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  Chapter 2


  «She Tells Me»


  (Mika)


  Zoe


  Since my teenage years, I knew that my chest would be the number one attraction for men.


  At eight years old, doctors diagnosed me with precocious puberty, which forced me to follow a specific diet to limit my exposure to endocrine disruptors.


  A year later, I received hormone injections to block my puberty. Alongside that, I always had to be careful about what I ate. I deprived myself of sweets, which wasn’t always easy, especially since my sister would purposely taunt me by indulging in chocolate bars all day long.


  At eleven, after the injections stopped, I got my period, and little by little, my breasts swelled visibly. At one point, I thought they were going to explode. My sister always told me that I had this advantage to make men fall at my feet, but it was quite the opposite. It brought me trouble instead. Back pain, difficulty running, no bra that fit, and lewd comments from fat jerks.


  At seventeen, I had my first sexual encounter. I had been crazy about a boy for a year, believing he had feelings for me. In reality, he was infatuated with my chest. My love life is a total failure. Several times, I considered getting surgery to reduce my cup size. It may be a pleasure for men, but not for me.


  I storm out of the Hard Rock Café, my steps brisk. That jerk has driven me mad. Have a drink with me! Oh, sure! All he wanted was to play with my precious assets, like all the guys who try to hit on me. Sure, he was really attractive, but written on his forehead was “Parisian Player.” Light blue eyes like a sunny day, a dream body sculpted to make all the girls swoon, average height, and messy brown hair that makes you want to dive your hands into it. The perfect guy, especially for a one-night stand. But stop! This guy is not for me. He just wanted to toy with my breasts. I’m done with types like him!


  Jerk!


  “Zoe! Wait for me!” my sister shouts, running after me.


  “No! I don’t want to run into that jerk again!”


  I cross Boulevard Montmartre under a torrential downpour and sprint down to the subway entrance.


  “Stop reacting like this!”


  I halt at the bottom of the stairs and turn my head toward her, completely furious. She’s out of breath and bright red.


  “So, what should I do? Sleep with every guy who dreams of spending time with my chest?”


  She positions herself in front of me and places her hands on my shoulders.


  “Why are you wasting your life like this? That guy probably wasn’t thinking about…”


  “About sleeping with me? Of course, he was!”


  “Come out of your shell!” she raises her voice. “You know…”


  I cut her off:


  “Stop! I don’t want to hear it anymore. I know your speech by heart. There’s no point in repeating it.”


  My throat burns from shouting. I shrug her hands off my shoulders. My heart is raw. I know she wants me to be happy in love. She’s tried many times to pull me out of my bubble, but it’s never worked. She often tells me that if I don’t open up, I might end up alone for the rest of my life. I feel like that’s my fate.


  I head to the subway platform and sit on a bench, swinging my legs back and forth. Alicia sits down next to me with an exaggerated sigh.


  “You scare me sometimes,” she says, a hint of worry in her voice. “You’re always alone, you never go out except to perform, and it’s been ages since I’ve seen you happy.”


  Her gaze is anxious. I’m ready to tell her to be quiet, but suddenly my lips start to tremble. Tears blur my vision. I know all this. I feel like a bear hibernating in its cave all year round. Aside from dancing, I have no other hobbies. To pay for our apartment, I work as a waitress in a café in the seventh arrondissement of Paris, and the rest of my time is spent in front of the television binge-watching all the series Netflix has to offer.


  Alicia wraps her arms around me and kisses my forehead. I realize that she has always supported me, and I’ve never been grateful for her warm gestures.


  With tears welling in my eyes, I whisper to her:


  “I can’t trust guys.”


  I admit that I’m stubborn and insist on staying alone. But after several romantic disappointments, how do you get back up?


  She dives her worried eyes into mine:


  “Please, do me a favor. Move a little. Open up to others, and you’ll see that they’re not all the same.”


  “But…”


  She places her finger on my lips and calmly adds:


  “I don’t want to see sadness on your pretty face anymore. From now on, I’m taking charge of your life, and you won’t see it the same way again.”


  I shake my head, crying and laughing at the same time. I try to swallow my sorrow. This girl is a gem, even if she can be annoying by playing the role of our mother.


  Alicia is my older sister by two years. Unlike me, she is much more determined and self-assured. She doesn’t resemble me at all, which is normal since I was adopted at the age of three by her family. Her looks are akin to that of a model. She has long blonde hair. Her figure is slender and svelte. She’s very pretty and makes many guys swoon with her beautiful light blue eyes.


  She opens her mouth to speak, but the subway arrives at that moment. We get up and step inside, which is packed with people.


  “We’ll talk about this very soon,” she whispers in my ear.


