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    For the quiet hearts who carry impossible gifts,and for those who choose love even when it's the harder wish to make.May you always find magic in the unexpected.

      

    



  	
        
            
            Sometimes, forgiveness is the only thing we wish for.
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Wine and guilt


Part One

Sofia


Chapter One

Not according to plan
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On Monday morning, Sofia Bernard sat in the kitchen of her Paris apartment and looked at a photo of her ex-fiancé with his new girlfriend. "There's nothing like a morning hug," read the caption, and below in the comments, the girl from the photo replied with six hearts. "She's apparently lacking in vocabulary," Sofia clicked on the girl's profile and scrolled through the images. An artist and volunteer, loves traveling and does charity. "Miss Perfect," she thought annoyed.

She knew it was all in the past for both of them. Daniel had moved on and she couldn't do anything about it. She had to stop stalking him through a fake social media profile, but even after all this time, Sofia couldn't truly let go and kept dreaming of a future together that would never happen. 

On her way to work, Sofia stopped at a traffic light and decided she wanted a coffee. "A hot latte," she imagined, and walked on as the light turned green. A man came around the corner and almost knocked her down. She dropped her folder. 

"Pardon me!" he picked up the scattered pages and held them out to Sofia. But she only looked at what he held in his left hand — a paper tray with two cups of coffee. The man immediately offered one of them as an apology.

"Thanks," she acknowledged dryly, walking away.

How easy it was to live, knowing your every whim, however small, would be fulfilled as you flicked a finger. “That man won't even remember me, and he’s probably wondering why the hell he gave me his coffee”. 

Sometimes you think of something and it happens. People say, "What a coincidence!" but not Sofia. It had been a long time since she marveled at the miracles that were part of her life. The universe, God — whoever was up there controlling her destiny, she didn't care. After all, this was a life others could only dream of. Sofia lived by a simple motto: If you want it, you can have it. As long as you play by the rules.

As usual, a guard stood at the Duval Construction office building entrance. 

"Good morning, Mademoiselle Bernard!" he greeted the girl who often treated him to pastries. 

"Good morning, Monsieur Anri!" 

As soon as she reached the third floor, she made her way to her office, maneuvering between the desks piled high with documents and the potted plants and greeting her colleagues.

As she closed the office door behind her, Sofia hung her pink coat on the rack, plopped down in a chair and, like Gracie Hard in the film Miss Congeniality, 'took' the smile off her face. Papers piled on her desk with a note from the boss: "Have a look at it."

Despite knowing little about either construction or project management, Sofia worked for a construction company as a project manager. The position was another stroke of luck. A few years ago, having graduated from the Sorbonne, Sofia wished to find a good job that didn't require much work. Three days later, she went to an interview. And voila — she got the job of her dreams. Sofia stayed on her own most of the time, as the boss was rarely around. Occasionally she answered emails and phone calls or ran other errands. She put the coffee aside and switched on the computer. All the documents the boss had given her concerned the winery in a village called Belleville, which Sofia knew nothing about. 

She read the accounts and looked at the sales figures but couldn't focus. Putting the papers aside she pulled out a desk drawer, where the distracting thing lay: a wedding invitation. Sofia unfolded the pearly-white card, running her eyes over the ornate font: "Angela and Alexander are honored to invite Mademoiselle Sofia Bernard to the wedding ceremony..."

She wanted to tear it up into tiny pieces and throw them out of the window, hoping the wind would pick them up and blow as far away from Paris as possible. Sofia immediately scolded herself, "I should be happy for her." She tucked the invitation back into the drawer. 

Angela had been her last single friend, though not a close one, but ever since she'd met Alexander, the dentist she'd gone to once, Angela had spent more and more time with him and less and less with Sofia. After almost a year of dating, they moved in together, decided to get married and both wanted a kid. That's when Sofia realized that her friendship with Angela was ending. Soon her friend would devote herself to her family and inevitably become estranged. She’d been through this already. More than once. It's easier to let go if you don't get attached in the first place — she often reminded herself. So, she didn’t. 

"Still, I should look for a present this weekend," she decided. 

Her life always followed a "home, work, home" scenario, with coffee, shopping, and holidays with her parents in between. Sofia knew exactly what to expect. Days stack up like cubes into weeks and months. Nothing ever changed. Her little world remained a closed ecosystem, inaccessible to outsiders. 

Monsieur Duval — her boss burst into the office without knocking. His greying hair stood ruffled, as if he had just woken up, and the edge of white shirt, carelessly tucked into trousers, peeked out from under the jacket. Monsieur Duval always found himself in a hurry to get somewhere and often didn't pay enough attention to his appearance. Barely five feet tall, he looked like Danny De Vito — that’s what Sofia thought when she'd first seen him at the interview.

"Sofia! Have you had a look at the papers?" he asked immediately.

"I'm working on it." 

