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I was left by everyone. My mom, my dad, and my step-father.

He promises he will never leave me, and God help me; I believe him. 

Ivo Zacca. My husband, he's gorgeous. Not, that's not the right word. He's beautiful – in every way, his face, his body, his mind. His kindness. Nobody that beautiful should be that sweet.

Sweet, but an animal in bed, Gosh. He thinks I married him for convenience, to get away from my asshole of a step-father. 

I'll let him think that, because then maybe it won't be so painful for him when they tear me away from him when they come for me.

When they kill me, I'll never let you know, Ivo, how happy you have made me, how much I love you.

Because fairy tales always end.
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New York City

Clemence Brochu looked at the man who, until a few moments ago, had been her fiancé. “You can’t mean it? Ivo...”

Her distress was apparent, and Ivo Zacca, his green eyes full of sorrow, reached for her hand. “Clemence...you cannot be surprised by this. We have been growing apart for months, if not longer. We barely see each other.”

Clemence snatched her hand away and got up, pacing the floor of her New York apartment. Ivo watched her; his expression was one of concern. She stopped and gazed at him. Ivo Zacca. One of the most gloriously handsome men on the planet. He was a successful art dealer and son of two movie stars; his dark curls and green eyes made him a target for every gold-digger in the circles they spent their time in. Clemence had always prided herself on not being like them; she genuinely loved Ivo and had seen beyond the sheen to the man beneath, a man who loved his job but not the social aspect that went with it. When he had to attend openings and parties, she had been by his side, ever ready to take up the conversation when she knew Ivo struggled with his shyness. Her field, biochemistry, was on the opposite spectrum to the art world, but she was adept at schmoosing, whereas Ivo loathed it. She was his perfect foil.

And now he was telling her it was over. “Don’t think it’s because I don’t love you, Clemence,” he said quietly now. “That’s not the case. It’s just... I don’t think either of us is in love with the other, and, in that case, I don’t see the point.”

Clemence sat down heavily in her chair. She had to hand it to him – he didn’t arrange a public dinner where she would be unable to scream or shout at him. He asked her to meet her at her apartment, where she could cuss him out, or punch him, or.

Except Clemence didn’t do either. Because Ivo was right – they weren’t in love anymore. She sighed, rubbing her eyes, and then looked up to see the pain in his.

“Can we still be friends?” He asked softly and Clemence didn’t know how to answer him.

“Maybe,” she started to cry softly, “Maybe one day, Ivo. But not yet.”

He got up and came to her, and she went into his arms for one last time. “I’m sorry, Clemence.”

“It’s okay,” she sniffed, “it’s okay. You’re right. It just hurts at the moment.”

He tilted her chin up so she could see the honesty in his eyes. “For me too, Clemence. You are my best friend.”

She nodded, then pulled away from him. “Best you go now, Ivo.”

“Can I call you?”

She hesitated, then shook her head. “No. I think it’s best if we make a clean break for now.”

Ivo nodded, his whole body slumping with sadness. For a second, she wished he would look relieved or happy, just so she could hate him for doing this, but she couldn’t. She walked him to the door, but before he went, he kissed her forehead. “Love you, Clemence.”

“I love you too, Ivo. But it isn’t enough, is it?”

It was only after Ivo had gone that she finally burst into tears.

––––––––
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Westchester, New York State

Sofia felt as if her heart had been ripped from her chest as she stood at the front of the congregation. She couldn’t take her eyes off her mother’s casket. Devaki, fifty-six years old, beautiful, kind, funny, dead from a brain aneurysm. So swift, so sudden. So final. Her step-brother, Jonas, put his hand on Sofia’s shoulder, and she was glad of the comfort. Her step-father, Fergus, stared straight ahead of him, not looking at her. He was holding his daughter Tamara’s hand. He didn’t glance at Sofia at all, didn’t comfort her, nothing. Sofia couldn’t understand what the hell had been going on since her mother’s death a week ago. 

Since her mother had married Fergus when Sofia was nine, Fergus had been her father, no questions. He had been loving, fun, caring, and protective – he even personally helped Sofia move into her college dorm room – not many billionaire patriarchs did that. Whenever she visited home, he would be the second person after her mother to wrap her in a bear hug. “Welcome home, pumpkin,” he would say, then pick her up and twirl her. Sofia stood at only five feet two compared to her tall step-siblings. Tamara was the only dark spot. She had hated Sofia, the beautiful, half-Indian, half-American girl on sight – Sofia was the warm counterpoint to Tamara’s own icy blonde good looks. They had avoided each other mostly, but at family gatherings, Tamara could never resist getting a few digs in. Sofia knew better than to complain about Tamara. Her brother, Jones, more than made up for it. Jonas, a tall and thin, shaggy-looking teacher, was kind and generous, and he and Sofia were closer than if they had been related. Neither of them cared about Fergus’s great wealth, unlike Tamara. When Sofia had graduated from college, Jonas was her biggest cheerleader.

