m clearly not forgiven for pointing out that they’re the ones dealing with a language barrier, not Tessa.

      It’s petty, but if one were keeping score, I’d be winning.

      I don’t like this guy, and I can’t believe that us running into him is that big of a coincidence, but I feel the need to stand up for her, stake my claim over her and wipe the smirk off this moron’s face.

      The woman at James’s side clears her throat, and James introduces us. “Tessa, Luc, this is Yumi.”

      Yumi offers her hand to Tessa and smiles. “I’ve heard a lot about you.” I can’t tell if that’s a good thing or not.

      And then James just has to open his mouth again. “Yumi is my girlfriend.”

      Yumi nudges him, eyes wide, and James laughs. “Oh, right. You’re the first ones to hear. She’s not my girlfriend. She’s my fiancé now.”

      Tessa, who had relaxed against me somewhat, stiffens again.

      They don’t notice, and Yumi tosses her straight black hair with a flick of her chin and holds out her left hand, showing off an enormous diamond ring. “He just proposed today! At the Eiffel Tower.” She gazes up at James with fluttering eyelashes, but James is watching Tessa. Us bumping into them cannot be a coincidence; it’s calculated to rub their engagement right in Tessa’s face. This is one of those things I’ll never understand about human nature. How can someone intentionally hurt a person as sweet as Tessa?

      Tessa doesn’t react, but with all the discussion today about romantic gestures and the city of love, Tessa’s got to be hurt. She obliges social conventions and leans in to admire the ring. “It’s beautiful,” she says, and Yumi and James preen. Despite the situation, I feel like laughing because even though I’ve only known Tessa for the better part of the day, I know she’s lying. She’s smiling, but it’s fake, and James and Yumi are too self-absorbed to notice. “This isn’t your grandmother’s ring, though,” Tessa comments.

      “Oh, no. Yumi would never settle for that thing,” he laughs.

      Tessa doesn’t flinch at the insult. I wonder how Tessa knows what his grandmother’s ring looks like. Perhaps they’d looked at it together, planning their future.

      Beneath my hand, I feel Tessa brace herself. “Were you surprised?” she asks Yumi. Tessa is so achingly polite when all I want to do is punch James.

      “Oh yes,” Yumi responds, flipping her hair again. “I mean, yes, but also, no. People are going to say that it’s too soon. But, like, when you know, you know. Honestly, it doesn’t matter how long it’s been when you find your perfect match.”

      There’s a moment of dead air, and Yumi has the audacity to try to console Tessa. “Plenty of women get married for the first time at your age.”

      Tessa smiles, or bares her teeth, I can’t tell which. “I kind of hate her,” Tessa mutters in French under her breath. I grin, and it’s not fake at all. I like this development.

      Tessa’s clearly hurt, and James is so smug, but I’ve got an idea.

      I whisper to her in French, “What do you say we burn bridges and go down in–what does Bon Jovi say? A blaze of glory?”

      She eyes me, a flicker of amusement on her face.

      I squeeze Tessa closer to me, and say, in English, to James and Yumi, who’ve been watching us with more and more irritation, “It’s a shame you didn’t take advantage of the fireworks last night like I did.”

      Yumi’s brows clinch together. “What do you mean?”

      “Well,” I say, looking at Tessa with as much affection as I can—not having to fake it all that much, to be honest. She looks at me, confused, but something in my grin—mischief, I would guess—has her slowly grinning back at me. “I proposed last night under the fireworks. You know, they do that show in the summer where the tower lights up and then the pyrotechnics start.”

      Tessa coughs to hide a laugh as both James and Yumi look at us in shock. “But,” Yumi flusters, eyes darting down to look at Tessa’s hands. “Where’s your ring?”

      “Oh,” I say. “My grandmother begged me to use her ring to propose. She just loves Tessa so much. And who doesn’t?” I say with a chuckle. “Can you believe my grandmother was so excited to give Tessa the ring her mother hid in a loaf of bread when she escaped Nazi Germany?” That part’s true. “Of course, it’s not the same diamond anymore. My grandad replaced it with a bigger one in the sixties.” That part isn’t true. “Anyway, the ring doesn’t quite fit right. It needs to be resized, so we thought it best not to walk around Paris with something so important if it might slip right off her finger.”

      James and Yumi stare at us, so I just keep rolling. I’m good on my feet, as many of my jobs require. “We can certainly relate to people thinking it’s quick. You are so right, Yumi.” I emphasize this by squeezing Tessa’s shoulder. I look down at her and find that I don’t have to lie with this part. “When you know, you know.”

      I speak to Tessa in French. “How long have we been dating, my darling?” I say it warmly and bend my head down to nuzzle her.

      Tessa answers, also in French. “Hmmm . . . four months? Just after James and I broke up, that sack of shit.”

      I throw my head back and laugh, switching back to English. “We’ve been together four months, and I just know she’s the one.” I shrug like I can’t help falling in love with her.