"Study them thoroughly, put everything else aside. That's one thing. Second, you'll have to go on a little business trip to that village of Belleville. In short, there's an investor interested in building a country club there. I want in, not only as a contractor but as a full partner. But it's all linked to buying the winery. Its owner is too stubborn and won't budge, even though he's been offered a price far above the most immodest of expectations. All I've been able to get is a meeting, but I can't go myself because of the new tax audit, so you're going. It's vital. I'm going to ask you to sacrifice your weekend to help our company survive. You wouldn't turn me down, would you?" 

Under Monsieur Duval's meaningful gaze, she realized refusing would be difficult.

This business trip didn't fit into her weekend agenda. What could be worse than working all weekend? Sofia considered making a wish so the entire thing would be canceled but changed her mind. "Why not? It would be a change of scenery at least."

"No, Monsieur Duval, I understand."

"Great." Her boss clapped satisfied. "Tell Anne to arrange a car and driver for you, and give you some money for expenses. I expect a report on Monday." 

With that said, Monsieur Duval fled to his office. 

Sofia glanced at the documents again. "The owner of the winery is probably a grouchy old man who'll start whining about how this is a lifelong endeavor and selling it would be like abandoning a child. It's only a couple of days, I'll figure it out in no time". 

Confident that her magical gift would change the owner's mind, Sofia dialed the number of Monsieur Duval's assistant — Anne.

A cheerful "Hello!" came from the other end of the line. Sofia explained that she would need a car and a driver for the trip plus money. They agreed Anne would call back as soon as everything was taken care of.

Sofia typed the name of the place she intended to visit into the search box. The village of Belleville looked quite picturesque. "At least I can enjoy the scenery."

Remembering her coffee, Sofia took a sip and grimaced. The coffee tasted bad.

Saturday morning greeted Sofia with a bright ray of sunshine through the crack in the curtains. She stretched out in bed, picked up her phone, and looked at the time. Half past eight in the morning. She had an hour and a half to get ready and eat breakfast before the car came to pick her up. 

Sofia's morning routine took about forty minutes. Her stuff for the next two days had been packed since the evening, a neatly packed small suitcase waiting for her at the door. Sofia turned on Channel Four and made breakfast. She picked up her phone and logged onto her favorite astrologer's site while the coffee brewed. 

She believed in horoscopes and numerology. Numbers and stars spoke the language of the universe. Reading horoscopes was a ritual Sofia followed for a long time. Predictions came out almost always positive, and if the stars revealed that something might darken the new day, she simply didn’t care. Bad predictions from astrologers had never come true for Sofia, for she had control of her fate. 

Finding the sign of Virgo in the text, she read: "The next few days could be tense for Virgo. Saturn, the planet of karma, will continue to push you around. Things might not go according to plan, and you may have to deal with problems from the past or from circumstances that are beyond your control. Show restraint. Try to avoid conflict. And be careful while driving".  

"Not a happy prediction," Sofia pondered, but as usual she decided not to take it seriously. Even if there were going to be problems, she'd wish for them to go away. The clock approached nine and she still hadn't heard from the driver. The mobile phone rang. "Anne" appeared on the screen. 

"Morning, Anne."

"Sofia," Anne sounded worried. "I'm afraid I have some bad news. Jerome, the driver who was supposed to take you to Belleville, slipped in the shower last night. He broke an arm and had a slight concussion. He can't drive because the doctor has ordered bed rest."

"What am I supposed to do?" Sofia asked, stunned. "Monsieur Duval had a hard time organizing this meeting, and if I don't make it to Belleville, he'll be furious." 

"Sofia, I've already called all the company drivers and even some private offices, but no one can take you to Belleville right now. I have a suggestion, though. I'm not sure if you'll accept it."

"Go on."

"Well..." Sofia grew wary, "the car is parked in front of the office. Why don't you drive it yourself, since you have a driving license? It's not too far from Paris. Jerome estimated it would take three hours to drive there. But you'll get there today, even if you drive slowly. If you're too tired, you can stay longer. I'll explain your absence."

Sofia remembered the prediction: "Be careful while driving." She tried to put it out of her mind and to concentrate on the problem at hand.

"Sofia? Are you listening?"

"Yes, sorry, but no. I have a driving license, but I haven't driven for a while. Seems like a bad idea." 

"Like I said, if you want to get to Belleville this weekend, there's no other way. Do you know a guy who would be willing to drive you there and back?"

"Uh, no."

"I thought so."


"I wonder if she asked that on purpose. And what does that last sentence imply?" Sofia was on the verge of a snarky response, but she held herself back.


"Sooo...What do you think?" 

Anne seemed to be getting impatient. She'd spent the whole morning calling drivers. Most of them either didn't pick up or refused rudely. 

"Okay, Anne, I'll take the car and drive myself," Sofia agreed, wishing, "As soon as I get to the office, a volunteer will show up to drive me."

She needn’t worry, the problem should solve itself.