Now, though, Sofia felt something shifting in her family. Tamara kept shooting her triumphant looks, which, although she tried to ignore, Sofia felt like pounding the blonde’s face into the ground. Is she actually celebrating Mom’s death? It wouldn’t surprise Sofia – her mother and Tamara had fought constantly, even though Devaki swore to the young woman that she had no intention of replacing Tamara’s mother, Judy. Judy had died from a fall when Tamara was fifteen, and when Devaki married Fergus, three years later, Tamara had been beside herself. She didn’t speak to any of them for another three years, and it was only through Jonas’s gentle peace-making that she returned to the family at the age of twenty-two. Eight years later, Sofia sensed that Tamara would do anything to become her father’s number-one girl again.

Sofia closed her eyes as the pallbearers took her mother’s casket out of the church. She let Jonas take her arm and lead her out, and she watched her mother being lowered into the ground. Another insult – Tamara had flown into a rage when Fergus had told her Devaki would be buried in the Rutland mausoleum. His daughter’s fury had made him back down, and Devaki was being buried just outside of it. Fuck you, Tamara. Fuck you for being this petty. Sofia opened her eyes to see Tamara staring back at her. Her mouth hitched up in a grin on one side and Sofia lost it. She lunged at Tamara, screaming, kicking, punching, until Tamara toppled backward...into an open grave. She screamed as Jonas and Fergus pulled Sofia away, and other shocked mourners helped Tamara out. 

Fergus wrestled a still-raging Sofia to his car. “Get in,” he said, his voice like ice, and Jonas locked his arms around Sofia and gently steered her into the backseat. “Jonas, go back to the others. Tell them I’ll meet them at home. I’m going to take Sofia back, and I’ll meet you there. Son, give me a head start of fifteen minutes.”

Jonas hesitated, looking at Sofia, who was sobbing, but Fergus shook his head. “Go. Now.”

Jonas reluctantly left them alone, and Fergus started the car, driving in silence back to the Rutland mansion. Once there, he took Sofia’s arm and steered her into his study. He poured them both a large shot of whiskey but didn’t ask her to sit down. Sofia wiped her eyes.

“Dad, I’m...”

“No.” He interrupted her with a sharp motion of his hand. “I’m speaking now.” He still had not looked her in the eye. He walked to his desk and picked up an envelope. “In here is your mother’s estate, everything she brought into the marriage. It’s yours. Your stuff has been packed and is waiting for you in one of the limousines. Davide will drive you into New York City. From there, it is entirely up to you where you go, but let me be absolutely clear. You are not welcome here. You are no longer a part of this family, Sofia. I do not wish to see or talk to you ever again; do you understand me?”

Sofia did not understand him. “What?”

Fergus finally looked at her in the eye. “Your mother is dead. I no longer have to tolerate your presence.”

“Tolerate? What the fuck are you talking about? Dad...”

“Mr. Rutland to you. Now, leave this house and never come back.”

Sofia stared at him in abject horror. Where was the man who used to swing her around? Where was the man who called her pumpkin and helped her hang her art up his study walls? What the hell was going on?

There was a knock at the door, and Davide, one of Fergus’s chauffeurs, came in. He looked uncomfortable. “Mr. Rutland, everything is ready.”

“Fine. Miss Amory is ready to go.”

Sofia gaped at Fergus, the envelope limp in her hand. For a moment, she wanted to throw herself on Fergus, hug him, but instead, she turned and walked out with Davide. The limousine was stuffed with her things. Davide had tears in his eyes but he remained silent as he helped her into the front seat.

The journey into New York was a silent one, but when they reached Grand Central Station, Sofia turned to him. “Davide...what the hell happened? Why is Dad being like this?”

Davide shook his head. “I don’t know, Miss Sofia. We didn’t know anything was happening until just before you all left for the funeral.”

Sofia wanted to ask him many questions but new she might get him into trouble. She tried to smile at him. “Thank you for everything you did for me and Mom,” she said in a voice that broke, and, without another word, she got out of the car. Davide helped her drag her cases from the trunk. She could feel by the weight of them all her books, her art materials, her clothes, everything was squeezed into them. Her whole life. In a large backpack, she found all her papers, including her birth-certificate and her passport. Davide helped her pull her bags down to the seating area, and then Davide gave her a piece of paper. “A friend. She has a spare room. She lives in Philadelphia, but there’s a train later. She’s expecting you.”

Sofia hugged him. “Thank you, Davide.” And then he was gone. 

Sofia sunk onto one of the benches in the huge hall and let out a shaky breath. What now? She pulled out the envelope Fergus had given her and opened it. Inside, a thousand dollars in cash, her mother’s favorite necklace – a gift from Sofia when she was small. Sofia turned it over and over in her hand. She knew it wasn’t worth anything – it was only silver plated, but her mother had worn it every day until she died. The little charm was of the Eiffel Tower – her mother had loved Paris – and Fergus had taken them all when Sofia was ten. She’d spent all of her chore money on the necklace. 

