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Chapter 1 – The Tourist from Chicago
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Megan Parker had imagined Paris a hundred different ways.

She had imagined golden sunsets over the Seine, tiny cafés filled with people speaking beautiful French, elegant buildings with balconies overflowing with flowers, and herself walking beneath the Eiffel Tower with a cup of coffee in one hand and her phone in the other.

What she had not imagined was being completely lost before she had even left the airport.

She stood in the middle of Charles de Gaulle Airport with her suitcase beside her, staring at a sign she didn't understand.

"Okay," she whispered to herself. "This is going well."

She pulled out her phone and checked the itinerary her travel company had sent her.

Private walking tour of Paris.

Guide: Sarah Laurent.

Meeting point: outside the arrivals area.

Megan looked around.

There were hundreds of people moving in every direction. Families hugged. Business travelers hurried toward exits. Taxi drivers held signs. Tourists dragged enormous suitcases behind them.

Somewhere among all of them was Sarah.

Megan checked the name again.

Sarah Laurent.

She wondered what Sarah would be like.

The thought made her smile.

She had booked the trip because she needed a break.

That was the simple version.

The truth was more complicated.

For the past year, Megan had felt as though her life had become a perfectly organized schedule that contained nothing she actually wanted.

She was twenty-nine years old, had a good apartment in Chicago, a respectable job, friends she cared about, and a family who loved her.

There was nothing obviously wrong.

And yet she had been waking up every morning feeling as though she were waiting for something.

She didn't know what.

So three months earlier, she had opened her laptop one evening, searched for flights to Paris, and booked one.

She had told everyone it was because she had always wanted to visit France.

That was true.

But it wasn't the whole truth.

She needed to disappear for a little while.

She needed to hear herself think.

And maybe, just maybe, she needed to discover who she was when nobody expected anything from her.

"Miss Parker?"

Megan turned.

A woman stood several feet away, holding a small sign with her name written across it.

MEGAN PARKER.

Megan smiled.

"That's me."

The woman lowered the sign.

"I hope so. Otherwise I've just embarrassed myself."

Megan laughed.

"You found me."

"I did."

The woman smiled.

And Megan forgot what she was going to say next.

Sarah Laurent was not what Megan had expected.

She had imagined someone older, perhaps a very serious professional guide with a clipboard and a collection of historical facts ready to deliver.

Instead, Sarah looked effortlessly elegant.

She was probably in her early thirties, with dark brown hair falling loosely around her shoulders. She wore a simple beige coat over a dark sweater, comfortable trousers, and ankle boots.

But it wasn't her clothes that caught Megan's attention.

It was her eyes.

Warm brown eyes that seemed to notice everything.

"Welcome to Paris," Sarah said.

Her English was excellent, though Megan could hear the faintest trace of a French accent.

"Thank you."

"How was your flight?"

"Long."

Sarah laughed softly.

"First time in France?"

"First time in Europe."

Sarah's eyebrows rose.

"Really?"

"Really."

"Then you have survived your first few minutes."

Megan looked around.

"I got lost."

"That doesn't count. Everyone gets lost at Charles de Gaulle."

"Good."

Sarah picked up one of Megan's bags.

"Oh, no. I can carry that."

"I know."

Megan blinked.

Sarah smiled.

"I'm a guide. Let me pretend I'm useful."

Megan laughed again.

There was something about her that made Megan relax immediately.

They walked toward the exit.

Outside, Paris was waiting.

Megan stepped through the doors and stopped.

For a moment, she simply stared.

The air felt different.

Cooler than Chicago, but softer somehow.

Cars moved along the road. People hurried past with coffee cups. French conversations floated around her.

Paris.

She was actually here.

Sarah watched her reaction.

"Beautiful?"

Megan nodded.

"Very."

Sarah smiled.

"Wait until you see the city."

They took a taxi into Paris.

Megan sat beside Sarah in the back seat, watching the city slowly change through the window.

The modern buildings gave way to older architecture.

Stone façades.

Tall windows.

Small balconies.

Street cafés.

Trees lining the roads.

Megan pressed her forehead lightly against the glass.

"It's exactly how I imagined it."

Sarah glanced at her.

"That's dangerous."

Megan turned.

"Why?"

"Paris is better when you stop comparing it to the version in your head."

Megan smiled.

"I'll remember that."

Sarah looked out the window again.

"So, why Paris?"

Megan hesitated.

She had been asked that question several times.

By friends.

By coworkers.

By her mother.

Her answer had always been the same.

"I've always wanted to come."

Sarah seemed to sense there was more.

But she didn't push.

"That's a good reason."

Megan looked at her.

"Why do you live here?"

Sarah smiled.

"That's a much longer story."

"I have eight days."

"Then perhaps you have enough time."

There was something playful in Sarah's voice.

Megan smiled.

"I'd like to hear it."

The taxi stopped near their first destination.

Sarah paid the driver before Megan could protest.

"Welcome to Paris," Sarah said as they stepped onto the sidewalk.

Megan looked around.

They were standing near the Seine.

The river moved slowly beneath the gray morning sky.