"Great! You'll find the key in my desk drawer. The black Audi key, you'll see it right away. I'll tell Monsieur Anri you'll be stopping by the office. There's also an envelope in the drawer with cash for your expenses. Have a good trip, Sofia, bye!"

Anne blurted it all in one breath. She hung up so quickly Sofia didn't even have time to react. 

She put the mug in the sink. "Licence, keys, phone, ID." Sofia threw on her coat, grabbed her bag and suitcase, and went downstairs, locking the front door. She found a taxi easily, and twelve minutes later Sofia arrived at the Duval Construction's office. Monsieur Anri accompanied her upstairs. It hadn't taken long to find the keys and the money, but the driver still hadn't shown up. "Strange," Sofia thought. Magic should have solved the matter by now. 

She jolted from her thinking by the voice of the elderly guard, "Mademoiselle Bernard? Everything all right here?"

"Yes. Sorry, I got carried away."

They went downstairs and Monsieur Anri escorted her to the car park outside the office.

"Here's your car," he pointed to a black Audi, "I wish you a good journey."

"Thank you, Monsieur Anri. Goodbye."

Sofia threw the suitcase into the back seat and got into the car. Thoughts buzzed around her head like angry bees whose honey had been stolen. "Why hasn't anyone shown up? I made a wish." The hands of the wristwatch kept moving forward. She had to decide whether to drive or not. 

Sofia didn't like driving much. When she got a job, she took a second-hand car, but soon realized that driving around Paris was torture, it was almost impossible to find a parking spot, and the car added to her expenses without much benefit. Less than a year later, Sofia decided to get rid of it. 

She opened the GPS app and plotted the route. "Hope I’ll get there in at least four hours, it's over two hundred kilometers," Sofia sighed in frustration. "Tomorrow I'll visit a winery, convince the owner to sell, and be home Monday morning. It's only a straight road most of the way. I'll be fine."

The Audi slowly drove out of the parking lot. Sofia stopped at the gate and looked around, still hoping that Jerome or someone else would show up so she wouldn't have to drive herself. But no one did. Glancing disappointedly at her watch, she started her journey. 

The car drove smoothly, winding between streets. The GPS gave instructions, which Sofia followed, clutching the steering wheel nervously. But her mind kept coming back to the fact that this was an unusual day for her. Plans had gone awry, and for the first time in a long while, higher powers had not rushed to solve the problem she faced. "It shouldn’t be so. I didn't break any rules." 

It had been three years since she'd last experienced the wrath of Lady Luck. She'd paid dearly for her foolishness, learned her lesson, and vowed never to make the same mistake again. After the ill-fated day, life resumed its usual course. "So why hasn't my wish come true now?" 

Asking herself this over and over again, Sofia entered the A5 road. "Maybe I should make a stop in Proven and get into the spirit of the Middle Ages?", she considered. "No, it's better to take no risks and get to Belleville quickly."

Sofia put on some music and relaxed a little. Today hadn't been a disaster at all, she hadn't realized the intentions of the forces protecting her yet. "The driver who was supposed to take me is probably an idiot, so he got taken out of the game. I'm just a bit upset about the stupid horoscope. I have absolutely nothing to worry about."

Pushing the disturbing thoughts away, she continued on her way.
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Chapter Two

Tractor man
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Cars ahead started stopping and turning.

"No, no, no, no!"

Belleville was close, but the striking crowd had completely blocked the road. People stood in a line across the road, holding a huge banner: "No to a pesticide tax hike! You're not killing pests, you're killing business! The government is an eco-extremist!"

Piles of tents, tractors, and cars made passage impossible.

"Can we have just one month without protests?" Sofia pondered angrily, biting her lip and tapping her fingers nervously on the steering wheel. It looked like the farmers weren't going to leave any time soon. She opened the map again. The GPS kept telling her to go straight ahead. 

"It's not possible to drive straight, you idiot!" She shouted in frustration at her phone.

Looking at the map, Sofia noticed another road that the GPS had missed, even though it led directly to Belleville, from the other side. She had to turn around and drive a little in the opposite direction. 

Sofia hesitated. "Should I try this route? The strike could go on for God knows how long, I can't wait here forever".

She made a U-turn and headed in the opposite direction. "I'm sure when I get there, the GPS will show a new route," she thought. Sofia checked the map every minute, afraid of missing a turn. She reached the exit ramp ten minutes later. "I think this is it." The GPS still suggested a U-turn.

The road narrowed considerably and soon the asphalt gave way to dirt. "You can tell it's a village. Don't they even bother to keep the roads maintained? At least, it's not my car." 

By the time she passed the old rusty road sign stating it was twenty kilometers to her destination, the sky had clouded over. The spring thunder rumbled through the neighborhood, announcing the coming rain. 