She fastened it around her neck now. They can’t take you away from me, Mom, not ever. Sofia looked at the address in Philadelphia. At least she could be sure of a warm, safe bed and a hot meal tonight if she took the train.

She twisted the little metal Eiffel Tower in between her fingers, deep in thought, then suddenly, not caring who was watching, opened both suitcases, dumping the contents of her backpack into one of them. She gathered all her clean underwear, two pairs of jeans, and a selection of no-iron shirts and stuffed them into her backpack. Her art supplies – her beloved Sennelier watercolors – were next, followed by a couple of her favorite paperbacks and all her personal papers.

She dumped the suitcases – open so the security wouldn’t think they were suspicious – and went to the ATM, drawing out as much cash from her account as she could. It gave her another few hundred bucks. She went to the restrooms and put on as many clothes as she could comfortably walk in, her best sneakers on her feet. The rest of her clothes she put on a bench for anyone to take, along with the rest of her treasured books. She hated to let them go, but she couldn’t care about that at the time. She went to one of the little drugstores and bought toothbrushes, toothpaste, deodorant, shower gel, and shampoo, shoving them deep into the backpack’s outer pocket. Finally, tucking her passport into her jeans pocket, she made her way out of the station and towards the bus depot.

There, she bought a one-way ticket to JFK. She wasn’t going to Philadelphia. If the Rutland family wanted rid of her, so be it.

She was going to Paris.
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Los Angeles, California

Six Months Later

––––––––
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Winter in California is no different from summer, Ivo Zacca thought as he drove up to the gate of his father’s house in the Hollywood Hills. Too damn hot. He let himself in as he always did, but there was no answer to his welcoming call. He heard laughter from the terrace and walked out.

“Darling!” His mother, seventy years old and still stunning in a two-piece and wrap, got up from her lounger, had her drink still in hand, and came to greet him.

“Buongiorno, Mama,” he said, and she beamed. Adria La Loggia adored her only child as only an Italian mother could – completely and, sometimes, overwhelmingly. Ivo was the love of her life, the reason she had given up her successful career as a movie star to raise him just as she was beginning to make her mark in Hollywood. She still made her mark, of course; her dark hair and bright green eyes, as well as her ample curves, made her a legend of the screen.

Ivo smiled at her now. “I thought I heard laughing, Mama, where’s Pa?”

“Right here,” said a voice behind him, and his father grabbed him in a bear hug. Walter Zacca had been – as was still too many – a golden god of Hollywood. A charmer, a blonde matinee idol of the old school, Walter still worked, mainly cameos in big blockbusters for obscene amounts of money. He was fun to be around, a total man-whore who reveled in his good looks. He and Adria had divorced when Ivo was a child but had remained each other’s best friends and, Ivo suspected with a grimace, each other’s booty calls when one or the other wasn’t seeing someone else – the someone else invariably being much younger than either of them.

Walter clapped his son on the back. Ivo rolled his eyes at his dad’s usual uniform of shorts and bare chest. Walter looked after himself and liked to show off his physique.

Ivo sat down next to his mother’s lounger. “I didn’t know you were over from Rome, Mama.”

Adria waved a hand. “Ah, I just got in last night. I thought I’d settle in and then call you.” She dropped her sunglasses down her nose and peered at him. “You look well. Have you gotten back with Clemence yet?”

Ivo sighed. This had been his mother’s mantra since the split. “No, Ma, Clemence and I are still over.”

“Shame that,” his father said mildly. “Lovely girl.”

Well, why don’t you date her? Ivo swallowed his annoyance and changed the subject. “Actually, I just came over to tell Dad, well, both of you now, that I’m going to be in Paris for a while. Do you remember Desiree?”

Adria shook her head, frowning, but Walter’s eyes lit up. “Tall. Blonde. Skin the color of milky coffee. Gallery owner. That the one?”

Ivo smothered a grin. He wondered how Walter would react if he ever suspected that Desiree, beautiful, gorgeous, a hell of a woman, was transgender. He wondered if his dad was that enlightened yet. “Yes, that’s her. Well, she called me. Seems she’s having a drought of artists worthy of her development skills, so she’s asked me to go over and headhunt for her. Seems like a good idea. I could do with getting away from the States for a while.”

Walter chuckled. “Nothing to do with the fact that Clemence is seeing that Senator from Washington State, is it? Seems funny, her picking up with him just as soon as you’d settled in Seattle.”

Ivo felt his skin itch. “Dad, I told you before Seattle was supposed to be temporary. I have work to do with the Quilla Chen Mallory Foundation, but only for three months.”

His mother was still studying him. “Piccolo,” she said softly, giving him the nickname he’d had as a kid, and now quite incongruous for her six-foot-five son, “You look tired.”

Ivo nodded. The break-up might have been his doing, but it hadn’t been easy to get over. “I admit, Mama, a good deal of this trip to Paris will be vacation time. I’ve worked for four years straight. I need some downtime, and I can combine headhunting with pleasure too.”

