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      ‘I feel like I’m finally home,’ whispered Crimson Brown, hugging herself as she bounded up the stairs of the Metro and swivelled her head from side to side trying to get her bearings in this glorious city, so different to her hometown of Brisbane. The River Seine was beside her acting as a guide and she could see the majestic, but not totally symmetrical, silhouette of Notre Dame in the distance. As a newcomer to the City of Light she had used these majestic spires to navigate her way around and always made sure that Notre Dame or the Eiffel Tower were in sight to help her get her bearings.

      She’d spent so much time researching this trip she felt like she knew this city very well. All her life she’d dreamed of visiting Paris; to walk the streets of Montmartre, shop in the majestic Galeries Lafayette, stroll through the Luxembourg Gardens or spend a day wandering through Musee D’ Orsay soaking up the art of the masters, but never in her wildest bouts of fancy had she thought she’d actually be living and working here. Crimson was an archaeologist - with a special interest in culture and architecture so being in such an ancient city made her heart sing.

      Back home in Brisbane, Crimson had completed her honours degree in archeology before working as a lecturer at the University in a part time capacity, whilst juggling freelance contracts with mining companies who she advised on cultural heritage. It was a growing field in Australia and one she quite happily could have found her niche in. But a little gnawing feeling and her love of Roman history had kept tapping on her shoulder. At twenty-seven she had a sense of “If not now, when? And if not me, who?”

      She’d talked to her mentors, who directed her to the correct government departments and after a seemingly endless back and forth of forms to be filled out, work samples to submit and interviews to attend, the Queensland Government, with a last-minute flurry of emails and finally a generous grant from the Italian Government had given her project the green light to go ahead.

      Despite her methodical and analytical mind, necessary as an archeologist, anxiety began to creep in at the last moment. Crimson had never travelled further than Sydney before. She loved the routine of her life in Brisbane. Her little apartment in Toowong and the weekly visits to her parent’s home in The Gap, bookended her academic life. It was a small but rewarding life.

      Constant chats with her confidante, her sister Jade, who’d always been the brave and fearless one, had given her the courage to hop on the plane. Jade was one of the people she most admired for her go- getter attitude. She had left school at sixteen, becoming the tea and tidy girl at their local hair salon, before studying hairdressing and make up at the local TAFE. With her qualifications behind her she’d accepted a job on a movie being filmed on the Gold Coast and from there the jobs just kept on coming. She now travelled the world doing hair and make up on feature films and was constantly regaling the family on the fabulous places she’d been and the famous faces she’d done makeup for.

      Jade was spending the year in Ireland with an American film crew so would be close by if Crimson needed her. Crimson had experienced crippling anxiety in her teens and again in her early 20’s after a troubled relationship, but she now felt strong enough to take on the world. Jade would be her safety net. She’d assured Crimson she could grab a quick and cheap Ryanair flight if ever her sister felt overwhelmed.

      A smile flitted across her face as she thought of her sister and her no-nonsense attitude. Sometimes Crimson wished she were more like her. But she was quiet and bookish and interested in the little details that no one else noticed. This made her one of the best women in her field in Australia. As she walked along the cobbled street she paused for a moment as she spied some old books out of the corner of her eye and felt their lure.

      Today there was no time to stop and browse the entrancing calanques which bookended the majestic river. Filled with vintage postcards, rare books, French comics, movie posters and trinkets, you could while away your whole morning browsing through their stuffed shelves. There was no time for a leisurely café crème at the inviting bistros with their cane chairs and round, red tables dotting the sidewalk. There was work to be done. She had to keep reminding herself that she was here in Paris to work, not play. Her pulse quickened as it always did when she was off to research something new and her strides grew longer, like a majestic African leopard moving stealthily towards its unsuspecting prey.

      Rapid fire French was being fired off all around, as she was jostled by the stylish citizens of Paris speedily making their way to work. No wonder French people are so thin they are going up and down stairs all day. Crimson began puffing with the exertion of racing for trains, ducking past gesticulating Frenchmen and now trying to find the quickest route to her destination.

