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			I RUN THROUGH the airport in shapeless tracksuit pants, my hair flying behind me. A screaming toddler stands in my way, and I leap over him in a somewhat graceful grand jeté before pirouetting past a man who’s struggling to carry his giant suitcase.

			“Faites attention!” a woman yells at me after I almost step on her foot. Be careful!

			The thing is, I can be careful or I can be late, and being late is not an option right now. This American girl needs to get to the other side of Paris tout de suite.

			“Sorry,” I say as I race through the Charles de Gaulle terminal, my backpack banging into my shoulder.

			The reason I’m late is that there was a crazy storm in New York last night, and my flight was delayed by four hours, then six. I stopped counting after that so I wouldn’t pass out from the idea of missing my first day of school. Well, not school, exactly. School is a piece of cake compared to what’s waiting for me here.

			
			I bump into a group of children straddling the entire width of the terminal hallway and almost fall flat on my face, but I manage to turn it into a pas de basque. Thank you, muscle memory from approximately a million years of ballet classes.

			I’ll admit, this is not how I imagined my first hours in Paris. I had a picture-perfect vision of what was supposed to happen: I would get off the plane on a warm, sunny morning, my wavy brown hair bouncing and shiny, even after the seven-hour flight. I’d swing my tied-up pointe shoes over my shoulder and declare something cute in French with a perfect accent—the result of months of practice—before strutting elegantly toward the best summer of my life: an intensive ballet program at the prestigious Institut de l’Opéra de Paris. Le dream, non?

			Instead, I “gently” shove past a few people to snatch my suitcase off the luggage carousel, then search the signs above my head for the word taxi. That’s when something truly wild happens.

			“Mia?”

			Um, what? How does someone in Paris know who I am?

			“Mia? Is that you?”

			It takes me a second to recognize that voice. I turn around, and there she is, my nemesis. Or she would be, if I believed in nemeses.

			“Whoa, Audrey! What are you doing here?” I realize it’s a stupid question only after the words come out of my mouth.

			
			“The same thing as you, I guess,” she answers, looking surprised. When I booked my ticket, I was surprised by how many flights there are to Paris every day. I guess we were on different ones, both delayed by the storm. In any case, I can practically hear her wondering, How did Mia get accepted into one of the most exclusive summer ballet programs in the world?

			’Cause I worked my buns off, I want to say.

			I’m not going to lie: Audrey is one of the best ballet dancers our age in the tristate area, but, hey, so am I. I know because we’ve competed against each other in every major event in the dance circuit since we were basically babies. I live in Westchester, which is outside of New York City, and Audrey lives in Connecticut, so we don’t go to the same ballet school (thankfully!), but several times a year, I watch Audrey snatch roles, receive accolades, and almost always come out just ahead of me.

			“You got into the Institut de l’Opéra de Paris?” Audrey asks with a perfect accent, one eyebrow raised in suspicion. I can tell she regrets her question, because she adds right away, “I mean, what level did you get in?”

			I clear my throat, buying some time. There are five levels in the program, and students from around the world get placed according to the skills they demonstrated in their application video.

			“Four,” I say, holding her gaze.

			
			Four is great. I was so excited to get level four. Honestly, I was happy to just get in, especially after being rejected from the American Ballet Theatre’s summer program in New York. I’ve worked my entire life to get into a program like this. Ballet has run in my family for generations—or so the legend goes—and I know my grandmother would have been pretty sad if I didn’t get into any school, though nowhere near my own major disappointment.

			“That’s great,” Audrey says. Her hand tightens around the handle of her suitcase, the only sign that betrays her true reaction. Yep, I’m good enough for level four.

			“And you’re in…?” I begin, even though I can guess the answer.

			“Five,” she answers coolly.

			I nod. Force a smile. Of course she is. It’s fine, really. Audrey’s technique is flawless; even I can admit that.

			“Are you coming?” she asks in a clipped tone, starting to walk ahead of me. “We should share a taxi. It doesn’t make sense to take two cars to the same place,” Audrey adds like she’s talking to a child.