Megan's heart lifted.

Sarah pointed toward the water.

"This is where we'll start."

Megan followed her.

As they walked, Sarah began telling her about the history of the city.

But she didn't speak like a textbook.

She spoke as though Paris were a person she knew intimately.

She explained how the city had changed over centuries.

She pointed out buildings tourists usually ignored.

She told stories about artists, writers, lovers, politicians, revolutionaries, and ordinary people.

Megan found herself listening less to the facts and more to Sarah's voice.

"You really love this place," she said.

Sarah looked at her.

"I do."

"How long have you been a guide?"

"Almost seven years."

"And you never get tired of it?"

"Sometimes."

Megan smiled.

"Really?"

"Of tourists asking me where the Eiffel Tower is when they're standing underneath it."

Megan laughed.

"Okay, fair."

Sarah grinned.

"But Paris itself?"

She looked across the river.

"No. I don't think I'll ever get tired of Paris."

There was something almost tender in the way she said it.

Megan understood.

There were places you lived.

And there were places that became part of you.

Chicago had always been home for Megan.

But she had never spoken about it the way Sarah spoke about Paris.

They continued walking.

At one point, Sarah stopped beside a small bridge.

"Look."

Megan followed her gaze.

The river stretched beneath them, reflecting the pale morning light.

People walked along the banks.

A couple stood together near the railing.

An elderly man fed birds.

A cyclist passed behind them.

Nothing extraordinary was happening.

And yet Megan felt strangely peaceful.

"This is my favorite part of the city," Sarah said.

"Why?"

"It's quiet."

Megan looked at her.

"Paris is quiet?"

"Not usually."

Sarah laughed.

"But here, if you come early enough, you can pretend it is."

Megan smiled.

"I like pretending."

Sarah looked directly at her.

"So do I."

For a second, neither woman spoke.

Something shifted.

It was tiny.

Almost nothing.

A moment of eye contact that lasted just a little too long.

Then Sarah looked away.

"Come on."

Megan followed.

They spent the next few hours exploring.

Sarah took her through streets Megan would never have found alone.

They stopped at a small bakery where Sarah insisted Megan try a croissant.

Megan took one bite and closed her eyes.

"Oh my God."

Sarah laughed.

"Good?"

"This is unfair."

"Unfair?"

"How am I supposed to go back to Chicago after eating this?"

Sarah shook her head.

"You haven't even been here a day."

"I know."

"And already you're planning not to leave?"

Megan smiled.

"Maybe."

Sarah looked at her for a moment.

Then she said quietly, "Paris has a way of doing that."

Megan didn't know why, but the words stayed with her.

Later, they sat outside a small café.

Megan ordered coffee.

Sarah ordered tea.

They had finished the official tour hours earlier, but neither seemed eager to say goodbye.

Megan looked at her watch.

"I didn't realize how late it was."

Sarah glanced at the time.

"Neither did I."

"Does this happen often?"

"What?"

"You spending extra time with tourists."

Sarah smiled.

"Not usually."

"Why me?"

Sarah looked down at her cup.

"You're curious."

"That's your explanation?"

"For now."

Megan laughed.

She liked the uncertainty.

She liked that Sarah didn't seem to have everything figured out.

For the first time since arriving in Paris, Megan didn't feel like a tourist.

She felt like someone who had accidentally walked into a conversation she didn't want to end.

Eventually, Sarah stood.

"I should let you rest."

Megan nodded.

"Probably."

They walked back toward the hotel.

At the entrance, they stopped.

"This was wonderful," Megan said.

"I'm glad."

Sarah reached into her coat and pulled out a small card.

"Here."

Megan took it.

On it was Sarah's name and contact information.

"If you need anything while you're here."

Megan looked at the card.

"Anything?"

Sarah smiled.

"Restaurant recommendations. Directions. Help finding your way around."

"Good."

Megan slipped the card into her purse.

"I might need all three."

"I wouldn't be surprised."

Sarah started to leave.

"Megan?"

She turned.

Sarah smiled.

"Tomorrow."

Megan smiled back.

"Tomorrow?"

"I was thinking."

Sarah hesitated.

"Perhaps you'd like to see Paris differently tomorrow."

Megan's heart gave a small, unexpected beat.

"I'd like that."

Sarah nodded.

"Then I'll see you tomorrow morning."

She walked away.

Megan watched her disappear down the street.

Only then did she realize she was still smiling.

She entered her hotel and took the elevator to her room.

Once inside, she dropped her suitcase onto the floor and walked to the window.

Paris stretched before her.

Beautiful.

Unfamiliar.

Alive.

Megan pulled Sarah's card from her purse.

She looked at the name again.

Sarah Laurent.

She smiled.

It was ridiculous.

She had known the woman for one day.

One day.

And yet something about meeting Sarah felt strangely important.

Megan didn't know why.

She didn't know what the next eight days would bring.

She certainly didn't know that this trip would eventually change the entire direction of her life.

For now, she was simply a tourist from Chicago standing at a hotel window in Paris.

She had come looking for a vacation.

She had no idea she had already found the beginning of a love story.
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