      After a week in Paris, the jet lag thankfully seemed to have gone. She hadn’t been prepared for the 3am wake ups and the crushing tiredness that assailed her every afternoon, but now she was glad that the government officer she’d dealt with when organising the trip had allowed for a week to acclimatise before streaming her work.

      A few good yoga sessions in the only space available in her tiny studio apartment had also seemed to have helped. She loved the free YouTube videos from one of her favourite teachers based in Texas. She made a mental note to seek out an in - person class in her Marais neighbourhood…if there was such a thing in Paris. She had no idea. She was a stranger in a strange land.

      Luckily the Italian government had a one-bedroom apartment for academics, writers and art history researchers to stay in for the duration of their employment in Paris. It was small but quaint with a two-seater couch, a tiny kitchen and even a washer/dryer which was wedged into the very basic bathroom. The shower was dodgy, blasting cold every few minutes and she had to duck on the stairs as the ceilings were so low, but it was comfortable and in a lovely area filled with boutiques, antique stores, cafes, bistros and inviting squares filled with history.

      The dark and rather gloomy clouds which had been hovering over Paris for the last few days dampening her mood had been replaced with bright sunshine. The sky above was a watercolour blue like her favourite Monet, The Lady With The Parasol. It wasn’t the startling bright blue of the summer sky found in her home in Queensland, but this soft and hazy day was awash with promise. Gentle rays of sun caressed her face as she looked to the clouds above, her heart full of joy. On days like this anything was possible. There was a song in her heart and a lightness to her step.

      She expertly sidestepped a focused tourist walking backwards with his camera. He was trying to capture the whole of the beautiful Notre Dame in one snap. He twiddled with the dials on his elaborate camera, oblivious to the traffic jam he was causing around him. Crimson smiled indulgently at the man. Nothing could faze her today.

      Crimson felt like the luckiest girl in the world for she was not one of those around her scurrying off to work in an office. She was heading to one of her first stops, suggested by both the Italian and Queensland governments when inviting her to   write about the spread of the Roman Empire in Paris, the crypt of Notre Dame de Paris. Her dream had always been to write a series of books detailing the spread of Roman influence in countries outside of Italy, so France had seemed the most logical place to start. The impact of the Romans was great both here in Paris, but especially in the South of France, with its closeness to the Italian border. She hoped her time in Paris and the South would be long enough to study the major sites and perhaps find some hidden gems that were lesser-known historical Roman buildings.

      There were still such well-preserved sites - aqueducts, Roman baths, amphitheatres and smaller colosseums. Crimson hoped that a year would be enough time to catalogue them all. Yet, it felt so good not to be researching for someone else but to have her very own albeit tiny project to focus on.

      She pinched herself as she thought back to her early life in Australia. Her Dad, Bill was a fisherman and Mum, Mary, was a teacher aide in a Prep classroom. Money had been tight, and she’d grown up in a Housing Commission home where she’d been teased mercilessly by the neighbourhood kids about her red hair, her funny name and her bookishness.

      ‘Mum, why did you call me Crimson? It’s such a weird name. Isn’t it enough that I’m the only one in the whole family with red hair?’ she’d cried in frustration.

      ‘Oh, love,’ her Mum would sigh, giving her a big hug. ‘It’s not a weird name. It’s a special name. As soon as I saw your tuft of red hair your name seemed perfect. It will make you more memorable. Trust me. It’s a fine name. Be proud of it.’

      Crimson tried to smile through her glistening eyes as she remembered those cruel taunts: ranga, gingernut or bluey. She realised now they had made her more resilient and tenacious when she was progressing up the career ladder. It was often hard for a young woman in her field to break through the glass ceiling. Mum was right. There were no other archaeologist’s called Crimson, so her name seemed to help getting her work out into the academic community. Her hair, thanks in part to Nicole Kidman, was now one of the features that helped her to stand out from the pack, along with her almost six-foot height. She certainly found it hard to blend in when she was in a crowd, especially here in Paris. She had not glimpsed another redhead the whole time she’d been here.