			“Right.” I hate to admit she has a point. “But we’re probably in different dorms?”

			I pull up the dorm address on my phone, which Audrey reads over my shoulder. She lets out a deep sigh. “That’s where I am, too. Please don’t tell me they put all the American students together.”

			“Seems like it,” I say as we make our way to the taxi stand, not bothering to hide my annoyance. There are over a hundred girls and boys aged fourteen to eighteen attending the ballet summer program, and the dorms are scattered all over the city. The minute I received my admission packet with the address of where I’d be staying, I thought I’d won the Paris lottery. Now I’m not so sure about that.

			
			“Boulevard Saint-Germain,” I tell the driver once we’re seated in the back of a metallic gray car with leather seats. Even the taxis in Paris are chic.

			The man frowns at me in the rearview mirror, and I don’t know what else to do but frown back. I have no idea what’s happening. My thoughts feel like they’re trapped in a cloud. Even if I had slept on the plane, Audrey’s presence would be enough to throw me off my game.

			She shakes her head, then hands the taxi driver her phone, which is open to the map with our dorm’s address. My newbie mistake hits me right in the face. I’ve researched Paris so much that I should have remembered that Boulevard Saint-Germain is one of the longest streets in the city. It snakes across most of Rive Gauche, the side of Paris south of the Seine. Basically, it’s like telling a New York City cab driver that you’re going to Fifth Avenue.

			Audrey gives me a pointed look that seems to say, Lucky I’m here.

			Her phone rings just as we get on the freeway: a FaceTime call from her mom. I’ve never met her, but I know who she is—a retired principal dancer who spent her entire career in Moscow with the Bolshoi Ballet. As I listen to Audrey go on and on about how her flight delay almost ruined her life, I realize that I haven’t even told my parents I’m here yet. I send a quick text saying that everything’s fine. Dad responds immediately.

			
				
				Good luck at orientation! Show them who’s boss! Love you.

			

			I smile and respond.

			
				I’ll try! Love you too.

			

			And then nothing from Mom. I keep staring at my phone, hoping, wondering, wishing. She’s still mad at me. Grandma swore she’d get over it by the time I left for Paris, but clearly she hasn’t.

			Ever since I was little, dancing has been my whole life. To my mom, however, it was just a hobby, something fun I did on the side, an extracurricular activity to keep me busy on weekends. I kept telling her I wanted to become a professional ballet dancer, and that I would do whatever it took to make it happen, but she always shrugged it off, like it was something I’d outgrow. Luckily, between Dad and Grandma Joan (Mom’s mom), there was always someone to drive me to classes, help me sew costumes for my shows, and cheer me on during important performances.

			But things got really tense with Mom when I started talking about applying to this program.

			
			“You didn’t get into New York. Why would you try again in Paris?”

			I’d just received my rejection letter from ABT and was doing my best not to show how devastated I was. I always knew how competitive it would be, but I figured that, after a lifetime of dedicating myself to my art, I had a real shot. But Mom didn’t agree with me. “So many girls want this; there just aren’t enough spots for everyone,” she’d said with a sad face. It hurt a lot to realize that she was right.

			“Paris is every aspiring ballet dancer’s biggest dream,” I’d said.

			To be honest, that’s not exactly how I felt at the time. Even though it’s true—the Paris program is just as well regarded as the New York one—I only ever dreamed of attending ABT, and of joining their company one day. But that wasn’t going to happen this summer, and I couldn’t allow myself to accept defeat. Everyone knows everyone in the ballet world, and borders don’t really exist. If I made it in Paris, then I’d find my way into ABT eventually. They couldn’t get rid of me so easily, even if I had to cross an ocean to prove it to them. At least that’s what I told myself.

			Mom shook her head. “It’s your last summer of high school. Don’t you want to see your friends, go to the pool, to the movies, and just, you know, do other things?”

			“They have pools and movies in Paris, too.”

			She ignored my snarky tone. “Mia, there’s more to life than ballet. You need to have a plan B. Everyone should have one, especially when they’re only seventeen and chasing an impossible dream.”

			
			She’d never put it so plainly before. An impossible dream? Thanks for believing in me, Mom.

