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Chapter 1
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Jean Carr was hungry. She wanted the wrong meal, thanks to jet-lag, and she wanted the wrong man... thanks to blissful ignorance.

It was after eleven at night, so she didn't much like her chances of finding anything resembling dinner, but maybe things were different in London. Hopeful, she followed Kate through the reverberating mass of people, out to the back of the pub. Trailing after other people, hoping what she needed would fall into her lap: that was basically Jean's M.O. While her friends left high school with direction, vision, a Dream, capital D, Jean had meandered through university, choosing courses based on their reading lists, and hoping a career would jump out at her from behind a lectern.

Kate was shouting something indecipherable in the soup of sound and waving toward her colleagues from the theater. She shoved her on-stage lover, and he moved down a bench seat to make room for them. "Keep an eye out for a table we can drag over."

That seemed unlikely, but so long as there was food—and soon—Jean would happily sit in Kate’s lap, if necessary. Oh, it was so good to have a friendly face among the masses of strangers.

One of the crew guys slid menus down the table. "Kate said you just arrived from New Zealand." 

"Yeah, my stomach wants brunch." Jean tried to do the time-zone math in her head, then abandoned the effort. Food. Priorities.

A jug of beer was plonked down on the table, and a clattering stack of glasses followed. This was going to go straight to her head, but when in London, right? Well, until her job started. As a live-in nanny she'd be generally sober and in bed before ten. The thought of her job made her nervous—she hadn't met her new boss yet, or the children. She really didn't know what she was in for. Flying around the globe on little more than a whim suddenly seemed nuts.

Kate flung her arm out, pointing. "Table." 

Jean slid off the end of the bench seat to grab it and found herself facing off with a rival table-grabber. 

Rolled-up shirt sleeves revealed toned forearms and strong-looking hands gripping the table top. "Oh, pardon me," he said and straightened. He had the top button of his shirt open, his tie tugged loose. His jaw looked to be carved from marble, and his eyes were black as Guinness.

The music rose above the hubbub of conversation and Kate was singing along, top of her lungs. Jean turned to see her pointing both finger-guns at her. "Yoooooouu!"

Jean shook her head, laughing, but she was not about to join in.

Belting the lyric, Kate jumped up out of her seat and helped haul the table over. 

The guy looked vaguely trapped.

"Join us?" Jean said, pushing two chairs into place: one for herself, and one for this gorgeous man in his deliciously rumpled suit.

Kate was singing the verse now: their version of it, rewritten at age fourteen or so. "You gotta be careful," Kate gave Jean a significant look. "Maybe see a doctor."

If there was a girl-code, it definitely said that joining an old friend in impromptu karaoke, reliving a shared adolescence, was more important than making a good impression on even the most mesmerizing of men. Jean gave in and, avoiding eye contact with the sexy stranger, sang her heart out. "Get yo’ self tested." 

Beat.

"Not infected." 

They had an audience now. "It could be herpes. Or something more serious. Could be a U.T.I... Just an Ooo-ti."

And then, all together, every actor at the table joined in. "Yooooooou!"

Someone started clapping and Kate took Jean’s hand, plunging them both into a theatrical bow. "We’re here all week."

The stranger was laughing now, but he looked over his shoulder—was he here with someone? Apparently not, because he sat down in the chair Jean had pushed across.

"That song must have come out just as our Sex Ed classes got to the nitty gritty." Jean offered an almost explanation.

"Oh, I’ve missed you." Kate leaned over and pulled Jean into a hug. She lifted her beer glass. "To old friends!"

Jean clinked her glass to five or six others, not including the suited stranger, because he didn’t have a glass. "I’m Jean,” she said to him.

He said a name, but it got lost in the noise.

"Mac?"

"Ooh, he’s Scottish." Kate gave Jean a nudge. "Mac, have a drink."

***
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MATT CLARK WAS UNDECIDED. His mates had been egging him on for some time, hassling him for not putting himself out there. At long last, he'd snapped. "You want me to chat up a total stranger? Just spin me around and point me at a warm body and—"

"Yes!" A chorus had answered. "Well, get us a table first."

"Front row seats so we can watch you make your move."

And then, not five minutes, later he’d seen a table empty, gone to save it, and got himself chatted up. Sort of.

His mates were at the bar, still watching. If he played this right, perhaps they’d get off his case. Jean didn't seem like his usual cup of tea, disheveled and loud and... crude, quite frankly. But he wasn’t planning on marrying her, just flirting.

She brushed her unruly hair off her shoulder and he caught a whiff of her scent. He couldn’t put his finger on what it was and leaned in, without really meaning to.

"You alright?" she said.

"I... I can’t place your accent."

"New Zealand. Just arrived."

The music was loud, and with all the people talking over the top of it, even two word sentences were liable to get lost. 

She had a long silver necklace, disappearing into the deep V-neck of her t-shirt. She caught him looking and sat up straighter. Was that code for eyes up, mate, or was she nervous? Good nervous or bad nervous? It had been far too long since he'd done this.

He twisted his glass in his hand. "How do you know so many people already?"

"Oh, I only know Kate. We went to school together and she's letting me stay with her for a few days."

"Are you traveling?" he asked.

Kate clapped and leapt up, almost knocking over what little remained of the jug of beer. "I love this song! Dance with me, Jean. Everything's taking me back tonight."

Jean stood and squeezed past, brushing her thighs against his arm in the crush. Curvy thighs in tight black jeans and hips that twisted to the beat, and for a while he’d forgotten all about his friends at the bar. They were still watching. One of them held his hands open in a shrug, as if to say, are you even trying?

Matt could get up and join them, sure. It wasn’t exactly his style, but perhaps it was time to consider a change in style. Sleek, put-together women with serious careers and stable lives... it hadn’t exactly worked out brilliantly for him so far. Chaotic, uninhibited women with no fixed abode were uncharted territory. He downed the last of his beer and stood up.

Ignoring his mates' cheering, he joined Jean and Kate. Why did he have to be so self-conscious, even after two and a half beers? Jean and Kate looked so wild and free, but he felt awkward, out of kilter. Hyper-aware.

Kate gestured that she needed a drink, leaving him on his own with Jean—well, on their own, but surrounded by fifteen or so other people.

She took his hand and pulled him in, still winding her hips, side-to-side, hypnotic. He met her gaze and she gave a broad grin. She looked like she was having fun. That was all this was: fun. Not his specialty. That’s what his ex-wife would say, but it was past time he stopped caring what she would say.

He found the rhythm, mirroring Jean. Her hip bumped against his and he lost the beat for a moment, but caught it again. They were close now, brushing arms, and if he let his eyes drop he’d see just how long that necklace was. 

Resisting that temptation, his gaze fell to the curve of her neck, the wavy mass of hair, the silver zig-zags hanging from her earlobes like lightning strikes or crossed-out mistakes. 

Was this a mistake? Not yet, it wasn’t. 

In the moving crowd she was suddenly closer, her breasts pressed to his chest for a moment, then not. Her hand was on his arm. He let his fingers curl around her waist, which was soft and firm at once, feeling warm fabric shifting against her skin and just like that he was imagining taking her clothes off.

One of the bar staff wended past them with plates of food, and Jean broke away from him—probably good timing, though he hated to admit it. He was going too fast.

"Sorry," she said. "My body clock is all out of whack. I’m starving."

"I’ll get a round." He went to the bar to order a couple of jugs.

"Looks like it's going well." His mates surrounded him while he waited for the barman to take his money. "She's hot."

Matt nodded, all but flinging his credit card at the guy behind the till.

"You looked like you were having fun."

"You do remember what goes where, I presume?"

Someone rewarded that comment with a shove, just as Matt got his jug of beer. "Thanks," he said, and ducked around the shover and shovee.

Back at the table, Jean was cutting up a steak with gusto. He filled the empties and topped up the others.

"So, Mac, which part of Scotland are you from?" the guy beside Kate asked.

"I’m not. I’m..."

"Definitely a London accent." A guy in a black shirt said.

Matt nodded.

"Shakespeare fan?"

"Sure."

"You should come to our play."

"Okay," Matt said. Why not? "Comedy or Tragedy?”

"Comedy."

"Ah."

"You prefer the tragedies?" Jean said.

"Definitely."

"Everybody dies."

"Yes, but first, there’s an entire story."

She laughed, a brilliant musical laugh and waved her fork in acknowledgment, if not agreement.

"So they’re all actors—what about you?" he said.

"Audience, mainly. Oh, you mean career-wise." Jean dipped a fry in some ketchup then licked it off, tongue curling, soft and pink.

He groaned, but thankfully for the loud bar she wouldn't likely hear it. Then she bit into the fry. He was as bad as when they’d been dancing, and she wasn’t even half way through her fries.

"I dunno what I want to do."

Matt knew exactly what he wanted to do. Taste the salt and ketchup on her lips, and pull her onto his lap.

"I’ve never really had a clear career path."

Kate stole a fry. "I thought you wanted to do real estate."

"Nah, that was Phil’s thing. I was just, you know, young and stupid."

"In love."

"Possible. Who knows. What's love?" Jean and Kate stared at each other, silent a moment, then burst into song: "Got to do with it? What’s love..." 

Kate finished the line but Jean cracked up laughing. Shaking her head, she met Matt’s gaze.

He felt bold then. If she hadn’t had half of a meal in front of her, he might have asked her to leave with him, right then.

***
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THEY ALL LEFT TOGETHER, in the end. Jean kept waiting for Mac to return to his friends, the ones she’d seen wave to him from the bar. 

But he stayed with Jean, walked out into the fresh night air, the street lights and shadows, behind Kate and her friends.

They walked along the side of the Thames, looking out at the river reflecting the city lights, the bridges and buildings, all so familiar and yet new—new to her. "I still can’t quite believe I’m actually here."

"Long way from home?" He wasn't looking at the view; his focus was all on her.

"Inside the bar, it could have been anywhere, you know, but out here, there’s no denying, we are definitely in London. I can’t quite get my head around it. But then my head is all jet-lag and beer and..." She felt his hand brush against hers. Her head was all flustered and fired-up and full of him.

"You, ah..." He slowed to a stop. Jean looked to see how far Kate was ahead of them, then turned back to Mac as he said, "We could go to my place."

They could. They so could. Except... "Oh, um, I’m staying with Kate."

"She won’t mind."

"No, I know, but..."

"It’s okay, you can say no."

Could she though? He was so damn gorgeous, and basically asking her to say no, which was weirdly, but wonderfully, sexy. "It’s not that I don’t want to, it’s just, I’ve only been in this hemisphere for like twelve hours."

"Fair enough." He turned and kept walking. Even in this half light those suit-pants hugged a fine ass. He was fine. And sweet. And just a tad awkward. Temptation in shiny shoes, and that accent... delicious.

Jean jogged to catch up. "Maybe in a couple of days." She took his elbow and he stopped walking again.

He cocked his head to the side, a dare in his dark eyes, tell the truth.

She had her hands on his forearms and rocked forwards. It’d be so easy to kiss him. Her body was aching for it, to brush against his again, like when they were dancing. He’d teased her just right, got her all hot and thinking about it, so easily. Like he wasn't even trying. "Another night," she said.

He leaned in, like he was going to kiss her.

Someone whistled. One of Kate’s theater friends.

Mac smiled and shook his head. "Another night." He pulled out his phone and handed it to her.

To a chorus of distant snickering, Jean typed in her number. She pressed his phone back into his hand, fingers curling against his, as though pulling away took effort. “Another night,” she said.

He cleared his throat. "Go on, I’d better go find my friends."
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Chapter 2
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One month later...

Watching a seven-year-old try to stir cake mixture had to be one of the most frustrating things in the world. Jean balled her fists behind her back. "Scoop it up from the bottom."

"Like this?" Harry twisted the spoon, bursting a pocket of dry cocoa and flour, which sprayed across the marble counter top and up onto his pale cheek.

"Better." Jean went to the sink for a cloth. Something to do with her hands might help her not to take over.

"Can I lick the spoon, Jean?"

"Just let me give it one last..." She swiped the cloth across the bench and took the spoon. The mixture folded in on itself, absorbing the last of the dry ingredients.

Harry planted his hands on the counter, his Spider-Man t-shirt flapping forward to collect a little spilled egg-white. He kicked off the chair and swung side to side.

"Alright, let’s get this baby in the oven." Jean held out the spoon for him to lick. 

"Who gets the bowl?"

Elise came in from the hall, hand raised in salute. "Reporting for duty." Her nails were bright blue, which looked fluorescent against her deep brown skin.

Harry, craned to see how much mixture his sister was getting. "Not fair." 

"There won’t be much left in this bowl when I’m done." Jean swiped the spatula around the edges.

Elise perched on a barstool, rocking back onto two legs. No hands.

Jean couldn’t bear to watch. And she definitely couldn’t say anything. The trick with nannying a teenager was to pick your battles and, with any luck, lull them into thinking they didn't have a nanny at all. This was not Jean’s first week on the job.

Harry pointed his chocolatey spoon at Jean, like a sword. "You should get the spatula."

"She can’t. Celiac. Unless..." Elise grabbed the counter—for dramatic effect, not balance. "It better not be gluten-free."

"No, it’s all yours." Jean handed over the spatula and bowl, with little more than a smear of mixture left on them.

"When’s Mom due?" Elise licked the spatula.

"You’re going out?" Harry’s voice got higher on every word. "But it’s family movie night."

Elise shrugged. "I’ll go after. What are we watching?" She pushed off, balancing—then wobbling—and balancing again. The barstools were sturdy, hardwood, a little worn with age, but so solid they’d likely outlive the entire family. Elise saw Harry’s expression. "What? It’s vacation. Not like I have to get up for school in the morning."

"We’re sorting out your uniforms tomorrow." Jean set the timer on the oven, a brushed-steel monstrosity, which didn’t at all match the warm, earthy decor of the open kitchen-dining-living room, but did its job like a dream.

"I still fit my uniform from last year," Elise said.

"You have to get a longer skirt." Harry put the spoon in his mouth, the handle sticking out like a tongue. "Mom thaid."

"No, she didn’t."

"She thaid you had to thow her how thort it ith."

Jean held up a hand. "We'll just ask her when she gets—"

They all heard the front door open. "Bloody hell, umbrellas hate me." Nicky’s voice carried through from the hall.

Harry sprung as if from a starting block, sprinting to the door. "Elise is ditching family movie night."

"You wanna go out in this?" Nicky stepped through to the living room, finger-combing her dark blonde hair so it fell mostly to one side of her head. Her mouth was slightly crooked, as was her nose, and maybe pulling her hair all to one side was meant to distract—but she carried herself with so much confidence, she made asymmetry seem like fashionable edge.

Elise had the spatula in her mouth and didn’t take it out to argue. No, she was much too smart for that. She might look like her dad, with her thick dark hair and Indian complexion, but she had Nicky’s emotional intelligence. Borderline-manipulative smarts.

And it was T-minus-six days. Six days till the kids went to Matt’s—Harry’s biological and Elise’s adoptive father. Six days for Nicky to make sure the kids knew she was the cool parent. Elise’s plans for the evening were safe.

Not that there was any kind of actual competition over who was the cool parent. Nicky was, a thousand times over, the cool parent. She was totally unflappable; put it down to being a doctor in Accident and Emergency. Nothing shocked her. Somehow she juggled schedules and sleep deprivation and special occasions. She even squeezed in lazy mornings and bi-weekly movie nights. She wasn’t just a great Mom; she was a good boss too. And she could pick a decent bottle of wine at fifty paces. 

Nicky ruffled Harry’s ash-blond hair. "What have you been eating?"

"Triple chocolate cake."

"Of course." She thumbed his cheek. "Normally I’d applaud dessert first, grab life with both hands, carpe diem, but timing could be better."

"Dad’s coming over?" Elise spun around on her barstool.

"Dad’s coming over!" Harry vaulted over the back of the sofa. "Dad can try my cake."

Elise joined Harry on the couch and flicked the TV on, browsing possible movies for the evening.

Nicky came to the kitchen. "Can you stay for a bit?"

"Sure. For a bit?" Jean had been planning to meet Kate and her friends, but they wouldn’t miss her if she was a tad late. 

"So that you’re in the loop and all." Nicky grabbed a bottle of wine from the rack. "It’ll only take half an hour. Matt is, if nothing else, punctual." She put the bottle back and pulled out another for consideration. 

Jean had yet to actually meet Matt, but she’d gathered quite a lot of recon from passing comments, and it sounded like the guy had a serious stick up his ass. 

"How many glasses?" Jean opened the cabinet.

"Glasses?" Nicky pretended to bite the cork out, spit and scull.

"Change of plans for next week?" All Jean’s fingers and toes were crossed for a delay. A day, a week longer at Nicky’s—she’d take whatever she could get. This was the perfect nannying job. Not only had it given Jean a ticket out of a post-break-up, post-university, post-argument-with-mum-again rut (to the other side of the world no less), but they were all getting on so well together. Sure, the kids had to go to Matt’s eventually, but it could only go downhill from here.

Nicky looked grim. Was Matt going to bail completely? Fuck. Harry would be devastated. This week alone, he'd mentioned his dad in passing more times than Jean could count.

Even Elise would be disappointed. She didn’t idolize Matt in the same way Harry did—for one, she was fifteen and had both feet firmly planted in the adults-are-idiots phase—but she had called Matt ‘Dad’ since she was eight years old. Her own father—her first father—had long since signed over all parental rights. Matt was her Dad. She loved him.

"Surely you have a say," Jean said.

Nicky opened her mouth to reply as the doorbell rang.

Harry scissored his legs over the back of the sofa, more elastic band than human, and ran to open the front door.

Elise turned to Nicky. "What’s going on?" She could be unnervingly perceptive at times.

"Are we going to your house early?" Harry said. "We can bring my cake I made!"

"Cake?" That had to be Matt's voice. "You shouldn't have." Like a Bond villain: the English accent, rumbly, severe, and vaguely made you look forward to the coming chaos. The kind of villain that seemed like a good guy for the first half of the movie. Careful, or you’d be fooled by his charming exterior.

"I have plans." Elise stood up. "You guys can’t just change everything on me without warning."

"Hello to you too, Elise." Matt stepped into the living room, folding his navy woolen coat precisely and laying it over the back of the sofa. "This must be the new nan—.”

It was him. The guy from the bar. 

Jean had given him her number that night, but a few days later, she hadn't heard from him, and she had to switch to a UK number. If he’d tried to get in touch after that, no luck—and thank fuck! Mac was Matt. 

Matt was Harry and Elise’s dad. 

Fuck.

Jean forced a smile.

"You’ve met?" Nicky poured the wine. 

"Ah, yeah." Matt rubbed his neck. "What, a month or so ago?"

Jean laughed awkwardly, all nerves and embarrassment. "It was, um, with Kate and her theater friends. Small world."

"So true. Jean's aunt and I met on a Kontiki tour, oh, a lifetime ago. Mind, the world seemed much bigger then. Glass of wine?" Nicky asked Matt, handing one to Jean. Nicky was being friendlier than expected; she’d talked about Matt, and the kids had made it clear how their parents usually got on—Jean was expecting barbs. Sarcasm. Scorn. Pointed looks, at minimum.

Matt looked guilty. And a little flushed. And almost as sexy as he had that night by the Thames. A day’s growth shadowed his chin; a dimple between his eyebrows made him look slightly concerned. 

Jean had thought about him plenty of times in the past month. Nannying could be a lonely gig, and Jean knew so few people in London. She didn't see her friends as often as she'd like, either. So, yeah, she'd thought about Mac—Matt, rather. Wondered if she'd missed out on something there. Let her mind wander a little. 

It was hard to believe she was really in the same room with him. He was really right there, just standing by the couch.

He was Harry and Elise's dad.

It still hadn’t sunk in.

Elise groaned. "Do we have to drag this out?"

Matt and Nicky gave each other a let’s-get-this-over-with look. 

"An opportunity’s come up." Matt held his glass, not drinking. He moved his lips as if weighing the words, silently testing the phrasing. "How would you like to go to Paris?"

The transformation on Elise’s face was quite something. "What? Before school goes back? A trip to Paris? Are you serious? This is epic. This is better than—Amy’s going to be so jealous. This is the best!"

"Um—" Matt finally took a drink, Adam’s apple jumping up as he swallowed. Jean dragged her eyes away from his neck. And then from his mouth. And then from his eyes.

Nicky shook her head. "Try again."

He unbuttoned his top shirt button. The shadow of a collarbone teased Jean's wayward gaze. 

"I, ah, have a contract at the American hospital in Paris." He turned the glass in his fingers, casting a wine-red light onto the palm of his hand. "For five months."

"It’s a great opportunity." Nicky glanced at Jean.

"You’re coming?" Elise turned to her mom.

"No, I can’t. I wish! No, it’ll just be you and Harry, and your Dad, and Jean. If that’s alright by Jean."

Jean forced a smile. "Paris, I mean, it’s..." Impossible. "Paris?"

Nicky topped up Jean's barely-touched glass. "How’s your French?"

"What French?"

"I’ll get some books," Matt said, looking at her only for a fraction of a second, as if the sight caused him physical pain. "Elise, you can help Harry and Jean." Was he freaking out too? Hard to say. He had less to freak out about: no language barrier and this wasn't a huge surprise that had just landed in his lap. But he had very nearly hooked up with his kids’ nanny.

Jean couldn’t keep her feelings under wraps much longer, so she excused herself. Safe in the bathroom, door locked, she stared in the mirror, looked herself in the eye. "Fuck."

***
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MATT TOOK THE FIRST opportunity to follow Jean down the hall. He heard her moving around in the bathroom and knocked.

"Just a minute."

"It’s me," he said, low and close to the door—wary of making Nicky suspect anything.

"I won't be a moment." 

He could hear she'd turned the faucet on. It felt like an age before she opened the door.

"Hi," he said, suddenly blank. What was the plan here? Was there a plan here?

"So, this is awkward," she said.

He nodded, then shook his head. "It doesn’t have to be. We’ll just... start fresh." To his own ears, he sounded so skeptical. Was she picking up on that? She looked at him like he was trying to sell her something. He had to fix this. "At least we didn’t..." he cocked his head to the side.

"True."

He was suddenly aware how close they were standing. She had on the same necklace, this time on the outside of her t-shirt. And she still had on an apron from baking. There was a cocoa hand print on her stomach which could only be Harry’s.

"So, Paris?" she said.

"It’s a really good opportunity."

"It’s just ah... unexpected. It hasn’t quite sunk in yet." She waved her hand generally in his direction and he remembered holding that hand as they’d danced. He’d made such a fool of himself. She’d given him a fake number, for all she'd said she wasn’t blowing him off. But it was for the best: she wasn’t interested in him, and they hadn't slept together and weren’t anything to each other except boss and nanny. Simple. 

And shortly off to Paris. Less simple.

She looked so unsure, though. "It'll be an adventure," he said. "You thought you were just coming to England, so Paris is a bonus—it could be..."

"I guess. I mean... oui, oui." She cringed at her own French and walked past him, out to the living room. He could hear her saying goodnight to his kids. She was going out, not staying for family movie night. Maybe she had a date. Not that he should care, or know, or even think about it.

***
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JEAN WAS STILL REELING when she got to the pub. Mentally putting aside the whole Matt-not-Mac situation, she looked for Kate and her friends. Weaving through the rowdy crowd, she focused on the fact she was about to move to Paris. An adventure, an opportunity, Matt had said. Well, hard to argue with that, but why did it feel like she’d just had the rug pulled out from under her?

She hadn’t known what to say. Perhaps it was a good opportunity, but when she’d left home and flown to the other side of the world, she’d at least landed somewhere she spoke the language. She wasn’t one for set-in-stone plans, but she did have a general idea of what she wanted: independence, for starters, friends and work and enough money to travel and enjoy herself. Adventure, yes, but adventure she chose. Adventure that didn’t shove her beyond her limits. Paris wasn’t, strictly speaking, beyond those limits, but going with Matt, and so soon after she’d arrived in London, was definitely out of her comfort zone.

Kate waved to her from the far corner. Jean had friends here—well, one friend. And that friend had plenty of friends, who might soon be Jean’s friends. One of whom was sitting on Kate’s lap. Kate levered the girl off and leapt up to hug Jean. "Did you burn the cake?"

"A little, on the bottom."

"Serves them right, making you work overtime," she semi-shouted over the music and conversation in the pub. "What’ll it be? You’ve got catching up to do." She dragged Jean toward the bar.

"How was the show?"

"I killed. Everything alright?"

"I’m going to—well, we’re going to Paris."