Adria nodded, seemingly satisfied, but Walter squinted at his son. “You tired of your work?”

Ivo smiled at his father. “Not even a little bit. I know you wanted me to go into acting, but really, I’m never going to be the right sort of personality for it. Art is my life.”

Walter harrumphed. “Sometimes I do think we brought the wrong baby home from hospital.”

“You mean...the nannies brought the wrong kid home?” Ivo teased his father, who shrugged good-naturedly.

“Just the way it was, kiddo.”

“I know. And yeah, maybe I was swapped, but I wouldn’t have it any other way. Love you both.”

“Ugh, mushy,” his dad shifted in his chair, and Ivo and Adria laughed. Ivo leaned over and kissed his mother on the cheek.

“Anyway, my flight is in a couple of hours, so I’d better get going. I’ll call you from Paris.”

––––––––
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Paris, France

Desiree gathered him in a huge, perfumed hug as Ivo made his way into her gallery the next day. “Are you jetlagged, honey?”

Ivo shook his head. “Not even one little bit.”

Desiree gave him a tour of her gallery on the Left Bank of the Seine. “Obviously, we’re still in the process of renovating, Ivo. The façade looks glorious, but inside, we’re still in chaos. A bit like me.” Grinning, she led him into what he assumed would be the exhibition hall. For now, it was just a huge space, wood, sawdust and wires, and a band of sweaty workmen who didn’t even glance up at them as they passed by. Desiree chuckled as Ivo took in the amount of work still to be done. “Now, you know me. I’m not the most patient of people, and when I bought the place, I thought any other place that looked like this I would have bothered with, but this place has this.” She pointed upwards, and Ivo looked up to a huge glass dome above it. The colored glass depicted a tornado of colors and shapes.

“Wow.”

“Wow, is right. Talk about a USP.” Desiree tucked her hand under his arm. “If only I had artists worthy of showing in this room.” She sighed dramatically, and Ivo laughed. “Come see what I have got, Ivo, mon chère, I need your opinion.”

Desiree studied Ivo as he looked through the portfolios of work. He looked older than when she’d last seen him, perhaps even older than his thirty-seven years. His almost-black curls had streaks of silver and there were violet shadows under his eyes. Even so, he was still gloriously handsome, almost beautiful, his large green eyes standing out against his swarthy, tanned skin. His body was solid, honed by a strict regime of swimming. Desiree knew Ivo hated to work out in a gym, and she had often joined him on one of his swims. He was at his most relaxed then, and Desiree loved to try and match him stroke for stroke but could never manage it.

“Which pool are we meeting at tomorrow?” She asked with a grin, and he laughed.

“Would you believe me if I told you I’m branching out? I’m going to try La Piscine Josephine Baker this evening.” Ivo grinned at her. “I know, I know. What can I say? Swimming relaxes me.”

Desiree shook her head. “How are you related to Walter and Adria? The King and Queen of the Lotus Eaters?”

“Exactly what they said to me before I came out.” He put the portfolios back on the desk. “Look, Desi, I have to be honest. What I’m seeing is fine work but nothing that makes me salivate. Where are the junior Rothkos or Hoppers or O’Keefes? Something with atmosphere, with a sense of story? Of the artist? These are technically flawless – and as soulless as a painting could be.”

Desiree nodded. “I know. And Ivo, a sweeter bunch of kids you couldn’t find, too, but maybe that’s the problem. Most of these kids have come from middle-class families and have never known hardship. They try, but...we need someone who is...”

“Damaged?”

Desiree grimaced. “When you put it like that, it sounds bad. What I mean is someone with fire in their belly, with rage, and hurt, and pain inside of them.” She sighed. “I don’t think we’re going to find that looking in the colleges, which is depressing because otherwise, why do we have colleges?”

Ivo nodded. “Point taken. Well, look, while I’m here, I’ll scour the city. Montmartre is the good, if obvious, place to start, but I have a feeling I’ll be more likely to find someone the more off the beaten track I go. I’m prepared to do a lot of walking.”

“And swimming.”

“And swimming.” They both laughed. “Maybe I’ll find a mermaid who channels Grant Wood. Listen, you have given me an idea, though.”

“What?”

Ivo smiled, shaking his head. “Let me knock it around in my head for a few days, and I’ll get back to you.”

“Tease. Well, okay, listen. Come to my apartment tonight for an early dinner. I assume you’ll be swimming late at night as normal?”

“Always. Thank you, Desi; I’ll see you later.”

Ivo walked out of the gallery and turned towards the river. He would spend the next few hours doing what he always did when he came here, to his favorite city. He would take a river trip, then head to Shakespeare and Company, his beloved bookstore, to browse. Dinner with Desi and then a late swim. That was his heaven. His mind went back to the portfolios Desi had shown him. It bugged him that it was so hard to find new talent, but it had been a problem back in America too. His friend, Grady Mallory, had bemoaned the fact to him only last month.