      Yumi frowns, but I don’t let her speak.

      “James, Yumi, it was lovely to meet you, but I must sweep my future bride off her feet this evening while we celebrate our engagement at dinner. Last night we were too busy celebrating in a different way.” I wink at James, and he glowers. I bend over, picking up both bags of books in one hand and then slinging my other arm over Tessa’s shoulder, guiding her away from her ex.

      “Au revoir,” Tessa calls with a wave and keeps talking in French. “Good luck dealing with his mother. I bet she hates you, and that’s why you don’t have his grandmother’s ring!”

      Tessa threads her fingers through mine at her shoulder, and we can barely contain ourselves as we walk away. Once we round the corner to the elevators, Tessa launches herself at me.

      I laugh and drop the books, wrapping my arms around her waist, her exuberance overwhelming. She kisses my face all over, lips included, and I’m so shocked I squeeze her harder, so I don’t drop her. “Thank you, thank you, thank you. That was amazing! James was such a smug little shit, he totally deserved to be put in his place.” She slides down, still laughing, and rests her forehead on my chest. Her grip on my shirt is tight, and I’m just glad she’s breathless with laughter instead of heartbroken.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5

          

        

      

    

    
      Tessa

      Oh my god, oh my god, oh my god. One-upping James felt so freaking good. Cathartic. Yes, it sucks that he’s marrying her, but it was so satisfying to see his little bubble pop.

      Luc was perfect. So perfect. He was warm and affectionate and knew right where to hit James.

      I was also a bit shocked that James proposed with a ring that wasn’t his grandmother’s. I remembered the day, a year ago, perhaps, when James’ mom, Veronica, had pulled me into her husband’s office and opened the safe. “This ring has been in our family for four generations. Originally it was my great-grandmother’s, and she was a Vanderbilt,” she told me. “Someday, James will give you this ring, and then you’ll be the daughter I always wanted.” She had squealed with delight, and the ring was beautiful, and I was so in love with James at the time.

      Lying about my relationship with Luc was so petty, but it felt so good. Being dumped by James made me feel powerless, and here I was, reclaiming some power back. All because I had Luc by my side.

      The elevator dings, and Luc holds my shoulders, turning me around and guiding me in. I’m still laughing as I press the button for my floor.

      “I’m sorry,” I say, pulling out my phone and waving it. “I have to text my friends and tell them.” Luc grins and leans against the wall.

      
        
          
            
              
        Tessa

      

      
        James is engaged. Just ran into him in the hotel. He proposed at the EIFFEL TOWER.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jade

      

      
        That fucker!

      

      

      

      
        
          
        He seriously proposed to her? What a home-wrecker.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Sara

      

      
        Oh hon, I’m so sorry.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Jade, how do you know she’s a home-wrecker? They could have met after the breakup.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jade

      

      
        Come on, Sara. James would totally do that.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I mean, in retrospect, it is something he would do. You know we didn’t know, Tessa.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Tessa

      

      
        I know.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Emma

      

      
        He MUST have known you were in Paris. And staying at your favorite hotel? Come on.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Sara

      

      
        How though?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jade

      

      
        I don’t know, but if it looks like shit, smells like shit, tastes like shit . . .

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Emma

      

      
        Ew.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        God, I wish I hadn’t fucked up my travel. Tessa, I can’t believe you have to be alone right now!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Tessa

      

      
        Oh, I’m not alone.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Plot twist: I have acquired a fiancé in the form of our tour guide.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jade

      

      
        YESSSSS. I like where this is going.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Tessa

      

      
        He was so great! Luc was perfectly affectionate and he totally one-upped James’ proposal. You should have seen James’ face.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Does that make me an awful person?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jade

      

      
        NO! James is the awful person.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Sara

      

      
        He deserves it.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jade

      

      
        Sara has spoken.

      

      

      

      

      

      I look up, realizing that we’ve stopped. Luc had guided me out of the elevator and to the hallway on my floor, waiting patiently with laughter in his eyes. When we were downstairs, he’d looked at me like that, too, warm and affectionate. This time, though, there’s no one to witness it, and it’s just for me.

      “Sorry,” I say, waggling my phone in the air and talking in English. “My friends have opinions about James’ new relationship status.”

      “That is okay,” he responds.

      “Thank you again. That was . . .” I was in such a high after the confrontation that now I remember leaping into Luc’s arms. “Oh my god, Luc! I kissed you!” I put my hands over my face, which flares hot with embarrassment, and of course, my phone is in one hand, so I whack my eyebrow with it and wince.

      “It is fine, totally fine.” He pulls me in for a hug, and I remember why it’s so easy to be overly affectionate with him. He feels good.

      My phone pings in my hand, and Luc pulls away. “We are engaged,” he teases me. “It’s a perk of the position. You can kiss me anytime you want.”

      If my cheeks could get any redder, they would. I look at my phone and see another message in our group chat.