She spun around to face Jean. "I’m in."

Jean laughed. "I wish."

"Sold!" She turned to the barman and ordered Jean’s drink.

"I met the dad."

"Yeah? Is he as bad as all that?"

"Worse—it’s Mac."

"Who?"

"That guy from the first night I was here—the not-Scottish guy."

"Oh, Mac!"

"Yeah, except it’s not Mac, it’s Matt. And he’s my boss now."

Kate’s eyes went wide. "Did you and he... wait, he didn’t call you, did he? Bastard."

"He might have. I had to change my number. But that’s beside the point."

"He was super hot."

"Not helpful."

"You are so hooking up with your boss."

Jean shook her head. "This is going to be a disaster."

"He was all over you that night." Kate led the way back to the table. 

"I am so out of my depth."

"Oh, you’ll be fine."

"Then there’s my total lack of French. And what am I gonna eat, gluten-free in Paris? Are you kidding me? It’ll be torture."

"You have to go to Opera—only theater in the world that wouldn’t be a downer after The Globe."

"I guess I’m just... nervous."

"Nerves are a good sign—means you’re doing something new, something real."

"Amen!" The guy opposite us raised his glass. "Do I make you nervous, Kate?"

"Not in a good way, you dodgy fuck."

He laughed. "What! my dear Lady Disdain, are you yet living?"

"Is it possible Disdain should die while she hath such meet food to feed it as Signior Benedick?"

They all clapped. Jean wouldn’t get on a stage for love or money, but hanging out with the theater crowd was awesome. Comps aside, having friends in a foreign city was no small thing. And it wasn't just Kate. Jean's marketing-class buddy at university, Summer, had been in London for a year or so. She was frantic, just at the moment, busy with her thriving bakery. Nevertheless, being away from home, it made a huge difference having friends.

In Paris, Jean wouldn’t know anyone except Matt and the kids. And nannying didn't exactly throw her in the path of people her own age. 

Still, Paris right? It had to be something special. All the hype, the movies, the mythos. She could get excited about this. By sheer force of will.
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Chapter 3
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"Safe flight!" Nicky called out from the porch, staying out of the rain.

Jean put her suitcase in the trunk. It still had an Air New Zealand luggage tag. She’d been in London for less than two months. She wasn't ready to leave, least of all with Matt Clark.

Elise handed off her luggage to her dad, took one look at the narrow back seat of the taxi and got in the front. Matt heaved the suitcase up off the ground, but it wasn’t going to fit.

"It'll have to go on our laps." He held the door open for Jean, which seemed chivalrous until she realized it meant she was squished in the middle of the back seat between Matt and Harry. 

With Elise's Hello Kitty suitcase across their knees, they set off for Heathrow.

Matt leaned forward to see past Jean. "Did you have a good summer, Harry?"

"Jean coached me on my cricket bowl."

Matt raised his eyebrows at her. "Way to a man's heart." 

Of course. Why else would a woman care about sport except to impress a man? Could Matt be any more out of touch?

And he seemed to be under the impression he was doing them all some great big favor, whisking them off to Paris. How was he not picking up on the kids’ uncertainty? Elise had been studying French for years and even she was on-and-off about it. Harry was just plain terrified.

"What about you, Elise? C’etait un bon été?"

"It was a’right. I mean, oui, c’est bon," she said, and put her ear-bud back in.

Matt laughed silently. He had a dimple in one cheek when he smiled, just like Harry. "So, Jean, did you get to see the sights of London?"

Jean nodded. "Harry was an excellent guide."

"Not Elise?"

"She came along a couple of times but she was busy with other things. Friends."

He shook his head with a huff. Did he think Jean was shirking her duties?

Ear-buds still in, Elise said, "It's not Jean's fault that Mom trusts me. And anyway, I was only at Amy's place."

Well, that wasn't the whole truth, but now was hardly the time to say so. This seemed a bad note to begin on, so Jean changed the subject. "How was your summer, Matt?"

"I was working."

Jean made the grave error of glancing across at him, meeting his eye. He hadn’t been working that night. He’d been on the pull. Not that he wasn’t well within his rights. 

It hadn't occurred to her till now, but he might have had some luck, after she left. He’d gone back to the bar, hadn’t he? And she had gone back to Kate’s, slept on the couch, checked her phone a stupid number of times and kicked herself for not asking for his number.

She had to remind herself, again, that their failure to reconnect was a blessing in disguise. Just lucky, really, that she hadn’t got his number. And he hadn’t used hers. And they hadn’t slept together. All this could have been so much worse.

The radio turned to the news and Matt seemed intent on listening. Then there was the traffic report. He sighed, which seemed a bad sign. The weatherman forecast rain. Rain the length and breadth of England and Wales. No mention of France though. "What do you do again?" Jean asked.

"Systems analysis."

"Right." Not going to pretend she had the foggiest.

"I help hospitals become more efficient."

So that'd be how he met Nicky then. Hard to imagine Nicky taking kindly to being told how to do her job more efficiently, especially not by Matt: possibly ten years younger than her, and not even a medical professional. But she must have liked him at some point—exhibit A was bumping elbows with Jean every time he flung an angry bird across the iPad.

"You winning?"

Harry nodded and then exited the game.

"We're still ages away."

He thrust the iPad at her and made a face—a face she understood only a fraction of a second before he vomited.

Jean snatched the tablet out of the way and grabbed at his t-shirt, lifting it to catch the next jettison. 

Matt barked at the driver to pull over.

Harry took a breath then looked at Jean and smiled, eyes watery, "Good thinking," he said into his sloppy t-shirt.

The car swung sideways and Harry choked out another dribble. The smell hit Jean as the car lurched to a stop. She swallowed. And again. Oh, that was nasty.

Matt got out and came around to Harry’s door. He peeled Harry’s t-shirt up his back while Jean attempted to contain the contents of the front.

"How much do you love that t-shirt?" Matt looked around for a solution. A trash can, perhaps.

"I’ve got something." Jean thrust the pukey shirt at Matt and the look on his face was quite possibly the highlight of her day. "Here, put it in here." She pulled a plastic bag from her purse.

The taxi driver was out of the car too, now. With a spray bottle and cloth in hand, he gestured for them to move away from the door.

Harry hugged his naked chest against the rain. Jean handed him a drink bottle. "I'll get you a change of clothes."

"Let me." Matt went to the trunk.

In the rain, shirtless and sad, Harry looked tiny. "This sucks," he said.

Jean nodded.

"But I missed the iPad."

"Well that’s something."

Matt slammed the trunk.

"Where am I going to change?" Harry said.

"Right here." Matt held a clean pair of Harry’s pants between his knees and shook out the shirt. "Quick, before we all need a change of clothes."

Harry looked horrified at the prospect of stripping off on the side of the road. Jean took off her jacket and held it up like a curtain.

"Come on, meter's running," Matt said.

"You're doing fine." Jean ignored Matt and gave Harry a fierce 'It's all going to be okay' look, then turned away for the sake of his modesty.

Matt caught Jean’s eye. And then, as if this was all her fault, he sighed. Impatient jerk. He wasn't doing a thing to help, just standing there in the rain, his hair darker now that it was wet, water trailing down from cropped side-burns, dribbling down his neck to the collar of his coat. She licked the rain from her lips, her eyes still fixed on the shadow of his collar on his neck. Oh, what was wrong with her?

What was wrong with him? He was huffing and puffing about, and he was still wearing a coat!

"We're going as fast as we can." Jean held eye contact like the staring contest champion she was, Buchanan Intermediate, Room 7, class of 2002.

Elise called out, "Y'alright Harry?"

"Okay, done." Harry took his shirt from his dad. Jean put her jacket back on, over her soaked-through, semi-transparent t-shirt. That's when she noticed that her nipples were putting on a show. And she was wearing her bright green bra, which was now perfectly clear to anyone with eyes. This day could not possibly get worse.

***
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IT GOT WORSE. 

"There are only three bedrooms." Harry ran down the hallway of their Paris apartment. Five floors up and no elevator, but it was just how Jean imagined a Paris apartment: the tall, narrow windows, the cheery wooden shutters, the wrought iron balconies, high ceilings and Ikea furniture and character just oozing out of every elaborate cornice.

Matt didn't blink. "No, there are four rooms. Quatre pièces." Matt marched down the hall. "I was adamant."

"Three bedrooms," Elise said, spinning in the hall. She pointed behind Jean—"One," then turned, mimicking flight attendant, "two and three."

"Maybe they count the living room," Jean said.

Parquet floors shone right through the living room and kitchen, beneath speckled gray furniture, pale yellow drapes, everything warm and light.

Elise spread her arms across a doorway at the far end of the hall, like police tape. "I'm having this one."

Harry snatched the opposite pièce.

Matt turned around, gaping like a clown at a fair. "They could share," he said, but his expression made it clear he had no real expectation of that going well. Elise swung herself back and forward on the door frame. "I'll share if I can have this room."

Matt stood there stunned. Jean strode down the hall to Elise's room. It had two single beds, one against the wall, right by the door, the other in the middle of the room, cutting the space in half. On the far side there was a tiny balcony.

"We’ll get them ear plugs. They can share." Matt came up behind Jean. She could feel his body heat and walked further into the room, away from him. In time, surely, she’d get used to him. There wouldn’t be the same surprise every time he came into view. This hyper-awareness of just where he stood and how far away he was and anytime he happened to touch her—it had to fade. In time. 

Elise opened the balcony door. "Top dollar ear plugs, but okay, totally worth it."

Harry stood in the doorway across the hall, shaking his head.

Matt crouched down to the kid's eye-level. "What about sharing with me?"

For a healthy kid, Harry snored with all the music of a construction site. Jean looked away, mostly to hide her face from Matt's view because she was about to crack up laughing and now was hardly the time. 

Elise said, "Either we go find another apartment, or Jean and I have to share."

She was right. It was the only way.

Matt shook his head but Jean didn't buy it. He was just making a show of arguing with the idea. It was the only option. 

He marched down to the third bedroom, the serious dimple between his eyebrows working its way up to his hairline. "Harry and I can share this one," he said. "Jean does not have to share. It wouldn't be fair."

Jean followed him. Elise followed her. Harry sat down in the doorway to 'his' room. Passive resistance.

The third room was smaller than Elise's. Sun streamed in through pale drapes. Matt pulled them back and opened the window, then turned to face Jean and Elise.

Elise scoffed, turned her back on them and walked out. A strong, silent veto.

Matt covered his eyes with one hand.

Jean felt a tiny bit sorry for him. Tiny. "We can give it a try."

***
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EVERYBODY ELSE KNEW exactly where to go and what to do. Jean held tight to Harry’s warm little hand and faked it, joining the flow of parents, nannies and children through the black iron gates like determined sheep. A towering brick building loomed in front of them, its thousand tiny windows reflecting the grayer-by-the-minute Paris sky—and Jean’s fading optimism.

"Why can't I go to an English school?" Harry said.

"This way you’ll learn French." She tried to sound hopeful but suspected he wasn't fooled. He sighed, shoulders slumping. "It’s just one term, Harry. Think of it as an adventure." She was talking to herself as much as him.

Ten bumbling minutes later, Jean said, “Au revoir,” in her terrible accent, and did not hug  him goodbye. That would only make it worse—if he didn't cry, she would.

As she walked away, she could feel him watching her go. If she hadn't already mapped out an address and a route on her phone, she might have sat down in the square outside the school and wallowed, in some sort of homage to Harry's misery. But she did have the address, and the route, and she couldn’t stress-eat at just any Paris bakery. Only one, in all of Paris. Gluten-free chocolate pastry might not magically make her any less wrapped-up in Harry’s misery, but it was certainly worth a try. 

The croissants were the size of conch shells. Rustic baguettes, tarnished gold, sat like bouquets of roses in enormous cane baskets. And the cakes—works of art, each one—sang to her: golden half-spheres with the dark chocolate lattice poking out the top, spirals of chocolate roulade filled with bright pink raspberry mousse, glossy ganache and bright red sugar baubles dancing on top.

Jean’s phone buzzed in her pocket.

It was a message from Matt: 'Were you able to talk to Harry's teacher at all? Do I need to be there after school?'

The woman behind the rainbow macarons greeted Jean with a friendly, "Bonjour Madamoiselle."

"Bonjour," she answered. "Un—une pain au chocolat, s'il vous plait."

"Avec ceci?" The woman slipped one pastry into a paper bag.

"Um... ah..." Jean pointed out two other delights, saying, "Ça" like a robot.

Juggling unfamiliar coins, a box of fancy cakes, a paper bag of pain au chocolat, wallet and phone—Matt's message just beginning to fade from the screen—Jean walked out onto the street.

By any objective measure, this was a success. She’d traipsed across a foreign city on her own, used the Métro without disaster, gotten lost in a market and found her way out again, visited her one bakery in all of Paris, and she'd communicated in French. More or less. 

But Matt's text had worked a cruel magic. The golden pink Paris light turned cold and green with self-doubt. How was she ever going to pull this off? Any of it. How would she even manage getting these cakes home without destroying them?

With a mouth full of raspberry mousse, Jean answered Matt. 'It's fine. She speaks some English. We managed. They've got your number if they need it.'
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Chapter 4
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Harry trudged out the school gate as if his backpack were loaded with bricks.

"Hey you," Jean reached out and ruffled his hair, squeezed his shoulders.

"Hi." He wouldn't look her in the eye.

She gave him a one-armed squeeze. In her other hand, she carried an unwieldy shopping bag bulging with four exorbitantly overpriced towels, a grater, a lemon juicer, and an iron. "We better go find Elise." Jean nudged Harry on toward the Lycée.

He dug his hands in his pockets and walked one step ahead of her.

"So, how was it?" she asked, falsely cheerful.

"Boring. I’m not going back. I don't understand anything. There’s no point."

"You’ll pick up the language. It’ll get easier." She reached for his shoulder again but he stepped away and another pedestrian walked between them. Jean looked up, to make sure not to collide with anyone, and saw Elise walking toward her. 

She’d changed her hair since this morning. At breakfast, between sips of coffee, Jean had bobby-pinned a thick, dark strand escaping her braid, but now her hair was loose, long and shiny and falling across one eye.

"Hey shopaholic." Elise was looking at Jean’s enormous bag.

"Don’t get your hopes up. How was your first day?"

"Fine. I guess. My head’s gonna explode if I have to listen to any more French." She cocked her head toward Harry. "Y'alright?"

Harry shrugged. He was a mini-Matt: very high standards for himself, and everyone else, which wasn't going to make learning a new language any easier.

Elise, on the other hand, was a lot like her mother, determined and fly-by-the-seat-of-her-pants, at the same time.

Jean pointed them toward the crosswalk. "I’m thinking we should stop at a bakery, get well sugared-up before we attempt any homework."

"But you can’t have bakery stuff." Trust Harry to remember.

"Won’t stop us!" Elise play-punched his shoulder. "And then you can kick my ass at Angry Birds."

Jean bit her tongue to keep from saying anything further about homework, but back in the apartment, after the meringues were all eaten, Harry opted out of Angry Birds and Elise disappeared down the hall. Jean was left in the kitchen wiping up the crumbs, feeling completely useless.

Deep breath. She marched down the hall. Elise first.

She was putting posters up on their bedroom walls. So far they had had Manga, Selena Gomez, and a couple of Elise’s own incredible drawings. Jean’s side of the room was going to be sparsely decorated by comparison.

She walked across to the balcony doors, crossing the invisible center line of the room. So far sharing a room had gone off without a hitch. So far. It helped that the room was gorgeous. And the view: layer on layer of rooftops and chimney pots, leafy trees down the middle of the boulevard, pétanque courts, even the buildings opposite were a work of art.

Elise chucked her phone down on her bed.

"You alright?" Jean said.

She closed her eyes. "Fine."

Jean threw open the balcony doors. "I can't believe we live above a cafe. How Parisian is that? And this architecture, I love it. There's something about the chimneys."

Silence.

Elise picked up her phone again and Jean saw the shift in her jaw as she bit down hard on nothing—nothing but feelings. Not nice feelings.

Jean sat down next to her. "If you want to Skype your friends... if we’re going to make this room-sharing thing work, we’ll have to say when we need space or quiet or whatever."

Elise turned her phone face down. "Can’t we go out and do something... I don’t know, something Parisian? If we have to be here, we should at least make the most of it?"

"We will. Everyone back home will be mad with jealousy in no time."

She almost smiled. "It was Evan’s party on Saturday."

"Evan?"

"Such an ass."

"Did I meet him?"

She shrugged. "You know that night, when... you know."

Yes, in fact, Jean knew exactly which night. Elise had come home smelling like pot and Jean had done some of her finest nanny-mojo-work convincing Elise to tell Nicky—so that Jean didn’t have to. All in all, a total win. She'd earned the trust of them both—just the kind of memory Jean needed to hold onto now when she was doubting if she could hack it, nannying in Paris.

"We were playing Truth or Dare," Elise went on. "And I had to tell them who I fancied, only I didn’t really fancy anyone. So then they wanted me to do a dare and I wasn’t up for it—so I said I fancied Evan. I didn’t like him like him but I didn’t think he was a total fuckwit. Of course everyone took it as if I was completely head-over-heels in love, and someone blabbed, and Evan heard and, turns out, he is a total fuckwit."

"So why would you want to go to his party?"

"To show him I couldn’t give a flying—"

"Right."

"Anyway." She pulled her pillow out from under her head and hugged it over her face.

"How about we stage a photo, doing something glamorous, looking gorgeous?"

"It wouldn’t hurt."

"I’ll see if I can rally Harry."

"Na, don’t worry about it. I can’t face walking up and down all the stairs and it’s stupid anyway."

"Well, sure, Evan doesn’t deserve your time and energy but..." Jean turned out her hands, ready and willing to help her out even if it was a little bit childish.

"It’s fine."

"Okay." Jean got the distinct feeling she was being dismissed. Elise wanted space. She didn’t have to spell it out. "Do you have homework?"

Elise groaned and reached for her school bag. She was fine really. A little FOMO was inevitable. She was fifteen and she'd moved away from all her friends. At least she spoke French. It was Harry who really needed Jean’s cheering-up efforts. 

She stepped out into the hall, closing the door behind. 

She heard him sniffing. A single sob rattled out. Jean splayed one hand against his door. Deep breath. She knocked. "Want a hot chocolate?"

"No."

She went in. He was lying on his stomach on the bed. He turned his head away, hiding his face.

Jean sat beside him, lay her hand on his warm back, trailed her thumb up and down the bumps of his spine. He seemed so tiny and fragile. "It'll get easier. In time."

He nodded but didn't turn.

She wanted to cradle him in her arms, squeeze him till he felt safe and loved and then maybe tickle him to top it off. If she could just get him to laugh, everything else would fade away. "Did something happen, in particular, or was it just a hard day—all that French, confusing the hell out of you?"

"Mm."

"Well, what do you want to do?" Anything Jean suggested was clearly going to be vetoed without consideration.

"Play cricket."

This, they'd already discovered, was tricky to do in Paris. There were numerous parks, but they were tiny and full of trees. No vast fields and certainly no cricket nets.

"Just leave me alone," he said.

Jean lingered outside the door, listening for sobs. He was probably muffling his misery in his pillow and, well, shit. If she hadn't rushed in trying to fix things at least he would have enjoyed a good cry. A good cry can make a world of difference.

Jean leaned back on the wall and waited for inspiration or resolve. The way to get them out of their rooms might be to put on a movie or music, something loud and interesting-sounding. Or she could bake something. Lure them out with the scent of fresh-baked...

But she was exhausted. Her feet felt bruised, her legs ached. She'd walked for miles to find that cheese grater. In and out of a ridiculous number of shops. She could just slump down on the floor right here.

Which was exactly what she did.

Some time later, Jean heard footsteps on the landing, then a key wrestling with the lock. From her seat at the end of the hall she couldn't see the door open, could only glimpse Matt's jacket as he removed it.

He poked his face around the edge of the wall as she hoisted her ass off the floor. "Everything okay?" he said.

Jean brushed past him to the kitchen. If they were going to have this conversation, it shouldn’t be in the kids’ hearing.

"How was the first day?" He followed her.

“Oh, you know.” She filled the kettle and set it to boil. She could feel him looking at her and willed away the goosebumps on her arms.

“Did something happen?”

“Nothing in particular."

"Did you manage to buy an iron?"

Jean nodded, rifling through the tea options.

"Look, I know Nicky's much more chilled-out and cool about, well, everything." His voice dropped low and breathy on the last word.

"It's not that." Something decaffeinated might be smart—Jean was far too wired. "This isn’t  a walk in the park. For Harry more than anyone, it’s hard."

"Why?"

She didn't really want tea. But Matt did not deserve her full attention. "Why do you think?"

"Pardon me?"

Offended? Really? What was she? The Help, speaking out of turn? He could take his cold, square, superiority and shove it up his tight—no, don’t think about his ass. She plucked Harry's school book off the breakfast bar. They hadn't attempted homework but, the way their books were strewn about, it looked like they had. Matt could go ahead and make the assumption. "It’s in French. Everything is. He doesn't get it. He's left out. Of everything. He's seven."

Matt scratched at his eyebrow, flexing his arm, filling out the sleeve of his shirt. "It'll get easier."

"But in the meantime, it's still really hard." There was something of an adrenaline rush that came with speaking out.

He put his hand down on the counter top. "He's going to mope. He's a child. But you..."

"I'm not moping. I'm trying to do my job, to look after him, which is tricky if his school doesn't."

"Perhaps the problem is our definition of looking after. Harry’s perfectly safe. You're not doing him any favors by letting him wallow."

"I'm not letting him." He was close, close enough to touch, and his neck was oddly fascinating. It’d be so easy to... throttle him. Instead, she said, "I tried everything."

"It's the first day of school. Trying everything takes more than a day."

Jean took a deep breath. "He didn't sign up for this. We didn't..."

Matt shook his head. "I'll talk to him."

She bit her lip to keep from wishing him a bitter good luck. What was she doing? Trying to lose her job? Something about Matt set her off. Something about being in Paris, in over her head, made her so ready for a fight.

Matt walked down to Harry's room and Jean stared at the teabag in her fingers, paralyzed, listening to the muffled tones of their conversation. Not a single decipherable word reached her ears but the pitch of Harry’s voice tunneled under her ribs and twisted her heart.
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MATT STEELED HIMSELF, determined not to feel anything like attraction. Jean was out on the balcony, holding a cup of tea she wasn't drinking. The breeze caught her wild, caramel hair and she pushed it behind her ear. She always managed to look... chaotic.

He stepped out outside and, with uncanny timing, the street lights turned on.

Jean laughed then turned serious. That laugh almost broke his resolve, but he spoke as rehearsed. "I know it's a lot to ask, but I want them to have every opportunity. And some opportunities are challenging. But that doesn't mean they're not worth doing."

"Yep." She kept her gaze fixed on the street below, not even attempting to hide her disagreement.

"I'd go so far as to say most great opportunities aren't a walk in the park, as you put it."

She looked at him, eyes green-gray and sharp. Was she comparing him to Nicky, who rarely said 'no', whose entire life was quick reactions, split second decisions, who rode through on luck and gumption? Matt couldn't do that; it didn't work for him. It didn't work for many, in his experience. Rarely did he have a client whose problems couldn't be solved by a sound routine, careful decision-making and thorough risk-calculation.

He had nothing to apologize for. He was the boss. Jean was the nanny. "I've bought some language exercise books," he said. "Give you something to do when Harry and Elise are at school."

She closed her eyes for a moment longer than a blink, and said, "Is Harry okay?"

"He’ll be fine. He's a tough little nut. I'll take him to school tomorrow, have a chat with his teacher, make sure he's getting all the help he can." Matt was ready to go back inside and escape her brutal gaze.

"I was under the impression I’d have time off while the kids were at school." Her eyes glinted with indignation. "I work most evenings and quite a few weekends, so..."

Did she not want to learn French? "I'll be home evenings and weekends," he said. "You can have them off."

"Oh."

"You'll find we do things differently when the kids are with me. The schedule is easier, certainly. No shift work. No..." No dating. Not much of a social life, either. But Jean didn’t need to know that. She just needed to do her job. And by-the-by, in a few short months, she would probably have intermediate proficiency in French and learn a little something about determination too.
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Chapter 5
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"Un grand creme, s’il vous plait," Jean said, just as Elise had taught her: almost the exact same thing as a cappuccino, but priced for locals. Not that passing for a local was very likely, and it was hardly what Jean really needed right now.