“Nothing makes my senses soar at the moment, Ivo,” Grady had said. “It’s all so...blah.”

No. I’m going to find an incredible artist and Desi and I will work hard to shape him or her into the next big thing, I swear we will. Energized by his talk with Desi, he strode down the riverside to where the bateaux mouche awaited.

Sofia woke cold and stiff under the market stall. There was a face staring at her, a kid, just the right height to peek in on her. A rustle, and the cover was pulled up, and Stefan’s face appeared. “Pardon, Sofia, time to get up.”

Stefan was sympathetic and let her sleep under the stall during the day while the covers were on. Sofia found the constant presence of customers and noise made her feel safer than when she slept somewhere at night – besides, at night, it was easier to steal food. She would scoot along the length of the outside cafes, whipping leftover food from plates. She figured she wouldn’t go to hell for stealing paid-for-yet-abandoned food. Last night, at one of her usual haunts, she had been stopped by a waiter, a regal man in his fifties, who said nothing but handed her a parcel wrapped in aluminum foil and nodded. “Whenever I can,” he said.

“Thank you,” she said in a small voice, and he waved her away.

“Keep warm, child.”

She could have cried. It had been one of the few acts of kindness she had been shown since she came here, along with Stefan. Another was the swimming pool attendant. She had been sketching down in the Tuileries one afternoon, and a young teenager came to see what she was doing. The girl looked at the sketches with wide eyes. “You are so talented,” she said in broken English. She reminded Sofia of herself – black hair, brown eyes, punky look. She offered her the sketch, and the girl, Leonie, took it, smiling shyly.

“I work at the swimming barge,” she said, pointing along the river. Sofia had seen it – La Piscine Josephine Baker, an open-air lido. “I work in the evenings, just me and a security guard until 11 pm. Come, use the facilities, swim, shower, and clean your clothes. I wish I could give you more, but I cannot.”

Since then, Sofia had gone along at night, swum when the pool was almost empty in her t-shirt and underwear, then cleaned her clothes and herself in the showers. Just the feeling of being clean made her feel as if she could conquer anything.

She never thought she would be a street girl, but she found, with only a little human interaction, she didn’t need to trust anybody and that way no one could hurt her. Even the kindness of these three other humans – she didn’t know when it might end so she took every advantage of anything offered.

Sofia discovered she was more resilient than she had ever thought. She avoided the roughest districts now – she’d learned that lesson the hard way. She kept her backpack with her at all times. If nothing else, it had her art supplies and her toothbrush. It did make her ponder how easy it was for a human to disappear so totally. After a few weeks, she had stopped thinking about the Rutland family – who had been her family for over thirteen years – as people that she knew anymore. It was only Jonas who she even let herself think about – she wondered if he missed her if he was looking for her. Forget me, Jonas, don’t make yourself unhappy. Sofia didn’t think about Fergus and Tamara at all, and she didn't know if she could help it.

Now, as evening set in, she decided to go find food. It was a Monday, and she knew her friendly waiter wasn’t working tonight, so it was a case of grabbing what she could. She cooked some bread and some leftover fries. She used her last few cents to buy a couple of water bottles and headed down towards the river to eat. She sat with her legs swinging over the side of the river wall. Stefan always gave her any spare fruit after the day was out, and tonight, she had a few apples and oranges. Stave off the scurvy, she thought as she bit into the apple. At ten p.m., she would head to the pool. She had a routine now; she would swim for forty-five minutes, then the last fifteen, she would wash herself and her clothes if needed, tying the damp clothes to the straps of her backpack. It was August and still warm, even at night, so her clothes dried quickly. She hadn’t yet figured out what she would do in the winter about any of it – where she would sleep, how she would stay alive.

Sofia didn’t let herself think about it. One day at a time. And for the most part, astonishingly, she was happy. Free. When she wasn’t sleeping, eating, or swimming, she was sketching. She found paper everywhere, especially discarded where the artists would hang out in Montmartre, or in the Marais, or along the Left Bank. She kept it all, and when she couldn’t find blank paper, she would sketch in the margins of abandoned newspapers or free leaflets from the tourist information office. Stefan had given her a brand-new sketchbook after she’d helped him out on the stall – he couldn’t afford to pay her a lot, and the gift had really been something she treasured. Sofia swore that if she ever made it off the streets, she would never forget her three guardian angels.

Tonight, Leonie sneaked her into the pool office earlier and bought her some snacks from the vending machine. “I’ve told the security guard that you’re my cousin,” she said, piling junk food on the table. “I still think it’s safer for you to swim later on, but I thought you could paint or something in here until then. There’s a kettle, make yourself some hot drinks, or there’s soup in the vending machine. It’s free in here; just use my code, four-oh-six, okay?”

Sofia shook her head, grinning. “You are the sweetest person I have ever met. Why are you doing this for me?”