  In response, I smile at her.


  I’m not sure I can promise to change right now. Not overnight. Alicia easily trusts strangers, but I’m different from her. I always stay on guard. And yet, I dream so much of being like her, of opening up to the world, and making friends. I have very few. I can count them on one hand.


  Fifteen minutes later, we arrive home. Alicia inserts the key into the lock, flips the hallway switch to turn on the light, and screams like a hysteric:


  “Oh! My God! Someone has broken into our apartment!”


  My heart leaps in my chest. Broken in? But that can’t be possible since the door hasn’t been forced.


  We venture into the main room, and suddenly I burst out laughing. Okay, I admit it’s not funny because we’ll have to clean up all the mess made by Stitch, the kitten I rescued a month ago. A garbage bag has been ripped open, and all the trash has fallen to the floor.


  “It’s your cat,” my sister shoots at me with a glare. “You deal with it!”


  “I’d like to remind you that you love him just as much as I do.”


  I stick my tongue out at her and look for Stitch.


  One evening after work, I found a little black kitten without a family, skinny as a rail. I felt sorry for this hungry little creature. Alicia wasn’t too happy at first, but she quickly got used to the idea that I needed company.


  “Ah! There he is!” I exclaim as I spot his little head.


  I grimace as I pick him up. He just peed in the sink.


  “Yuck. It smells bad.”


  Alicia also makes a disgusted face.


  “You’re not being nice! Peeing is over there,” I say to Stitch, pointing to his litter box.


  I set him down and grab a broom to clean up the mess. And of course, my sister has already disappeared into the bathroom. I mutter some curses under my breath about her and bend down, taking on the role of Cinderella.


  “I heard you,” she yells. “That’s what you get for adopting a wild cat!”


  I roll my eyes. Clearly, there’s no point in replying. Alicia loves Stitch, but only to cuddle him.


  After cleaning the floor and the sink, I head to my room and change out of my stage clothes. I slip into a gray cotton nightgown, undo my long braid, and style my curly hair. Alicia is right. When I look at myself in the full-length mirror, my face has lost all its glow. It’s dull and sad.


  I haven’t always been like this. My adoptive family did everything they could to ensure my happiness. At ten years old, they confessed to me that my parents had been in a car accident and died on the spot. I was ten months old when that tragedy occurred. Alicia’s parents have always treated me like their own daughter. I love them dearly. I miss them. They moved over 800 kilometers away from Paris. That said, I try to overcome the melancholy that has seeped into me by telling myself that I will see them again soon. Yes, in a month and a half, I’ll be spending my vacation in the South. I’ll be able to hug my dad again and chat with my mom.


  I grab Stitch, who has just climbed onto the bed, and leave the room. Alicia has her head in the fridge. She’s wearing black mini shorts and a matching tank top.


  “There’s one pizza and two beers left. Want some?”


  “Perfect.”


  I settle on the couch, Stitch on my lap. I turn on the television. I know what I need to do to unwind: watch a new episode of my favorite series.


  “Here’s your beer.”


  “Thanks.”


  “And I’m not done with you yet, she exclaims, heading back to the kitchen. There’s a good chance we’ll spot some handsome single guys tomorrow, and believe me, we’re not going to hold back.”


  I sigh.


  “There’s no need to sigh. I said I was going to change your life.”


  I shake my head while petting Stitch. Change my life! As if she’s the one who’s going to find my happiness.


  I tell her as I start Netflix:


  “Just so you know, we have to entertain the guests solely with our performance. We’re not there to flirt.”


  She sits on the couch and flashes a wide smile.


  “There are over five hundred people. There must be some singles in the mix… unless the groom catches my eye.”


  I give her a disapproving look. Seriously, is she joking?


  “I’m just kidding,” she chuckles, elbowing me in the arm. “I’m not crazy enough to get into a ridiculous situation. But I have a feeling we’re going to find the right fit.”


  She drinks her beer straight from the bottle and sets it down on the coffee table.


  “Stop saying nonsense.”


  “But I’m not saying nonsense!”


  I roll my eyes.


  “Yeah… sure. Now, be quiet! I want to watch my show.”


  “You’re driving me crazy. I promise I’ll find you a guy tomorrow.”


  She kisses my cheek and quickly gets up from the couch. I don’t even feel like replying. She’s going to waste her time. Too bad for her; I warned her.


  I start the series You and immediately immerse myself in the fiction. Nothing like it to help me relax. I love the character Joe Goldberg. A sexy psychopath. I wouldn’t want to come face to face with that man, but he’s much more interesting than that “Parisian Player.” At least he won’t come to bother me since he’s a fictional character.


  Jerk of a “Parisian Player.”