			Despite everything she’d said, I kept rehearsing for my video, checking the requirements—an introduction to explain my experience and credentials, a showcase of each of the key steps, then a personal routine of at least two minutes. Grandma Joan even surprised me with a new leotard in a beautiful shade of dove gray.

			“It’ll be your Paris leotard,” she said as I dashed to my room to try it on. It fit perfectly and complemented my blue eyes.

			“I haven’t even been accepted yet,” I told her as I adjusted the straps over my shoulders. My hands shook as I imagined myself practicing pliés in a light-filled Parisian studio.

			“But you will be,” Grandma said, her voice firm. “How could they ever say no? It’s in your blood.”

			“Mom!” Mom said to Grandma Joan as she walked into my bedroom. She cast a skeptical glance at the Degas poster hanging over my bed. “Can you please stop saying that? It’s not even true.”

			Grandma sighed, then turned to me. “Of course it’s true. You come from a long line of ballerinas, Mia.” She gave me a wink. “You believe me, don’t you?”

			Grandma Joan has told me the same story since the day I put on my first tutu. The first part of it is definitely true: My great-grandmother was French. She met an American man in Paris when she was twenty-three, fell in love, and moved to the U.S. soon after their wedding. But before that—and this is when things get a little murky—she practiced ballet. Like her mother before her, and her mother before her, all the way back to the late 1800s, when my great-great-great-grandmother was a danseuse étoile, a principal dancer, the highest, most prestigious ranking in the Paris Opera. Supposedly, this was around the time Edgar Degas created his world-famous paintings of ballerinas.

			
			Grandma insists that Degas painted my great-great-great-grandmother, and that she was the subject of one of his masterpieces. The nonspecifics of this family legend drive Mom crazy. She doesn’t believe this story, and whenever Grandma Joan brings it up, she’ll happily point out that no one actually knows which painting our ancestor might be in, or even remembers what her name was. If she was a ballet dancer at all. Mom never lets me forget that it’s most likely made up, and that there’s no way to know for sure. She doesn’t want me to believe in fairy tales.

			But I do.

			The myth itself is proof enough that ballet is my destiny—how could anything as strange as this get passed down from generation to generation if it weren’t true? This story has always been part of me, of how I dance. When I’m performing, I sometimes imagine my ancestor twirling across the stage, spotlighted by gas lamps, while Degas sweeps his oil paints and pastels onto canvas and paper. I like to think she was part of his inspiration, that he watched her spin in a sea of color and light.

			
			I wore my new leotard for my audition video, which Camilla, my best friend from ballet school, helped me film. She’d decided to only apply to local summer programs, and swore it had nothing to do with the fact that she didn’t want to be away from her new boyfriend—an aspiring musician named Pedro. I think Mom wishes I had a boyfriend as well, but my dating experience so far has only proved that no one can make my heart flutter the way ballet does. To go with my leotard, I put my hair up in a tight bun, my face fully made up. And two months later, I got into the Institut de l’Opéra de Paris, just like Grandma had promised.

			I close my eyes for a moment, and when I reopen them, one of the most famous churches in the world stares back at me.

			“Notre-Dame!” I squeal to Audrey, who doesn’t react. I press my face against the window, soaking in its beauty, the two towers disappearing off behind our taxi, the arched structure revealing itself in the back, and the grand majesty of it all. My first look at Paris! But I don’t have time to revel in the moment, because our taxi makes a right turn, and, a couple of minutes later, we pull off to the side of a wide street packed with cyclists, buses, and pedestrians.

			“Finally,” Audrey says, looking out the window.

			The driver slams his horn as a bike zooms past, and I’m definitely awake now. The cyclist turns back and yells what I can only assume is an insult. Though, because it’s in French, it sounds almost pleasant to me. Our driver just shakes his head in response as he parks in front of a white stone building, about six stories high, with small double windows all with matching gray curtains—our home for the summer. Thanks to my Google Street View research, I know exactly where we are—a stone’s throw from the embankments of the Seine, and the lively student neighborhood called Saint-Michel.