What she did need was suddenly, abundantly clear. Perhaps it was Monet's water lilies working their magic, or all the walking, or so much time in her own company, but Jean had uncharacteristic clarity of mind: of all the things bugging her, there was one she could do something about. She needed to make a friend. 

She needed a life outside of the kids and Matt. Friends would turn Paris into an adventure. Friends would keep her from getting too wrapped up in work, too emotionally invested in Harry and Elise—and Matt.

Jean had heard people speaking English loads of times that day. A whole crowd of Americans climbing the Arc de Triomphe, an Irish family in line at the macaron counter at Ladurée, a pair of young English guys on the Métro, a tour guide at L'Orangerie. There were loads of people here she could speak to. She just had to find them.

Her blistered feet stung with every step, so perhaps a cafe table out in the sun, a little open body language and serendipity, and a friend might find her. She let the crème on the top of her coffee fall flat, making it last, only coating her spoon, and licking it clean. Scoop, swirl, and lick. And again.

And then she heard it—English! An American accent. And another. And an accent she didn't recognize, but all three were speaking English!

Jean turned, quick, careful not to stare. A hipster-looking guy put a satchel down on a table with two chairs. "Go for it," he told the two women with him, then looked about for a spare chair for himself. 

Jean had a spare chair. This was a perfect opportunity.

He caught her eye and said something, in French.

Jean nodded, smiling, far too eager. "Oui, c'est bon."

"Oh, you're English?"

"No, from New Zealand."

"Oh, well, thanks." He took the chair and went.

No invitation to join them. Nothing. And he'd taken the only other chair from Jean’s table, erasing all possibility of some random sitting down with her.

She tried not to listen, but they were only two tables over and the couple at the next table were having their quiet conversation in French. Every English word rang out like the bells of Notre Dame. The American girl was complaining about a translation she'd been working on, saying it was barely intelligible French to begin with.

The guy said, "The worst of it is that I'm looking at words all day. I barely put a word to paper in my own time."

"Me either," she answered.

The other girl complained, "If I go to Spoken Word, I get ideas, I get the itch, you know? Then I'm more likely to pick up a pen. But at least you're working on your craft—it's all writing, even if it's other people's writing. Me, I'm standing in a classroom with a bunch of bored kids trying to say a T-H, and marking tests in my evenings."

"Sounds like awesome material for a comedy."

They were all bilingual; they were writers; they had jobs and friends and knew the city. They were in.

And Jean was so very out. She felt it more there, listening to them, than she had surrounded by people speaking French.

She dropped coins on the table and picked up her bags. She'd seen so many sights; today wasn't a total failure. But now, she just wanted to go home and curl up in a ball. How many times this week had she assured Harry it would get easier once he'd picked up a little of the language? No wonder he didn't believe a word she said. She was a poor example of courage under fire. 

It wasn’t really worth going home, though. In half an hour, she had to pick up Harry. For a silver lining though, at least she’d have no trouble empathizing with his frustrations.

***
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FRIDAY EVENING, MATT walked out of the ambulance bay, into the pink dusk, congratulating himself on a good first week. And he knew exactly what he was going to do tomorrow, a treat for Harry and Elise. It was his turn to be the fun parent.

Waiting for the train, Matt studied the Métro map, figuring out the route to Jardin d’Acclimatation. A colleague had recommended it and he’d googled it on his lunch break, but he opened up the page again on his phone. No such thing as over-prepared. Harry was going to love it, absolutely, and so would Elise if she didn’t write it off as too childish.

At home, he climbed the stairs up to the apartment. In just a few weeks they would all be much fitter for the lack of an elevator, but he would forever be kicking himself for the bedroom mix-up. And that Jean was the one paying the price for his mistake. She and Elise seemed to be getting on, but it was hardly ideal.

Outside the door he paused, catching his breath. Squeals of laughter came from inside—at that pitch there was no telling if it were Harry or Elise, but goodness it did Matt good to hear them happy. This whole Paris idea wasn't the disaster he'd feared. They were going to be fine.

Something thumped and shuddered, furniture scudding across the floor. The thump-squeak of someone landing heavily on the sofa. More laughter. 

Jean’s voice cut above it, "Stay there, you’re weighing down the sofa. No! Just a sec."

Harry squealed in delight. "You farted!"

Once again, the screech of furniture moving across the parquet floor, then a clatter, a thump.

Jean’s laugh, victorious.

Matt shoved the door open. Jean was standing with one foot on the kitchen counter, the other on the back of the sofa, on which Elise lay, hair splayed out, an enormous smile on her face. Harry was crouching on the coffee table, like a coiled spring, ready to launch himself onto the nearest arm chair.

"What is going on?" Matt bellowed.

Elise's smile died.

"The floor is lava," Harry said, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world.

With a thump, Jean landed on the parquet.

"None of this is ours," Matt said. "We need to leave this place in the condition we found it." Good Lord, he sounded like an old man.

Elise sighed and stood up. "We’ll put the furniture back, Dad."

Harry sprang up and landed against the back of the arm chair, grabbing at the cushions as it rocked.

"Harry—" Jean started.

The chair teetered on its back legs.

Jean dove around the sofa and reached out as the chair slammed into the floor. Harry toppled over the side, did a forward roll, and then stood up, arms raised like an Olympic gymnast ready for applause.

Jean righted the chair, biting at her lips as if laughter was about to burst out of her. Matt wanted to roar, to snap them all out of their levity. Jean wasn't taking him seriously. Heat prickled under his collar. Did she get some kind of kick out of winding him up?

"Don’t you have homework to be doing?" he said to no one in particular.

Elise groaned, already half-way down the hall.

"It’s Friday." Harry fell to his knees, put his face in his hands and slumped against the coffee table.

Jean looked like she was about to make excuses. Matt was in no state to hear them. "Exactly, it’s Friday, and if you want to do anything fun this weekend..."

Jean bent down to pick something up off the floor. Her shorts rode up, her long, smooth thighs dragging his eyes to the curve of her ass. Matt closed his eyes and turned to Harry, who was shaking his head. Had Harry caught him looking at Jean’s ass or—? No, the disapproval was probably aimed at his harping on about homework. Once again Matt was the bad guy. A role he was far too familiar with.

He had no memory of choosing to be the strict one, but that was how it went, in most relationships. Early in the piece, people chose their parts: if one was the optimist, the other would balance things out, noting the negatives. If one was serious, the other played the clown. If one parent was strict, it may have been because they choose to be so, or it could be because the role of 'the fun one' was already taken.

Nicky was the fun one. If there was a moment when Matt could have chosen otherwise, it’d passed by without him noticing.

But a nanny worth her salt would allow Matt to be 'the fun one.’ Clearly that was too much to ask.

Jean dropped the lemon-squeezer in the sink and turned on the hot water. "We made a lemon yogurt cake. The recipe was in Harry’s homework—and in French, too. I’ll just finish cleaning up."

"Shouldn’t the children help with that?”

"It’s Friday night. It’s fine."

"Do you have plans?" That came out wrong. It sounded like he was threatening to make her work. Or she might have heard it differently... like he was about to ask her out. "I mean..."

"No, not going anywhere. Help yourself—cake’s in the pantry."

"I’ll wait for dinner. I thought you didn't eat wheat."

"That’s right."

Matt noticed Harry was still watching him like a hawk from where he knelt at the coffee table, chin resting on his knuckles.

Jean waved the dish brush like a wand. "The rest of you can enjoy it. Baking’s like fishing, not just about the end result, right?"

Matt searched the floor for scuff marks. The room seemed unscathed by their acrobatics. "I never liked fishing."

"No, neither." She gave him a straight look, as if surprised they had even this tiny thing in common. Were they really so different that any similarity was astounding?

"I love fishing," Harry beamed.

"You’ve never been."

"Well I would love it."

Matt walked around him to the chair he’d toppled and rocked the back of it. Something shifted, just barely. "The landlord wouldn’t be over the moon about us using their furniture for circus practice."

The sloshing of Jean’s dish-washing paused.

"It was my fault. I let them..." Jean let out a deep breath and turned to face Matt. "I was just trying to cheer them up. It got out of hand. Sorry. It won’t happen again."

Matt spotted a scuff mark on the coffee table and rubbed it off with his thumb. It came away, easy as that. 

He went to his room. Like a grumpy child in need of a time-out. She had apologized but that hardly fixed everything. And why should he trust her word? But her apology took all the wind out of his sails. If he said anything now he would seem like a terrible nag.

Matt tugged the tie loose at his throat, slipped the top button free. His plan for tomorrow looked a little desperate now. A rollercoaster and water park, farm animals, fairground games and rides: if all that couldn’t compete with the floor is lava then he was officially the least fun parent ever.
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AFTER A WHOLE DAY ON her feet, their fifth floor walk-up was a killer. Huffing and puffing and probably bright red, Jean considered standing out in the hall until she’d recovered, but then she thought, screw that. Who was she trying to impress? The walking Calvin Klein ad who had her second-guessing herself at every turn? Hell no.

He was at the breakfast bar, at his laptop, and beside him sat a very glum Harry, bottom lip stuck out, pen idle between his fingers, homework open in front of him. He looked up at Jean, pleading but silent.

"How's it going?" She kicked off her shoes.

Matt gave Harry a sideways glance. "You’re home early."

"I'm exhausted." She’d spent Saturday at the Louvre and today getting lost in The Marais, delighting in thrift stores and hidden alleyways and just the general satisfaction of finding her way, despite the unreliable GPS on her phone. She’d run out of steam before attempting Centre Pompidou, but maybe next weekend. No luck on the finding-a-friend front, but definite progress in the making-the-most department. "Thought I'd do myself a lazy dinner and get an early night."

"Not exactly The Paris Experience."

What was worse: his being so completely insensitive or Jean’s totally agreeing with him? If she’d had a friend to go to dinner with, it’d be another story, but she’d sat in bistros and cafes on her own far too many times this week.

Harry stood, scraping back his stool. "I hate The Paris Experience." He ran to his room and Jean waited for the door to slam.

It didn't. Was that worse? He really did not want to be followed.

Matt put his head in his hands. Jean stared. Hell, she probably gaped like un poisson. Mr-Sarcastic-The-Paris-Experience was gone. This side of Matt, she hadn't seen before.

She shouldn't stare. She headed for the fridge. She was running on coffee and a macaron she’d eaten four hours ago. If she felt lousy, that might have something to do with it.

Matt crouched and perused the wine rack under the breakfast bar. "I've ordered pizza. There'll be plenty."

"Thanks, but gluten."

"Ah," he placed a bottle of red on the counter, "well, it'll be there if you want it."

Did he really think she was turning down pizza for kicks? One bite would make her power-chuck the length of the house and then crumple into a big ball of miserable for four to six hours. But she shouldn't have to explain celiac disease. Adults should take one another at their word on health matters.

He twisted the corkscrew and Jean’s tired eyes watched his fingers, mesmerized.

"Elise has made some friends, at least," he said, snapping her out of it.

"Yeah, she’s doing well."

"We bumped into some of them at the park today."

"Nice."

"Not especially."

Jean laughed.

"She may be the most responsible fifteen-year-old in the world, but those boys aren't."

"Well, she doesn't seem particularly interested in any of them—like that."

"She talks to you about...?"

Jean hesitated then nodded. "She's making friends. It's a good thing." The idea flashed into her head then: nothing would show that Evan guy better than a French boyfriend. Elise might well have realized this. Maybe she was interested in someone like that.

"If only they could switch places." Matt poured a glass of wine and offered it to Jean. "It would make our jobs easier."

Well, that was straight-up pure sexism. Why should it be any less stressful to watch your teenage son start dating? Because he couldn't get pregnant? Because boys will be boys but girls should know better—Jean bit back a "get with the times" like a total fucking saint. Picking up her wine, she nodded to the abandoned homework. "Make any progress?"

"It's as though he's decided he can't do it. It's not that complicated, but he just refuses..."

Jean scoffed. "How many years did you study French?"

"Right through."

She laughed outright.

"It's not calculus."

"No, calculus is logical." She picked up the book and read it out, barely exaggerating her bad accent. She didn't finish the first line before he put his wine glass down and made a face, trying not to laugh, his mouth twisted, taut here, soft there. Damn his mouth.

Then he corrected her. And, somehow, his mouth didn’t get any less sexy.

She put the book down. "Well, you could tell what I was saying. And since the point is to be understood...?"

"Hah."

Jean made a face, but he was being a jerk—he deserved a face.

"Sorry, it's just..." His expression paused like a video buffering, then turned thoughtful, his forehead lined with an idea or a problem—Jean probably. His dark blue eyes were serious, lips just a little open and turned out, too ready to taste or... something. Then he smiled, as if whatever he’d tasted was delicious. "I’ve got an idea."

Probably not the same idea she was having—about that almost kiss by the Thames.

"I’ll help you do Harry’s homework. Then you help him."

The man was delusional. Beautiful but delusional. Objectively gorgeous but not compos mentis. "Harry and I won’t learn at the same pace. And you and me... I don’t know." She shook her head. Arguing with him wouldn’t work. Let him try it. See for himself. "Look, we can give it a go, but maybe he should go to the after-school-study-thing."

"He's too far behind," Matt said, as if he knew all about it.

Because he did. Of course he did. He'd looked into it, talked to the school, everything, without saying a word to her.

"How's he supposed to catch up?" Jean said.

"He's only here for a term; they don't expect him to catch up. But he doesn't need to know that."

"What? But, he'll think he's a failure when he can't. High expectations—"

"—are a good thing. He'll push himself. He can do so much more than he realizes. Look, at the end of the day, his grades don't matter that much. It's about the experience as a whole. Any French he learns here is more than he would've at home."

"Kids don't think like that. A term is like a lifetime to a seven-year-old. He wants to fit in, and feel like he's doing well. Can you blame him?"

Matt stared into his wine. "I'm not going to tell him to take it easy. He'll give up; he'll miss out on this opportunity."

Jean couldn't agree, but she couldn't claim to know Harry better than his own father did. "I'll do the homework with you. I'll do what I can. I just want to be realistic."

"Good." He sat back down at his laptop. “Give it a go and then we’ll...”

On the one hand, here was a great opportunity to prove a point, on the other, she really didn’t want to look completely useless. She sat down on the nearest stool, realizing too late that it was weirdly close to his one. “La famille,” she said.

“Fa-meee.” His long e-sound twisted his face into borderline-creepy, unnatural smile.

“Of course. Silent,” she slapped her hand over the second half of the word, “all of that.”

“It changes how the vowel is pronounced.”

“And it means... the familiar? Familiar words—basic vocab?”

“No, the family. It just means family.”

Jean scanned the page as a whole. What with the pictures of parents and children and pets and grandparents, of course it meant family. A little deduction, which proved challenging given Matt was watching her the whole time, and Jean was almost confident of her translation. “Who is my mom?”

“Mere is more mother. Maman is mom—mommy.” He looked her in the eye as he said it.

She schooled her expression. Might have to tell Kate about that for a laugh later. In the meantime: “And the answer is... Shirley est ma mere.”

“Shirley?”

“Oui, et Graeme est ma pere.”

“Mon pere. Mon is masculine.”

“What’s soeur?”

“Sister.”

“I’ll have to fake it. I’m an only child.”

“Oh,” Matt said, his tone far too heavy.

“What does that mean?”

He cleared his throat. “Nothing.”

“Let me guess.”

“I didn’t mean anything.”

“Only child. Spoiled rotten. Entitled millennial. Sub-par socialization.”

“I’m also an only child, Jean.”

“Oh,” she said. And there was something dragging her own tone—she heard it, too late.

He gave her serious side-eye, but there was a laugh tugging at his smile. Nothing creepy or unnatural about that one, all winking dimples and soft quirked lips and a glimpse of humor. Almost as if that was the real Matt, hiding underneath, all along.
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Chapter 6
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The uneven cobbles warped Matt’s shoes, bruising his feet, but he wasn't about to let that stop him. He pushed harder. Faster. It was early—not that early but no one seemed to get up before nine here, if they weren't baking bread for a living. The streets were empty enough, he could side-step the occasional dog-walker without breaking pace. 

He swiped sweat out of his eyes and sped away from home. Away from Jean, who had been bent over on the living room rug, copying the yoga instructor on the television, ass in the air. 

Tying his shoe laces, he hadn’t been able to resist watching her move. Slow, controlled, into a seated pose, reaching over and hooking her fingers around her toes. Her hair had fallen down over her face and, as she sat up again, she had brushed it back with her forearm, causing her breasts to nearly fall out of her tank top.

Faster, Matt. Run faster. Work those extremities. Draw the blood away. Clear the head—both heads.

Bells chimed, echoing off the buildings. It was beautiful here. Difficult, especially for Harry, but such an opportunity. And Harry would rise to the challenge. Elise's French blew him away already. Matt’s work was going well. Really, all around, less than two weeks in, and Paris was proving to be a good idea.

Except for this thing with Jean. The one fly in the ointment. But the bells rang on and Jean faded a little; not because of the run, but because there was so much to see on the streets, so much life and beauty: the changing color of the sky, the breeze lifting, splashing over him like a cold shower.

Wait, the bells? It was eight o'clock? What was he doing? Running away from the nanny, losing track of time. Losing his damn mind, more like. He’d be late. And after what he'd said last week about punctuality setting the tone... he'd better leg it.

Halfway up the stairs, still at full tilt, Matt realized how he would appear, bursting into the apartment, panting like a dog. His left leg faltered. He pressed his palms to his knees and pushed on.  He plucked his collar open, willing cool air inside. Or he could just take his top off and head straight to the shower.

Jean looked up from pouring milk over cereal.

Thirst clawed at Matt’s throat. He filled a glass at the sink, drank the whole thing and refilled it. She was watching him. His head was clear—the run had had its effect after all—but clarity was particularly unhelpful just now: she was watching him, watching in that slow, heavy way, as if it were involuntary.

His legs were shaking. If he didn't stretch he'd be in agony later. "I lost track of time," he said, pulling out a barstool and planting his heel on it. Good Lord, that felt good. 

Jean cleared her throat.

"Ew, you're all slimy," Harry said.

Jean put his cereal in front of him.

The stretch burned, radiated, teased at Matt’s balls. Damn it, this was hopeless. Time for a cold shower.

***
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“RIGHT, LET’S DO THIS.” Jean slapped her brand new notebook down on the counter top.

Matt took a sip of his wine and sat down on his barstool, bumping his knees into hers and then pulling away. "We can just talk through it, like last time."

"That’s not how I learn."

“But what's to stop him from copying your work?" he said.

"Me!" Unfortunately, that came out whiny and a tad juvenile, but wow, how did he think so little of her? Clearly, he was one of those brilliant, annoying people with a quick mind and a perfect memory. He didn't understand that not everyone was like him. And that less-smart people could still be decent humans with integrity and shit.

With a deep breath, Jean opened her notebook and read the task. "Okay, so these two are fine, the aujourd'hui and hier..."

He corrected her pronunciation and shifted in his seat.

Jean glared at the page, rather than at him, and went on, "But what's serai?"

"It's the futur form of être."

Did he not realize he was speaking French?

He turned her notebook to face him and scrawled all the forms of the verb, saying, "Je serais, tu seras, il sera," the words slipping off his tongue, sweet as blackberry jam.

"Wait, sera? Is that like que sera sera," Jean sang, "whatever will be will be?"

He nodded and let out a breathy laugh. He rubbed his eyebrow, then his neck. The gesture seemed a brutal indictment on Jean’s intelligence.

Unfortunately, she couldn't masterfully prove her intellect because she didn't know the first word. But she could take a shot at the rest. "Something, I will be big, I will be—what? Fireman?"

"Quand means when."

"Quand is pronounced con? Isn't that the word for asshole?"

He laughed. "Where did you learn that?"

From Elise, in fact, but Jean wasn't going to tell him so. She tapped the task with her pen. "Okay, when I grow up I'll be a fireman?"

He reached for the wine with a nod.

Jean looked at the next one but caught the scent of him—warm and peppery, and just a tad smoky. Like sitting by a fireplace, snug and... next question. "On Tuesday, I went to the... library?"

"Last Tuesday we went to the library. Nous is we."

"But I got the tense. Isn't this whole exercise about tenses?" Thank God it was Jean who was going to help Harry, not Mr-must-mention-every-tiny-detail-that-wasn’t-exactly-spot-on. Oh, but there was a little traitorous bit of her soul that really wanted to impress him. Blame her perfectionist father, or her enigmatic-bordering-on-gaslighting ex-boyfriend. Or was it just good old-fashioned people-pleasing and masochism?

"What can you get from the next one?" Matt pointed to number five, something about vacances.

"We are going on vacation?” Well wasn’t that both tempting and impossible to imagine. No—focus! He was meant to be teaching her, wasn’t he? “Look, there's no point in the guessing game. Explain it to me—how to figure it out. What am I supposed to be looking for?"

He looked at her like she was pretending not to get it. "The verb."

Jean licked an escaping drop of wine from her lips. Then caught his eye. He turned away fast. What? Was she so repugnant? Unless... he might have been thinking something else, but surely not. No, her complete ineptness with language was what had him spinning away.

She read the next question and took a stab at a translation. "Mom is on a train?" It read, faire des courses, and Jean said the first thing that popped into her head, which was, "and having her period."

Matt snorted out his wine, spraying it all over the homework book and his shirt. Jean jumped back but too late, he'd got her t-shirt too.

He grabbed the paper towels. Jean plucked the thin cotton off her breasts. Damn it, this would stain if she didn't wash it right away but she was hardly going to whip it off right there. 

In the bedroom, Elise was lying on her covers. Jean opened her drawer to find a clean shirt. The book on top of the dresser caught her eye, purchased earlier that day at Shakespeare and Company. Expensive, but worth it—a souvenir, and so far a good read, and by a New Zealand author, which was oddly a balm for her homesickness.

Elise looked up from her phone, but only for a second. "Did you kill Dad?" 

Jean laughed. "It’s wine."

"Likely story."

"I didn’t say I wasn’t tempted."

Back in the kitchen, Matt stood in front of the washing machine, reading the laundry detergent bottle. Shirtless. He was lean and ripped and... if he’d been tan and hairless he might have seemed less naked, but this wasn’t like seeing some bronzed guy on a beach or in a movie. Jean felt like she was seeing something she shouldn’t—something private, intimate.

He glanced up at her. "I don't know if this is going to do it."

"It'll be fine." She pushed the clothes into the machine and opened the tray for him to do the detergent.

"You can read this?" He turned the bottle around and held it out, showing her the tiny text, but all she saw was his stomach: a few dark hairs and the contours of abs as he tensed. His nipples peaked.

And so did Jean’s. Less visibly, she hoped. Closing her eyes, she thought about laundry detergent. "It's the same as at home. I Googled it a week ago. 'Skip' is French for 'Persil'..."

"Persil is French for parsley."

"The point is..." She was going to make an excellent argument but damn, he was right there and she couldn't just keep her eyes closed the entire time. His mouth was open, his eyes darker than usual.

"What?" His voice crackled. He cleared his throat.

"Nothing." She crouched down to turn on the machine. "Your shirt’s in there?" She looked up, trying to ignore that her eyes were right at the level of his fly.

"It's in there."

He meant the shirt. Not what was in his pants.

Jean jabbed at the buttons on the machine. The wrong one. And then the right one. Any second now it would start. And then she’d stand up and not blush like there was something to be embarrassed about here.

The water gurgled, and seemed to send him off like a starting pistol. As he dashed to his room, Jean stood up, but the blood took a moment longer to reach her head. The world paled. She grabbed at the bench as it came back into color, but her heart rate wasn’t in any hurry to return to normal.
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MATT LOOKED AT HIS pale reflection in the dark bedroom window. He couldn’t help but wonder, did Jean like the look of him?

What was he thinking? Jean’s opinion on his physique was so very not what he should be thinking about. He threw on a t-shirt, tugging it straight. One last look in the dark glass. Elise would call that look 'the evils.’ It made no difference at all if Jean liked the look of him. He was her boss. He was a good boss. He'd built an entire career out of helping bosses be better bosses. This was Matt’s territory. Safe, efficient, rewarding work environments.

If Jean caught on—if she noticed him looking at her—that would be bad.

Matt drew the drapes closed. He should get back out there. If he wanted her to be of any use to Harry, Matt had to help her with her French. On top of which, he felt he owed it to her. He'd brought her here, ill-prepared for living in Paris. The least he could do was help her with the basics of the language.

"En train de... means in the middle of." Matt walked into the kitchen and took the furthest barstool. "And faire des courses is shopping." He drained the last of his wine glass.

"It's present tense." She tapped her pen on the verb. “But the book might be past-it.”