  Chapter 3


  «Talk to the Hand»


  (Fatal Bazooka feat Yelle)


  Adrian


  I’m used to charming company on Friday nights, but for once, I left alone. In a way, it allowed me to enjoy a quiet night dreaming about that fiery redhead with a strong personality. If only I could have been in her bed. What a shame! I really liked her.


  I don’t know why, but her resistance only exhilarated me more. I regret not pushing harder; I might have missed something. That said, we weren’t meant to walk the same path. A guy! Okay, she’s not single, but why do I have this nagging feeling that she lied to me? And why am I still thinking about this girl I will never see again? It’s crazy! My mind is not in the right place. I think her pair of ample breasts has enchanted me. If she really told me the truth, then her boyfriend is one lucky guy. He must be having a great time. But let’s stop thinking about her. I love to fantasize, but if the dream can’t come true, it’s better to quickly let go of this twisted imagination.


  I just arrived at the Trocadéro after spending fifteen minutes finding parking. The sun isn’t out, but the main thing is that it’s not raining. It’s mid-June, the perfect season to capture moments of happiness. My schedule is packed until the end of August with wedding shoots. My days are going to be overloaded.


  Seb rushes to greet the happy couple. I follow, taking my time, my camera in hand. I glance around in case I spot a lovely goddess. Unfortunately, they are all accompanied, except maybe one who is gazing at the Eiffel Tower, leaning against the concrete wall. She has lovely, very slender legs and a flowery skirt that flutters slightly. Her wavy brown hair dances in the wind. She turns around. She’s pretty, but too demure for me. I don’t think today is the day I’ll find a charming lady.


  “Adrian! What are you doing? Seb shouts, raising a hand in the air. We don’t have all day!”


  “I’m coming!”


  He gives me a cold stare. I swallow a smile and greet the newlyweds. The young woman is wearing an ivory dress that looks like it cost a fortune, adorned with a million rhinestones. An extravagant tiara crowns her brown hair, and a diamond necklace nearly covers her entire neck. The groom, on the other hand, is dressed in a rather simple light gray suit, but what strikes me are his shiny crocodile-skin shoes. Odd taste!


  “Let’s go,” Seb exclaims.


  He directs the couple to the parapets of the forecourt. A young brunette brings the bride a huge bouquet of red and white helium balloons. Seb takes several shots, and I do the same from another angle. The view is simply stunning. It offers a breathtaking view of the Eiffel Tower and the famous Warsaw fountain, equipped with water cannons, providing a grand aquatic spectacle.


  The session lasts a good thirty minutes, but we don’t linger due to the rapidly deteriorating weather.


  “Perfect,” Seb says, “we’ll continue the shoot at the venue.”


  The couple nods, descends the steps of the square, and enters a white Excalibur with a red leather interior. The car pulls onto the road, and the guests follow, honking their horns.


  “Hurry up,” Seb sighs, watching the numerous gray clouds, before a heavy downpour hits us.


  I start laughing, my gaze resting on his shoulder.


  “It’s not the rain that’s just fallen on you.”


  “Damn! Those filthy pigeons! Couldn’t they find a better place to poop than on my shirt?” he grumbles as he inspects himself.


  “Looks like they couldn’t. It must have been lacking in color.”


  He shoots me a glare, which makes me chuckle even more.


  “I don’t even have time to change. Great! This looks so professional!”


  “It’s just bird poop. No one died.”


  “Of course! Go ahead, mock me!”


  I point my finger at myself:


  “Who? Me? I would never dare.”


  And I burst out laughing again.


  I narrowly dodge a kick. I often love to tease him. It’s been like this since elementary school. But that’s what has created this wonderful friendship. Twenty years of him putting up with me, and he’s not about to see me go.


  *


  We left Paris to head to Sarcelles, where the couple rented an extraordinary venue.


  Parked in a private lot, we venture into a gigantic hall. I know it a bit since we’ve been here twice before for photo shoots. It’s inspired by the decor of Venetian palaces, equipped with spotlights and crystal chandeliers. An aisle dressed in a long red carpet welcomes the guests of the celebration, and on each side are numerous round tables, each adorned with a beautiful ivory tablecloth and luxurious tableware.


  The guests head toward a massive table where the reception wine is served. I position my camera in front of my eyes to capture this moment of relaxation and joy that fills the room. This wedding is truly bourgeois. Everyone here is dressed in very elegant and chic attire.


  I spot two young girls, each wearing a sparkly black dress. Damn! I feel like I’m dreaming. My heart starts racing like a blender at high speed. But no, I’m not dreaming! Even from behind, I recognize the bombshell who made me fantasize last night.