The road was potholed and the Audi had to crawl over the bumps at a snail's pace. "Why is this road in such a terrible state?" But no matter how much Sofia grumbled in her head, the road only got worse, and the scenery outside the window spoke, if not of desolation, then at least of the unpopularity of the route. She belatedly realized that she hadn't seen a single car, either oncoming or passing. Rusting iron fences and electric poles dotted the landscape.

The first raindrops hit the windscreen and Sofia had to switch on the wipers. The Audi stopped and unease began to rise in her soul. She considered turning back, but the village of Belleville must be close. Sofia stared at the map again, but when she realized she had no signal, she swore loudly. "Great. Could it get any worse?" But she longed so much to get to the godforsaken village that she kept going. "A bit further and I'll be there."

Her Audi was stuck. The downpour had washed away the already wet spring soil and the water had covered a hole.

"Come on, come on!" Sofia pushed the gas, but the Audi only growled and stood still. No signal, no map, and nowhere to go in the downpour. Sofia cursed her boss, Anne, the protesters, the mobile phone company, and the road service. "They should work properly instead of going on strikes." 

As the stream of complaints dried up, Sofia took a deep breath and spoke aloud, "I need help getting to Belleville safely."

Sofia told herself it was only a minor inconvenience. And help is coming.

But nothing happened. Another thirty minutes passed and nothing changed. 

The situation seemed dire. Sofia didn’t know what to do. What were her options? Only to walk in the rain and mud. The prospect frightened her. She tried to get a signal but to no avail. "I can wait. Someone will come along and help. Someone has to show up eventually," she reassured herself.

Someone knocked on the window. Startled, she jerked to the right. The knock resumed, and a stranger in a yellow raincoat looked at her through the misted glass. Scenes from horror films came to mind: rainy weather, a deserted place, and a man who had come out from nowhere. Sofia eyed him warily, deciding what to do. The man tapped again, then gestured for her to lower the window a little, tired of waiting for any response. Sofia got a grip on herself and pressed the window switch button, but almost instantly let go. 

"Are you stuck?" a deep, confident voice asked, "Do you need help?"

It had to be the help she had been wishing for. Nothing to be afraid of. She lowered the window at once.

"Yes... I... I mean my car got stuck and I think I'm lost, there is no signal and it's raining cats and dogs."

"Where were you heading? How did you end up on this godforsaken road?"

"I'm going to Belleville."


"The road is only used by local farmers to transport their machinery or livestock. You're lucky I'm here, I can offer you a lift."


"What about my car? I won't leave it here."

"Your car is not going anywhere. Again, anyone rarely drives or passes through here, especially in this weather."

"But ..."

"Madam," the stranger barked, "I have no time to stand here and get wetter than I already am, so either get out and come with me, or stay here, but I would like to point out that you will be waiting in vain today. So?"

The caution Sofia had felt at first was quickly replaced by irritation. "A rude hick. How dare he speak to me like that." However, she realized since he had shown up on a road, he claimed no one used, it meant her wish had come true, and he was the only way out of the predicament. "I'll have to put up with it," Sofia thought. For now, of course. And when she reached Belleville, they would say goodbye and that would be the end of it. She lifted the glass, the lock clicked and Sofia opened the door.

"I'll get my things."

"Go ahead, but make it quick." 

The rain pelted Sofia mercilessly as she tried to get her suitcase from the back seat and her bag from the front. "He could have helped a lady," she grumbled. Her shoes stuck in the mud, and her dirty clothes would certainly require expensive dry cleaning. 

"I am ready, we can go." 

"The carriage awaits," he mocked.

Only then Sofia noticed the tractor.

"Is this our ride?" she blurted out in despair. 

"Surely not your Audi. Look around, only a tractor can manage a road like this, and AGAIN, you're lucky I'm even here." 

"Yeah, lucky me!" Sofia snapped at him.

"If you don’t like it, then stay here and wait for a taxi!" 

The man in the raincoat walked briskly towards the tractor, not even looking back or offering to help. He walked quickly to the driver's side of the vehicle and climbed in. Cursing, Sofia hurried after him.

"Wait! Don't leave me here!" 

Climbing into the cabin with a suitcase and bag proved difficult. 

"Now the cabin needs to be cleaned, look how much dirt you got inside!"

"It's not my fault it's pouring rain and it's a mud puddle outside!" she lashed out, slamming the door.

Once seated, Sofia sulked and gazed absently out the window. Silence fell. 

Her savior grabbed the wheel and Sofia swayed sideways as they drove forward. She looked sadly at the Audi as it disappeared behind a shroud of rain. "I'll come back and get you out, but please don't let anyone steal you or strip you for parts."

"My name is Ben," the stranger broke the silence, "I'm sorry for my outburst. I'm very tired and frankly, it's been a bad day, and here you are."

"Sofia," she responded, still looking out the window, "my name is Sofia, and I apologize for snapping at you. And for getting you wet. And for all the dirt."

"Maybe too much apologizing, usually my interactions with women go smoother, but also less interesting."