The book was spattered in wine—his fault for spraying it out of his nose, or hers for saying ridiculous, but weirdly logical, things. Or maybe it was his fault, all pent up and tense and on-edge, because ejecting a mouthful of liquid out of his face wasn’t his usual response to a surprise. His life was full of surprises lately, despite his best efforts to keep things predictable and steady.

“Can’t send Harry back to school with his homework covered in red wine. You’ll give the English a bad reputation.”

“Might be too late for making a good impression on the French, generally speaking. But a new book is surely doable.”

Jean turned the damp page and started on the next exercise. She wasn’t in a hurry to give up—he’d give her that. "Je porte,” she said. “I go through a door?"

"I carry,” Matt corrected.

“What’s door then?” 

“Une porte is a door. Porter is the verb to carry.” He fully expected sarcasm, or at least a gentle eye roll, but Jean’s gaze was fixed on the page. She scraped her thumbnail along her bottom lip. "I carry my house? On the dos? Oh, like sac a dos, like Dora the Explorer. Backpack." She went ahead and sang the song. The wild, sexy woman from that night in London was right here, in his kitchen, and the same as ever. "Backpack, backpack. Sac a dos, sac a dos." No wonder the kids loved her. It must be like having their own personal singing-dancing comedian. 

"So," she said, "sur la dos means 'on my back' then?"

On her back. Good Lord, this was torture.
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HARRY TALKED ABOUT Disneyland all the way to school. A better woman, a better nanny, would have paid proper attention, but Jean’s mind kept wandering. It was ridiculous really. Matt barely tolerated her and she certainly didn't like him. But that sound he made when he stretched after his run, it got her in all the right places. Well, perhaps the wrong places. 

Just all the places.

Harry and Jean crossed the road to the square outside school. He waved to someone. Wait—what? Harry had made a friend?

"Who's that?" Jean said, pride and excitement sparking somewhere under her ribs.

"Max."

"Max?"

"Shh," Harry walked up to Max and Jean trailed behind, unwilling to do or say anything to embarrass him.

Max spoke in French. Harry offered short answers and nodded. A lot. If he didn't understand he faked it pretty well.

Max's mother caught up. "Bonjour."

Harry replied in kind. So did Jean, feeling a total fraud.

"Vous êtes Anglaises?" Gold bracelets fell down her arm as she adjusted the soft leather bag hanging from her shoulder.

Jean stuttered the beginning of an answer but Harry jumped in and answered yes for them both. The conversation continued. All Jean could do was keep smiling, completely in the dark. 

Then Harry turned to her. "Can I?"

"Sorry?"

"Go to Judo?"

"Ah, if your Dad's okay with it."

"He will be if it's in French."

Harry probably had a point there. "We'll talk to him tonight." She watched him disappear behind the school gates and headed for the market, notes in hand. Notes, not just a list. There was a list, too, but ten times as much ink devoted to phrases she’d practiced with Matt last night, passing groceries around back and forth like a strange and overcautious game of catch.

“Je prends des pommes,” she’d said.

“Combien?” He’d plucked an apple from the fruit bowl.

“Sept, s’il vous plait.”

“Avec ceci?” 

It was the very phrase she’d heard on every visit to the market and still had no idea what it meant. “No, I don’t want sausage. You don’t even sell sausage. You’re a fruit man.”

He laughed. “Avec ceci—with this. It’s like asking ‘what else?’ if a bit abruptly.”

“So how do you say sausage then?”

“Saucisse.”

“Ceci. Saucisse. Ceci. Saucisse.”

He laughed again—musical and light, and it hit Jean right in the solar plexus. Maybe, given the start they’d had, it was pure relief they weren’t arguing anymore—or was it surprise he hadn’t used up his daily laugh quota? And the combination of that lopsided smile and the sound he made, the crack and jingle, all musical and rough at the same time. “Shall we charcuterie?” he said. The laugh faded, but the smile lingered in one corner of his mouth and in his eyes.

“Couture—isn’t that flash clothes?”

He pronounced it again, more slowly this time. Then translated: “Salami, ham, meat.”

“Meat. Right. Saucisse. Avec ceci? Saucisse, s’il vous plait.”

Matt explained that saucisson and saucisson sec were different from saucisse, and never to be confused with andouille and andouillette—though the differentiation there was less relevant to today’s market trip, as both were just pig’s ass pretending to be suitable for human consumption.

“Someone made you eat it once, didn’t they?” Jean had asked him. “Someone made you eat pig’s ass and you still haven’t recovered.”

“It does come up at therapy, I won’t lie,” he said.

She was so shocked by his levity, she spoke fast to cover her surprise. “Eating ass?”

He’d almost spat his wine at that—put it aside just in time.

And here she was, 12 hours later, still enjoying the moment. She filled her bags with fruit and vegetables, ham and saucisson sec, a wee thing of olives, an enormous amount of cheese and a few concerns about what they might sell at the boucherie chevaline. Cheval, she had vague memories from last week’s homework, was the word for horse.

The shopping bag handles cut into Jean’s fingers before she even started on the stairs up to the apartment. She put the groceries down on the sidewalk and rubbed the red lines inside her knuckles. The café was calling to her.

This was the life: it didn't get much more Parisian than sitting in the sun, sipping coffee and reading a book on her phone. She dragged her shopping underneath the nearest table, sat down and hoped she wasn't supposed to go up to the bar to order.

"Bonjour," a voice crackled behind her.

"Bonjour," she said. Didn’t miss a beat, for once. Progress!

"Cafe? Viennoiserie?" the waiter offered.

"Un cafe... ah, grande crème."

He turned to another waiter and said, "Un grande crème pour l'anglaise." Then he took two steps sideways and pulled his cigarettes out of his pocket. Jean’s foreignness hit her like the acrid smoke. Here she was congratulating herself for parroting Matt’s phrases and buying half the things on the shopping list—that was the whole morning gone, by the way, and her brain power for the day pretty well spent.

What was she hoping for, sitting here in the sun, on the street? Some passer-by to see her and feel the urge to make friends? Pathetic. She'd been priding herself on being some sort of adventurer: sophisticated, independent, brave. But she was still the same Jean. She'd never mastered the art of being happy alone. She might have come a long way from the fool who'd wasted three years of university following a guy around, pandering to his every whim, turning herself inside out to be his perfect match. She’d won him over eventually—and then learned her lesson the hard way.

But she still wanted someone. A friend. Perhaps she simply lacked the necessary skills. She'd found a crowd of English speakers the other week, at Shakespeare and Company bookshop, but nothing had come of it. The French conversation group she’d signed up for online just seemed like another opportunity to fail to make friends, to fail to speak French.

The waiter, a younger guy with earrings and stubble which made him look like he should have a parrot on his shoulder, put Jean’s coffee on the table.

"Merci," she said.

"De rien. Vous êtes Anglaise?"

"Néo-zélandaise." She wasn't even going to attempt the complete sentence, but she could say, 'New Zealander' and might not even get the pronunciation wrong. Hard to be sure.

"Ah, j'aime le rugby." The way he said it, 'gem lure oog bee,' was completely baffling and before Jean managed a reply he gave up and walked away.

Too soon, she finished her coffee. She was this close to giving up and going home, probably to have a self-indulgent cry while the apartment was empty, no one was around to hear or see her. But when she turned in her seat, looking around for the waiter and wondering where she should pay, Jean caught the eye of a guy at the bar inside—shaggy hair, torn jeans, a collar-less shirt. He put down his tiny coffee cup and stepped out into the sun.

"Paris sucks, doesn't it?" His accent was, at a guess, German. 

But rather than ask, Jean said, "My French is what sucks."

"Visiting?"

"Sort of. I’m here for a while."

He nodded. "I know how you feel."

She turned to face him properly. "Where are you from?" 

"The Netherlands." He stuck out his hand. "Johannes."

"Jean." His hand was warm, a little rough. He seemed open, relaxed, like he wasn’t putting on an act. The complete opposite of clean-cut, uptight Matt. 

"You been here long?" he said.

"A month." It felt like much longer.

"It'll get easier."

"That's what I keep telling the kids," she said. Then she heard herself: she'd made it sound as if she had kids.

He looked at his phone. "I better get back to the shop. Nice to meet you, Jean."

"Shop?"

He slowed. "Yeah, Holland Velos."

"Velos, as in bikes?"

"I am a cliché, yes." He laughed. "Anyway, I have to get back."

As soon as he was safely on his way, Jean let her head drop into her hands. After what felt like months of being a complete loner, she’d had a actual conversation with someone she didn’t work for, and what did she do? Imply she was married with children. How hard would it have been to throw in a passing comment about being a nanny? This was outright self-destructive behavior. 

Was she, on some level, enjoying being tragic? Between the bone-deep loneliness and her bad habit of fantasizing about Matt, she was nailing tragic. And now that making friends with perfectly nice Dutchmen (who weren’t her boss) was off the table, her best alternative was to go home and wallow.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 7
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Matt dropped his voice. “Bouchèrie chevaline is a horse butcher.” 

Harry looked over from the kitchen; he was drying the dishes. Elise had finished washing and any moment now Harry was going to say the rest would drip-dry. And he’d expect his dad to argue, but Matt didn’t have it in him tonight.

“I thought there was a scandal about horse meat in meatballs a couple of years back.” Jean was sitting cross-legged on the armchair, a book open face-down on her knee.

“Only because it wasn’t marked as such.”

The face she made—disgust and concern and disbelief, and altogether so expressive—it made him feel like his own reaction was far too mellow.

Out the corner of his eye, Matt saw Harry yawn so wide that his jaw almost disjointed.

“Leave the rest to drip dry,” Matt said. “I’ll come read to you in a minute.”

Jean had picked up her book, but she looked over the top of it, lifted her eyebrows in a silent question.

“What?” Matt said.

“I didn’t say anything.”

“He’s clearly exhausted.”

“Am I in trouble for the judo thing?” she asked.

“What? No, it’s a great idea.”

“Then what?”

“What makes you think you’re in trouble?”

“The dishes are drip drying.”

He rolled his eyes and he didn’t care if she saw it. “Heaven forbid.”

“So this wasn’t a ploy to have a private word?” She glanced over at the empty kitchen. They were indeed alone, as they were almost every evening. But now that she’d pointed it out, privacy seemed a loaded, dangerous thing. He was sitting at one end of the empty sofa, with one leg up, and the angle of his body, the empty cushions, all of it morphed into what must look like an invitation.

Matt cleared his throat. “Not at all.” He could hear the tap in the bathroom—Harry brushing his teeth. If Matt got up now it would be blatantly obvious that he was escaping this awkward moment. “Don’t suppose Elise has an extracurricular lined up for Wednesday afternoons?”

“I thought we might visit some art galleries, since she’s a bit of a budding artiste herself.”

“Fantastic idea.”

She cocked her head to the side—silently calling him out for the smidge of surprise hiding in his tone of voice.

“It’s a great idea,” he said, aiming for explanation and apology, but he had to assume he was just making things worse. He swiveled, slapped his knees and got to his feet. “Right, bedtime story time.”

Jean lifted her book in something like agreement. Best for everyone if he just stopped trying to say the right thing.

***
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BARELY THROUGH THE doors of Musée d’Orsay, Jean stopped dead in her tracks. Lady Liberty stood in the foreground, and row upon row of jaw-dropping sculptures beyond. It was like a palace. An old train station, in actual fact, with a roof made up of a thousand tiny panes of glass, arching miles above them.

Elise laughed at Jean’s reaction. Jean forced her mouth shut. 

"The Degas is up on the fifth floor." Elise sounded so cultured and grown up. Never mind that they were hunting down a painting they'd seen counterfeited and then stolen on a TV cop show.

"We can’t just rush past all this." Jean took two reluctant steps, letting her gaze trip from one strange and wonderful piece of art to another.

Elise stopped just ahead of her, right in front of a nude, then looked right at the man’s shapely ass and shrugged.

And Jean’s traitorous, foolish brain conjured a memory of Matt, bent over the oven, turning strips of bacon, still in his running gear. Shiny black Lycra was not entirely dissimilar to buffed onyx. Sunday morning, half asleep and hungry, she’d come to the kitchen in her PJs, bra-less, hair to rival Sideshow Bob, but the smell of bacon drew her heedless to the kitchen, and that was the sight greeting her: Matt's gorgeous ass in shiny black. And he was cooking breakfast.

"Alright, where are the elevators?" Jean caught up to Elise.

There were a lot of nude men in this museum. All the living and breathing ones were fully clothed but the statues, in pale marble here, in thick oil paints there, a miniature, a not-so-miniature. Hello...

Not to complain or anything. Usually Jean would be all for the naked male form, but right now it was the last thing she needed.

Ah-hah! Elevators. With no pictures on the walls—more importantly no nudes. She looked at a polar bear statue while they waited for the doors to open. It looked cold. Icy. If only it could magically cool her off.

The fifth floor gallery was mostly paintings and, thankfully, hardly any nude men. Elise found the Degas from the cop show and sat down with her sketchbook and pencils to attempt a sketch-copy. Jean was free to browse.

This was good. The kids were busy and happy. A full month now, they’d been here in Paris, and Jean still hadn’t throttled Matt. Or jumped him, for that matter. She'd learned the tiniest bit of language, enough to do the groceries without breaking into a nervous sweat. She’d gone back a couple of times to that French conversation group—hadn’t let the first try put her off, though it had taken her half the first lesson to figure out the teacher's name. Genevieve, with every single vowel enunciated and all the emphasis at the end. Jen-eh-vee-Ev. They met in a cafe above Arts et Métiers, a Métro station which looked like the inside of a steam punk submarine, shining copper and port-holes, the whole works. The cafe was a different beast, decorated with fluorescent abstracts. Jean ordered her coffee the way Elise taught her, sounding more proficient in French than she really was. And then kept her mouth shut to avoid embarrassment.

The second time she went she didn't get a headache. Neither did she figure out the difference between Le Mode and La Mode, but how important could that possibly be? What mattered was that she was going, and would keep going. And wasn’t relying entirely on Matt’s tutelage for learning the language. 

They’d kept up the homework lessons, two or three evenings a week. Sober and studious and there was a chance, slim chance, that he hadn’t caught her looking at anything but the books.

Jean watched Elise from the far corner of the room. She was bent over her sketch, intent on her drawing. Unconsciously, she brushed her dark hair back over her shoulder. Jean resisted the urge to wander past and see what Elise had drawn so far. She had no idea how talented she was. Jean was constantly astounded—by her and by Harry. She felt so lucky to be a part of their lives. And so aware she should be careful, not get too wrapped up in them; she wouldn't be their nanny forever.

Her phone rang.

Fifty people glared at her. She hit 'answer' to shut the ringer off then marched to the end of the gallery, earning nearly as many filthy looks—for marching past all that great art at such a disrespectful speed?

Jean didn't look at the screen till she was in the stairwell.

Matt. It was Matt. Of course he hadn't meant to phone her at a bad time, but she was annoyed anyway so she might have snapped her "Hey."

"Hi," he said. Followed by no question, no news, just hi.

"Everything okay?"

"Are you busy?" his voice sounded strange. Croaky.

She didn't really feel like a chat, but, "No, not really."

"Where's Elise?"

Was he seriously checking up on them? This was a new low. "She's here with me." Jean silently dared him to interrogate her. He'd already killed her 'winning-at-life' buzz. "What do you need, Matt?"

He sighed, his frustration tunneling through the phone.

"Harry's going to his friend's place after judo," she said. "So, I'm wandering around the Musée d'Orsay while Elise draws a copy of that ballerina one they nicked last night on Off Beat. Is there a problem?"

"I'm in hospital."

"Okay..." Way to be melodramatic. The man worked in a hospital.

"No, a different hospital." He sighed again. "I had to have a minor operation. They won't let me leave on my own."

Jean felt a tiny bit guilty for being so impatient with him. Tiny bit. Minor surgery would have been scheduled. Planned. He'd known about this and didn't have the courtesy to warn her.

"I'm at the centre d'urologie et..." he trailed off. "How about I text you the address?"

"I just have to get Elise. I'll be quick as I can."

"Is she all set up?"

"Yeah, but she'll understand."

"Or she could stay there," he said, as if it were a question.

"What, and take the train home by herself?" So far he hadn't let her go off anywhere on her own. It was driving her not-so-quietly up the wall.

"Well..."

She waited, but he didn't go on. "She can," Jean said. "She'll be fine." Here was Elise’s chance to prove it to him. She took the trains on her own in London. Jean had no doubt she'd manage here.

"Are you sure?" his voice was rough, as if he were ill, and maybe he was. "I know Nicky lets her in London, but it's different."

"She knows her way around Paris better than I do."

"Fine." Maybe he was in pain, giving in like that, or maybe he was embarrassed about whatever surgery it was. Or maybe he had no trouble believing that his fifteen-year-old daughter was more capable getting around Paris than his inept nanny.

Elise was overjoyed about being trusted to take the Métro—for about four seconds, and then she paled with concern. "What's wrong with him?"

"I don't know."

"He didn't say?"

"Maybe it's..." Jean gave her a look. She was fifteen and her mother was a doctor without much of a filter. She didn't need a diagram. "Sensitive." 

Jean’s money was on kidney stones.

***
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THE STITCHES STUNG, but there was a deeper ache, a threatening rumbling pain, warning Matt not to let the pain-killers lapse. And then there was the non-physical pain, which just now gripped like eagle claws on his shoulders, picking him up and whisking him off to a place he did not want to go.

If he closed his eyes he could almost imagine this hadn't happened. Rewind to this morning, lying in bed, not keen on going for a run. But he’d gone anyway because it was all he could do to banish certain habits of mind. The morning was a little chilly, but not ball-shrinkingly so. Had he pushed himself too hard? Not especially. The walk up the stairs wasn't much of a cool down. But he’d stretched, against the banister in the stairwell which was only a little higher than a barstool. He hadn't felt anything go wrong until later, sitting at the kitchen counter, drinking his coffee, loading up his spoon with the right ratio of yogurt to cereal.

It came on slowly, but not so gentle that no one noticed he was uncomfortable. Matt had shrugged off Jean's concern and said he must've strained something running. But how could he be so stupid, so slow to respond? Be it vanity or macho, he was paying a steep price for it now.

Now, and forever more.

"Hi," Jean's voice echoed in the bare ward.

Matt opened his eyes and there she was, cheeks flushed, a nervous look on her face, chest rising and falling. She looked him up and down. For something to say, he said, "That was quick."

"Oh, I'm an old pro at the Métro now."  Hand to her chest she added, "Not as fit as I thought I was though." She took one step closer then stopped, uncertainty flooding her features.

Matt lifted his I.V. arm. "They still have to take this out." He sat up, because lying down seemed awkward and embarrassing, and the situation was awkward and embarrassing enough. But he had no next move. He could hardly jump out of bed, backless gown and all, whip on some pants and regain some semblance of dignity.

The bandage gripped at his thigh, tugging at a few hairs. He wasn't going to be jumping anywhere or whipping on anything. "I wonder if you could get my... my clothes are in there." He pointed to the Formica cabinet beside the bed.

"Sure." She walked over and pulled out a bulging hospital-issue plastic bag. "You didn’t bring a bag? And why didn't you go to the American hospital?"

"Preserving my privacy."

"Oh." She put the bag on the bed beside him. "Want me to go wait in the hall?"

This was going to be humiliating. This already was, and it was about to get a whole lot worse. "I think I'm going to need your help."

He saw her glance at the door, longing to escape probably. Or hoping a nurse would come in and relieve her. The door did seem to move a little, but no one came in.

"Maybe close the door," Matt said.

While she had her back turned he edged around to perch on the side of the bed. The blanket was gathered up, hiding the backless gown, and the robe might be almost as long as his running shorts... but even so, this entire situation was so undignified.

"What can I do?" Jean stepped up, but didn't look him in the eye. Fair enough.

"I can't reach my feet—well, I probably could but it feels..." Could it really feel worse than this conversation?

"It's fine." She grabbed Matt’s underwear off the bed then crouched down to loop them over his ankles. If she lifted her gaze even the slightest bit, she'd get quite the show.

"Thanks," he said, the moment he could reach the underwear.

She closed her eyes and turned away.

Where Matt’s skin wasn't half-numb, it was hyper sensitive. He felt clumsy, like he might fall off the bed or, reaching for his pants, accidentally open his robe and give her the full monty. 

"You okay?"

"Yeah. it's mostly the tape, pulling. I should've worn different pants." He tried to laugh.

She turned to face him again.

Matt reached but he couldn't get them over his ankles. Without a word, she bunched them up, and put them over his feet. He grabbed a belt loop as soon as he could. "Sorry about this."

"It's fine." She turned away again. "Are you... okay?"

Matt knew he'd have to explain, sooner or later, and it wouldn't get any easier than this moment, while she faced away and the drugs hadn't fully worn off. "I was sore after my run this morning."

"Yeah, I remember."

"Contorted testicle."

She hissed in a breath but at least he didn't have to see her expression. Witnessing her disgust or her pity was the last thing he needed.

"I thought I was imagining how bad it was. I tried some ice after you left and then went to work anyway." What an idiot. Why was he telling her all this?

"Isn't that kind of serious?"

"Good thing I had two." Matt stood up, holding his breath and waiting for a stab of pain. Something pinched, but it wasn't as bad as he was expecting. Given the pain he'd been in earlier, perhaps his scale for pain had changed. Matt zipped his fly and then took off his robe—or started to. 

The I.V. line was in the way. Jean faced him properly, and this time didn't shy away. Her expression was cautious. If she was shocked or concerned, she didn't let it show.

Matt met her gaze, summoning courage. "Maybe you should go to the nurses' station and tell them I'm ready to go except for this."

"In French?"

"They don't cover that at conversation class?"

She laughed and seemed surprised as much as amused; surprised he had a sense of humor at all, Matt suspected.

He reached for the call button. "Maybe this time they'll actually answer it."

***
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JEAN WAS SUPPOSED TO stay with Matt for a full twenty-four hours. In case of post-operative something-or-other. Hard to be sure what exactly. Matt didn't feel the need to translate. "I'll let you know if anything's wrong," he said, but she didn't quite believe him. Jean had a sneaking suspicion he'd have to be in agony before he'd raise any kind of alarm.

So she had to keep an eye on him. Not that she could see the affected area, but she could, you know, watch for signs of pain or discomfort. Fever. Bad moods. 

Check. Check. And check.

"If I over-medicate I won't feel anything and might do more damage," Jack explained it to Harry. "Now are you sure you don't mind Elise walking you to school?"

"Dad, it's fine." Elise drank the milk dregs from the bottom of her cereal bowl. "If I can take the Métro by myself..."

"That was a special circumstance."

"But I was fine. I'll be fine."

"Yes, you will."

"I mean..."

"You can walk Harry to school and back again—today only. You'll do Jean out of a job if you're not careful."

Jean slopped her coffee over the edge of her mug. It spilled over the edge of the bench, splashing her jeans.

Did he really think all she did around here was walk them to school and back?

Well, on the upside, Jean had all day to prove him wrong. And wash her jeans. What else was she going to do, stuck at home, watching Matt but not actually watching him because that would drive him crazy? And it'd probably drive her crazy too. In a different kind of way. The man had just lost a testicle. And no, that didn’t make him one iota less attractive. 

Oh, this was not good.
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Chapter 8
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They’d been living there little more than a month, but try telling that to the dust bunnies. All quatre pieces and everything in between were filthy.

But not any more. Perks of living in a too-small apartment: Jean had it shining and pristine in time to put a pot of soup on for lunch. Matt was hiding out in his room, door shut, making it tricky for her to check he was still breathing.

On the upside, she could read her book without worrying he'd see and assume that was all she did, all day, every day.

But while the soup simmered and hissed, he came out far enough to lean on the door jamb and catch her enthralled in a historical novel about a butterfly collector. It was the splattering stock sizzling on the element that pulled Jean out of turn-of-the-century Brazil.

"What are you making?" Matt said as she shifted the pot off the heat. 

"Carrot and ginger."

He started a slow journey, punctuated with winces and sharp inhales, across to the kitchen. "Nicky's recipe?"

Jean nodded and started puréeing the soup, a wonderfully noisy activity, making conversation impossible. God, what was she afraid of? That he'd say something, or that he'd say nothing? But she could only purée for so long. The soup swirled, bright and thick and smooth. The sweet, tangy scent had Jean salivating, had her stomach growling. She'd worked her butt off this morning (or more accurately, the skin off her hands) and had more-than-earned this lunch.