			
			Inside the building, the hall is very quiet. According to my admission packet, my room is on the third floor, and I pull my suitcase up the curved stairwell one step at a time as Audrey rushes ahead with her duffel.

			“I knew it!” she calls down the stairs. When I catch up, she’s standing in front of a door, shaking her head.

			A handwritten sign reads: Audrey Chapman & Mia Jenrow

			I take a deep breath. Roommates. Ugh.

			In the room, two single beds with metal frames are tucked against opposite walls, which are painted in dirty beige. There are also two tiny closets and a small wooden desk barely big enough for a laptop. The window looks onto the building on the other side of the inner courtyard, letting in very little light, even though it’s now the middle of the day. Okay, so it’s not as glamorous as I’d imagined.

			Without a word, Audrey pushes past me and claims the bed by the window. She quickly pulls out fresh clothes and makes a dash to the communal showers. I grab a striped tee and a flowy navy skirt and follow suit. Ten minutes later, we’re both back in the room and ready to go when I notice the cardboard tube peeking out of my suitcase. I stop in my tracks.

			
			“What now?” Audrey asks, standing by the door. Our flight delay means that we have to leave immediately if we want to get to orientation in time.

			I don’t want to have to explain to her that inside that tube is my favorite painting in the whole wide world. I’d promised myself I would hang it up as soon as I got to Paris. It’ll only take a minute.

			“You should go ahead. I…” I pick up the tube and open it. “I need to do something.”

			Audrey gives me a funny look, her big brown eyes framed by thick but perfectly curved eyebrows. I’m sure she’s going to run out the door and not speak to me for the rest of the summer. Instead, she retrieves the few pins from the corkboard above the desk and kicks off her shoes. “Quick,” she says.

			I’m too shocked to respond as I join her on my bed. A moment later, I smile as I take in the image I’ve woken up to for as long as I can remember: Ballet Rehearsal on Stage, the Edgar Degas painting featuring tulle-clad ballerinas rehearsing on the stage of the Paris Opera. It’s so striking; I can practically sense the tension before the curtain lifts.

			“It’s a superstition—” I begin.

			Audrey cuts me off. “I get it. I put my ballet clothes on the left side of my body first. The left strap over my shoulder before the right, the left leg in my tights, my left shoe…I can’t dance if I don’t do that.”

			
			I grin. Audrey and I may have never exchanged more than a few icy words before, but this is promising.

			“It’s a nice painting,” Audrey admits.

			With the Degas dancers watching over me, my Paris adventure can finally begin.
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			THE SUDDEN KNOCK startles us both. Our bedroom door opens, and in bursts a petite girl with brown skin and long black hair.

			“Mia, Audrey, finally!” The girl’s voice is bright, with a strong British accent. “I’m Lucy. Everyone else has left for orientation already, but Anouk and I wanted to wait for you.”

			Lucy steps aside, and in walks a very tall, pale, blond girl. Anouk waves and gives us a sweet smile.

			I’m overcome with gratitude. These girls are total strangers, and they waited for us—who even does that? “So nice to meet you!”

			“Anouk was in the program last year, and she knows Paris really well,” Lucy says, motioning for us to rush out the door. “Come on, let’s go.”

			“We’ll take the ten and then the five,” Anouk says in an accent I can’t place. Then, at my confused expression, she adds, “The métro lines.”

			
			“Oh, right!” I say. We might be late, but at least we won’t be lost.

			“Oh, and here,” Lucy adds, fishing something out of her tote bag. She pulls out two croissants wrapped in paper napkins along with two mandarins. “We saved you this from breakfast this morning, in case you didn’t have time to grab anything.”

			I hadn’t realized how much my stomach was grumbling. “Thank you!” I say, accepting my half from her and immediately biting into the pastry. Whoa. The buttery flavor is delicious, and I wish I had more time to enjoy my first taste of France. “You two are my favorite people in the world right now,” I say in between two mouthfuls.

			Audrey mumbles a vague “thanks” as Lucy hands her the food. It’s kind of rude, of course, but Audrey’s not here to make friends.