      Crimson had long ago made peace with her height. Her dad was tall too and had always encouraged her to walk tall. She wasn’t afraid to wear a heel these days and her daily uniform of button up shirt or tee and sweater with blue jeans looked more classic and professional sometimes with a boot or wedge. But she could just as easily add her trusty Converse if she was planning a more casual day or doing a lot of walking.

      She had learned to mask any anxiety with her posture and clothing, after all archeology was still a man’s world. Looking the part, while still being feminine was her jam, so as not to be an intimidating figure to other women as well. She loved that she’d finally been accepted into a world for who she was, in a job that allowed her those peaceful times she needed to recharge her batteries. No - one ever saw the breathing exercises she’d learnt to keep the panic attacks at bay or the many walks on the beach she took in her head to calm her raging pulse before a presentation.

      How proud her parents were when her first research papers were published … excited to see Crimson Brown’s name beneath the title. Crimson beamed and blinked back a rogue tear at this precious memory.

      Her parents Bill and Mary had laughed at her tenacity in applying and petitioning the University of Queensland again and again trying to convince them of the worth of this new project. The Italian Government had come on board with further funding at the last minute and here she was in Paris, in France, about to embark on an adventure doing what she most desired. She allowed herself a discreet fist pump. If it wasn’t so crowded, she’d have done a twirl.

      This morning she had decided to visit the famous Notre Dame de Paris. But Crimson was not at all interested in the majestic cathedral nor the story of the famous hunchback. Crimson was here to study the underground crypt. In her recent research she’d found that the archaeological display down below the courtyard outside Notre Dame detailed the many layers of Paris: from its time as a Roman stronghold under the reign of Augustus to the present-day Ile de la Cite. Lengthening her stride again as she came closer, she rushed across the square in anticipation, barely glancing at the iconic cathedral.

      Crimson was itching to see this wonder for herself. She weaved like a busy ant through the crowds of tourists now pouring from the early morning tour buses. They’d come from every country in the world. It sounded like a flock of lorikeets with the cacophony of languages being spoken. Crimson smiled thinking of her home in Australia. She sidestepped around a young boy pointing up and chatting excitedly to his English Mum about the scary gargoyles.
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        * * *

      

      The handsome French businessman, Jean Luc de Michel, was strolling along and whistling, happy to be walking to work on this glorious day. After many months of hard work, he was certain that the De Michel Enterprises latest deal would come to fruition, and he felt a lightness sweep over his body. Glancing around the sea of tourists his gaze was captured by a smiling woman’s progress. Her hair, flying like a lion’s mane behind her reminded him of a Titian goddess, the likes of which he’d only ever seen in paintings. His steps faltered as he stopped to watch her progress. Good sidestep! Where is she going at such a pace?

      Fascinated Jean Luc’s own steps began to mirror those of the woman. He guessed her age to be a bit younger than his thirty years, before noticing that her skin was tanned with a sprinkling of attractive freckles. He admired long legs encased in blue jeans and although Jean Luc was tall himself, he felt this woman had a few inches on him. He was fascinated by the way she carried herself, upright and oblivious to the stares of those around her. Many women with height felt they had to make themselves smaller. Not this one.

      He watched as she weaved through the crowd. She was slim but sported athletic curves in all the right places. He enjoyed watching the way her denim encased derrière swayed as she dashed through the crowd. There was great purpose to her steps, and he soon realised she was making her way to the opening of one of the hidden gems of Paris, one of his own very favourite haunts, the archeological dig beneath the famous Notre Dame. Looking wistfully at the bright sky above the woman stopped. She took one longer look skywards before being swallowed up by the crypt.

      Jean Luc placed his hands in the pockets of his perfectly tailored grey 32-inch waist Hugo Boss suit, pulled on the neatly tucked crisp white button-down shirt and puffed a lock of his unruly dark hair away from his eye. No matter how much he combed it back the rogue curl always fell back onto his face, bobbing like a little corkscrew before his right eye. His hair was thick and dark but had a slight wave. He knew it was one of his best assets so deliberately kept it a little longer than the norm.