      
        
          
            
              
        Jade

      

      
        Are you going to bang the tour guide? He did rescue you.

      

      

      

      

      

      A laugh bursts out of me, and I can’t help but channel Jade and flirt back. “Are there other perks?” I meant for it to land like a joke, but it’s breathy instead.

      Luc’s smile widens and turns rakish. My laughter fades, and we look at each other in a heavy silence. Luc could make a joke or change the subject, but he doesn’t. “Let me take you to dinner.”

      “Really?” I say, with more surprise in my voice than there should be. We went from flirting to actually going on a date?

      Luc checks his phone. “It is early now, but people watching and a cold glass of Rosé was on your itinerary, and I have just the place in mind. But I do have to be at work in a few hours.”

      Oh, right. It’s not a date, because Luc has to work and I’m just a job. Even if he hadn’t been my tour guide, I’m still just passing through.

      Plus, the age difference.

      Yeah. Not a date.

      I realize Luc is still holding two heavy bags of books. “Oh, um.” I glance at the signs on the wall. “This way.”

      Luc lingers inside the door of the hotel room while I put my books down and use the restroom to freshen up.

      I hesitate, hand hovering over my purse, and decide to get this out of the way. I pick out a few bills. “Luc,” I say, and his attention moves from his phone to me. “Before dinner, I just wanted to say thank you for the tour.” I step toward him and hold out the money. “Here’s the deal. You take this money, and your tour guide job is over. We’ll go to dinner as . . .” It’s not a date, so I finish with, “friends.”

      Luc thinks about it for a moment and then takes the well-earned money. “Deal. Though technically, I believe I’m your fiancé.” He winks.

      I pretend to shake my head in annoyance, but the smile I can’t hide negates it. He insists I don’t need to change clothes, so in a few minutes, we’re headed back down in the elevator. In the lobby, I look around for James and Yumi, but thankfully they’re gone.

      Luc leads the way, and soon we settle into a bistro with tables outside. My purse goes in the third chair, and Luc orders for us; a bottle of rosé and some canapés.

      “You’ll miss your friends, won’t you? You won’t see them as often as you did back in the States,” Luc says, raising his chin at my purse and the phone inside.

      “We won’t see each other as often, but we text and video chat almost every day. We all committed to getting together once a month for a weekend. This time it’s Paris, and before we leave here, we’ll pick a weekend and place for next month.”

      Our wine comes, and the server pours our glasses. It’s crisp and light, so refreshing and perfect for a summer evening.

      I groan in appreciation. “My third visit to Paris was with my grandmother,” I tell Luc. “I was twenty, and we went to Aix-en-Provence with a tour group, and we drank wine at every lunch and dinner. Even though I drank in college, I thought it was so cool and sophisticated. I drank a lot of Rosé that trip.”

      Luc takes a sip and hums in approval too. “Were you close to your grandmother?”

      I shook my head. “Not really. We fought during the trip. She was uptight, and at twenty, I didn’t like the restriction she tried to put on me. She didn’t drink at all, actually.”

      “Sounds pretty different from my grandma. Mine is old-school French, a bottle of table wine with every meal and cigarettes after.”

      “And your parents?” I ask. He is obviously fond of his grandmother, but he hasn’t mentioned his mom or dad.

      “My father was never in the picture, and my mother left when I was young. Mémé didn’t always have an easy time raising me. It’s better now. She’s doing marvelously for being in her seventies, and she just might live forever. Her mother lived to be ninety-two.”

      “Do you have a girlfriend? Or a real fiancé?”

      “No, I’m alone,” Luc says with an eyebrow raise, and I think about how a flirt like Luc probably brings home women or girlfriends. He changes the subject. “You said you are a writer, journalist, and editor?”

      “I run a travel magazine. I started out writing, but now I’m the boss. I’ve spent my whole life traveling and have always loved it.”

      “When you travel like this,” Luc gestures, as if to encompass all of Paris, “is it work or pleasure?” There’s a bit of that tease in the question again.

      “This weekend is all pleasure,” I say, and Luc leans closer. The heat in his gaze causes the flirty chemistry to tip over into sexual tension, butterflies and heat flickering in my core. I have the hotel room to myself tonight, and I haven’t been with anyone since James. If Luc didn’t have to work tonight, would I want to give myself a treat in the form of a younger, flirty man in my bed? Am I even capable of a one-night stand?

      Our food comes, and we fall into easy chatter. Luc asks about my other trips to Paris, and when I tell him about visiting during the Euro Championship, it leads to talk about European football.

      The food is good. We keep ordering little dishes, another bottle of wine, and the streets slip into darkness.

      “What will you do tomorrow?” Luc asks, leaning in close. My stomach flips at the way he smells and how I can see the long, thick eyelashes he has. Even though they are pale golden, fairer than his hair, they catch the light and frame his eyes.

      “The rest of the group gets in tomorrow morning. Once they had to reschedule, they coordinated to meet at the train station and then come to the
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