  I take in her figure from head to toe. She still has that braid that gives me ideas. Her body is perfect, her lovely legs covered in sheer sparkly tights, and she’s wearing black ballet flats that shine just as much as the rest of her silhouette. What a joy to see her again!


  When she turns around, I see the scene in slow motion like in a movie. Her white teeth sparkle in the light of the chandeliers, a radiant face, and a pair of breasts that excite my senses. I’m struck by her beauty. But her smile fades when she locks eyes with me. Damn! This doesn’t bode well!


  “Shit! No way! Not him!” she mutters, abruptly placing her champagne flute on the table.


  I look around like a fool, thinking that maybe this message isn’t for me. However, I know it’s directed at me, and once again, I’ve drawn attention to myself. All the guests are studying me strangely. I feel like my sneakers are glued to the floor. I’m stiff as a board.


  “This can’t be happening! I’m cursed!” she exclaims, shooting me a murderous glance.


  Great! This girl really hates me. But damn! Why so much animosity?


  I’m ready to approach her, but Seb intervenes and pushes me toward the changing rooms.


  “You better behave,” he warns me in a rather cold tone.


  “I didn’t do anything!” She’s the one who screamed like a lunatic.


  “Maybe, but I know you. You’re going to try to charm her to get what you want.”


  I make a slight grimace to mock him. In reality, he knows me too well.


  “Adrian,” he sighs. “Don’t be an idiot!”


  “You’re exaggerating! As if I would draw attention to myself. You know that’s not my style.”


  I scan the room with my eyes, hoping to spot her again. Damn. Where is she? She’s disappeared. Shit! I really want to talk to her, but I also want to provoke her. Her rebellious side is driving me crazy.


  “Stop looking for her like that! Don’t you understand she doesn’t give a damn about you?” he raises his voice.


  His expression is serious. I raise an eyebrow, not understanding his reaction. I think he’s overreacting a bit.


  “Hey! Calm down! You’re the one drawing attention to us, just so you know.”


  He grits his teeth and fists. Seriously? Who does he think he is? Okay, I’m not going to obey him, but I can be reasonable. I won’t pounce on her. Well, if she wants me to, I would be happy to oblige.


  “Keep taking photos of the guests and the decor of the hall.”


  I let out a heavy sigh.


  “Don’t be an idiot! I don’t want us to get a bad reputation just because you want to hook up with a guest.”


  I would tell him to go screw himself, but I stay silent. He’s right. I want her to invite me into her bed. It’s not my fault she’s incredibly sexy.


  “Come on... stop getting distracted and do your job. Be good for once.”


  I chuckle. I might as well start calling him «Mom.»


  I take a deep breath and head back. I don’t know how I’m going to get her out of my head. I’ve never dealt with a tigress like her. Her sexy sway from last night has truly driven me mad. I suppose if she’s here, it’s to perform a similar act. Oh man! I’m going to go crazy!


  I close my eyes for a moment to chase this tigress from my imagination and finally obey Seb by taking photos of the hall and the guests. After a while, I step outside to smoke. What a stupid decision to start again. I had managed to stay away from cigarettes for a year.


  When Léa, my ex, left our apartment, I started smoking like a chimney again. I’ve often questioned myself. Why did she cheat on me? What did that guy offer her that I didn’t? Love? Money? Yet, with me, she had everything she desired. I took her on trips to majestic islands, she had jewelry galore, and let’s not even talk about her wardrobe and handbag collection. I was always attentive to her, and I don’t think she had any complaints in the bedroom. Two years of intense love, and this is the result!


  A wave of melancholy suddenly washes over me. I crush my cigarette into the ground. I’ve managed to move on from her, but reminiscing about memories with that woman hurts my heart. I feel like I’ve wasted two years of my life.


  I re-enter the hall. Immediately, I spot the pretty redhead near the backstage area. Our eyes meet. Even from here, I can see the hatred seeping into her gaze. She doesn’t look away. And I’ve decided that I won’t either. I think I’m going completely mad wanting to play cat and mouse with this girl. Usually, I don’t need to do this. But the fact that she rejected me pushes me to understand why she doesn’t want to spend time with me.


  With the lens in front of my face, I don’t miss a single detail of her silhouette. A flash goes off. Then two... three... four... My camera is going to be overloaded. Seb is going to scold me for taking more photos of her than of the rest of the hall. Too bad. I can’t miss this opportunity. I want a keepsake of this girl in case I never see her again.


  I slowly move closer to her. I capture her from every angle, not forgetting to zoom in on her chest. What a treasure, for God’s sake! The closer I get, the angrier she seems. Her nostrils flare, her eyes shoot daggers at me. She’s too cute.