      Looking at his Tag Heuer watch, a gift from his parents for his thirtieth birthday, he realised he had time to spare. He bent down with a frown to wipe away a minuscule spot of dust which had dared to find its way onto his shiny patent black shoes. His dark brown eyes drifted to where the tall woman had disappeared. It was as though he were being pulled by a magnet.

      He clenched his chiselled jaw and pursed his full, sensual red lips before shaking his head rapidly, hoping to free himself from the woman’s spell. But his legs and feet seemed to have a mind of their own. All too soon he found himself galloping down the stairs, following in the wake of the auburn-haired beauty. Stopping to pay a small fee, he slowed, peering into the dark chamber spread before him, wondering where the beauty would be hiding. He spied her in the distance, through the gloom, standing tall she swivelled her head in all directions as if she had no idea where to look first.
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        * * *

      

      Crimson was standing with mouth agape, astonished to see how the French had carefully uncovered the Gallo - Roman town of Lutetia, so it was now on display under the feet of the unaware bustling tourists above her in the square. There was a model of how the city would’ve once looked which caught her attention first before she moved further inside to see the excavations which were lit moodily. Excitedly, but carefully, she pulled out her precious laptop, pens and papers and found a perch on a nearby stone bench seat to write down her findings. Scribbling her first impressions furiously, the frown line between her eyes deepened as she searched for the right words to describe this unique dig site.

      Lutetia had once been an important crossing point of the Seine and was located at the intersection of the water and land trade routes. This crypt was the largest in all of Europe and was known as one of the “hidden jewels” of Paris. Crimson could see why. She could spend weeks here and still never uncover all its secrets. It was absolutely massive. The familiar tingle of anticipation crept over her as she began to work. Just imagining the inhabitants of the city at the time, the bustling markets and the craftsman who had created the crypt before her. She would need to head over to the large-scale model soon to really begin to get her bearings.

      She wrote out bold underlined headings and began scribbling some notes in the margins of her notepad before transferring the information to her laptop. Sometimes writing by hand was still one of the best ways to find the areas on which she wished to focus.

      So engrossed was she in her work that she didn’t immediately register the debonair Frenchman who had paused to study, not the ruins, but Crimson.
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        * * *

      

      Jean Luc was also knowledgeable about history. He had to be, growing up in one of the oldest and most influential families in France. He knew the importance of preserving France’s history. His father had long been a champion of the preservation of such sites, especially in the South of France where bridges, amphitheatres and colosseums abounded. Mesmerised by the intensity of this woman’s concentration and the sense of stillness surrounding her he moved ever closer. He was curious as to why she would choose to spend her time in the bowels of the earth on such a beautiful day.

      I’ll just watch her for a minute. She is oblivious to everything else around her. I’ve never seen a woman so engrossed in what she is doing.

      Stealthily, Jean Luc moved closer, careful not to disturb her musings while endeavouring to get a better look at this exotic creature, with flaming red hair unlike any he’d ever seen.

      He noticed that she was nibbling on the end of her pen before she whipped it out of her mouth frowning down. As he watched she pushed her thick mane away from her face and twiddled with the sparkling pink studs which adorned her shell-like ears. His gaze followed as she leaned forward dreamily gazing around the spacious crypt before finally registering his presence. She gave a start and her eyes widened in surprise at the man before her.
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      Crimson took in the tall, dark stranger, ever alert to any signs of whether he was friend or foe. He looked respectable in his sharp, well-fitting European style grey suit. His grooming was impeccable, although he did look like he could do with a bit of a haircut. He was not exactly smiling but peering at her curiously. She looked back unblinking.

      Her parents had all sorts of stories from their friend’s children’s travels and had warned her more than once about strange men in such a faraway city. Crimson had laughed them off, but as none of them had ever travelled outside of Australia before it was best to be wary. She had enjoyed teasing her dad about watching Taken with Liam Neeson far too many times.