Matt perched gingerly on a stool; it looked awkward. Maybe not painful, but far from comfortable. He peered over at the soup. "One of my favorites," he said.

It felt wrong, talking about his ex-wife’s excellent recipes. Jean couldn't look him in the eye, which unfortunately meant her gaze fell on his unshaven jaw, then his hands gripping the kitchen counter. He had nice hands. She had the strangest urge to trace the length of his fingers. "Time for some more meds?"

"I just took them," he said. Jean put a bowl in front of him and ladled her own. 

"Do you have issues here with your name?" he said.

"My name?"

He licked his spoon clean. "At the hospital when you wrote your name and phone number, you didn't notice the double-take? Jean in French is Jean—like John."

"Oh, that's why. I guess I don't write it often, so," Jean shrugged, "it doesn't bother me. I like my name. My Dad's a pilot, so he named me after Jean Batten."

"Who's Jean Batten?"

"First person to ever fly from England to New Zealand in one go."

He nodded and lifted another spoonful of bright orange soup to his lips. "Never heard of her."

"It was in the thirties." Jean perched on a stool and drank her soup, listening to his near-silent slurping. 

Suddenly, he said, "Did your Dad want you to be a pilot too?"

"Not particularly. But, you know, he wanted me to be brave. Ambitious."

He stared at his soup.

"Trouble is, I've never really known what I wanted to be or do. Never found that perfect-fit-thing I was awesome at." Jean trailed off and felt like she’d said far too much. The man was suffering enough—last thing he needed was the sad story of her mediocrity and meandering. “I like nannying,” she added, meaning to say more, but the words escaped her, and in their absence a silent ‘but’ seemed to hang between them.

"Not exactly a career?” Matt said.

"No. Oh, do you want toast?" Jean opened the pantry, keen to change the subject.

"You don't need to wait on me. You're the kids' nanny. Not mine."

"Sure, but you’re obviously in pain." Jean shrugged. Was this his way of asking her to leave him alone? "The nurse said twenty-four hours."

"I'm fine. Don't you have a French class this afternoon?"

"I already go on Saturday, and Tuesdays. I don't need to do the Thursday one too."

"You should go."

In other words, she could use all the help she could get. 

Jean drank her soup as fast as she could, throat scalding, tongue barely touching, never mind tasting. But it was too early to leave for French class. What was she going to do with herself for the next hour and a half?

Not for the first time, a gulf opened up between reality and how she imagined it should have been. She should have felt the thrill of possibility, curiosity, adventure. She was young and free and living in Paris! She could do anything she liked. She didn't have to go to French class. She could go bungee jumping off the Eiffel Tower. Was that a thing? Surely that was a thing? Not really her thing, but maybe her thing was something she hadn't tried yet.

She could take a cruise up the Seine. She could find the cafe from the Amélie movie. She could explore the catacombs or go back to Centre Pompidou or any number of other galleries and museums.

Or she could go to French class and let her almost-friendships have a chance at becoming actual friendships. Would arriving horribly early increase her odds there, or expose her for the loner she was?

She slowed her pace. She walked right past the Métro entrance. She could get on at the next station. Plenty of time. Following her feet, she could just explore the neighborhood. That seemed a very Parisian thing to do.

There were bikes parked on the sidewalk. The old-fashioned kind. The Dutch kind. No, the actually Dutch kind. This was Holland Velos. This was where that guy worked, the friendly one she'd met at the cafe, weeks back. Maybe this time Jean could successfully slip into the conversation that she wasn't a mother-of-two, just a nanny. Young and free and fun, and not the hopeless sad-sack she'd been that day.

The bell on the door dinged as she went in. A hundred or so bikes crowded the floor, the walls, and even hung from the ceiling—and there he was, a familiar face behind the counter at the far end.

Recognition lit up his face. "Oh! It's you. How are you?"

Jean laughed—all nerves—and exhaled, shaky. Too late to back out now. "Good. Yeah. I was just passing and I saw it was... well—" She heard how desperate she sounded, floundering.

"I was hoping I'd bump into you again," he said. "I could have introduced you to some people, or," he shrugged, "I don't know. I wasn't very helpful that day."

"No, it's fine." And the fact he’d noticed she was upset was kind of impressive.

"I can't remember—did you mention what you're doing in Paris? Work or..."

"I’m a nanny for an English family."

"Ah, so no colleagues to show you around, take you to parties."

"Just other people's children who, if they’re going to parties... well, I’m probably fired."

Jean saw the flicker of comprehension, but he brushed it aside in a nanosecond. "Don't suppose you're looking for a bike? I have to ask. It can be a long wait between customers."

"Sorry. What do you do all day?"

"Fix bikes, sometimes, but there's nothing just now." He slapped his hands on the counter, a stack of old books on his left, a laptop computer on his right. "I read. Play cards online. So if you ever need something to do, a friendly face...” He put on a silly grin. "Don't suppose you're a Five Hundred fan?"

As a matter of fact, "It's my family's camping card-game of choice."

His face lit up. He ran his hand through his long dark hair. "She plays cards and goes camping. Don't suppose you drink coffee?"

***
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THE ONION SLIPPED BENEATH Matt’s knife. Perhaps he should have ordered takeout. A simple stir-fry could prove dangerous, the state he was in. Where had Jean got to? Conversation class couldn't be longer than a couple of hours. But phoning would seem like checking up on her.

He couldn't. He had all but forced her to leave in the first place. He'd been feeling pretty low and there she was, in all her wild, strange beauty, making soup and taking pity. It was too damn much.

He’d lost a testicle. This was going take some time to get over.

Matt had done some research, and apparently there was no knowing how it would affect sex drive or sensation. There was some small risk of reduced fertility. He could cope with that; Harry had been conceived rather too easily, and Matt wasn't exactly planning on having more children. He would quite like to have more sex, at some point. Of which Jean's presence was a cruel reminder.

The onion was making his eyes water. He scooped up the slices against the knife and dumped them in the hot pan.

The front door opened. Matt tensed, but didn't turn around.

"Smells good," Jean said.

He stirred the onions and didn't look at her. "How was your afternoon?"

"Good." She clanged the coat hangers in the closet, putting her jacket away. "And you?"

"Oh, fine." Matt looked down the hall, dreading the arrival of a bad-tempered child to expose his white lie. If Harry was going to learn anything, he would have to cope better with the occasional correction of his pronunciation. Last weekend’s visit to Disneyland was forgotten. Matt was back to being the no-fun one.

"I'll just put my things away." Jean disappeared down the hall.

Matt stirred the onions with, perhaps, a little too much gusto. Butter spattered onto his hand. He heard Elise's voice down the hall, then a laugh.

Matt badly needed to relax. He topped up his wine and poured one for Jean.

She didn't come back right away.

He craned his neck to see down the hall. Harry's door opened. Matt jumped back out of sight. It was bad enough, the kids being mad at him. Jean really didn’t need to get involved.

Finally, she came back into the living room.

"Has Harry calmed down?" Matt said.

"He's reading."

"In English?"

"Well, yes.” She touched her wine glass, a silent is this for me?

Matt nodded.

"He's a good kid."

"He is." Matt drained his glass and started slicing the carrots. "I know I'm hard on him, but the sooner he catches on to the language, the easier everything gets."

Jean hid behind her drink.

"You don't have to agree with my methods, but I'll thank you not to undermine them."

"What?"

"I know you're trying to do the right thing, but Harry is fine. You'll only confuse matters." He scooped up the carrots and dumped them in the pan. "And frankly setting me up as the bad cop is..." He gave the vegetables a stir and forced his shoulders down, relaxed. He was in the right. He had nothing to feel guilty for.

"I was just checking he wasn't upset."

"You don't see any problem with that?"

"You do?"

"When I'm home..."

"I need to wait for your say-so before I talk to the kids?"

"That's not what I'm saying." Matt looked at the head of broccoli on the counter, all its branches tight together. "We need to be a team. United."

"You're assuming the worst."

"No, I am asking that you respect my methods." Matt cut through the green stem. The sound cracked in the air.

"Fine," she said, her tone was far from reassuring. She started to turn away. 

"How was your French class?" He peeled florets off the broccoli.

"I, ah, didn't go. Actually I bumped into a guy I met at the cafe downstairs a couple of weeks back."

He added the broccoli to the steaming pan, all these bright colors. Matt was a picture of domesticity, and she was off, meeting men, living her life—as she should.

"He's Dutch, so he speaks all the languages." She took a slow, appreciative sip of the wine, swallowed, then licked the rim to catch a drip. "He works just down the street, so that's convenient."

Matt turned away, stared into the stir fry.

"Reads even more than I do."

Matt picked up his wine. "Nice." His glass was empty. Like some kind of brutal metaphor.

"Yeah."

He put his glass down beside the bottle and consciously did not refill it. He was on painkillers and probably shouldn’t be having any, but also, he couldn't have Jean thinking it was her social life driving him to drink.
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Chapter 9
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The Seine glittered, the lights of Paris reflected in the river’s oily darkness. A steady breeze scuffed at the surface and kept Jean from breaking a sweat as she cycled along behind Johannes. The pace was easy, the path mostly flat, but it was quite possibly the longest bike ride she’d ever done—all the way from Johannes’s friend’s apartment (from whom she’d borrowed the bike), to the Marais, around in circles until they chose a place to eat, and then over bridge after bridge: around Île Saint-Louis, across Île de la Cité, past Notre Dame, to the south bank. From there they started back toward home.

It was, without a doubt, the best way to see Paris. When the sun was setting, the river had lit up with pink and orange, and every building looked golden. Now that it was completely dark, street lamps and shop windows took up the batten of showing the place off.

Johannes turned to face her, still cycling forward, like this was a circus act rather than a low-key maybe-date. “We can go over the next bridge—Pont Alexandre Trois.” He glanced ahead, then back at her. “It’s a good view, and then we’ll head away from the river.”

She followed him up the sloping bridge, standing to force the pedals onward. At the top, it was a relief to stop—and a relief to recognize her surroundings. Johannes was right about the view—dozens of people were snapping photos of the Eiffel Tower. 

Jean and Johannes meandered on their bikes, weaving around pedestrians, until they were on the downward slope of the bridge. He slowed to a stop and she pulled up beside him. Neither said a word—they just understood, silently, easily. 

Nothing was ever this easy with Matt. Over cheap wine and steak frites, Johannes had, on the fly, given her a menu-based French lesson. Not once had they stumbled into innuendo, not once had he assumed she was as thick as two short planks, not once had he corrected her pronunciation of the same word more than twice in a row. She had thought about kissing Johannes’s wine-stained lips, so there was some overlap, but hadn’t for a moment wanted to throttle him. This was healthy. This was good. This in-control, low-key level attraction that wasn’t liable to throw her whole life into turmoil.

“Home or dessert?” Johannes said, one foot on the ground, one on the bike pedal, looking solid as a rock and completely relaxed, completely unconcerned about what happened next. The picture of que sera sera. As unlike Matt as was humanly possible.

“Ice cream?” Jean said.

Johannes looked around thoughtfully. “I know a place.” He lead the way and matched her pace, or she matched his, hard to be sure, but there was no sense of competition, of something to prove. She could easily imagine that cycling with Matt would become a race. And he’d probably win—although, recovering from the surgery he’d just had, he probably couldn’t sit on a bike at all.

They locked their bikes to a lamppost and wended their way back through alleyways Jean would never have taken if she were on her own. “I guess this is one way to keep from being swarmed by tourists,” Jean said.

A courtyard opened up ahead, with colonnades along the far side and several different restaurants spilling out into the middle. Marble statues draped in marble fabric danced on a marble fountain in the center.

“It’s kind of a—would you say ‘hole in the wall’?” Johannes pointed to a tiny narrow shop front topped with the word Glaces. No fanfare at all to compete with the shops and eateries all around, but that seemed a good sign—this place had nothing to prove. Neither did it have any spare tables. “Á emporter?” Johannes asked her—takeout?

Oh, the thrill of understanding what he meant, with certainty, without having to even think about it. This was brilliant. This was the thing that had seemed so impossible just a few short weeks ago. Not only had she made a friend, but she was picking up the language, finding her way around the city, and not stuck at home on a Saturday night, frustrated by her boss.

She swatted the thought of Matt out of her head. Again. There were more pressing things at hand: ice cream flavors from which to choose. The bright green pistachio grabbed her attention, but the subtler matcha flavor tempted her more. She managed to ask the attendant if any flavors contained gluten, all in French, sneaking a glance at Johannes, who looked impressed. Like he definitely wasn’t correcting her pronunciation in his head.

Maybe an hour later, maybe three hours later, she climbed the steps to their apartment. She was barely puffed these days. That, on top of everything else, made her feel like Paris had done some kind of magic on her, turned her from a hopeless provincial into a savvy metropolitan. She’d even matched her matcha ice cream with chocolat noir, and topped it all with lemon tuiles. Tart and rich and subtle and sweet. “Just like me,” she said aloud, and laughed in the echoing stairwell. Was she still tipsy from the bottle of wine they’d shared at dinner? Surely not. Just high on life.

She slipped off her shoes in the hallway outside the apartment, and let herself in silently. The kitchen light was on. She dropped her shoes and flinched at the sound.

A muffled moan came from the sofa. Then snuffling. Then silence. She tip-toed over.

Matt was sleeping there, arms around a cushion, head on the armrest. Had he been waiting up for her? The look on his unconscious face was a strange mix of amused and ever-so-slightly worried. The chance was too good to pass up—she studied his face. He was younger, perhaps, than she’d assumed. His mouth twitched as if he were eating in his dream. Or kissing. Or drowning. 

He was going to wake with a crick in his neck if she let him sleep the night here. She should probably wake him. It was curiosity that made her hesitate. Would he say something, do something, to reveal the nature of his lip-twitching dream?

Not that it was any of her business, but there was no denying she wanted to know. Wanted to understand him. He fell short in every comparison to Johannes, but her mind kept on comparing him and the explanation she’d come up with, on the walk home from Johannes’ friends’ place (where she’d returned the borrowed bike), was that Matt didn’t make sense. He was reserved and mysterious. Not in a good way. Just in a what-the-fuck way. A way that Jean’s brain would not give up trying to puzzle out.

That was why she was comparing his mouth and his shoulders and his hair and his manner and his sense of humor—because she was baffled by him.

***
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CONSCIOUSNESS WAS HARD to get a hold of. Matt heard Jean arrive home—or he heard something that sounded a lot like that. A smarter man would have let the tug of sleep pull him under again. But she was watching him. She was standing behind the sofa, looking down, her lipstick smeared from the corner of her open lips. Matt rubbed his face and sat up.

She seemed to sway and steadied herself, holding on to the back of the sofa. "Were you waiting up for me?"

Matt couldn't think how to answer, and then too much time had passed. He put on a yawn. He could feel her watching him. Sleep drained from his head, pooling in his legs. If he stood up, he might fall over. "Did you have a good night?" he said.

"Yeah. Biked along the river to the Marais, and yeah..."

Her voice was loud in the quiet apartment. Matt touched his finger to his lips.

"Sorry," she mouthed, then whispered, "Paris is pretty at night. The lights and the river and the bridges."

She plonked down on the sofa beside him. He stood up. He should go to bed, leave her be. Instead, he filled a glass with water and took it to the coffee table for her. Now he could see her face more clearly, the smudged lipstick looked like evidence of a sloppy kiss. Her hair was wilder than usual, as if someone had been mussing it. Or pulling on it.

None of his business. "Goodnight," Matt said.

He closed his bedroom door firmly behind him, didn't turn on the light. Perhaps, if he lay down in the exact same position that he’d slept on the sofa, he could go straight back to sleep.

Not likely. Not while his ears followed Jean around the apartment.

He heard the clink of her glass in the sink.

The bathroom door creaked.

The water ran. Another door squeaked. Then closed.

She'd gone to bed. Perhaps now Matt could sleep.

A chirpy ring-tone screamed from the living room. It’d wake the entire building at that volume. Matt was up, opening the door to the obnoxious song. Jean ran down the hall, holding her jeans up with one hand. With the other she tipped the contents of her purse onto the coffee table. Snatching at the lit screen of her phone, she shut off the ringer.

"Just got in," she whispered to the person on the other end of the call. Then she laughed. "Thanks! Yeah, all good. Bye." She held her phone to her chest, as if she'd just hung up on the love of her life.

Then she saw Matt. "Sorry," she said. She tried to do up her jeans but the zip stuck. "Sorry," she said again. "I had it on loud because it was noisy in the restaurant, and I thought—in case you needed to get hold of me." She stabbed at the screen and stuffed it back inside her overflowing purse. "Sorry."

"It's alright. I was awake." Matt looked down the hall again. The kids must have been sleeping deeply. Not a peep or a creak. Not a breath of anything.

"My friend was just checking I got home safe."

"Oh, good, someone's looking out for you."

"I'm twenty-four, I don't need looking out for. He’s just being a gentleman." Jean put her fingers to her lips as if to shush herself.

All the sleep was gone from his brain now. He was sharp, wide-awake, firing on all cylinders. "But he didn’t see you home?"

"I didn’t ask him to. It wasn’t far."

"You're alone in a foreign city. It's late. You don't speak the language."

She looked him right in the eye, brows raised. She looked like she was going to laugh at him. She was flushed and seemed a little unsteady on her feet. Or that was excuse enough to go fill a glass of water for her. He pressed it into her hand and said, "I was married to an A&E doctor, so you'll forgive me if I've heard one too many horror stories.”

"Nicky wouldn't be worried." Jean drained the glass.

"No, you're right. But this is what we do. I make up for her complete and perpetual un-worried-ness. And my worrying frees her up to be completely... I don't know which came first. Chicken or egg."

Jean put the empty glass on the kitchen counter. Swaying, she turned to face him. "Wait, are you the egg?"

"Oh, probably. I don't know." Matt stood his ground, ready to grab her if she fell. She was close enough that the warmth of her body seeped into him. She looked younger now the make-up was off. She looked like she always looked: disheveled, frustrating, open to the world and all its possibilities.

She was half-drunk. If she'd ever tell him straight, she'd tell him now. "This guy—he’s the Dutch one?"

Jean leaned toward him, a strange look on her face. “You make it sound like there are so many.” She swayed again, this time bumping into him, her mouth open just the slightest bit, her lips dry here, wet on the inside. Her eyes shone dark.

"You're more vulnerable than you think."

"Am I?" She cocked her head to the side. Was she coming on to him? Or was he—was it wishful thinking? Except there was very little thinking. Clearly.

Matt scrambled for what he'd been meaning to say—what a responsible adult, boss, and father would say. "You might think you have to keep up, to stay a part of things, especially when you don’t have other friends here, but you... you shouldn't do anything you don't want to do."

"Matt, I'm fine."

"I know, but I feel responsible."

"How old are you?" She took a hold of his arms—for the sake of keeping her balance, perhaps, or just to get a good look at him.

“Thirty-one."

Her face lit up, eyes wide, jaw slack.

"How old did you think I was?"

"Older," she said.

"Gee, thanks."

"No, I mean—God, but you must’ve only been my age when Harry was born."

Matt nodded.

She loosened her grip on his arms, but didn't let go, not properly. Her fingers grazed against his skin and arrested the breath in his lungs. His eyes tripped down from her mouth to the shadow beneath the open collar of her shirt.

Blood thumped in Matt’s ears. His mouth went dry. He couldn't do this... not with Jean.

"Man, we should go to bed," she said.

He forced a smile and shook his head. She clearly hadn't heard how that sounded. Better safe than sorry, he stepped out of her grip, out of her reach. But she stepped the same way, and grabbed his shoulders, perhaps to keep from walking straight into him. And her mouth was right there and her mouth was peppermint cool—and had she started this or was it him? She was kissing him. Warmer by the moment, soft and salty. Her chest pressed against his, breasts full and firm—how many times had he closed his eyes to keep from staring? Her grip on his arms was fierce, her mouth hot, her body, this wild thing, grazing against him. More. He needed more. He stepped in, catching her knee between his. She gasped, froze a moment, then moved her leg against the inside of his thigh.  And just like that their bodies found a rhythm, fused together.

Her hair tickled his cheek.

He could not do this.

He could. He absolutely could. All systems were definitely go; that was one post-surgery question answered. He could have sex again, but not tonight. Not with Jean. She was not sober. And she was the nanny. His employee. His responsibility.

He tasted nothing but her, one last desperate taste, drinking deep, then prized himself away.

Fast and out of breath, she turned, shivered, touched her lips. 

Matt’s tired, hungry eyes followed her hands, her arms, her hair falling forward as she leaned over to pick up her purse off the coffee table. Her shirt fell open, the curve of her breast, the mound of flesh above her bra.

She caught him staring.

He pressed his fingers against his forehead as if he could will the ideas out of his head. "We should probably not..."

She made a sound, almost a laugh. As if to say there were far too many possible endings to that sentence. They should probably not... do that again. Mention it. Ever. Think about it. Ever. Pick up right where they left off. Ever.

"Yeah," she whispered, and pressed her bright, kissed lips firmly together.

On the other side of his securely closed bedroom door, Matt stood in the dark. Streetlight filtered through, and a draft shivered the curtains. He remembered watching a movie once with Nicky, something otherwise not very memorable, but there was a scene with a couple kissing and then the camera panned away to the bedroom drapes, waving in the breeze, to which Nicky said, "Oh, show us the fucking. It's like they don't think the fucking's important."

Sometimes it was so strange to think he and Nicky had ever gotten on. That it had all blown up in his face was much more believable. He'd forgiven her now, for his own sake, but the fall-out for Harry and Elise was an ongoing thing and much harder to put behind them. And maybe his part in it wasn’t quite as securely in the past as he liked to tell himself. Because if it weren't for what Nicky had done, back then, this evening might have gone differently. Very differently.
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Chapter 10
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Looking Matt in the eye would be nuts. Stark. Raving. Mad. 

Far too reckless a thing to attempt before her morning coffee. And after her morning coffee, Jean was smarter. Awake enough to maneuver her way out of range. Shit, this was bad. She’d kissed her boss. She’d kissed him. She hadn’t been that drunk. She remembered it all way too clearly. He’d participated enthusiastically, once he’d got over the shock, but she’d started it. Fuck.

When Matt was in the kitchen, she used the bathroom, and changed her mind about her outfit. When Matt went to the bathroom, she took her turn in the kitchen. Maybe he was avoiding her, too. 

Shit.

On the upside, it was Sunday. She could take off and leave Matt and the kids to do their thing. And the kids would be a useful buffer in the meantime. She just needed to make a plan. But she’d left her phone by her bed. Halfway down the hall, Matt stepped out of the bathroom and right into her way. She stopped just an inch from body-slamming him.

“Sorry,” he whispered. Why was he whispering?

The shook her head and stepped to the side—the same way he stepped. And then the other side. And then—

“Can we, ah, talk?” he said.

“It’s really not...” she started, but how to finish? Was she about to be fired? Put on notice? Or just humiliated to the point that she’d willingly quit?

Elise and Harry’s voices filtered down from the living room—they were clearly enthralled in a game.

Matt nodded toward the bedroom—Jean and Elise’s bedroom.

Fuck.

“It shouldn’t have happened,” he was still whispering as he shut the door behind them. “I should never have kissed you. I apologize. I took advantage and it won’t happen again. I think we should just forget it ever happened and... not say anything more about it.”

“I’m the one who should apologize,” she said. “But—agreed. Nothing else needs to...”

“If Nicky...”

“Oh God, I’m not gonna tell. I promise. Nicky will never know. And there’s nothing to know, because it didn’t happen.”

“Agreed.” He nodded. He still wasn’t making eye contact—which, objectively was probably a good idea, but Jean found herself wishing he would look at her properly.

“Yeah,” she said. “Agreed.”

Matt went out the door and Jean slumped down on her bed. She could hear Matt attempting to corral Harry and Elise into an outing, but they were a united front, committed to a lazy day.

Jean would go. She’d see what Johannes was up to. It was Johannes she should be kissing. They’d spent a whole evening together and he hadn’t made a move—that was either evidence he was just a really good guy, making no assumptions, or he wasn’t attracted to her. But maybe today she’d find out.

Johannes was in the back at the bike shop. Jean sat at the counter and waited to surprise him. He laughed and hovered, about to kiss her on the cheek, as the French do, and then stopped because she wasn't French and they'd never done that before.

"Coffee?" he said.

"Oh yes."

"How’s your head?"

"Alright. We only had one bottle of wine, right?"

“Indeed, but biking increases the metabolism.”

“Well that explains it.”

“Explains what?”