"I hope he's not thinking of flirting with me, just what I need right now," she thought. It was awkward to stare, so she tried not to, but Sofia noticed his pleasant voice. 

"How long till we get there?"

"Depends on where is ‘there’."

"Belleville." She rolled her eyes.

"I think we'll be there in fifteen minutes."

"Great. Do you by chance know where the Saint Antoine guesthouse is?"

"I do. But I'm afraid it's not a good idea to drive a tractor there." 

"It's all right. Drop me off wherever you can. I'll pay you and find a taxi. I suppose they can help me with the stuck car."

"I don't remember mentioning money."

Sofia paused, embarrassed.

"To thank you for giving me a lift and for the dry cleaning. I don't like being indebted."

"I can pay for the dry cleaning myself," Ben said calmly. "We'll go to Belleville; my friends will meet me there and we'll take you to your inn. I'll have someone get your car and bring it to you. I won't charge you for that either and don't argue. " 

"Well... very kind of you, thank you."

"You are welcome. I was on my way there anyway."

"But wait," Sofia asked, "you were driving towards me and not towards Belleville, weren't you?"

Ben hesitated for a moment, then said, "You see I was test-driving this tractor. It's brand new, but I have my doubts, so I decided to test it in a savage environment. And I happened to stumble across you."

"I don't know how long I would have stayed there if it hadn't been for you," Sofia agreed, thinking that Ben was a weirdo.

The rain stopped as quickly as it started. The first buildings of Belleville appeared ahead of them. 

"At last," Sofia thought relieved.

The tractor went up the little hill and stopped. Ben picked up the phone. Sofia heard a dial tone and then a muffled voice on the other end.

"Cal, I'm here, sorry it took so long, I'll explain later. Remember the old bypass? I'm at the Belleville's end of it. Pick up Alen first and come here. I need him here." 

Ben hung up and turned towards Sofia.

"My friends Cal and Alen will be here soon. Alen will pick up the tractor. Cal and I will drop you off at the inn. I'll ask Alen to save your car, he’ll get it later. Leave him the keys please."

Sofia tensed. The idea of handing over the keys to an expensive company car to a stranger was questionable. Ben added immediately as if he'd read her mind,

"He'll give you his ID as insurance, so you don't have to worry. Or you can go together tomorrow."

"No, no, that's not it. Ben, you don't have to."

"It's nothing, Sofia," Ben interrupted, "I don't want you to have only bad memories of our beautiful village." Ben smiled and winked. She looked away so she wouldn't blush. "Well... my wish has been answered in the best possible way. I don't have to worry about anything. Someone will always do everything for me," she reassured herself.

Ben stepped out of the cabin and lit a cigarette. Sofia preferred to stay inside to avoid further conversation. She stole a glance at Ben, though. The raincoat did nothing to hide the tall frame, broad shoulders, and light brown hair. For a second, an image of another man flashed through Sofia's mind, but she shoved it away. 

A black crossover emerged from the hillside, honking. The car pulled up next to Ben. He grinned at the driver's door, where the man likely called Cal stepped out. Almost at the same time, another man in a grey sweatshirt with a hood pulled over his head came out of the other side of the car. Ben took a cigarette out of his mouth and they started talking. He said something and pointed at Sofia. Both men glanced in her direction as well, and then they were back in conversation for a short while. Eventually Ben and the others moved towards her. Ben came over from the driver's seat and, opening the cab door, climbed in with one swift movement. 

"You don't have to hide anymore, come out for some fresh air," he chuckled, putting a cigarette out in the ashtray. "I'll introduce you to Cal, hand Alen the tractor and we'll go to your inn."

Sofia mumbled back that she wasn't hiding, but resting after the bumpy ride. She opened the door and tried to get down, holding onto her suitcase and bag. One of Ben's friends came towards her. He held the door open and spoke,

"Hi, Sofia, I'm Cal."

"Hello, Cal," she greeted him back. 

Cal took Sofia’s suitcase and helped her down. Once on the ground, Sofia held out her hand to him. Cal was two heads taller than her, his impressive muscles showing under a tight jumper. He had short hair, almost bald, and an earring glittered in his right ear. Her gaze fell on the tattoo on Cal's arm, snake eyes staring back at her. She'd never liked aggressive flashy tattoos, and snakes terrified her.

"Ben told me briefly about your misadventures."

"Yes," Sofia admitted, "I'm lucky Ben found me there."

"Yeah, lucky you," Cal winked at her, still shaking her hand. She pulled her hand back, uncomfortable under his gaze. Ben walked over to them. Cal gestured to the second companion.

"Sofia, this is Alen. He'll take care of your car." 

Alen appeared slightly taller than her, with shoulder-length wheat hair curled slightly at the ends, pale skin, and green eyes. He reminded her of a character from old novels. She fleetingly compared him to Aramis. "Like the Three Musketeers," she mused. "Helping me." She held out her hand, but Alen hesitated, shaking it reluctantly. 