Leonie smiled. “Because two years ago, I was where you were. I was fifteen, on the streets. I got picked up by the police one night and taken into care. It was just the luck of the draw that I got fostered the next week. You’re not that much older than me. I wish I could do more for you, but my foster parents are already at full stretch, which is why I work three jobs to help them out. Hey, I could get you a job here?”

Sofia felt herself tear up again. “I can’t. I can’t work here; I’m not supposed to be here. I don’t have visas and there’s no way they’d let me stay, and I can’t go back to the States.”

Leonie nodded in sympathy. “I get it. Well, if I hear of anyone looking for someone who can draw like a dream. Have you thought of selling your work?”

Sofia chuckled. “I’m not that good.”

Leonie nodded. “You are; you just don’t realize it.”

Ivo slid the swim cap onto his head and dived into the deep end of the pool. He felt the tension in his body slide away as he began to swim, the water streaming past his limbs. Swimming had always been his method of meditation. He swam a quick ten lengths, then floated on his back, looking up at the night sky. Despite the light pollution from the city, he could see the stars. Nothing else mattered really, he thought, when you looked out into the vast cosmos.

He felt a shift in the water and realized someone had dived in. He looked around and saw a figure, under the water, her long dark hair streaming behind her. She wore only her underwear and her lithe, athletic body cut through the water easily, gracefully. Ivo suddenly felt as if he were intruding on her space. He looked away, concentrating on his own swimming. 

After a while, it seemed as if their separate rhythms were coordinating as they began to swim side-by-side, the young woman easily keeping up with him. Ivo, never very competitive, enjoyed the weird camaraderie he was sharing with this stranger as they swam as if, by some silent agreement, they were in this together.

After a half hour, his swim companion pulled herself out of the water, and Ivo felt a little bereft. He swam another couple of lengths, but his heart wasn’t in it, and he soon got out and headed for the showers. He stood under the hot spray, washing off the chlorine. He was tired now, and the jetlag was finally catching up with him.

As he left and thanked the young receptionist, he saw the swimmer outside of the pool entrance. His heart began to beat quickly as he took in her delicate features, her dusky skin. Her long black hair hung in damp ropes around her shoulders, her large dark eyes wary. Her face was exquisitely beautiful and Ivo felt a tug in his groin. He stepped out into the night, and paused a little way from her, not wanting her to feel alarmed by his presence.

“Same time tomorrow?” He said lightly, not looking directly at her until his question was asked. She started slightly and met his gaze. A shot of pure desire went through Ivo’s body. She gazed back at him, unsmiling, then gave a quick, barely perceptible nod before turning away and disappearing into the night.

Ivo stood for a second, gazing after her. He gave a short laugh. Maybe he was jetlagged and overtired because what the hell had he been thinking, saying that to a stranger? Man, you sounded like such a creeper. There’s no way she’ll be here again tomorrow night after that. He shook his head and turned back toward the direction of his hotel.
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Westchester, New York

Jonas Rutland didn’t wait to be invited into his father’s study. He opened the door in time to see his father screwing the new housekeeper and rolled his eyes.

“Gee, Dad, all class as always.”

The housekeeper, whose name Jonas hadn’t bothered to learn, jumped up and rushed past him, her face red. Fergus tidied himself up, shooting his son an annoyed glare. “How about knocking next time?”

“How about not being an asshole next time?”

So far, the conversation has been nothing different than it has been for the last six months. Since Sofia had been thrown out, Jonas had barely talked to his father – hadn’t talked at all to his sister, who he knew had orchestrated the whole fiasco. At the start, Jonas, heartbroken and confused, had begged his father to tell him why he had done such a horrendous thing, but Fergus remained tight-lipped. Jonas had raged at him.

“You put my sister out on the streets for nothing!”

“She isn’t your sister, Jonas.”

“Sofia is my sister! More than that viper you call a daughter. Tamara is evil, and Dad is twisted. She always has been, but you, gosh, have always turned a blind eye. Mom saw it, Devika saw it, Sofia saw it. Tamara is a fucking little jealous bitch whose only goal is to screw her darling Daddy and take his money. Literally screw, probably.”

His father’s eyes had lit up with rage then, and he punched his son across the room. Jonas had gotten straight up, his own anger a seething, violent thing. “You disgust me in every way.”

He turned to leave. “Get back here, boy. Don’t think I won’t cut you off the same way I did, Sofia.”

Jonas gave a mirthless smirk. “Cut me off from what? Haven’t you got it yet? I don’t want your money. I’ve always made my own way ever since I left college. Screw your damn money. Some things are more important.”

“Don’t be naïve, boy.” Fergus was dismissive. “Your love for Sofia was nothing more than a schoolboy crush. She was never your sister.”

Jonas had heard enough. “Only you would twist it to make it seem like that. Sofia was my family. Dad, I’m going to find her and make sure she’s okay. And then when I do, I’m going to tell the world what a shitty father you are.”