Shit. “Just blurry headed this morning.” As if to prove it, she lost badly at Five Hundred. She lost every day that week, in fact. It was an excellent way to keep busy, to keep from overthinking the frosty situation with Matt—who was avoiding her with the same gusto with which she was avoiding him. They were as good at avoiding one another as they were at kissing. 

Too damn good.

Whereas she and Johannes were too good at not kissing. Coffee and cards and easy conversation kept them going, hours on end, and there just seemed no opportunity to take it further.

On Thursday, she was all a-fluster. Matt had a doctor's appointment tomorrow. He would be home all morning. And he’d made sure that Jean knew exactly when, so she could avoid him—if she wanted to.

But she was tired of avoiding him. It wasn't a solution. It wasn't sustainable. They had to live together. They had to be able to talk—about the kids, at the very least, and she needed his help with Harry's homework.

They couldn't keep this up indefinitely. It had been a kiss. Time to at least pretend to be mature adults and move on. Tomorrow, she resolved, she would tell Matt exactly that. And they’d go back to normal—the French lessons and all of it.

But that was tomorrow. Today, she would channel all this frustrated energy into beating Johannes at cards. Three games in, she had him—eight no trumps!

He laughed at her victory dance. “Nicely done,” he said, and stood to applaud, as if they were at the theater, rounding out a great performance.

Jean took a bow. “Might have learned a trick or two from you.” She held up both hands to high five and he took hold of them instead. Winning at Five Hundred was all well and good, but here was something much more likely to do the job of putting Matt from her mind long term, and it was easily done—she reached up and kissed Johannes. On the mouth, kissed him.

He froze a moment before kissing her back. It was a soft, tentative sort of kiss, a question of sorts. Their hands were between them, keeping an awkward distance, and it felt odd—not quite right. Jean pulled back. Maybe this was a bad idea.

Then Johannes let go of her hands and took hold of her face, kissing her again. That was better. Easier. Less question, more answer maybe. He lingered a moment, then leaned away.

She looked him right in the eye. Okay, so this could be a thing. This was nice. Easy. No angst here. No job on the line. No kids to confuse or potentially hurt. No close quarters to live in. Plus—and this was important—she actually liked Johannes, as a person. She didn't constantly want to fire off a list of all his maddening flaws. She didn’t imagine and re-imagine arguments with him. She hadn’t once considered throwing anything at him. Not even a playing card.

It was all good. A nice kiss. It was just... suffering by comparison.

A completely unfair comparison! Matt was out-of-bounds and that was it—that was the only reason kissing Matt had been such a mad, electric thing. The thrill of the forbidden. She'd had five days to think it through: Matt was her boss, and the kids would inevitably find out, and if it went sour, as it absolutely would do, she'd have to leave, and they'd have to find another nanny, in a foreign country, using a foreign language, and Jean would be unemployed, in a foreign country, using a foreign language.

Simple as that.

Johannes bit his lip, stepped back, and took a deep breath. "You have a class?"

"Yeah. Class. Conversation. Thing. I better..." A blush crept up her neck. She turned away and walked out to the shop, calling, "See you soon. Some time." Bag in hand, she skipped around the bikes towards the street. "Bye!"

Her cheeks chilled in the fall breeze. Oh, this was not like her, kissing strange men! Not that Johannes was strange, but he was one of her only friends and she couldn't afford to throw away new friendships on stupid whims. Embarrassment sat between her collar bones, heavy, making her breathless.

Or was it excitement? She rushed down the Métro stairs to the ticket gate, put her ticket in, and slammed her hips into the bar. Ow! Pull out the ticket then walk, idiot.

If this feeling was excitement, well, that would be great. Nervous something-or-other, which was all part of attraction and wanting and wondering and waiting for something to happen—with Johannes.

She ran down the stairs to the platform, a muddle of feelings. She could hear the whooshing of the train just-departed. At some point in the past six weeks her ears had tuned in to the difference between the rushing air of an arriving train and that of one leaving.

But she was not tuned into the cause of this strange thrumming high in her chest. And why was she running away from Johannes? Running away from Matt made good sense, but Johannes—she could have stayed. She was passing up a perfectly good opportunity to get over Matt by, well, as the saying goes, getting under someone else.

Conversation class, thank goodness, demanded her full attention, then Harry and his homework, and then cooking dinner. Matt went over the homework with Harry while she was stirring the sauce—so she was off the hook, again. 

Did she want to spend the evening doing homework with Matt? Was that what was going on in her brain right now? 

For the sake of moving forward and proving to them both that they could get on as normal, as if she hadn’t kissed him, as if he hadn’t kissed her, as if it hadn’t been a bone-melting kiss—maybe, yes.

After dinner, Matt put Harry to bed. Elise was drawing, the TV on for company. Jean picked up Harry’s homework book, took a few notes for herself. Surely this was safe territory.

When Matt appeared, she was ready. “So, with a reflexive verb, the object goes here?” She pointed at the page. “I should probably practice on some other reflexive verbs—make sure it sticks in the ol’ brain.” Was she trying too hard to act like things were light and easy between them?

He craned his neck to look at the book, but didn’t move closer. “I think there’s a chapter on reflexive verbs in the second workbook.” He sat on the sofa to retrieve Allons-y Deux from under the coffee table, letting out the smallest of groans as he reached down. Jean felt sorry for him—didn’t want to make him get up again—so she sat near enough he didn’t need to: at the far end of the sofa. A safe but functional distance. And with Elise right there on the floor every danger seemed diluted.

Matt passed Jean the workbook, open to reflexive verbs. And they spent the next hour or more in near silence—Jean working on a downright cruel grammar rule (surely a kind of covert vengeance wrought by France on its enemies), and Matt, reading on his phone. Every now and then she’d ask him a question, and then they’d go back to their respective tasks. Occasionally Elise would pitch in with an answer or another question. And then she went to bed, and they went on as they were. This was good. They could be almost comfortable together. 

Did she glance across at him occasionally? Impossible not to, a jaw line like that. Did she wonder what he was reading that made him smile to himself? Well, the important thing was that she didn’t ask. Did she catch sight of his tongue when he wet his lips? Only because she could still remember the taste of him—damn it. But she didn’t taste him again. She went to bed with a perfectly civil bonne nuit.

Early the next morning, Jean planted her ass on the living room rug for a workout. She needed to expend some of this erratic energy. It didn't need definition, it needed exorcism. Exorcism via abdominal workout.

She had her legs in the air when Matt came out of his room.

Jean moved, not very seamlessly, into a seated stretch. "Good morning," she said, overcompensating with enough pep and cheer for a yogurt commercial. Who was she kidding?

Matt nodded, like he too really wanted it to be a good morning. They were both faking it, and fully aware of that fact, but... onward! "I’m missing my morning exercise,” he said. “Hopefully I'll be able to run again soon."

Jean reached for her feet. Maybe that was why he'd kissed her with such... vigor. In the absence of the endorphin kick he'd usually get running, he was raring to go in other departments.

She looked up from her stretch.

"Would you like me to wake the kids?" He turned away fast, as if she'd caught him staring.

"It's alright. Plenty of time," Jean said. It didn't matter why he was staring or what he thought of her, or why he'd kissed her—not really. They were adults. They could be attracted to each other, they could even acknowledge the fact, and then they could get on with their lives and not do anything stupid.

Jean got dressed and came back to find Matt sitting at the kitchen counter, eating his breakfast—not avoiding her. Progress. Excellent. 

Jean screwed the cap back on the milk and called down the hall, "Your cereal's getting soggy."

Matt smiled, dimple winking. Right at her.

She spun around and marched down the hall. "Come on. Wakey wakey, sleepy head." She knocked on Harry’s door, then bowled into her and Elise's room.

"I'm up. God!" Elise was lying on her stomach, scrolling down her Instagram feed.

"Interesting interpretation of 'up.'"

Elise groaned and dropped her face into her pillow. Jean pulled open the drapes. 

"Did you already pour the milk?"

"Yep."

Elise rolled out of bed, still groaning.

Jean knocked on Harry's door again. "Come on, Mister."

She went to the hall closet and grabbed her boots, zipped up the first.

Matt choked behind her.

"You alright?" Jean looked over.

He nodded and put down his cereal. Suppressing a cough, he planted his hand on the counter and accidentally catapulted the spoon out of his bowl.

"You sure?"

Still coughing, he went to pick up his spoon and bent right over, right in front of her.

Of course, the kids took forever to eat. And dress. But Jean was determined to be sensible and in control and as she ushered the kids out, she called back, "Want anything from the bakery?"

"I'm fine." Matt cleared his throat. "I'm fine."

When she got back, there was no sign of him. She couldn't hear the shower running, or coffee brewing. No murmur of a phone conversation beyond his bedroom door, nor keyboard tapping, only distant traffic and her own pulse after five flights of stairs.

But his satchel was on the coffee table, so he was here somewhere. And his bedroom door was closed, which must be where he was. 

Jean wanted a shower. Hot water on her tired muscles and maybe it’d wash away the angst too. She grabbed some clean clothes and bowled in.

And there was Matt. In the shower. Totally naked. Without even the water running. Not a lick of steam to preserve a little mystery. Water beaded on his bare shoulders and chest and—

His hand, right there.

Oh.

Fully erect there.

Oh no.

No.

No no no no no. She spun out of there so fast, but fast enough was not possible. Worse than walking in on someone naked. So much worse.

He must have been right on the brink. Jean shuddered. She almost laughed—the rush of energy, warm and frenetic and right in the middle of her. Her pulse thumped. Right there. That was—woah.

Shit. He’d be beyond embarrassed. Mortified. Humiliated. Destroyed.

He'd never be able to look her in the eye ever again. They'd barely spoken in a week because of a kiss. What was the time-frame for recovering from this?

Longer.

Much longer.

Speaking of long... oh, this was bad. She grabbed her things and left.

***
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MATT HEARD THE FRONT door—this time. Not last time. Last time he’d been in another world, a fantasy, a foolish, reckless, ridiculous... fuck. He’d been buried deep. He’d heard nothing.

And then the bathroom door opened and he heard her react. Not a gasp, not a whole one.

Now—now, she was gone. Of course she was gone. If she never came back again, that would be understandable. If Matt never got it up again... also, possibly, a reasonable response. He sat down against the bathroom door, towel tight around his hips. The cold ached. Everything ached.

There would be no coming back from this. Kissing her had seemed like the worst thing he could possibly have done, but now it seemed like jay-walking measured up against Grand Theft Auto. 

Then it hit him: the combination of the two, of kissing her and then this. That was the real killer. Would she know? Would she guess what he'd been thinking before she walked in?

But the look on her face, the shock, it was just so very much like the expression he'd imagined, a gasp of pleasure, too damn similar to that of horror.

Matt’s foot had gone to sleep. If he sat here long enough, would the numbness crawl all the way up his leg? Swallow him whole? If only. But how could he get up off the floor as if everything was normal?

He didn't really doubt Jean would pick up the kids and come back home that afternoon, like every other afternoon, but then what? Then... avoiding eye contact? Painful small talk? Dying on the inside? It was the aftermath of their kiss all over again—oh, but so much worse. It hit him again.

Maybe hours apart would soften the blow, but he almost didn’t want it to. Pretending, tricking himself this was anything less than a disaster—he’d have to be delusional. He couldn’t make things right without facing it head on.

And maybe he couldn’t make things right, regardless.

But he did have time now. Time apart. Time to process or stew. For better or worse, time. His doctor's appointment, if they were running behind, might keep him away till five in the afternoon. And then he’d face this—whatever that might mean. He had to face this. Today.

If the past week had taught him nothing else, he'd learned time healed not a fucking thing. While he'd waited for the spark to fizzle and die, the gentle breeze of time passing had only fanned the flame. She was imprinted on his eyelids, the shape of her body marked out on his chest and arms like the impression of rough fabric, making his skin hypersensitive. He could taste her. Hell, he could hear her moan, her breath coming short and fast, her, "I'm fine, Matt," and the slightly odd, accented way she said his name. His rogue short-term memory delivered it all, instant recall, she was right there, and like a psychopath he replayed it. For punishment. For pleasure.

She was his employee, his responsibility. He was so in the wrong.

Getting up off the floor wouldn't change that. "My fault," Matt said, hauling himself up, looking right into his own eyes in the mirror. "All my fault.”

At the doctor's he stood, staring at the chipped top corner of the window frame, while the man inspected his downstairs and asked about the pain.

"Un petit peu. Pas de problème." More pain might have prevented this disaster, in fact.

Then he asked if Matt had noticed any difference in sensation.

Matt buttoned up his pants and shook his head.

The doctor kept trying to reassure. Everything should return, more or less, to normal. There was no reason to be concerned, so far as the doctor could tell.

Matt pasted on a smile, put on his coat and said thanks. Ten days ago he'd lost a testicle and yet here he was worried about something else. The mind boggled.

"Experiment, if you're worried," the doctor said. "It may take time but there's no need to wait. Of course stop if there's pain, but you can try it. Perhaps your girlfriend is better than medicine." The man laughed.

Matt couldn't even smile. Nor make eye contact with a single soul in the waiting room, or in the elevator, or on the street. He walked fast, longing to run, but that wasn't the experiment the doctor was recommending. 

If Jean hadn't walked in on him, he'd be celebrating a swift recovery. Instead, Matt took a kind of sick pleasure in every twinge of discomfort as he descended the stairs to the Métro. He stood on the train, swaying, leaning into the lick of pain, what little remained.

He kept his steps steady, even, neither fast nor slow, marching toward home, towards her. Towards judgment day.

On the stairs Matt slowed, just enough that he kept pace all the way up to the fifth floor. At the apartment door, he was hardly out of breath. But inside, there were no school bags spewing their contents all over the floor, no afternoon tea dishes on the counter, no shoes kicked haphazardly not quite out of the way. 

There was no one home. She wasn’t here. She hadn’t returned.

She hadn’t messaged him either, but he had missed one text from Elise. 'Harry's school shoes have holes. We're going to get him new ones.'

She'd sent it more than an hour ago. They might come home any minute, or not for a while yet. Matt could do nothing but wait.
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Chapter 11
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Harry must have tried on half the store. Jean talked him down from the 200-euro ones with the yellow fluoro stripes, and told him to put away all the shoes he wouldn't be getting. She found Elise teetering on ice-pick heels and made a buzzer noise. "No. Try again."

"What? They're cute."

"They're ankle-breakers. You want your Dad to pay for them, remember?"

"I'll be fine."

"Run to the counter and back."

She sighed. She didn't even attempt it.

Jean picked up a discarded pair. Probably, Matt would still hate these, but they were only tiny heels, good soles, decent quality by the looks. "What's wrong with these?"

Elise faked a yawn. Which turned into a real yawn.

Then Jean was yawning too. They both laughed. "Two inches tops, okay?"

Laden with school bags as well as new shoes, boxed and bagged, they made their way back through Chatelet-Les Halles. Jean couldn’t put off going home any more—even if it meant traversing the largest train station in Paris at six-thirty on a Friday evening. A confluence of five Métro lines and three suburban through-routes, it was a nightmare at the best of times, but to top it off, Jean was out of tickets.

Lined up for a machine, Jean watched Elise, on her phone, toying with filters on a photo of her new boots. Perhaps, this particular day, Matt wouldn't make a fuss—this morning’s incident surely threw everything else into perspective.

Jean closed her eyes, as if that might help her not to remember. She'd forgotten, momentarily, and it came back again, the slap-sharp shock of it. The full body response to—when had wanking become so sexy? Something was very wrong with her. She was sick, twisted even. Electric with desire. She’d never felt so alive. The rational bit of her brain had stopped trying to talk her out of it. Damn, this was not good. Catching him at it was terrible. TERRIBLE. But being this aroused—somehow made it even worse.

Harry said, "You're such a target for pick-pockets."

"You're such a paranoid grandma." Elise was still scrolling through filters.

Harry rolled his eyes and put his hands in his pockets.

Jean clutched her bag closer. She'd become rather relaxed, taking the Métro almost daily, and so far without incident. She felt safe, but she probably was an easy target.

Tickets in hand, they joined the throng headed toward the ticket gate. Then Elise stopped, right in the flow of foot-traffic, patting the butt of her jeans and then the front pockets.

She turned, eyes wide, mouth gaping.

Harry, right behind her, laughed, her phone in his hot little hand. "So, who's Dior?"

She snatched at it. "Give it back!"

Harry wavered, fear shuttering his eyes for a nanosecond before he handed over the phone and ducked behind Jean.

Elise groaned and put it in her front pocket, keeping her hand on it. Once her breathing seemed to have returned to normal, Jean asked, "So, who is Dior?" Elise shook her head.

Harry said, "Is he the one with the ponytail?"

"Ugh, no, that's Clément."

Harry waited.

Jean waited.

"He's the one with the eyebrow piercing."

Harry's face could only be described as gleeful. "Dad is going to love this."

"There's nothing for Dad to love. He's just a friend." Elise swung her bag from one shoulder to the other and nudged her way into the crowd near the edge of the platform. The rumble and whoosh preceding the train filled the station.

Jean dragged Harry close to her as the train pulled up. "Easy on the interrogation, tiger. She'll talk if we're... patient. Subtle."

Elise was headed for the next door along. Jean kept her eyes on Elise and her hand on Harry's shoulder. Elise was fine—in fact, she was on the train before them. Jean took Harry's bag off him and wriggled into the gap by the fold-up seats. Someone else stepped into the space she’d been making for Harry. Jean’s hands were full of bags so she couldn't grab him.

Harry said, "There's more room at the next door." 

"No, stay with me."

"It's fine." He was gone.

The warning bell rang and the doors started to close. The enormous guy in front of Jean wouldn't budge. The sour stench of sweat and cigarettes filled her nose. She swung her bags, poor weapons, but the doors shut anyway. "Hey!" Jean yelled.

No one reacted.

The train started moving. In slow motion. Jean felt drugged. Sluggish for a second and then superhuman, like she could smash the window and leap across to safety just before they shot into the tunnel.

The light of the platform vanished. Harry was gone. Left behind in the station. Alone. In the biggest train station in Paris. Fuck.

Jean ducked and shoved, wriggled her way around the guy in front of her and the scowling woman behind him. She craned her neck until she could see Elise at the next door, happily engrossed in her phone. There was more room in that part of the carriage. They should have all stuck together. Matt would have insisted on all going together. Matt wouldn’t have carried Harry’s backpack for him. If Jean’s hands hadn’t been full, she could have grabbed Harry and pulled him onto the train and this wouldn’t have happened. FUCK. This could not be happening.

"Elise!" Jean yelled down the carriage.

"I'm fine.” She didn’t look up from her phone.

"Harry got left behind."

"What?"

"Harry." Jean pointed back toward the station. “He got cut-off and the doors—shit.”

Elise started towards Jean, pushing through the people. "We'll get off at the next station. He'll be on the next train, the same carriage, it's alright."

"Oh, thank God, you've done this before?"

"No, but Mom and I got separated on the tube once. She made sure we had a plan.” Elise gently shoved people out of the way so she could get to Jean. “We never told Dad."

"He’s going to kill me."

She nodded. "Dad still holds our hands."

"Given what's happened, that seems like a good idea. Why wasn't I holding Harry's hand?"

They were already at the next stop. The flickering read-out above the platform said the next train was three minutes away. And there they stood, watching the number change to two. Then one. Then zero. Where was the fucking train?

At last, it squealed to a stop in front of them. Jean pushed her way into the carriage before anyone got off. People glared. Someone said, "Putain." Elise was one carriage down, doing the same thing without hesitation.

"He's not here." Elise nodded to the door. Jean ran to the next carriage. Elise disappeared into another one. The bells rang. Was Jean about to lose Elise as well? Harry wasn’t in this carriage either. She jumped back onto the platform as the doors closed. Elise was a ways down the platform, eyes wide, shaking her head—no, he wasn’t there.

"Does your Mom have a plan B?"

"Go home."

Fuck.

"He'll be alright."

Jean shook her head and looked at the next train time. Four minutes. A longer gap between trains seemed like a terrible omen.

***
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RISOTTO BUBBLED AND popped burps of buttery steam, teasing at Matt’s appetite. But it seemed all wrong. For one, he was hungry and the discomfort of it felt like penance—he didn’t deserve to eat and sate this desire or any other for that matter. And for another thing, cooking dinner was hardly amends. If there was a meal in the world that could make up for—don’t think about it—risotto certainly didn’t cut it. If anything, the attempt was an insult, tragically insufficient.

But what else was he supposed to do? No well-worded apology would turn back the clock and undo what he’d done. No gesture or gift could fix this. Jean would arrive home with Harry and Elise and they would sit down to dinner and pretend she hadn't seen him naked, jerking off. That’s what was going to happen. After Harry and Elise went to bed, who could guess, but while the children were present, they would both act like everything was perfectly normal.

Matt poured more wine into the risotto. Would pretending, even briefly, somehow make it worse? Would it be better to insist on talking to her, the moment she arrived home?

Did he have it in him?

Before he’d decided, someone was knocking at the door. If that was Jean—panic flared but his body moved on autopilot, taking the rice off the heat. He unlocked the door and returned to the stove. "It's open." 

"Oh, what?" Harry came in, huffing and puffing. "Where are they?"

Matt dared to look toward the hall. Jean wasn't there. Just Harry. No Elise either. "Where are they?"

"On the train I guess. Maybe they... I dunno," he stuck his head back out into the hallway, listening.

"What do you mean?" Matt followed him.

"There wasn't enough room on the carriage so I got in the next door."

"What?"

"It was really crowded."

"She lost you?"

"Not really."

Matt held up a hand, fishing his phone from his pocket with the other. He called her and waited, reading the screen, 'Calling Jean Carr'. The look on her face this morning when she'd walked in flashed to mind, but no—she'd lost Harry. Harry was all that mattered.

She finally answered, panting down the phone, grinding out a single word, "Hi."

"Where are you?"

"I..."

"Jean?"

"I don't know what to..." she stuttered, "Sorry, I..."

"Harry’s here. Where are you?"

"He's home?" Jean said.

Matt heard Elise laugh. From where he stood it sounded like she was out in the hall.

Matt stepped out into the stairwell. Two flights down Elise draped herself over the railing, breathing heavily.

And beyond her, looking up at him, was Jean. She let out one big breath and bent in half, her hands on her knees, several bags hanging off her arms. Then she raced up, past Elise, taking the last stairs three at a time, went straight past Matt to Harry. He'd perched himself on the arm rest of the sofa with an almost-apology on his lips, a smile in his eyes. He thought it was funny.

She let the bags slide off her arms and hugged him. "You scared the life out of me."

"I told you I was getting in the next door."

"But the doors closed." Her voice faltered, half a laugh, half a sob.

"I was quick."

"You were on the first train?" She took hold of his shoulders as if she wanted to shake him. "You were with us all along? Oh my God!" She hugged him again. He rolled his eyes and wriggled away.

She stayed there, kneeling on the floor, and closed her eyes. One long, shaky breath later, she looked up at Matt.

He turned away, instinctively. It was too soon to look her in the eye. It was too soon to feel sorry for her—she’d lost Harry on the train! In his peripheral vision, he saw her stand, put one hand to her chest. She was still puffing. 

Elise gave Harry a playful swipe then went down the hall to her room. Jean looked like she was about to follow.

"What happened?" Matt went to the stove. He needed more from her, an explanation, an apology, contrition. He needed to know his children were safe in her care.

"The train was packed. Chatelet-Les Halles is insane," she said. "Harry saw there was more space in the next carriage."

"It wasn't Jean's fault," Harry said.

Matt had forgotten he was still there. "Don't you have homework to be doing?"

He scarpered. Matt scraped the rice unstuck from the bottom of the pan. Jean bent over to pick up the bags she'd dropped. She had her back to him, piling what looked like a shopping spree into the hall closet; like a thief hiding her spoils.

Harry's door closed with a clack, resonating down the hall.

"What the hell, Jean?"

"I don't know what to say. It happened so fast. It was really busy." She stood up but didn't face Matt. "Harry took off—I couldn't grab him in time, and the crowd was crazy, all around. I tried—I couldn't get through."

"Trying isn't good enough."

"I know—I screwed up."

"Yeah, well, it's not going to happen again."

"Of course not."

"He's seven years old. He's a child."

"I know."

"Do you?"

"Yes. Of course. I'll hold his hand next time."

"You weren't holding his hand?"

"He was right beside me. I was making room for him and this jerk pushed in where Harry was supposed to go—I'm not a total moron, Matt. It's not like I did this on purpose."

"It happened on your watch," Matt fired back. But, damn it, she looked like she was about to cry.