  “Hi,” I say, raising my eyebrows playfully.


  She retorts instantly:


  “Go screw yourself!”


  I’m momentarily taken aback. Even with a sharp tone, I find her voice very sexy.


  “Didn’t your parents teach you manners?”


  She starts growling like a lioness. Her face is crimson. If she’s telling the truth, her boyfriend must be in for a wild ride.


  I extend my hand to greet her:


  “Allow me to introduce myself, I’m Adrian and…”


  “And you’re going to do me the favor of getting out of my sight,” she cuts me off, stepping back.


  Wow! Stubborn, headstrong, aggressive, nasty. Why is she reacting like this? This girl has some serious issues.


  “Are you allergic to guys?”


  Her pupils darken.


  “I’m allergic to poor fools like you. Didn’t a slap teach you enough?”


  Very well, miss! I can play your game if I have to. I’m going to be a pain.


  “You can slap me as much as you want; that won’t stop me.”


  “You’re really a weird guy.”


  “And you, you’re incredibly... exciting.”


  I raise my eyebrows, which makes her roll her eyes.


  “You’re annoying! Go ahead, talk to my hand,” she snaps.


  I hold back a laugh to avoid irritating her further.


  “You should just walk away. I’m not interested in you!”


  “Oh really? And why not? You don’t know me. You have no idea what you’re missing.”


  Oh yes, pretty tigress! I think you could have a great time with me!


  She’s about to turn on her heels, but her friend appears in front of us, all smiles.


  “Hi! We saw each other last night, right? I’m not mistaken?” she asks, shaking my hand.


  “Yes, we did. I’m Adrian, a photographer at Rebel’Photo.”


  “I’m Alicia, and this is my sister Zoé.”


  Zoé and Alicia. Two charming sisters. Especially the little tigress who is looking at me fiercely.


  “I curse you,” Zoé whispers to Alicia, but loud enough for me to hear.


  Full of anger, Zoé storms toward the changing rooms, but Alicia grabs her by the arm. She starts yelling like a fury.


  “Let me go. Talk to him if you want, but I’m not interested!”


  All things considered, I wonder if I should rather go for her sister. This girl has an incredible temperament. To react this way means she’s had some bad surprises in her life. Okay, her chest is tempting, but still! I just made the effort to introduce myself, and she throws me to the roses. Really not nice.


  Alicia mutters something in Zoé’s ear while Seb appears in front of me. He furrows his brow.


  Oh! Damn! He’s going to curse me when I haven’t said anything.


  “I swear I didn’t do anything,” I exclaim to justify myself.


  “You’re impossible! I told you not to hit on her, and you’re doing the exact opposite.”


  “But it’s the truth!”


  “Yeah, right! I’m going to believe you.”


  I sigh as he turns to the girls:


  “Excuse us, ladies. I don’t know what happened, but I apologize. We’re going to get back to work. Right, Adrian?”


  He turns back to me, his eyes dark. I stay silent, but he must sense that I want to kill him.


  “Nothing happened,” Alicia says. “It’s my sister, she…”


  “Stop, Alicia! I didn’t do anything, Zoé cuts in.


  “Well... okay. It’s time to go on stage anyway.”


  “Now?” Seb asks, his face beaming.


  Alicia nods in confirmation.


  “Is it possible for me to join you to take some shots?”


  “Oh... um... yes. No problem,” she replies, giving him a beautiful smile.


  Alicia heads toward the changing rooms. Seb follows her. I can’t believe it! If he gets to approach these two stunning creatures, then I don’t see why I shouldn’t either.


  Zoé’s face is still fuming. And as if she read my mind, she exclaims:


  “Not a chance! We don’t need two photographers.”


  Oh! But if you think that’s going to stop me, Zoé, you’re sorely mistaken.


  I follow her, unable to resist checking out her delicious little butt swaying with her steps. I hear her mumbling words that are surely insults directed at me, then suddenly she turns around, slaps me, and slams the backstage door shut. Wow! What kind of tigress is this? She didn’t hold back. She makes me want to play this game even more. Adrenaline is coursing through my veins. I love it, damn it!


  Should I consult a doctor?


  The room is dimly lit a few minutes later. Only the stage is illuminated by small golden lights. Seb positions himself to one side, ready to photograph the girls’ choreography while the guests draw closer as the music starts. More Muse, but this time the melody is less upbeat than last night. It’s Unintended. Excellent song.


  They hold hands, their gazes locked onto each other. With grace, they raise their arms and spin around. Every movement they make evokes intense emotions. Grace, lightness, and sensuality are part of their performance. They have extraordinary talent. I’m convinced they’ve been dancing for many years.