He left the house, knowing he would never go back there. He drove home to his tiny apartment in New York City. His girlfriend, Megan, a nurse at the local hospital, was working nights, so Jonas did what he always did when Megan wasn’t there to distract him: he brooded. He got out the only photo he had of him and Sofia together – taken on her graduation day. It was the last time they had all looked happy together. “Where are you?” He said to the photograph of her step-sister, but of course, no one answered.

Sofia knew something was wrong when she woke under Stefan’s fruit stall. Her neck was stiff enough that it was agony when she moved it, and her head screeched in pain. She stuck her hand on her forehead. Fuck. She was burning up. She gave a groan as she opened her eyes, and the bright light seared her retinas. Jesus. She’d never known pain like it. She checked the coast, which was clear, and crawled out from underneath the stall.

“You look like hell, girl,” Stefan said, and he, too, stuck his hand on her forehead, wincing. “Oh, dear god. Hey, Philippe, would you watch my stall for ten minutes? I need to go get Sofia some pain relief.”

“Sure thing.”

Stefan supported her as they walked to the nearest pharmacy, Sofia still clutching her backpack. Stefan lowered her into a chair of a café across the street and ordered her some hot tea. “Is she okay?” The waitress looked alarmed.

“Migraine,” Sofia managed, thanking the gods that her clothes were somewhat clean and tidy. They’d never let her stay there if they knew she was homeless. Stefan slipped the girl some Euros. “Just watch her for a moment until I get some paracetamol, would you?”

The waitress nodded and sat down next to Sofia. “You really don’t look well. Let me get you some food, my treat. It’ll help the headache.”

Stefan was soon back and Sofia popped three tablets gratefully, rolling her neck, trying to ease the stiffness. The waitress brought them both some pastries and bread rolls, waving away Stefan’s offer to pay.

Sofia thanked them both and was grateful for their kindness. The headache pounded away at her temples, and she felt sick, but the hot tea and food did make her feel a little better. Stefan looked at her with concerned eyes. “I really think we should get you to a doctor.”

She shook her head. “It’s just a bad headache, Stefan, really. These will help.” She held up the packets of tablets and smiled at him. “I don’t know why you do it, but your kindness means everything to me. You are a true friend.”

He didn’t smile. “You’re slurring. Look,” he dug around in his pockets, “take this.” He handed her a key. “This is the key to my place. Go there, rest for a few hours. Elizabeth won’t be home until five, so she never needs to know.”

Sofia shook her head. “I can’t, Stefan; you’ve done so much for me already. I’m not going to risk upsetting your wife. What if the neighbors saw me go in and out?”

Stefan hesitated, but he knew he was beaten. His wife was a formidable woman whom Stefan was terrified of. Sofia thanked him again and persuaded him to go back to work. “I’ll just stay here until my head eases off.”

She waited until he had gone, then thanked her waitress and took off, stumbling down the street. She decided to go to Montmartre, hang out with the artists there. Maybe the bustle of tourists would distract her from the pain, and maybe she could sell some work, afford a cheap motel room for one night. 

As she walked, she could feel her body start to reject the food she had eaten, the pain increasing, her neck and shoulders tightening until she had to rush to the side of the road and throw up. She heard the disgusted snorts of passers-by – no one stopped to help her.

As she stood, wiping her mouth with a napkin she had taken from the café, she felt someone brush past her, and suddenly her back felt very light. “Hey!” 

The thief who had taken her backpack ran, and Sofia, her whole body screaming with pain, panic rising in her throat, took off after him. They ducked and weaved along the sidewalks and across roads, and just as she was beginning to lose hope, the thief tripped, and she caught up with him.

They had a tug-of-war between them, the backpack’s sturdy canvas holding up to the fight. “Let go, motherfucker!” Sofia screamed, tears of anger, pain, and panic streaming down her face. She kicked him in the balls hard, and cursing loudly, he let go unexpectedly.

Sofia felt herself falling backward, through space, as if in slow motion. Her head ricochet off something metallic, and she heard screams ring out as she bounced off the hood of the car.

Overwhelming pain then, and she could smell blood. She came to rest on the cold, damp asphalt. Consciousness ebbed and flowed, and then there were people crowding around. All Sofia could think of was she had to hold onto her bag. Her life was in that bag.

And the she saw him. The merman. No, that wasn’t right. Where had she seen this angel-faced man with the most beautiful green eyes? He was bending over her, telling her he was sorry over and over again. Other people were talking now, talking about calling ambulances, and soon it seemed she was being loaded into one. Angel-face was with her, and she clutched his hand. “My bag, please, don’t let them take my bag.”

He squeezed her hand back. “Don’t worry, sweetheart; I’m here; I’ve got it. I won’t leave you or it. Just let them take care of you. I’m sorry, I’m so sorry.”

Sofia felt some kind of relief as she let herself sink into the darkness and it was only as she passed the point of no return that she remembered where she had seen him.