			I wish I could be that disciplined, too, but I like friends. Friends are…nice. I throw my bag over my shoulder and slip on my shoes. “Ready,” I say.
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			By the time our train stops at Bastille station, I’ve learned that Anouk is Dutch, from Amsterdam, while Lucy is from Manchester, in northern England. Anouk seems very focused and wants to get us to school ASAP—maybe because she’s been through all this before—while Lucy chats all the way, making amusing comments about Paris and giggling like we’ve known each other forever. I know I just met them, but I love these girls already.

			
			As we exit the métro onto Bastille Square, I can’t help but pause and stare in awe. Paris is at my fingertips and it’s real, at last. I may have spent months looking at pictures of the city on Instagram, but it’s so different to actually see it in person. The Opéra Bastille is right in front of us, its ultramodern glass structure standing proud over its namesake roundabout, called Place de la Bastille. From my research, I know this impressive building is one of two operas in the city. The original, Opéra Garnier, is a luscious palace on the other side of Paris and has been host to centuries of ballet performances. That’s where Degas practically lived.

			Traffic rushes by, cars honk, tourists stop to take photos. Trees line the sidewalk, their leaves the dark green of summer. I resist the urge to spin around with glee at finally being here as Anouk takes us down a quiet little street to our left. A few minutes later, our school comes into view. It’s a classical building made of beige stone with a roof covered in slate tiles, like you see all over Paris. Through the open windows I can hear a piano and the count of a teacher keeping time. “Un, deux, trois, quatre.”

			There’s an inscription above the dark blue double door that reads L’Institut de l’Opéra de Paris.

			
			“We’re the luckiest girls in the world,” Lucy says with a happy sigh as we climb the marble steps.

			“Especially for those of us in level five,” Audrey adds.

			I roll my eyes, but Lucy’s smile drops a bit. She opens her mouth to respond, but Anouk cuts in. “Level four is amazing, too….Pretty much no one gets level five their first year here.” Her voice lowers to a murmur and she adds, “or their second, for that matter,” like she’s speaking from experience.

			Audrey doesn’t say anything back, but the corners of her mouth turn up in a satisfied smirk.

			Inside, the hall is bustling with students lining up to file into the main auditorium. We’re just in time for orientation—phew. The four of us find seats as close to the front as possible. Glancing around, I’m struck by the wide range of teenagers attending the program: some tall and lean, others short and athletic; mostly girls, but also a few boys here and there. In the space of a few minutes, I think I hear at least three languages outside of French and English. It’s clear the school has brought the best talent from all over the world. A hush falls over the room as Myriam Ayed, the most famous danseuse étoile of the Paris Ballet, comes onto the stage. She’s known for her out-of-this-world talent, but she also made headlines when she was promoted, because she is the first dancer of African descent to become a principal dancer at the Paris Opera. As a mixed-race woman—she’s half-Moroccan, half-French—she was hailed as the change French ballet needed: a sign that classical dancing could modernize while staying true to tradition. She looks exactly the same as in all the pictures I’ve seen—muscular, with sharp features but warm eyes—and I feel oddly emotional just being in the same room as her.

			
			“It’s my pleasure to welcome you,” Ms. Ayed says into the microphone, slowly looking around the room with a smile. She speaks in English—the official language of this summer program—but her thick French accent clings to every word.

			“You’ve all worked so hard to be here today, and for that, you must congratulate yourselves.”

			She claps her hands a few times, and the room fills with applause. “I was in your shoes not so long ago, and I know that just being selected means that you have what it takes to succeed. But your work has only just begun.”

			As the applause dies down, Ms. Ayed continues, “I’m happy to announce that you will be dancing Swan Lake as your final performance. The respective maîtres de ballet for each level will be assigning roles at the beginning of next week, and I will be cheering you all from the sidelines.”

			My heart flutters. Swan Lake is my favorite ballet (So dramatic! So heart-wrenching! So technically challenging!), but I’ve only ever performed as a page girl. I would do absolutely anything to dance as Odette, but featured and principal roles will for sure go to dancers in level five. Audrey will probably be one of them.