  I feel dizzy just watching. This girl is going to drive me crazy. I don’t recognize myself anymore. I dreamed of her perfect figure, I was still thinking about her this morning, and now I want to lure her into a corner to explore her in every detail. I dream of her doing a little sexy dance on me. Damn! Yes, I’m dreaming because I don’t think that will happen. What a shame! But I don’t want to give up. I’ll do everything to tame her. Even if the road might be long.


  I must be crazy in my head to want to get slapped again!


  The show ends about twenty minutes later to thunderous applause. I slip away from the front of the stage to head backstage.


  I open the door. Seb is deep in conversation with Alicia, who seems to enjoy my friend’s presence. She blushes when he talks to her. Lucky guy! He’s going to win her over in a snap. In his life, he’s only had two serious relationships so far. One left him for a rich guy, and the other ended when he realized she wanted to be polyamorous. He hasn’t been lucky, but he’s a laid-back guy. Not like me.


  “If you’re looking for Zoé, she’s over there,” Alicia says, pointing straight ahead.


  “No, I’m not here!” the tigress yells.


  I chuckle. A new slap is surely waiting for me, but I don’t care. I venture where Alicia indicated, and in less than ten seconds, I spot her spraying deodorant under her armpits.


  “Sexy!” I exclaim, leaning against the wall, arms crossed.


  She growls, her face flushed with anger. Even sexier.


  “Are you going to keep staring at me like that?” she yells, tossing her deodorant in my direction.


  I narrowly dodge it by ducking. Damn! This girl is crazy.


  “What’s your problem?”


  “You!”


  “Me? And why? You’re quite comical!”


  I slowly approach her. She backs away, and even though she shoots me a deadly glare, I sense panic creeping in. I’d love to understand why she’s acting this way. I’m not going to hurt her. On the contrary, I can give her real pleasure. But I know it’s a lost cause. This girl hates me even though she doesn’t know me. I’m not going to say she’s wrong to be wary. I’m no saint. But her behavior intrigues me and encourages me to get her to talk.


  She scans the room with her eyes, as if searching for something. Suddenly, worry flashes in her pupils.


  “What’s wrong, Zoé? Did you see something more interesting than me?”


  I tease her, which only irritates her more. She’s going to slap me again if this continues.


  “What are you looking for?”


  “The genie’s lamp.”


  “The genie’s lamp?” I say, feigning intrigue.


  “Yes, to wish you away.”


  I burst out laughing.


  “You’re a nasty jerk! Get lost! I don’t want to see your... your…”


  She starts stamping her feet like a little girl throwing a tantrum. Goodness, she’s heating me up even more.


  “Zoé!” Alicia calls, coming toward us. You need to calm down! This guy hasn’t done anything to you!


  “He’s already done too much.”


  “You’re really not nice! That’s not how you’ll find a guy.”


  I laugh under my breath. I knew she had an imaginary boyfriend.


  Alicia shrugs and looks at me, discouraged.


  “My sister can be a bit off sometimes.”


  “I’m not off!” Zoé huffs. “I know what he wants! My breasts!”


  I want to tell her she’s right, but I refrain. She might hit me again.


  “It’s time to go, Adrian. I think you’ve done enough,” Seb says.


  “But I didn’t do anything! It’s her!”


  I point at her. Damn! We look like kids squabbling.


  “I don’t care if it’s her or you. The atmosphere is unbearable.”


  He turns to Alicia:


  “See you soon. I won’t forget to call you.”


  Well! Now they’re on a first-name basis! What a lucky guy!


  Alicia smiles warmly at him while he pulls me by the arm as if I were a naughty little boy who just misbehaved. I’m annoyed. That said, I think it’s not worth trying to get close to this tigress for now. She’s stubborn, and I don’t think I can change her mood.


  Before leaving the changing rooms, I cast a mischievous glance at Zoé and say:


  “Enjoy your time with your imaginary boyfriend.”


  Seb gives me a smack on the head, calling me an idiot. I chuckle. After all, she asked for it. I’ve taken two slaps, she almost knocked me out with a deodorant, and let’s not count the number of insults directed at me. I’m not the type to let myself be pushed around. Okay, she’s rebellious, but she doesn’t know me. And if she crosses my path again, she’ll need to come up with a plan to get rid of me. I’m worse than glue. She asked for it; she’s going to find me.


  Chapter 4


  «Keep your hands off my girl»


  «Get your hands off my woman»


  (Good Charlotte)


  Zoe


  To be honest, I had a terrible weekend. Saturday night, I had to force myself to listen to my sister’s monologue about how I have a bad attitude and don’t open up enough to the outside world. She doesn’t seem to understand me. Yet, she knows my life very well. I haven’t given up on guys, but I can immediately spot those who just want a casual fling. That infamous Adrian is one of them. I don’t see why I would waste my time talking to him, because once he gets what he desires, he’ll toss me aside like trash. And right now, I’m convinced he’s already forgotten about me.