"Nice to meet you, Sofia," he said, but his face remained indifferent, with no smile on it. Sofia didn't dwell on it, deciding that all of her "saviors" were weird in their own way.

"Likewise, Alen. Thanks for your help and my apologies for the inconvenience. If there is any way I can thank you..."

"Here we go again," Ben interrupted, "she has trouble accepting voluntary help."

Cal and Ben laughed, and Sofia blushed. Was it such a bad thing that she tried to be grateful? 

"Don't worry," Alen responded, "it's no trouble at all. But I'll need the keys."

Sofia gave it to him.

"And that's how we steal cars from people who are too trusting," Ben joked.

"Don't let him bother you, he's a difficult personality," Cal remarked. 

Again, Sofia noticed Alen didn’t share the fun. For a moment their eyes crossed and she wondered whether he was looking at her with pity. Alen promptly turned away.

"I prefer not to waste time, see you later," he muttered.

Ben waved his hand dismissively.

"I must have given him a hard time after all. It looks like Alen isn't too happy," she thought. 

After saying goodbye to her and Cal, Alen got into the tractor and drove off. Cal put Sofia's suitcase in the boot and sat in the driver's seat. Sofia sat behind Cal. 

"Sofia, I assume you're staying at the Saint Antoine guesthouse? There aren't any other inns around here anyway," Cal asked.

"Right," Sofia replied.

"We'll be there in no time."

Sofia leaned back in her seat, catching Ben's eye for a second in the rear-view mirror.

The landscape screamed about Belleville being a small provincial village, nothing like the Parisian district of the same name. She glanced at the old stone houses outside. "But it's nice here," she admitted. 

"Our village ranks among the prettiest French villages," Ben mentioned, "not many people live here, but it's rather charming and I can recommend a few places to visit."

"Unfortunately, I do not have time to go out. I have to get to work as soon as possible and return to Paris." 

"And what is it you do, Sofia?" asked Cal.

"I work for a construction company." 

"Sounds serious. And what are you doing here?" 

"In short, I have to meet with an uncooperative client and get him to sign some papers." 

"I hope you mean only peaceful methods of persuasion," Cal said in jest.

"Yes, I misspoke a little. You see I already have a rather unpleasant opinion of this person. Because of his stubbornness, I had to come here over the weekend. But I'm sure I'll sort it out quickly and leave for Paris tomorrow. "

"And if you can't make him?" Ben asked.

"I am sure I can," Sofia responded confidently since Ben couldn't have known about her magical gift of persuasion.

"I see you're confident," Ben grinned.

"I am very skilled at getting what I want." 

"In that case," Cal concluded, "I wish you good luck. By the way, there is your guesthouse." 

The car pulled up beside a two-story building with a sign on it. They stepped out of the car. Cal took her suitcase out and put it on the ground. 

"I hope that your client doesn't prove to be too stubborn and that you don't stay here any longer than you intend to." Ben pointed to a small parking lot a little further to the right. "Alen is going to bring your car over there. He'll leave the keys at the reception. Let's hope you don't get stuck on your way back."

He held out his hand and Sofia shook it in return.

"Don't worry, I won't get stuck. Thanks again for your help," she assured, then addressed Cal, "and thank you for the ride."

"It's nothing, good luck with your errands, and have a safe trip back, we'll be on our way."

"Yes, of course, I have no intention of keeping you any longer."

Sofia picked up her bag. Cal gave her a final wave and got into the car. Ben and Sofia's eyes met briefly before he joined his friend. 

She watched their car until it rounded the corner and headed for the entrance.
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Chapter Three

Promising and delivering
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Sofia collapsed on the bed, exhausted. Today's events had completely thrown her off balance. She usually knew how the day would go. Given her ability to get what she wanted, days like today — when things didn't go as planned and she had to struggle, were rare. 

"I haven't done anything to provoke this," she contemplated. "Ben seems like a decent man, but I wouldn't want to meet Cal under the same circumstances." 

With nothing to do, Sofia decided to get out of bed, make herself comfortable, get something to eat, and get ready for tomorrow's meeting. "What happened today was an unfortunate set of circumstances, there's no point in sitting around beating myself up. It's all in the past now, and the problem's pretty much solved".  

Pushing her worries aside, she went to the bathroom and took a hot shower. The water felt soothing. She wrapped herself in a long fluffy robe and unpacked her suitcase. 

Sofia ordered food and arranged the papers neatly. The papers included a presentation full of colorful pictures. They showed happy people enjoying a glass of wine on the spacious terraces or strolling through the picturesque flower-filled alleys with fountains and vases. Sofia leafed through financial reports showing profits from renting out commercial premises, income from tourism, and a purchase proposal. 

She read the proposal, her gaze lingering on the last few pages. Sofía’s had enough of the country air and hoped that tomorrow they would bear the signature of the cretin who had ruined her weekend and she’d be on her way home. "Thank God this day is over," she reflected as she drifted off to sleep.