			I look over and see Audrey biting her lower lip, hanging on to Myriam Ayed’s every word. She’s putting on a brave face, but I’m certain she’s praying for the role in her head.

			
			After we meet Monsieur Dabrowski, the school’s artistic director, and a few other instructors, we head to the cafeteria, where we’ll be having lunch every day, starting now.

			My race through the airport this morning made me ravenous, and I help myself to extra cheese—a gooey Camembert—to tide me over until dinner. Afterward, we’re divided into small groups for a tour. We’re led through each of the five floors, which are full of glass-walled studios with high ceilings, beautiful antique wooden floors, and Steinway pianos, along with the locker rooms. The corridors feel never-ending, and the rooms are so much bigger and more impressive than the ones I’m used to, but I tell myself that I’ll know my way around here in no time.

			At the end of the afternoon, Lucy, Anouk, Audrey, and I meet up outside on the front steps of the school. I edge closer to our group, curious about a tiny little major thing. “Myriam Ayed didn’t say much about the final performance. And no one else spoke about the apprentice program directors. They will come watch Swan Lake, right?”

			While this summer intensive isn’t supposed to be competitive—there are no medals at the end, and the students aren’t ranked—it’s no secret that many apprentice program directors for the world’s major ballet companies attend the final performance in the hopes of discovering up-and-coming talent. If you’re lucky enough to be chosen by one, you get to practice with a corps de ballet for a year before hopefully joining the company for good. I’m sure it’s the ultimate goal of pretty much everyone in the program.

			
			The rumor is that our instructors pass along the names of their favorite students beforehand to the program directors, which means we have to give it our best all summer long to make an impression. If your maître de ballet notices you, then it’s likely a program director will as well. And if they do…an offer might not be far behind.

			“Anouk, is that true?” Lucy asks. “Did anyone get offered an apprenticeship last year?”

			The three of us turn to Anouk. If anyone knows something, it’s going to be her. “Don’t look at me,” she says jokingly. “I was only in level three.”

			“But you must have heard things,” I insist.

			“Okay, fine,” Anouk says, “but don’t blame me if it turns out not to be true.”

			“Just spill,” Audrey says sharply. Lucy and I frown at her, and she sighs. “I mean, come on, we need to know.”

			Anouk leans closer. “From what I heard, at the end of the final performance, the program directors make a list of the students they’re interested in. It’s usually the leads, but not always. They might decide someone in the corps de ballet has potential, too.”

			I bite my lip. So there’s a chance for those of us in level four. A small one, but it’s there.

			“Then,” Anouk continues, “they invite them to a private audition. Those happen the next day, I think. Last year there was the Australian Ballet, the Bolshoi Ballet, the Royal Danish Ballet, the Royal Ballet in London, and ABT, of course.”

			
			Audrey glances at me at the same time I steal a look at her. ABT. The American Ballet Theatre in New York City.

			I close my eyes and see countless weekends of practice, my school breaks filled with competitions in faraway places, my nights spent bandaging my bloody toes—it’s all led me to this. Here is the proof that you always get another chance. ABT may have rejected me once, but I’m only just getting started.
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			THE GIRLS DECIDE to take the métro back to the dorm, but I don’t feel like joining them. This is my first day in Paris, and I want to enjoy it before school starts for real tomorrow.

			“I think I’m going to walk,” I say, surprising myself.

			I’ve never been alone in a big city, and I don’t know my way around here. I should unpack and rest. Do the reasonable thing. But I don’t want to.

			Lucy frowns.

			“I’ll see you for dinner,” I promise.

			Audrey and Anouk start to walk away, but Lucy insists. “Will you be okay?”

			I smile. “I’m in Paris. Of course I’m going to be okay.”

			Instead of south, I head west toward the heart of the city. My eyes are wide as I try to take it all in at once: the tangy scent of asphalt warmed by the summer sun, the casual yet polished appearances of most passersby (no shorts or flip-flops in sight), the lovely shade of pastel blue in the sky. I’ve heard Paris called a gray city, but today the sun is bright, like it’s putting on a show just for me.