  Sunday, I woke up in a foul mood. That guy annoyed me so much that I dreamed about him. We were backstage at the wedding venue, completely naked, lying on a table. It felt so real. His kisses were explosive. His hands explored me wildly, and he took pleasure in licking my breasts like they were a delicious dessert. My sister walked into my room when I screamed her name, and she teased me for a good part of the day. She thinks he caught my eye, but she’s really crazy to think that. That man has nothing charming about him. No, I hate him.


  It’s a little past 8 PM. My day has been exhausting. Normally, there aren’t many people at the café on a Monday, but right now, it feels like some people are already on vacation. I worked for 8 hours straight. Of course, Alexis, my colleague, had to be sick today. A young girl replaced him, but she wasn’t very quick. As a result, I ended up doing almost all the shifts. And now, all I want is to settle on my couch and watch my favorite series.


  I step out of the shower, drying my body and hair. I simply put on a pair of shorts and a long black t-shirt before leaving the bathroom, a brush in hand.


  “Don’t tell me you’re going to put on another series on Netflix?” Alicia asks, hands on her hips.


  “Yes, why?”


  “Why? Because you’re going out with me tonight. You’re going to end up wearing out that poor couch.”


  I roll my eyes and jump onto the couch with a grimace. She rushes to grab the remote and tucks it into her bra.


  Nothing stops me from diving my hands in there!


  “Get up! We’re going for a drink.”


  “What’s your plan?”


  “None. I just want you to come with me. I want to get some fresh air.”


  I sigh. Okay, I’m willing to make the effort, but later. Which means maybe never.


  “Please, she insists, batting her eyelashes. Just for an hour.”


  “I’m tired, Alicia. I had a long day.”


  “Oh! Stop it! You sound like an old lady.”


  I sigh.


  “Give me the remote.”


  She shakes her head. What a brat!


  “You can make an effort. Just a little hour. Come on… please.”


  She’s never going to let me go.


  “I’m not made up or dressed. We can do this tomorrow.”


  She pretends to pout like a three-year-old, swaying her body from side to side. I can’t help but laugh. I’m tempted to offer her a pacifier.


  “You know I have theater class on Tuesday nights.”


  I sigh again.


  Alicia takes theater classes, hoping to catch the eye of a producer one day. I think she dreams too much. On top of that, she’s a dance teacher, teaching four times a week.


  “So the day after tomorrow.”


  “I have a date.”


  I raise an eyebrow while brushing my long, damp hair.


  “With whom? The photographer?”


  “Yes… you can’t hide anything from me… I like him a lot.”


  I can believe her. She won’t stop talking about him. He’s totally her type. He immediately reminded me of Kit Harington, with slightly curly brown hair, a little stubble, and enchanting hazel eyes. He seemed very nice compared to his idiot partner.


  “Please, my dear little sister.”


  She reminds me of Puss in Boots from Shrek, trying to charm me. She really knows how to act.


  “If you come, I’ll do your laundry for a week.”


  I find her suspicious. What is she hiding from me?


  “Oh really? And why are you insisting so much? Anna can’t come?”


  “She can… she’ll be there, but I thought instead of being alone, you could spend the evening with us. You see… I’m thinking of you.”


  I really don’t want to go, but I know Alicia too well: she won’t let me off the hook. I’m going to have to make an effort. Well, I need to make it up to her for the terrible mood I’ve put her in lately. When we got home Saturday night, I wasn’t nice to her. I didn’t speak to her all evening. I was in a monstrous rage because she defended Mr. Adrian, the Parisian Casanova.


  “Okay… But give me time to get ready, I say as I get up from the couch.”


  “Oh, you’re so cool! You’ll see, you won’t regret it. You’re going to have a blast! I’m sure of it.”


  She hugs me and kisses my forehead before bouncing like a grasshopper to her room.


  An hour. Come on, it’s not rocket science! I can hold out!


  *


  An hour later, after putting on makeup and opting for black jeans and a bright red top, we venture into a trendy pub in the 1st arrondissement of Paris. It’s packed with customers dancing on the central floor. Some are singing karaoke, while others look completely drunk. The girls screaming into their microphones are blasting my eardrums.


  I cover my ears as I move toward the bar. I wonder why I let Alicia drag me here. I wanted a quiet evening, and here I am in some crazy jungle. An hour! Okay! I’ll try to survive.


  Come on, Zoe, it’s not that hard!