The swimming pool. He was her merman.
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Ivo sat with his head in his hands and didn’t see Desiree walking down the hospital corridor. The police had just left, and now Ivo felt hollow. He felt his friend put her hand on his back and looked up.

“I hit a girl with my car,” was all he said, and Desiree looked distressed.

“Oh, Ivo. Is she okay?”

Ivo shook his head. “I don’t know; they haven’t come to find me yet. The police were in there with her, but they won’t let me in to see her.”

Desiree nodded and looked around for a nurse. “Let me see what I can find out, darling. They might be more responsive to a woman. Go get yourself some coffee and splash some water on your face.”

When he got back, Desiree was talking to the doctor. After a few minutes, she came back to him. “They say the injuries from the accident are not serious. She hit her head, but there was no sign of brain damage. What’s concerning them is that she’s sick. They think it might be meningitis.”

“Oh, gosh, poor kid. I can’t believe this. Listen, I actually met her last night at the swimming pool. We swam together. I mean, we didn’t talk or anything, but it felt like we... I sound crazy. When I saw it was her that I had hit... Jesus.”

Desi rubbed his back. “From what the doctors told me, you couldn’t have hit her at speed.”

He shook his head. “No, I was crawling along Paris traffic. She was having some kind of physical fight, and then she fell onto the hood of my car.” He rubbed his eyes. “And you say she’s sick?”

Desiree nodded. “In a bad way, apparently. She’s conscious but rambling. They don’t know who she is and she won’t tell them her name. It worries me, because without insurance...”

“She doesn’t need to worry about that,” Ivo said immediately and got up. “Doctor, can I have a word? About the patient, please, I want to cover all the costs.”

The doctor peered at him over his glasses. “You realize it could run into hundreds of thousands of Euros, Mr....?”

“Zacca. Ivo Zacca. And it doesn’t matter. All costs are to be billed to me. If the patient doesn’t want to say who she is, I’m sure she has a good reason.” 

The doctor sighed. “It would help if we knew her medical history, but Okay.”

“Can I see her?”

“She’s sedated at the moment, but as she doesn’t have anyone else, I guess it wouldn’t hurt if you sat with her. I will need her permission, though.”

“Of course.”

The doctor stepped into the girl’s room, and a few moments later, he waved them in. Ivo felt irrationally nervous as he walked into the room. The girl’s skin was wan, almost yellow, and she looked doped up to the eyeballs. Ivo smiled at her and pulled the chair up to her bed. Desiree stood back a little. Ivo took the girl’s hand hesitantly. The girl turned to look at him with the deepest brown eyes he’d ever seen. Warm. Intelligent. Her hair, so black it was almost blue, fell in soft waves except for the places where it was matted with blood.

“Hey there...how are you feeling?”

She murmured something, and Ivo frowned. “I didn’t get that, sweetheart, I’m sorry.”

“Merman,” Sofia said a little louder, and Ivo laughed softly.

“That’s right...that’s where we met. I’m Ivo Zacca.”

“Sofia,” she said softly, opening her eyes fully now and looking at him. “I’m sorry I fell on your car. I didn’t mean to. He had my bag, he was stealing my bag...” Her eyes opened a little wider, alarmed. “Where is my bag? Where...” She gave a sigh of relief when Ivo held it up.

“Don’t worry about anything, Sofia, your bag is here. I haven’t looked inside, everything is as you left it.”

Desiree walked slowly to Sofia’s other side. “God, she’s so young.”

Sofia turned her head, fading fast now. “So pretty.” She said, staring up at Desiree, who smiled at her.

“Damn right. Sweetheart, do you have any family we can contact?”

Sofia looked back at Ivo, her dark eyes huge, troubled as she shook her head, then groaned at the pain. Ivo and Desiree shared a worried look. “What about your home, darling? Is there anyone there, a roommate?”

“No home.”

Ivo felt his heart shatter. Oh, gosh, the poor kid. He stroked the back of his fingers down her face. “Can I get you anything, Sofia? Some water?”

“Head is burning,” she mumbled, and her eyes closed. Desiree patted Ivo’s shoulder. 

“I’ll go get a cold compress for her head.”

Ivo nodded, not taking his eyes off Sofia. He pressed her little hand to his face. “I’m so sorry, Sofia.”

When Desiree came back, and they had applied the cold compress to Sofia’s sleeping forehead, Desi pulled Ivo out of the room. “I know what you’re thinking, and I can see it in your eyes. You wanted to play the hero. That girl in there, she’s a street girl. She’s feral. Once she recovers, I’ll bet you any amount she’ll take off – and probably take your wallet with her.”

Ivo shook his head. “She’s no street girl. Yes, she might live on the streets, but it’s not somewhere she’s grown up. Did you see her fingernails and the condition of her hair? I bet you anything, it hasn’t been that long that she’s been homeless. And that accent – she’s American. Probably here illegally, which is why she isn’t giving them any details. She has no-one, Desi. Don’t
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