			
			As I walk through a hip neighborhood called the Marais, according to the map on my phone, I notice a sea of red awnings above the rows of sidewalk cafés; the narrow, winding cobblestoned streets; the pristine cream-colored buildings; and the antique signs above the shops.

			I feel like I’ve stepped back in time. It’s the Paris of the movies, the one I’ve been dreaming of ever since I knew I would be coming here. There’s street art painted on the side of a building of a mother and daughter holding hands, a reminder that I still haven’t spoken to mine. I pop in my headphones and call my family’s landline. My brother, Thomas, picks up after a few rings.

			“It’s me,” I say, stepping onto a tiny side street to get out of the way of other pedestrians. The top of my right sandal catches a cobblestone for the third time in a few minutes, and I almost trip, again. I have no idea how Parisiennes can wear heels. These quaint little sidewalks are like obstacle courses designed for trained street warriors.

			“Oh, hi,” he responds distractedly, a video game blaring in the background.

			“Is Mom there?” I ask.

			“She’s at work,” Thomas says. “It’s the middle of the day.”

			“Right, duh.” I’d forgotten Paris was six hours ahead. “Is Aveer with you?” Aveer is my brother’s best friend, and since they’re pretty much inseparable, I know the answer already. I just don’t want to hang up yet. Thomas grunts in response.

			
			“Hmm, well, tell Mom I called, okay? And Dad? Tell them I’m fine.”

			As I speak, two meticulously groomed dogs strut toward me. The smaller one, a blond pug, stops to sniff my feet. I bend down and give it a pat on the head. It smells like shampoo, the expensive kind. And I thought I was fancy with my rose-scented body soap.

			The woman on the other end of the leash looks at me, incredulous. “Allez viens, Lucien,” she says, pulling her dog away and rubbing where my hand just was. Have I committed some kind of French faux pas? Everyone lets you pet their dog in Westchester. I watch the woman walk away, gesturing to the man beside her. I wonder if she’s talking about the rude American girl who touched her dog without permission. Whoops.

			“Later,” my brother says. “Have fun, sis.”

			“Wait! Did Mom say anything about me?” I ask.

			“Like what?”

			“Nothing. Forget it.”

			“Okay…Oh, Grandma Joan stopped by yesterday. She was talking about someone named Aunt Vivienne,” Thomas goes on. “Who’s Aunt Vivienne?” He pronounces it Vivian, but I know exactly who he means.

			
			“Don’t worry about it,” I say. “And maybe don’t tell Mom about that. Okay?”

			After we hang up, I walk and walk and walk, pinching myself on the inside at how thrilling it feels to discover a foreign city on my own, but trying to look like I do this all the time by marching on without looking at my phone too much. I also think back to my conversation with Grandma Joan on the day of the gray leotard, when I filmed my audition. I was sulking in my room that evening, worried my performance wasn’t good enough to get me accepted.

			Grandma Joan had been over for dinner, and she was coming to say goodbye before heading home. She sat on my bed next to me. “When you get to Paris,” she’d started.

			I sighed. “If I go to Paris…”

			“When you get to Paris, you should visit my aunt Vivienne. She’s my mother’s sister. She’s quite old now, ninety-two or even ninety-three, but I think you’ll enjoy her stories.”

			She’d slipped a piece of paper into my hand, on which she’d written Aunt Vivienne’s name and number. Then, Grandma Joan had grabbed my chin between her fingers and looked deep into my eyes. “Promise me you’ll get in touch with her.”

			I had nodded sadly. At the time, Paris felt so very far away.

			“And you better brush up on your French,” Grandma had said as she left my room, pointing at a few books on the corner of my desk. She used to talk to me in French when I was little, but not so much anymore. “Aunt Vivienne doesn’t speak a lick of English.”

			
			I had taken a picture of the paper with my phone after she left, then forgot all about it. Until now.

			I scroll through my photos until I see the cursive scrawl of my grandmother’s handwriting. I know I promised, but I don’t really want to call up a random relative who I can’t even have a conversation with, do I?