  Alicia calls the bartender and orders two cocktails with names I didn’t catch. I’ve never been here, but my sister knows the place since she comes here from time to time with her best friend Anna. Speaking of her, here she comes. She’s wearing a black dress that barely contains her breasts. A bimbo, with blonde hair cascading down to the middle of her back. Despite everything, she’s a really nice girl, but she’s not shy. A bit like Mr. Casanova of Paris. Mr. Casanova of Paris, whom I see right in front of me, a huge smile on his face, accompanied by his sidekick. Is this a nightmare?


  I blink several times. He’s still here and getting closer to us. I feel like I’m going to commit murder.


  “Hey, girls, how’s it going?” Anna asks, her face radiant.


  “All good!” my sister exclaims, hugging her.


  Anna turns to me and gives me a kiss on the cheek.


  “And you? Are you doing well?”


  “No! I’m not doing well,” I snap.


  She raises an eyebrow at me.


  “Why?”


  “Just look in front of you. Alicia took the liberty of not warning me that this idiot, along with his friend, would be here.”


  I nod to indicate who I’m talking about.


  “Wow! Good-looking guys,” she exclaims, standing tall to accentuate her cleavage. “You weren’t lying, Alicia. They’re really hot!”


  I curse my sister; she’s going to hear about it!


  Adrian and Seb are getting closer and closer to us. Even though my anger is palpable, I can’t help but take in this arrogant guy from head to toe. I admit he’s super sexy, dressed in a tight black t-shirt and faded dark blue jeans. He has a stunning smile. I love that kind of guy who lets his hair be a little messy. His is slightly tousled and a deep black. I imagine he must kiss like a pro. He could have been attractive to me if he weren’t so insolent. But that will never happen. No! Never!


  I turn my head and glare furiously at Alicia, who can’t take her eyes off Seb. I hate her. I punch her hard in the arm.


  “Ouch! What’s wrong with you?” she cries, rubbing her arm. I’m going to have a bruise.


  I raise my voice:


  “That’ll teach you to keep secrets from me. Why didn’t you tell me anything?”


  “Because you wouldn’t have come.”


  I huff, glaring at her:


  “I hate you!”


  “You’ll thank me later for making new friends.”


  I grit my teeth. I have a choice: either I leave right now, or I take pleasure in ruining this idiot’s evening. Option number two is very tempting.


  What if I started by slapping him as a greeting?


  “Nice to see you,” says Seb to Alicia. “You look lovely.”


  Alicia is as red as her dress. I can’t even imagine my complexion. I feel like you could cook a steak on my cheeks.


  He whispers something in her ear. Alicia giggles. I assume he must have complimented her. It’s obvious that something more than friendship is going to happen between them, but if that’s the case, I hope he won’t come to crash at my apartment with his buddy. That would be the last straw!


  “Your cocktails,” announces the bartender.


  He places them on the counter, allowing me to dodge Adrian’s attempt to get closer. He might have thought I was going to say hello, but he can dream on. There’s no way I’m letting him touch me or talk to me. Bad luck is sticking to my back right now. I had never seen this guy in my twenty-two years of existence, and in the span of four days, here he is ruining all my evenings.


  Still furious, I pull a twenty-euro bill from my jeans pocket and hand it to the server. He gives me change with a smile. Unfortunately, I can’t return it. The evening is shaping up to be awful.


  “It’s not just a week, but two weeks of laundry you’ll owe me,” I whisper in Alicia’s ear.


  I hand her the glass, which she takes without taking her eyes off Seb. I knew she had a plan, but like an idiot, I fell for it. It won’t happen again, that’s for sure!


  I walk past Adrian, giving him a sideways glance, then sip my pineapple-flavored cocktail as I head toward the dance floor. I find an empty booth at the back of the room. The karaoke has stopped, giving way to 80s music.


  I place my handbag on the table while Alicia sits across from me. She dares to smile at me. She’s going to pay dearly for what she just did.


  “Where did your boyfriend go?” I ask coldly.


  “At the bar. He’ll be back. And stop sulking! Have fun.”


  I sigh as I check my watch. There are 45 minutes left. 45 minutes to wallow in self-pity. Courage!


  “That guy will never be my friend.”


  “And why not?” she asks, playing with the straw of her cocktail.


  “Because I don’t like him.”


  “Who don’t you like?” Anna interjects, holding a peach-colored cocktail.


  “Adrian,” Alicia replies. “Her future boyfriend.”


  “No way! Never in my life!” I exclaim, shooting daggers at her. “And correction… that guy goes by the name of Casanova of Paris.”


  Anna puts her glass on the table and sits next to my sister.


  “I’m interested. So you won’t mind if I make a
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