He took a deep breath, steadied his voice. "I need your word that nothing like this will ever happen again." 

"I've never been so scared in my life. I would never..." She looked him in the eye. “Do you really think that I’d...?” 

This was the closest he was going to get. Maybe there was nothing she could say or do to reassure him. Matt held her gaze like some kind of challenge. 

And then he remembered this morning. And perhaps so did she.

He turned back to the risotto. It was sticking to the pan. He was burning his pathetic attempt to make amends. Was that some kind of metaphor?

Elise tip-toed into view. "Oh good." She started walking normally. "You're done?"

She and Harry must have overheard every word.

Elise walked right between them and pulled a huge bag out of the hall closet, tipped a box out of it, and then started pulling on tall black boots with high heels, pointy toes. The kind of boots that make men afraid for their nuts, and yet, somehow, that only made them more exciting.

She zipped up the side. "What do you think, Dad?"

There were no words.

Jean said, "Harry's shoes had holes in them so we went to get him replacements—hence the train ride, and all the rest."

"Those heels for Harry, are they?"

Elise was quick to answer, "They're hardly heels. And I'll need them for winter. Might as well look cute for fall, too." She pulled on the second boot and skipped down to the mirror to check herself out.

Matt rubbed his eyes, but it was no good. He couldn’t erase the image.

"I talked her down from the four inch spikes," Jean offered weakly.

Matt turned away. This was all too hard. Today had been too much. He needed Jean to take her wild hair and tight jeans, her little sighs and the smell of her fresh sweat, and just leave him be. There was too much to process, to feel: relief that Harry was fine, concern about Elise and those ridiculous boots, fury at Jean, but always, simmering just below, a brutal mix of envy and desire. Even now. He wanted to shake her, and kiss her. Touch her. Fuck her.

Finally, she left the room.

Matt poured a little more wine into the risotto and filled his own glass. He scrolled through TV channels. A TV dinner would keep conversation to an absolute minimum and almost guarantee no eye contact.

He pulled up the language options for ‘Off Beat’ and heard the shower turn on.

Jean was having a shower. Matt put the remote down on the bench. Damn. He couldn't do this. Couldn't live like this. Didn't it even occur to her that perhaps, just now, this was cruel? She had to know he wanted her. Or did she imagine his anger was some kind of counterweight, balancing out his lust?

The language options disappeared—he was too slow to select one—and it automatically played in French. Good. Give his mind occupation, keep it busy decoding, playing spot-the-difference, spot-the-imperfect-translation.

The shower hammered in his ears, water pressure shifting. Or else he was quietly losing his mind.

She emerged, her wet hair dripping onto her t-shirt. "That smells amazing," she said, keeping her distance but seeming to offer something up—an opportunity to say more.

"Dinner's ready," Matt called out to the children.

Harry appeared first. "TV dinner?"

"Just this once." Matt handed him his bowl and put Jean's on the counter, turning safely away before he said, "Go for it."

She joined Harry on the sofa. "Sorry," Harry said to her.

Matt dared to look over at them.

Jean shook her head. "It's done. It won't happen again. You're okay. We..." She glanced at Matt for a fraction of a second. "We're all okay."

Elise joined Matt at the counter. She looked worried. But she still had her boots on. She wasn't that worried. She took the offered bowl and perched on a barstool. Swiveling to face the screen, crossing her legs, smiling to herself, she looked years older.

Matt bit down on the side of his tongue. Now was not the time for that fight.

"This is delicious," Jean said, "isn't it?"

Harry hummed and shrugged. "Is this the one with the scary Goth girl?"

"She's a grown woman and forensic scientist." Elise relocated to the sofa.

"She's awesome," Jean said absentmindedly. She was inspecting the mound of rice on her spoon.

Matt drained his wine glass then picked up his bowl, heading for the arm chair.

Jean jumped up. "Can I just, um, check the box? The rice box? Packaging?"

"In the trash. Why?"

"Is it rice?" She opened the trash can and shoved her whole arm in.

Harry laughed.

Jean pulled the bag out and turned it over, looking for something—ingredients, probably—then she ran down the hall and slammed the bathroom door closed behind her. 

"What's wrong?" Harry said.

Matt shrugged and grabbed the packet off the counter where she'd dropped it. The ingredients read, 'Riz, ORGE*, champignons, textures de SOJA*, CREME*, arome naturel de champignon, arome naturel (BLE), PARMESAN*, sel marin, ail*, arome naturel de poivre.'

Ble, oh shit, that was wheat. Jean was allergic to wheat. But, that far down the list, it could only be the tiniest amount. Surely she was over-reacting.

He heard her coughing. Was she sick already?

Ble was capitalised. Matt should have noticed. He should have double-checked.

"Is there wheat in it?" Elise said.

"What's orge?" Matt dropped the packet onto the counter.

Elise shrugged.

Jean was coughing again, or choking.

"O-R-J?" Elise said

"G-E." Matt started down the hall to make sure Jean was okay.

"It's barley," Elise said.

Matt knocked on the bathroom door. "Are you alright?"

She answered with a gagging cough.

He let his head fall against the door.

"I'll be fine," she said, her voice croaky and low, muffled by the door. Then she opened it. 

He stepped back.

"It takes a while to hit. I just thought I might be able to, you know, bring it up.” She walked past him, to the kitchen. "It might not be that bad," she said.

Harry peered over the back of the sofa, looking really worried.

"Ble is pretty far down the list," Matt said.

She looked at him, shocked, then poured herself a glass of water. "It's been a while since I've had a reaction, so I don't know exactly how sick it'll make me but..."

"There's nothing you can take?" Elise watched her like she was an alien.

"I might just lie down for a bit. I probably won't get much sleep later."

"I didn't realize," Matt said.

She pressed her lips together and swallowed as if something sharp was stuck in her throat. She said nothing, walked down to her room, and gently closed the door.

Elise un-muted the TV. Matt took his bowl to the arm chair, but didn't eat. It was possible Jean was being melodramatic. If she hadn't had a reaction in a long time, maybe she wasn't as sick as she thought. Allergies could change.

Harry and Elise kept on eating, tired eyes glued to the telly. Matt pulled his phone out and opened the browser to look up barley. And soy. Surely soy was okay.

The answer to his question was right there, a previewed search result. 'People with celiac disease can safely eat many common plants, seeds, grains, cereals and flour, including corn, polenta, potatoes, rice, and soya. However they should avoid barley, wheat, rye, couscous, and semolina, as they are some of the foods which contain gluten.'

The episode ended. Another began. Matt let it play, though it was time Harry got ready for bed. Matt strained his ears to hear Jean. The TV detectives fished a half-decayed body out of a fetid pond, and Matt forced himself to eat.

Sitting around waiting—it was all he'd done all day. Waiting for the shock to wear off. Waiting for the doctor. Waiting for the train. Waiting for Jean to come home so he could apologize. Waiting for a conversation he didn’t want to have. And now, waiting for her to be sick.

She came out of her room. Matt turned in time to see her go into the bathroom.

The silence that followed seemed louder than the television. Then she coughed. Then it really started.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 12
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Why were bathroom floors never carpeted? Jean's bones, every one of them, ached. She imagined her bed, a far distant heaven, soft and warm, cradling her racked body, singing a lullaby.

A singing bed? Oh, she must be far gone. Well, more like a humming bed. Like the reassuring sound of a refrigerator in an empty house—power on, sustenance available, and normal service will resume shortly.

Jean thumbed the flush. It seemed impossible that there was anything at all still inside her. She felt scoured clean. Except for the clean part. Scraped out on the inside, but filthy. Sweating. Shivering and bruised.

Her mind did laps around regret. If only she’d gone out for the evening—the day they’d had, it would've made perfect sense to go out. If only she was out with Johannes or seeing a movie by herself or wandering the streets replaying the horrors of the day. Anything would be better than this. If only she'd taken a minute to check dinner was gluten-free. If only she'd held onto Harry's hand and all the blame for today's disasters sat solely on Matt's shoulders. If only Matt had taken her celiac seriously in the first place.

Lying there, with one foot up on the opposite wall, because it shifted the pressure on her back, Jean had too much time to think. Too much time to replay the day, and week, and every time Matt hadn't taken her seriously.

Was it an hour or only five minutes she'd been lying there. Time rolled, twisting like the cramps in her gut. The cold wooden floorboards cut an imprint into her bare arm. Her hip ached, sharp, demanding she move off it. She had to get up. Somehow. She must. But how? The required maneuver seemed impossible. The connection between Jean’s brain and limbs stretched, confused, buffering, endless. Legs first, maybe? Knees on the floor. Then hands. Slow.

Slower.

No, even slower.

One hand on each wall, and wait. Rest there. Balance. Breathe. 

Don't fall over.

She counted breaths, in and out. A cramp rolled through her then eased. She opened her eyes. It seemed vital she got to her feet before the next cramp. On three.

Breath in. Out. And one foot up. And the other. 

She grabbed at the wall, seeing spots. She could do this. She only had to stay on her feet, and lean on the wall, and baby steps. One, after the other. Steady, hands on the walls, then the door, then the handle. It opened before she was ready. No, no, no! 

She fell.

And landed on something soft.

Warm.

Matt's stomach.

His jersey, thick silky cashmere. His hard stomach beneath, wonderfully solid. His heat, the perfect antidote to the cold, hard floorboards. His arms around her held her up, lifted her till she found her feet.

Center. Balance. "Thank you," she started to say, but he spoke at the same time. Her brain was thick with fog. She couldn't tell her own voice from his. He might have said her name. She looked up, "Huh?"

"Are you going to be alright?"

She nodded against his chest. "I just want bed."

"Right." He put his arm around her middle. Her fraught stomach muscles lurched away from the touch. She grabbed at his shoulders and he loosened his grip—thank fuck. For once they understood one another.

Far, far away, Harry asked if she was okay. Matt opened the bedroom door and held Jean up by her elbows until her bed was beneath her. She only had to let go, let it catch her. But Matt's arms felt so good. And if she let go, simply dropped back, her gut would go nuts. But she didn't have the strength to do this gently.

She started counting breaths again. She'd go on five. It would be horrible, briefly, but then she'd be in bed and she wouldn't have to move again for hours. One. Exhale. Two.

"Relax," Matt's voice was low and close, "I've got you."

His warm, solid arms gathered her in. She wouldn't fall. He'd catch her. 

She felt him take her weight. Oh, the relief. She could cry.

Matt leaned over. And further over. The pillow brushed against the back of Jean’s head. He released her and she sank gently in. 

He'd grabbed at the headboard—to keep from falling on top of her at the last moment. Oh, but she wouldn't have minded. Lie down, right there and stay close, warm and solid.

He stood up and Jean saw his face, lit pink in the last dusky light, his forehead lined with concern, mouth open, pinched at one corner the way it often was. He was often worried. So much to worry about. The kids and their less-than-perfect nanny. Living in a foreign country. His work, no doubt, and of course his solo testicle. 

Okay, so one was clearly enough. Could get him up and get him off and—no, still not a safe train of thought. She groaned.

"Do you need anything?" he said.

She shivered so violently, her answer was swallowed up in a full-body shudder. Before she managed a coherent thought about how to get underneath the blankets, Matt threw one over her.

Warmth collected in the pockets of air around her, as good as a hug. Matt leaned over, tugging the covers straight. "I'm so sorry," he said. "I had no idea. I'm so so sorry."

Jean shook her head. "I'll be fine."

He sighed and gulped, nodding along with his Adam's apple. "Do you want a drink or...?"

Oh yes. "Just water."

He left.

Jean closed her eyes against the light and felt like she was sinking until another cramp lifted her out of her cocoon. When it stopped she realized Matt was there, watching, ravaged with guilt. She tried to smile at him. The worst was over. She needed to sit up and drink. They needed to put everything behind them. Start over. There was no fixing this mess, this tangle of offenses and distrust. They could only do their best to let it go.

Matt sat on the bed beside her, warm and heavy, causing a kind of delicious roll-together. He reached around her shoulders, tugged her to sit up. Her arms felt bruised to the touch and her stomach—oh, her stomach—but he was just putting one of Elise's pillows behind her head and then he let her down, real slow and held on. In his arms was a cotton-wool world of calm and comfort.

He got up and handed Jean the drink. She had to move. Water would help.

"Surely you can take something."

She nodded. "There's a Tylenol without gluten. White box."

His eyes went wide, but he went.

***
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MATT HATED THIS FEELING of helplessness, of not knowing what he didn’t know, of not knowing what to do. But there was no shaking it. Jean slept away the weekend and he threw himself into odd jobs. Once the whole apartment was spotless, he corralled Harry and Elise into an outing, leaving Jean a note in case she woke up. Four drafts later, it said only, ‘Didn’t want to wake you. Gone to the park. Hope you’re feeling better.’ But she was asleep again, or still sleeping, when he got home. Was all the sleeping a good sign or should he call a doctor? 

If she wasn’t better by Sunday, he’d have to do something. He could call Nicky, ask for her professional opinion. But, thankfully, Jean emerged mid-morning on Sunday and settled on the sofa. Matt eavesdropped from his bedroom—Harry offering blankets and drinks and games of cards; Elise offering snacks and full control of the music and, a little while later, drawings and ideas for drawings and asking Jean’s opinion. 

Was this envy?

No, jealousy. He wanted to be the one Elise talked to about her art. But that was petty. And he had work to do. And Jean was just doing her job—even though she was still clearly recovering. She was a good nanny. The train thing was a mistake. He should give her more credit. Harry and Elise clearly liked her, trusted her, valued her opinion. 

Matt tried to haul his attention back to the work in front of him, piles of paper scattered across his bed, his laptop in the middle like a boat in an ocean.

He'd said sorry so many times. Too many times, probably. Jean had to know it was a mistake—one he’d never make again. Just like her losing Harry on the Métro was a mistake. And kissing Jean was a mistake. And her walking in on him in the shower. 

They still hadn’t acknowledged that.

Elise was talking—to Jean presumably. "So, I kinda like the idea that each comic starts with them looking for something silly, like it seems no big deal, but then while they're looking, they find something more interesting—maybe some secret about the person who's lost the thing, or about the person who stole the thing, or I dunno. I just like the idea of looking for some ordinary lost thing and finding something important. Setting out with one thing in mind and ending up in the middle of something else..."

"Yeah," Jean said. “It’s like pieces to a larger puzzle too, if you’re creating a whole lot of shorter stories.”

“Exactly. I don’t know how much I need to plan it out. Drawing it, I discover the story as I go, but it might make more sense if I think it through first.”

“Maybe just sketch it out—rough and fast and see what you find.”

Matt lay back on his pillows. Rough and fast and see what you find—fuck. This was ridiculous, the way his body responded to just a few careless words. Jean didn’t even realize he could hear her, and she certainly didn’t mean it like that, but his mind was full of her. Blood pounded in his ears. Guilt and pleasure. He couldn’t just sit here, wait and hope it’d pass.

Moving off the bed, shit, that hurt. But it didn’t only hurt. He closed the door, saying, “I just have to make a phone call.”

He told himself it was a physiological thing. A necessary human behavior. So long as he wasn’t thinking about Jean, he wasn’t doing anything wrong. Touch was pure relief. Rough and fast and see what you find. Bloody hell. He leaned back against the door, silent and completely absorbed in sensation. Unbidden, the image of her on the living room floor came to mind, lying on her back, legs in the air, stretching out. Rough and fast and—she was taking him, pulling him down. Rough and fast. And he was coming. Hell. Fuuuuck.

Fuck.

Was it possible to feel guilty and relieved at the same time? Apparently it was. 

Was this how Nicky had felt when she’d cheated on him? The forbidden thing was done now—too late to take it back, and thank goodness, but also fuck. Nicky had tried to explain it to him, the inevitability. She’d never asked for absolution, never expected him to forgive her, or forget, or trust her again. She was a realist, that was for sure. He remembered her saying how horrible she felt, how guilty, for hurting him and for Harry and Elise. Once, just once, she’d said she probably felt worse than anyone. She’d immediately apologized, backpedaled, but maybe she’d been right all along. Maybe she had felt worse. Guilt was a different weight to betrayal. No one else was to blame.

But he hadn’t actually had sex with Jean. He hadn’t cheated on someone. He hadn’t broken a promise, let alone a family. It wasn’t that bad. He’d just... thought about having sex. With Jean. And come so hard he might have pulled a muscle in his neck.

And the release—the relief—was visceral.

He could focus on work now. So that was something. Something dangerously like a plan for how he was going to get through this week.

***
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BY THE MIDDLE OF THE day on Wednesday, Jean was feeling almost normal again. And then she got a text from Matt which shot her straight back to miserably on-edge: ‘I might need to work late tonight. Let me know if it’s an issue.’

It was strangely like the lazy cover story of a straying spouse. Not that she doubted he was working. He was always working. His message had arrived at bang on half past twelve, i.e. He was on his lunch break. Because texting the nanny during his scheduled work hours, well, that would be some kind of integrity breach, right?

He was impossible.

But she should probably answer him so he knew she'd received the message.

She typed, 'No problem,' and then before the screen turned to black it buzzed again.

A message from Johannes this time: ‘I should have said something the other day. I know it's lousy to say this in a text but you haven't come by in a few days. So, my relationship is in the process of ending. It's complicated. I didn't mean to mislead you.’

Johannes had been seeing someone all this time? That was two for two—two men Jean had kissed and really shouldn't have.

Jean didn’t know what she felt. No one emotion. Embarrassed, disappointed, relieved. She wanted to go down to the bike shop and play cards and put the kiss behind them. It didn't need to be complicated. Not with Johannes. By comparison with Matt, everything seemed simple there. She and Johannes could be friends. They were already friends. Easy. Done.

The sun streamed into the apartment, making the parquet floor glow like Manuka honey. The coffee pot sputtered, reminding her it was still on. Jean poured herself another cup and looked at one of Elise’s drawings on the coffee table. Elise would be home soon—short school days on Wednesdays. Harry would go straight to Judo.

Elise’s pictures were beautifully done. Jean felt how lucky she was—just being here at all in Paris, and getting to know these incredible children. Elise was so talented, and kind, and funny, and Harry was so sweet and brave and they’d both been such darlings while she was sick. 

Elise arrived home, set herself up to study, but mostly did more art. Jean didn’t have the heart to suggest a redirection. When the sun dipped below the chimney pots of the neighboring building, Jean left Elise there and went to collect Harry from judo.

The adults weren’t allowed in to watch, so Jean waited outside with the other too-early parents. Just two others—and Matt. What was Matt doing here? Matt was out late tonight. Matt was working.

He saw Jean. He wasn't surprised. He walked directly toward her. Like this was the plan.

Shit. This was the plan. This was an intervention of some kind. He looked at his phone and stopped just out of Jean’s reach. "We have a few minutes," he said. "Can we, ah..."

Talk. He wanted to talk. He wanted to... Jean had absolutely no idea what he was going for here, but she had a terrible premonition there'd be some kind of ultimatum.

He said, "Look, can we pull this off?"

"Pull what off?"

He looked at her again, looked her in the eye. "This situation. You and I, getting on as if..."

Did he want her gone? Was this a softened blow? Jean nodded, pretending she understood.

"I understand if you..." He scratched his eyebrow. "I don't know what we'll do without you, but we'll figure it out."

"I hadn't really thought—"

He cut her off, "If it were a hospital I'd be overhauling H.R. and procedures."

Jean couldn't help but smile at that. Couldn't help thinking of the shiny new lock on the bathroom door, either.

"Do you want to go home?" he said.

Back to New Zealand? "No. What? No."

He looked so confused.

She folded her arms. He looked miserable. "I know you have to do what's best for Harry and Elise." She was giving him an out—giving him permission to get rid of her for the sake of the children. 

What was she going to do? Go back to London and find another job? Go back home? Back to living with her folks, feeling like a failure, a bad stereotype of a millennial. Failure to launch. Here, in the wide world, she didn’t need a capital-C Career, a dream to chase, imminent fame and fortune. At home it was pathetic, but on the far side of the globe, meandering from one thing to another felt like an adventure.

Matt slipped his finger inside the collar of his shirt. "It's just not a very good working environment for you."

"You don't think we can make it work?"

He raised his eyebrows, silently bouncing the question right back at her. Did she think they could make it work?

"We're all settled here,” she said. “And you need a nanny. Finding another one might be tricky. We have to try."

"You don't want to leave?"

She shook her head, more sure every moment.

"Okay." He looked surprised, relieved. Jean resisted the urge to pat him on the arm.

The doors were open, small children in Judo uniforms coming out, skipping across the sidewalk to their parents and nannies. Harry appeared last of all, walking as if through mud, slow and heavy.

The moment before Harry would be near enough to hear her, Jean said, "We both want the same thing."

She reached out to take Harry's bag and then heard her own words—heard how easily Matt would misunderstand them. We both want the same thing. They both wanted to make it work, to do what was best for the kids, to get on, to not do anything stupid, that was what she meant.

But did they both also want to do something really stupid? He had kissed her back. The memory was sharp, her body's response visceral.

Harry blinked twice. "Dad? Why are you here?"

"Thought I might get to see you throw a few punches."

Harry shook his head, half his mouth raised to smile, just like Matt: one corner of his lips pinched while the rest of his face attempted an actual expression of emotion. Like he didn't want to give away how he felt. But on Harry it looked cute.

"I’d better get back to work then." Matt hugged Harry. The kid looked so small in his father’s arms. Keeping Harry safe and happy, that was the important thing—and Jean and Matt were on the same page about that. Never mind the rest.
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Chapter 13
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Jean patted Harry's back to get him moving across the road before the signal turned to red.

"You alright?"

"I have to get my French done or I can't go to Isaac's on Saturday."

Jean took his hand. "We'll get it done. It's only Wednesday."

He yawned and slowed.

"They must’ve really made you work today, eh?"

"Mm."

She dragged him past the cafe. He trudged like he was sinking. "Come on, mister, nearly there." Just a dozen more steps to go. Then five flights of stairs. Maybe she should carry him.

Sitting at the last cafe table, almost in their building doorway, was Johannes. Jean had never answered his message. But compared to this whole mess of a situation with Matt, Johannes seemed no biggie, so she said, "Hi, how've you been?" Cool as un concombre.

He nodded, lips moving but wordless. Like something major hung in the balance if he said the wrong thing.

"This is Harry," Jean said. "Harry, Johannes is a friend of mine."

Harry nodded, with a slow blink.

"We live just here." Jean pointed out their door. "Well, five floors up."

Harry sighed and keyed in the door code.

A woman came out of the café, strikingly beautiful, like a perfume model. She walked perfectly in heels, directly toward them—and when she turned to Johannes, the distinct shape of a baby bump caught Jean’s eye. Dropping her slender purse to hang off the back of the chair beside Johannes, she said something to him in French, then spoke to Jean.

Jean didn't understand a word but—well, yes, Johannes had said it was complicated. Understatement of the year.

"Sorry," Jean said. "Je ne comprende pas. We'd better go. Homework to do before the weekend, eh Harry?" Harry held the door open and in they went, up the stairs. Up and up and okay, so Johannes really was in deep. Six or seven months at a non-expert guess.

Jean walked behind Harry, half expecting him to trip on the stairs. At that pace, she wasn't even puffed at the landing. She opened the apartment door and heard Elise talking away in French, her voice high and sing-songy. Never mind that she was speaking another language, Jean would put money on it: Elise was talking to a boy she fancied.

Hearing her, Harry came back to life. He slipped off his shoes and tip-toed over in silent socked feet. Elise was lounging on the floor, leaning on the couch, oblivious until Harry stood over her with a look on his face like he'd found treasure. Elise sat up, crossed her legs, ended the call with a quick 'Gotta go,' but in French.

"Dad will never let you go." Harry must have understood what she'd been saying—impressive. Jean had barely picked up a word, let alone the meaning of full sentences.

Elise toyed with her necklace. "He's letting you have a sleepover. Why can't I go to Parc Asterix with a friend? There's a parent going with us."

"Yeah, but it's a boy."

"So what? It's not a boyfriend."

"You're so full of shit."

"Harry..." Jean warned.

Elise put her phone safely in her back pocket and stood up. "At least I have a life."

"I'm going to a sleepover."

She scoffed, a wordless and brutal undermining of his dream-come-true.

Hours later, when he was asleep, Elise still hadn't let slip a single word about this not-a-boyfriend.

She sat at the coffee table, working on her homework rather than her drawings. Jean plonked herself down with a book, opened it at the bookmark, pretended to read. And just as she stopped pretending and started really reading, Elise said, "Do you think Dad'll let me go?"