      Their idea of a great holiday was a couple of weeks in an on-site caravan at the Cotton Tree Caravan Park on the Sunshine Coast. She had reassured them by reminding them that her sister was just a short plane ride across the Channel and that she’d call them if she ever became lonely. That had seemed to assuage their fears, for now. Crimson didn’t want to overload him with any unnecessary stress. They had been madly saving up for their first cruise, but now that both their daughters were in Europe, they’d decided to use their savings to visit Ireland, Paris and meet up with their girls. A beaming smile spread across her face at the thought. Thinking of her family always put her in a good mood and she was so grateful for their endless love, support and kindness.

      As she looked over and noticed a tentative smile spread across the stranger’s face and he held his hands in front of him as if to show her he was not a threat. She studied him, from the slightly wind-blown dark hair, designer suit and silver watch, right down to the highly polished black shoes. Everything about him screamed class. Her senses were not screaming a warning. Her intuition was usually good, with the exception of Todd – her ex, who had seemed like the All-American good guy at first. She let out the breath she’d been holding as he spoke.

      ‘Pardon, Mademoiselle. Comment allez vous?’

      ‘Er, tres bien, merci.’

      That was about the extent of Crimson’s limited French, although she was hoping to learn more whilst she was here. As he spoke again in French her eyes grew wide and she held up her arms, palms up in surrender.

      He stopped with a sudden realisation.

      ‘En Anglaise?’ he queried.

      She smiled in relief as he began to speak again. This time in a language she could understand, albeit with a very enticing French accent.

      ‘Pardon, mademoiselle. I am sorry to have startled you. I am also a keen student of history and couldn’t help noticing you looking so serious. Pardon moi, but do you mind if I ask what you are doing.’

      Crimson adjusted her eyes to the dimly lit surroundings. Peering through the gloom she spied twinkling dark brown eyes staring right at her as he waited for her to answer. She clutched her pen tighter as if it were a spear and peered at him warily. She hadn’t expected any visitors to break her bubble of focused concentration, especially handsome male visitors.

      She noticed his smile widened further before he and took a step closer.

      She sat back and leaned away, eyeing the stranger warily. What did he want? What should she tell him? Should she call the cashier and tell him this man was bothering her?

      A thousand thoughts flitted through Crimson’s mind before she finally thought, simple is best.

      ‘I am an archaeologist,’ she blurted out.

      ‘Ah, that would explain it. Bonjour, Mademoiselle. Je suis Jean Luc de Michel,’ he said with a slight bow, betraying old fashioned manners. ‘You seemed so very taken with our little crypt I just had to find out what you were doing here when the other tourists are making the most of the sunshine.’

      Crimson raised an eyebrow, before seeming to decide he did not look like a threat. She laughed a little nervous laugh and croaked out a reply.

      ‘Bonjour.’

      She relaxed a little as she noticed a playful twinkle in his eyes as if he knew she might be planning to flee.

      The silence stretched between them as he watched her with his confident gaze.

      Crimson blushed at the scrutiny but found that she was not anxious. Her spider senses were not ringing with danger. Embarrassed by his direct stare she was the first to speak.

      ‘Sorry...Don’t mind me. I do tend to get carried away when I’m working. The past just creeps back in and takes a hold of my imagination. Do you…. Do you work here?’ she asked with a slight frown which caused a little line to appear at the top of her nose.

      ‘Ah, non, just someone also interested in the past. I have visited here many times since I was un petit garçon and my father has one of the coins that was dredged up from the Seine, the Parisi. That is how Paris was named, from the people who once lived in this area and traded with the coins. There should be some displayed in that cabinet over there.’

      Her eyes followed to where he was pointing to some dark, wooden and glass display cabinets near the entrance containing artefacts, tools, beauty implements and ancient coins.

      ‘I have heard about the coins and seen so many pictures in books but never imagined that there’d be any outside of museums.’

      ‘Non, forgive me… My family look after a small museum in the South of France. My father is a keen collector of many artefacts. Many here in this crypt were found when they were excavating this area to put in a car park, of all things. They had
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This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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