The phone rang at exactly eight in the morning. Sofia had asked the receptionist to wake her. She had washed her face, brushed her teeth, and applied a light layer of makeup. She put her hair in a casual bun, leaving a few loose strands around her face.

Sofia looked at herself in the mirror from head to toe. The simple knee-length leather skirt and the white cashmere turtleneck matched perfectly. She wanted to appear pleasant but not overly strict, to make the winery owner feel comfortable and convince him that he'd won the golden ticket. 

Sofia grabbed the bag and headed downstairs for breakfast. A petite Asian-looking girl who had helped Sofia check into her room yesterday greeted her in the lobby.

"Good morning, madam, I hope you slept well?"

"Good morning, yes, I had a great sleep."

"Breakfast has already started, you go straight and turn left. You will see the entrance to the restaurant."

"Thank you..."

"Emily," the girl introduced herself, "I usually wear a badge, but yesterday I spilled coffee on myself and had to change my uniform. I accidentally left my badge in the pocket of a dirty vest."

"Nice to meet you, Emily," Sofia laughed, "I hope you get your badge back soon." 

"I'm sure I will. By the way, here's your car key. A man came by this morning and left it for you, saying you knew about it."

"Oh, thank you."

"Enjoy your breakfast. If you have any questions, I'm always here."

"Great," Giving her a thumbs up Sofia walked towards the restaurant.

She chose a table by the window, covered with a lavender tablecloth, and set down a glass of water she'd picked up on the way. Moving from one food stall to the next, Sofia explored the buffet. She loved hotel breakfasts because they offered a chance to try something new and observe the people around. The man at the table in the corner must have come for work too: suit, briefcase, a stack of papers, a cup of coffee. And a middle-aged woman over there, wrapped in a shapeless jumper, has come for a family business or to take a break from the frenetic pace of city life. 

Sofia ate leisurely, scrolling through fragments of the memorized presentation in her head. 

After breakfast, she thanked the staff at the entrance and made her way to her room. 

Gathering all the documents, she opened the GPS app on her phone to type in the address. The map showed it wasn't that far if there even was such a thing as 'far' in this small village.

As she put on her coat, Sofia glanced at herself in the mirror and checked her papers and phone.

The Audi awaited her in the parking lot, as Ben promised. The car looked clean, obviously Alen had done his best. "When did he even have time for it?" Sofia regretted again that she hadn't properly thanked her rescuers. 

The roads were empty, and Sofia drove at a relaxed pace, gazing out of the window at the beautiful scenery. She imagined herself in one of Cézanne's paintings. Belleville could well have been his source of inspiration. 

The car stopped at a wrought-iron gate. The sign left no doubt: this was the house Sofia wanted. She parked the car, picked up her bag and walked to the gate. 

She rang the doorbell. Sofia waited about a minute before the other side answered,

"Yes?"

"Good morning, madam. My name is Sofia Bernard, I'm here on behalf of Duval Construction, we had an appointment with Monsieur Craw."

After a click, the gate opened. Sofia walked down the paved garden path, flanked on either side by shrubs. A middle-aged woman with a full face awaited her at the front door.

"Good morning, madam," she greeted, "I am Monsieur Craw's housekeeper." 

"A pleasure."

"Wait here, please."

"Yes, of course."

She left, leaving Sofia alone. The air smelled of the fresh oceany fragrance and Sofia noticed a diffuser atop the console. She looked at the framed paintings: all of them landscapes, reminiscent of Belleville itself. 

With a sound of footsteps, a housekeeper appeared from around the corner, followed by a man. Without even saying goodbye, the words of the prepared speech flew out of Sofia's head. She froze, her eyes on the owner of the house, unsure if she should introduce herself or if it would be better to turn and run. The silence grew longer.

"I didn't think we'd meet again so soon," Ben interrupted her thoughts. "Something tells me you're not here to say goodbye or thank me again because I didn't give you my address."

Sofia came to her senses, but only managed to squeeze out the words, "Are you Monsieur Craw?" 

"Benjamin Craw, to be exact. My friends call me Ben. You don't look much like Monsieur Duval to me." Ben crossed his arms and took a step towards her, causing her to take half a step back instinctively. "And now for the big question," Ben continued. "Tell me, Sofia, how are you going to get me to sign the papers?"

"This is a disaster." It would be a good lesson for her not to open up to strangers, she scolded herself, trying to think of something. 

She put on her friendliest smile and tried to turn the whole situation into a joke.

"Monsieur Craw, Ben, if I may, it never occurred to me that you might be the person I was meeting. Thank you and your friends again for your help with the car and let me explain why Monsieur Duval himself could not come."

"Please don’t," Ben interrupted.

"I remember you saying to leave the acknowledgments, but..."