			Even though it’s getting late, I can’t go back just yet. The light is glorious—soft and a little fuzzy, like I’m seeing the city through a vintage lens. I’ve gone to New York City many times—it’s only a short train ride away—but it seems so harsh in comparison. Paris is just…different. There are so many things to look at: the tidy newspaper kiosks on the sidewalks, the little blue placards with street names on the sides of buildings, the vintage wrought-iron signs for the métro stations.

			I find myself on a bustling street, packed with bistros and restaurants. It’s so narrow that people and motor scooters fight to share the space. Tiny round marble tables flanked with checkered rattan chairs spill onto the street. The chairs face outward, and people sit next to one another, watching the world go by.

			Just then, a man wearing thick-rimmed glasses and a cap pulls out a few coins, drops them on his table, and leaves. I rush to take his place, sliding into the black-and-white woven chair. Sitting next to me is a woman with several shopping bags at her feet, talking quietly on her cell phone. A baguette peaks out of one of her bags, and my mouth waters at the intoxicating smell of fresh bread. Would she notice if I tore off a piece? I’m kidding. Sort of.

			
			The waiter, dressed in a white shirt and black apron, looks just a couple of years older than me. He’s kind of cute, in a rumpled sort of way. I hope he ignores me for now, because I don’t know what I want. Or rather, I don’t know what I’m supposed to want. What do glamorous French girls order to drink? The woman next to me covers her phone with her hand. She turns to the waiter and says, “Un Perrier rondelle, s’il vous plaît.”

			The waiter nods and walks off. I repeat the words under my breath. “Un Perrier rondelle, s’il vous plaît.” I do it over and over again, trying to mimic her accent, to remember where she put the intonations.

			After a few minutes, the waiter comes back with a small green bottle of sparkling water. He pours it in a tall glass with a slice of lemon on the rim. He also places a bowl of chips and the check on her table. The woman thanks him with a nod before going back to her conversation. It’s not that difficult, I tell myself. I can do this.

			The waiter then turns to me to take my order. “Et vous, mademoiselle?” And you, miss?

			It sounds formal, but kind of charming, too. He smiles as he waits for me to answer. I smile back.

			“Vous avez choisi?” He asks if I know what I want, not taking his eyes off me. Come on, Mia, focus. I sit up straight, holding my head high—never not a ballerina—and say, “Un Perrier rondelle, s’il vous plaît.”

			
			“Tout de suite,” he answers. Coming right up.

			He didn’t flinch. He didn’t pause. He understood me on my first try. I beam.

			Two minutes later, he returns with my drink, and I swear he takes as much time as possible to put everything down. His eyes flick up toward mine, and the hint of a smile is forming on his lips. Is he flirting with me?

			“C’est mon premier jour à Paris,” I say in a way that I hope sounds kind of cute. It’s my first day in Paris.

			“La chance!” he responds. Lucky you!

			I nod and bite my lower lip. Someone a few tables away tries to wave him over, but he doesn’t move. Okay, Mia, enough. You’ve never had time for boyfriends before, remember? That’s what I told Cameron, anyway, after we dated for a few weeks last winter. His family lives down the street from mine, but between school and ballet, it just didn’t work.

			I’ll admit it was nice at first, having a boyfriend. After each date, Cameron would send me a song link that reminded him of me. Then he started suggesting we spend more time together and got grumpy whenever I left to go to ballet. I liked him, but…I got kind of annoyed about that. One night we stayed out until midnight, chatting and kissing after a movie. The next day I missed my alarm and got to my Saturday ballet class late. My teacher didn’t let me in, even after I pleaded with her. I broke up with Cameron that afternoon.

			
			“À bientôt, j’espère,” the waiter says as he starts to back away. See you soon, I hope.

			His eyes linger on me for another second, and my heart flutters.

			“Merci,” I say. My cheeks must be bright pink.

			Sipping at my sparkling water, I lean back in the squeaky chair and let the moment wash over me. I look at the reddening sky. The sun sets so late over here, like the evenings know that they’re magical and should last for as long as possible. I breathe in the warm, sweet air of summer. And the best part? It’s only day one. Hello, Paris. I’ve arrived.
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