"Don't try to charm me with your fake friendliness, Mademoiselle Bernard, Sofia, if I may," Ben mocked her. "I had my first suspicions yesterday when you talked about your work with Cal, and I can see it was with good reason."

"Monsieur Craw, can we have a seat somewhere so I can explain?" Sofia asked hopefully.

"We can't," Ben retorted. "It's nothing personal, and under other circumstances, I'd be delighted to have a cup of coffee with you, but I've told your boss repeatedly: I want nothing to do with his grand plans to turn Belleville into a drunken resort. I only agreed to this meeting to set the record straight and to tell him so myself."

"It's not at all what you think, please give me a chance to explain." She insisted, trying to remain confident.

"No, Sofia, that's exactly what it is. Your boss tried to bribe me in many ways, obviously your project reeks of money. I already know what kind of person your boss is, and you are a worthy lackey. I apologize for ruining your weekend and making you come all the way from Paris for nothing. And I suggest we don't waste your time or mine, and end this pointless conversation. Goodbye, Mademoiselle Bernard, and have a safe journey back to Paris."

Ben gestured to the housekeeper and disappeared into another room so quickly that Sofia didn't have time to object. The housekeeper grabbed Sofia above the elbow and practically pushed her out into the street, smiling sweetly.

"Goodbye, madam."

Once outside, Sofia stood there, not knowing what to do. The day started so well and resulted in a complete failure. "Damn this village and that bastard and his winery. I can't believe I got upset yesterday because I couldn't thank him, I'd rather spit in his coffee". Enough. Time to deal with him. "I wish he would agree to talk to me," Sofia wished and waited, but the doors to Ben's house remained locked. After waiting in vain for almost an hour, Sofia got into the car.

What to do? Run back to Paris and admit defeat, compounded by the fact that she had initially made a terrible first impression. If the boss found out, she'd be in for a serious scolding or worse — Sofia wasn't sure of anything now. "What can I wish for to change the situation? Think." Her mind buzzed. "Maybe try contacting him by email and send him the project documents, there's a small chance he'll look at them and reconsider. Or screw him. I'll tell the boss he didn't even spare me a minute."

Sofia considered her options, nervously picking at the cuticles on her thumbs, but she couldn't come up with anything worthwhile. She returned to the inn. Sofia walked through the front door and met Emily again.

"Back already?" She greeted her with a nod.

"Uh huh," Sofia answered languidly.

"We have some great coffee. Would you like some?"

At first, Sofia was about to refuse but decided caffeine would at least help her cope with such a crushing career defeat.

"Yes, please."

"Great, sit on any sofa. Which one do you prefer?"

"What?"

"What kind of coffee do you like?" 

"Latte."

Emily walked away and Sofia's thoughts shifted once more to the matter of Ben. "Why hasn't he changed his mind? Is it so strong of will that even my gift is unable to change it?"

Emily put a tray on the table. 

"Here, I hope you like it."

"Thank you."

Sofia took a sip.

"Great coffee," she muttered with a sigh.

"It's none of my business," Emily hesitated as if she couldn't find the right words, "You appeared to be in a good mood this morning, did something happen?"

Sofia wondered if she should share the details with a stranger. She had already revealed her plans carelessly with her fellow travelers yesterday, and today it had backfired on her. But things hardly could get any worse. 

"Yes, Emily, something has happened," Sofia began, "in short, things went wrong and I lost a client, or rather not only lost a client, but ruined an entire project." 

"Maybe it's not that bad?" The girl asked timidly.

"I'm afraid it's bad."

Sofia decided to tell her what happened. Emily listened without interrupting. At the end of her story, Sofia asked, "That’s it. What would you advise me to do? "

Emily pondered for a moment and said, "You need a strategy, but not the usual one, with a completely different approach. You say you've never had to convince anyone before, but now you're facing a challenge. You've reached a home stretch, but you can see your existing plan isn't going to get you to finish, no matter how hard you try. What are you going to do? Will you continue with the failed approach and do what you have been doing, or will you not? "

Sofia silently considered her words, realizing that Emily was right - following the familiar path no longer made sense. 

"Probably sticking to the old plan would have been a mistake, even stupid."

"Exactly. And where do you start solving the problem, you have?" 

Sofia frowned, pondering. She dismissed the hypotheses one by one. She took a sip of coffee.  

"I would start from scratch, with a project, not a contract. I need to develop a new one and involve the client in its making. Maybe I can change his opinion for the better, and turn it to my advantage". 

"See? You're full of ideas, it's too early to despair," Emily laughed.

"Is it true that I'm nothing without my gift? I should at least try to do something on my own," Sofia decided.

"Thank you. Maybe I still have a chance to turn this whole mess around, thanks to your fresh eyes and coffee."

"That’s the spirit! It's been a pleasure helping you, Sofia. After all, your client is human, there must be something he is interested in. I'll see you later." Emily said her goodbyes and went back to work.

Determined, Sofia almost flew into the room and switched on her
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