Jean had to force her face flat. Unenthusiastic. Not at all eaten up by curiosity about this guy. "If there's a parent going, I suppose it's possible."

"We don't have to tell him it's a guy. I mean, he'll just make a big deal out of nothing."

"So you're not...?"

She shrugged. "Kinda."

"Kinda what?"

She laughed.

"Hey, you asked for my advice?" Jean held up her hands in surrender.

"Did I?"

"Fine, I'll stay out of it."

"You have to help me convince Dad."

Jean laughed out loud, then slapped her hand over her mouth—she didn’t want to wake Harry. "I don't think my vote will count for much, one way or the other."

"Why not?"

Surely Elise had noticed the tension between Jean and Matt.

"What, because you lost Harry?"

"No, it's just... your dad has a particular style of parenting, and..."

"He trusts you, though."

"Of course, but..."—but bullshit. No way he trusted her. He was backed into a corner with no one else to watch his kids after school. Jean had never been his choice. Their bizarre conversation outside judo had seemed like a peace-offering at the time, an attempt to do the best thing for Jean but how could she forget where things really stood?

"You won't tell Dad about Dior, will you?" 

What the fuck? Elise was not going to sit there, ply Jean with secrets, forcing her to either break confidence or decimate what shred remained of Matt's faith in her.

Elise said, "You can't. And anyway, we're not dating so there's nothing to tell."

"Only kinda."

"He's just my friend."

"Who you kiss?"

"I didn't say that."

Jean shook her head. "If Matt asks me, straight up, I'm not going to lie."

"Fine." Elise packed up her things and took herself off to bed. Definitely not to sleep. She was claiming territory. Which left Jean stranded in the living room. 

Only a few hours ago, sitting here exactly like this, Jean had been marveling at her good luck, watching Elise unleash her genius on her colored pencils, chatting away, totally content. Now it was dark, too quiet, and bristling with the unfinished argument.

If Matt said Elise couldn't go, she'd sulk for days.

If Matt said she could go, not knowing this guy was even a guy, Jean would be an accessory to deceit.

If both the kids got what they wanted, they’d be out most of the weekend and Matt and Jean would have the place to themselves. We both want the same thing.

Which way had he taken that?

It was almost nine. He might be home soon. Unless... well, he must have made friends by now. His job would have put him in the path of loads of people. He spoke the local language. And Jean couldn't pretend he wasn't gorgeous. He'd have offers... opportunities.

And why shouldn't he take them? No reason at all. He was single, so why not? Maybe he'd found an outlet for all the sizzle and pop between them. Good on him.

That was assuming he was thinking about Jean at all. That one kiss proved nothing. She'd been tipsy and tired. He'd seemed into it, but how reliable was her recollection of that? In Jean’s head it was so clear, but maybe she was misremembering. And even if he did like the look of her, safe to say he didn't like much else. He'd find someone he did like. He was probably out with her right now. Some French girl that could hold up her end of a conversation in more than one language. Someone who met his high standards.

Jean certainly didn't—not that she even wanted to. But she wasn't going to be waiting here on the couch when he got in. No way. Elise would just have to deal with her being in the room.

Elise’s way of dealing was to ignore her, which seemed like a gift at first. Jean lay in bed, increasingly aware that Elise was freezing her out. 

Jean made plans. All of Paris at her feet. And it’d all get her out of Matt's way. She'd stay out late too. Spare them both awkward evenings hanging about the living room.

Was Jean imagining it? The click and creak of the front door opening? Maybe Matt was trying to be quiet and not wake them. She heard the definite clink of glass. A faucet running. A closet door clapping shut. It was impossible not to picture him: throwing back a glass of water, a drip slipping out, and down his neck, just like after his run. And maybe he hadn't been running, but there were other physically demanding things one might do, of an evening. Other things that'd leave him hot and thirsty.

Oh, this was ridiculous. Jean pressed her thumbs against her ears and the pads of her fingers against her forehead, as if she could massage away the image in her head. She could hear only an empty echo, like deep underwater, her breath, the squeak of a swallow, water running.

She lifted her thumbs away.

The shower was going.

He was maybe five meters away from her. One wall. One door.

With a lock.

***
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"ACCURACY, HARRY. YOU don't have to hit it hard; place it where you want it to go." This could only end badly, but Matt curled his fingers around the foam ball and stepped backward down the hall almost to the bathroom door.

Harry jabbed his cricket bat into the floor. "Come on Dad, this is the longest Over ever."

"Well, if you hadn't knocked that picture off the wall."

"There aren't any more pictures, so what are you worried about now?"

"Furniture. Windows." Rain streamed down the dark glass; if the ball went through a window there'd be a flood, too.

"I'll aim at you then." He had such a cheeky grin. People said Harry looked like him but Matt couldn't see it. All he saw was a child he loved so much it hurt.

Matt rocked backward, the ball ready. "All set?" 

"Only for the last half hour."

Matt bowled, slightly harder than he meant to. The ball landed halfway down the hall, bounced too high. Harry waved his bat at it, nipping the leg of one of the barstools. They both winced.

Elise spoke up from the sofa, "I can't believe you're doing this after ripping into Jean for playing The Floor is Lava."

"Jean doesn't stand to lose our deposit."

On the next bowl, Harry hit it right down the middle, directly toward his father’s crotch. Matt leapt aside in the nick of time. Maybe he should find some kind of body armor. It wasn’t as though he had any spare parts left in that region. 

Harry laughed and readied himself for another go. He was so happy. Matt was being the fun one, for once, and there was no substantial damage to persons or property, so Matt was happy too. Even Elise seemed to be enjoying it, sitting there, soaking in indignation.

"Come on, come on," Harry sang.

Matt bowled.

Harry missed, and groaned, slow to chase it across the room. "I'll never get in the first eleven."

"You don't know that."

"I'm missing a whole term. And if I don't get to play first eleven next summer, I'll be a whole year behind." He threw Matt the ball.

"By that logic, second eleven is equivalent to not playing at all."

"Might as well be."

Matt shook his head and bowled, nice and easy.

Harry lobbed it straight back at him.

"See? You're fine."

"You're making it easy for me."

Elise said, "He's just worried you'll put a hole in the wall."

"If we were back home we could go to the nets. The park lights would be on. I could really smack it."

"It's mid-term break next week. We can find a park with space to actually hit it."

"You'll be working." Harry banged his bat on the floor again. Matt glared. Harry posed, ready to hit. "Maybe Jean will take me though."

"I was thinking of taking a week off," Matt said, as though he wasn’t having the thought, for the first time, this very moment. He hadn’t thought this through at all. Time off work would mean time at home. With Jean.

And then the doorbell rang. Jean must have come back early. Perhaps she'd forgotten something. Harry went to let her in. 

The door was out of Matt’s line of sight, so he couldn’t see, but he could hear an unfamiliar voice. “Bonsoir.” Matt jogged to the door. A scruffy-looking guy stepped back. If he was trying to sell something or raise money, he should probably invest in a suit and tie.

"Sorry,” the man said. “Is Jean—is this where Jean lives?"

"Ah, she's out for the evening."

"Right." He produced a bouquet of flowers from behind his back. "Could you...?"

Matt took the flowers, the ribbon damp in his hand, cellophane crinkling.

"Thanks, and ah... thanks. Good night." The guy turned tail and started down the stairs. Matt let the door shut.

"What does the card say?" Elise leapt up from the sofa.

"I'm not reading the card." Matt put the bouquet on the counter, ready to return to the game of cricket.

"You have to put them in water," Elise said.

"That guy was at the cafe." Harry dropped the bat. "The cafe downstairs." He reached out his chubby little hand to touch an orange petal. 

"Don't touch them," Matt said and fished a water jug out of the bottom of the pantry. It would do for a vase. 

Elise craned her neck, looking for the card. "Did you meet him?"

Matt grabbed the flowers out from under her gaze.

"Kinda," Harry replied.

"What did she say about him?"

"Oh, she said they were just friends. And he was with another lady."

"Oh," Elise sounded disappointed. "Unless Jean stole him?"

"Jean wouldn't steal," Harry said, with great conviction.

Filling the jug, Matt spotted the note in the top of the bouquet. It was open. He barely had to turn his head to read, 'Sorry about yesterday. Please let me explain. Come by the shop or just say when and where. Johannes.'

The water overflowed.

***
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MATT HEARD HER COME in, neither late nor loud nor, as far as he could tell, drunk.

A good thing, surely. She wasn't partying on a school night. She wasn't losing all her inhibitions with some slobbering exchange student, wasn't staggering home through deserted Métro stations late at night. And in part that was probably because she was dating this Johannes bloke.

So, that was... good.

Not to judge a book by its cover, but the man dressed like an overgrown teenager, and he was already apologizing for something, and what about this other lady Harry had mentioned?

The next morning at breakfast, through a mouthful of sodden cereal, Harry said, "Are the flowers to say thank you?"

"Ah, kind of." Jean was distracted, watching Elise who was in a sour mood. They'd had some sort of misunderstanding, but given their sleeping arrangements it was a miracle it hadn't happened sooner.

Harry balanced a full spoon on the edge of his bowl. "Thank you for what?"

Jean poured her coffee then momentarily made eye contact with Matt. She stared into her coffee, not drinking it.

Harry said, "Did you give him a present?"

Jean started to shake her head.

He opened his mouth to ask another question.

"Harry, eat your breakfast." Jean took her coffee down to her bedroom. A moment after the door closed, the hairdryer hummed.

Elise said, "Maybe she did steal him."

"Maybe she likes her privacy," Matt said. "It's bad enough she hasn't got any space of her own around here."

"Neither do I." Elise sat heavily on the barstool beside him.

"No, I know." Matt put an arm around her shoulder and waited for the brush-off, but she let her head fall against his shoulder. He said, "Did you two argue?"

She shrugged. "It's fine." Harry made a face which seemed to say doubt it.

Matt put his bowl in the sink and went down the hall.

"Oh, don't say anything," Elise said.

He knocked on Jean's door.

Elise groaned.

Inside the room Jean said, "Harry, can we talk about this later, please?"

Matt opened the door.

She turned off the hairdryer and gave her head a pat-down, but it bounced right back, bright loose curls. Matt fisted his hands to keep his fingers from twitching. He could have satisfied their curiosity, that night he’d kissed her, could have tangled in those silky curls, but he'd missed his chance. "I can walk Harry to school," he said. "My meeting starts later and I..." She was staring at his chest. His shirt felt suddenly rough against his skin. "Give you a breather."

"Thanks," she croaked.

He backed out. He was trying to be kind, to spare her Harry's rampant curiosity and Elise's brutal snubs. They were a team. And his children were driving her up the wall, and he was a good boss. A good guy. Most of the time.
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Chapter 14
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Jean stood outside Holland Velos, in the overcast but bright daylight. She tried to see inside, but only her reflection shone back at her. Everything was messed up and this might just make it worse.

For a moment, she let herself consider going back to New Zealand. It was almost the start of the cricket season. She’d pick up her old coaching job and, living at home, she’d manage until... until she figured out what she wanted to do with her life.

Except she had zero faith in that happening. She’d be the most overqualified teacher’s aide at the school where her mother worked, earning less than she did now, and living in the suburb where her ex-boyfriend’s face was on every real estate billboard. Hell, she’d probably bump into him at the supermarket before she’d been home a week.

The moment she touched the bike shop door, a bell rang. Johannes would see her coming, and that seemed to put her on the back foot. 

In she went anyway.

He stood up behind the counter. "Thanks for coming. Sorry about..."

Jean spoke fast. "We can just be friends. Keep it simple."

He started to laugh then stopped and sat. "I don't think Brigitte would like that."

"Brigitte is...?"

"Yeah."

"Well then, I'm only here till Christmas anyway." That’s right. That was the plan. Then back to Nicky’s in London. She just had to tough it out with Matt for... another two months.

"Christmas?"

"Matt's contract is till February, but me and the kids go to their mom's after Christmas.”

"I didn't realize," he said.

"It seemed like such a long time when we first got here."

He nodded. "I think I still have to end it with Brigitte." He got up and went out to the back of the shop.

Jean stayed put rather than follow him to the kitchenette.

He ran the faucet and must have set the water to boil because he came out and stood in the doorway, waiting. "Her ex is the father."

Oh. Right. Well, that changed things, sort of. Maybe Johannes and Brigitte got together only after she was already pregnant. Or maybe she’d been seeing them both at the same time. Jean’s next thought was that Matt had taken on a kid who wasn't his own flesh and blood. Mind you, he'd fathered one too. But ready or not—and probably not—he'd taken on parenthood.

"It's not on you, anyway." Johannes returned to the hot water, calling back, "Coffee or tea?"

"Coffee, thanks." Apparently Jean was staying, then.

He called out from the kitchen, "I mean, we'd have broken up at some point, probably.” He came back, plonked two steaming coffees on the counter, and in a lower voice said, “Brigitte cheated and got pregnant. I get to play cards with anyone I like."

Okay, so that cleared up the timeline.

"Want to deal?" He handed Jean the cards. "What did the uptight boss say?"

"About the flowers? Nothing."

"He seemed... uptight."

"He's not so bad." Jean shuffled and dealt, guilt squeezing her wrists, making her clumsy. Not that it was untrue; Matt was uptight. But he was just trying to be a good father, to make things work for all of them here. Perhaps being uptight was a reasonable response to... everything. And this morning, taking the kids to school, when Elise was furious at Jean and Harry was playing Sherlock, he'd been borderline-heroic. Was it possible that every horrible thing that had happened—his surgery, her losing Harry on the train, Matt poisoning her with gluten, Jean walking in on him wanking—had all of that worked some kind of miracle, and now they could actually communicate? Or they’d simply used up their quota of disasters. 

Well, for whatever reason, hopefully it would all get a little bit easier now. A girl could hope.

***
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CAROUSELS SANG AND spun. The sweet greasy steam of frying churros filled the air. Colorful bunting flapped and snapped in the wintry breeze, but between the stalls it was warm and sheltered. "C'est un bon Chinon!" A vendor held up an open bottle of red, offering a taste.

Matt stopped, tasted, held this very drinkable red on his tongue and savored more than just the taste: one of the nurses had hit on him at work. He wasn’t going to do anything about it, but it had felt nice to be wanted. He’d gently turned her down, played the HR card and nothing would come of it. Except for a little ego pampering.

"Le deux mille dix?" The vintner offered a different vintage.

"Merci." Matt watched the liquid swirl in the bowl of the glass. Maybe he should have told the nurse—what was her name? Carol? Karina?—he could have said yes. The HR card was just that—no more than a line. An all-too-ready excuse because he was all-too-aware how complicated things got when people started getting all it’s complicated with their employees. But he wasn’t the woman’s boss. Technically he wasn’t even her colleague, just a contractor. It wouldn’t be any kind of breach. The truth was he didn’t want to, and not because she wasn’t perfectly nice, attractive, interesting, available, all good things. No, it was because he wasn’t ready. He was shy one ball and that made him... shy.

He swallowed the taster, but what he really needed was food. Jean and the children were here somewhere. He considered calling Elise to find out where they were exactly. Or Jean—why wouldn't he call Jean? He would call Jean, just to prove to himself, and to her, that there was no reason not to.

He swiped at his phone, looked up and immediately spotted Elise waving to him.

Jean was dragging Harry away from a stall lined with hanging salami and saucissons, enormous ham legs, and bundles of herbs. Then she noticed the children had seen him; she snapped to attention. Was that disappointment on her face?

Harry ran towards Matt, arms wide.

Matt picked him up and inhaled deep. One day soon Harry might suddenly grow out of shameless public affection. Right in Matt’s ear, he laughed loud. Work fell away, schedules and nurse managers and hospital politics drifted off on the breeze. It would be good to spend some time, just him and the children. 

And Jean. Matt was glad she was there too, smiling, walking closer. Her hair under these festive lights looked almost auburn. She was watching Harry, adoration written all over her face. Maybe she was too soft on the children but at least Matt never doubted she cared.

Harry wriggled out of his arms. "Can I get a chocolate waffle?"

"Shouldn't you have dinner first?" Matt ruffled his hair.

"I already ate lots of cheese and salami,” Harry said. "How'd you know we were here?"

"Elise texted me."

Jean looked surprised; so she and Elise were still at odds then.

They were close to a carousel, too close. From further away it had sounded soft and twinkly, the lights sparkling like a Christmas tree, but up close it was a clunky assault to the ears and eyes.

"Please!" Harry's eyes widened as if hypnotized.

Elise did a little dance. "I wanna go too."

Matt probably failed to hide his surprise. She was too old for carousels, she’d said more than once. And  those boots she was wearing seemed to agree.

"What?" She held out her hand. "I'll make sure he's holding on tight."

Matt fished out some money and they ran off together. Jean turned away, watching them go.

"How was your day?" Matt said.

She glanced, back over her shoulder at him. "Great. You?"

"Yeah, fine."

The carousel began its first circle slowly. Harry waved, riding in a shining coppery submarine, straight out of H.G. Wells.

"We should do more of these sorts of things," Matt said.

"What sorts of things?"

"Paris things. I mean, we're only here for a few months. I mean, the kids should do more... Paris... things."

She lifted her chin, looking up and around, as if soaking it all in. Her lips were turned out, twisting, soft and red and Matt knew just how they would taste.

He had to turn away. Watching the carousel might damage his retinas, but better than the alternative. He spotted Elise. She was really far too old for this. Paris had so much more to offer and they all spent far too much time watching telly, playing computer games, drawing, more drawing. Matt noticed Jean watching him. "Have you seen this comic she’s drawing?" he said.

She nodded. "Incredible, isn't it? She has no idea how talented she is."

"Don't get me wrong, Elise has a real skill. They're both so creative. It's great. But they can draw whole books of comics back home in London. While they're here in Paris, their time might be better spent."

"What, on learning French?" she said.

"That's not... I mean they can do things here they can't at home, and we're here for such a short time. They should see the museums and cathedrals, the canals, all of it."

"After school and homework... there's not a lot of time during the week."

"True. But..." 

Harry's laugh cut through the din.

Elise called out, "Land ahoy, Captain Harold, space pirate extraordinaire!"

Jean gave a breathy laugh, then tamed her smile... perhaps because Matt was being a grumpy old bastard.

He said, "I wonder if adults are allowed on those things."

She gave him a look as if he were crazy. Perhaps he was. If he had any sense he’d be out with Karen. He'd be willing and eager to go out and flirt and explore and make the most. Instead, here he was giving a rather poor sermon on the matter.

In the dark, perhaps his missing testicle wouldn't be noticeable, depending on how things played out.

The carousel slowed. Elise climbed off her unicorn and opened the submarine door to let Harry out. They started towards Matt and Jean, weaving through the throng. Elise stopped, nudging Harry on.

She was talking to a young man. She laughed, lifting her chin.

"Who's that?" Matt said.

Jean shrugged.

Elise noticed them watching.

"Who's that?" Matt asked Harry, as he joined them.

"Dior."

"I thought Dior was a girl."

Jean didn’t look surprised. She looked Matt right in the eye, her expression almost a challenge. And what? it seemed to say.

"Crepes for dinner?" Elise arrived.

Harry fake-coughed, croaking out, "Busted."

Ignoring him, Matt nodded to Elise's question. Ordering crepes, he could deal with. Elise dating, not so much.

And Jean had known. Had she intentionally kept this from him? She must have. She had to have known.

"Ham and cheese, Harry?" Jean said, which seemed like out-and-out evasion.

Elise said, "And mushrooms."

Matt watched the cook flip a crepe in half, Nutella squeezing out toward the edge. Any moment it'd sizzle onto the hotplate and burn. Near the brink it rose to a plump curve, but didn't run over.

Maybe Jean would have a simple explanation and Matt was imagining the worst. But he'd have to ask her to be sure, which just at the moment seemed impossible.

Butter bubbled and hissed and browned. The cook lifted the first crepe from the stack, draping it across the spatula, then flipping it perfectly into place. Jean cupped Harry's shoulder, tugging him closer to watch. It was something of a culinary dance: a fistful of jambon, another of Emmental, the steam forming bubbles beneath the crepe, growing and bursting, the graceful flick of the cook's utensils. The perfect circle, halved, and again. But Jean was acting like Harry had never seen this before.

Then Matt clicked: she was buying him a moment alone with Elise. Maybe he and Jean were on the same page after all. He stepped closer to Elise. "I was under the impression Dior was a girl."

Elise opened her mouth to answer, then saw how Harry was leaning shamelessly towards them to hear her.

Jean covered his ears with her hands and he squealed. "So cold!"

Jean laughed, soft but wicked. She was so beautiful. So full of delight and fervor. Matt envied the children. He envied Johannes. All that warmth and life and humor she poured out on them.

Hot crepes in hand, they walked through the stalls of the fête like a gallery. At the end of a row, the wind whipped up. Jean's hair went wild. She laughed, brushing it back with her forearm.

Elise said, "I've got a hair tie on my wrist."

"It's alright. My hands are all greasy. I'll just face the wind."

She turned around and the kids stopped beside her. Matt finished eating his crepe and balled-up the serviette. His hands chilled in the breeze. He looked down the line of stalls, at rounds of nougat dotted with cranberries and almonds, sunken in the middle; at braided yellow and pink marshmallow; at steaming cauldrons of mulled wine. The nearest stall was selling cheap-looking phone cases and less-cheap-looking leather wallets and gloves. Matt could do with some gloves. He didn't much like his chances of finding decent ones here, but no harm in looking.

Elise said, "Check it out, face painting. What do you say, Harry?"

Matt wriggled his hand out of a soft probably-not-leather glove. "You'll have to wash it off before bed. Complete waste of—"

"Of my money." Elise dragged Harry off. Jean started to go after them.

Matt jumped on his chance. "Did you know?"

She stopped, two steps away, looking back, but still angled away, eager to escape. 

"You knew Dior was a guy?" he said.

"Dior's father is going too." She fingered a pair of black gloves, looking at them, not at him.

Matt shook the glove off his hand.

Apparently Jean could read his mind because she had an answer for him: "So if you were in his shoes, if a teenage Harry brought a girl along on some wholesome family outing, what would you do? Make yourself scarce? Play wingman? Help him score?”

"Oh, don’t."

A few silent steps on, Jean said, "You should trust her."

A vendor offered wine and Matt took the tasting glass. He stepped away from the counter so others could get past. "I know she's a good kid, but if anything happened, Nicky would kill me."

Jean said, "I think Nicky knows Elise well enough to know—I mean—"

"I know what you meant." Jean meant Nicky knew Elise better.

"I didn't mean it like that."

He tossed back the last of his wine. "Nicky wants Elise to be strong and independent and tough enough to deal with anything—like Nicky is—but maybe the price of that is higher than—" The wine glass broke in Matt’s hand. "Shit." He closed his eyes and felt the sting in his finger. "Sorry."

"Did it cut you?

He couldn't see any blood, not in this light. He let Jean take the broken pieces, piling them inside what remained of the glass. She put it on the edge of the counter, grabbed Matt’s elbow and dragged him away. No one had noticed.

Matt almost laughed. "I should pay for that." He felt blood, tacky and slick on his finger. He sucked on it. Jean let go of his elbow and they bumped into each other, his arm to her breast. She stepped away, searching... for Harry and Elise

"There they are," Matt pointed to them.

Not far away, under the bright lights of an advertisement for a circus, Elise sat on a tiny stool, lifting her chin to meet a paintbrush. She swung one tall, shiny boot over the other knee, laughing.

"Well, she won't be wearing them tomorrow. Those things are like candy to a baby." Matt clamped his bleeding finger in his other hand.

Jean raised one eyebrow, lips twisted, teasing. Good Lord it would be good to kiss that look right off her face. Then she said, "Just because you—I mean, there must be men in the world who have other... shoe... preferences."

It was like she saw right through him. And found him utterly entertaining. But there was something else in that look. A dare perhaps? Go on, ask me, I'll wear my boots for you.

"Look, I get introduced to them in flocks," she said. "As Harry's nanny."

Matt laughed, out of nerves, and relief she wasn't keeping secrets, and because she had a funny way of saying things.

Jean shrugged. "She has a point. If it were just you and Elise, if there was no Harry, you probably wouldn't bother with a nanny."

Street light flickered like candles. A jazz singer crooned, cast a spell. Matt said, "No, but if there were no Harry, we probably wouldn't be here at all.” He only meant he might not have custody of Elise, but it sounded like more. That he and Nicky might not have married if she hadn’t gotten pregnant. And maybe that was true.

Jean looked him in the eye, earnest. Too close. “If it weren’t for Harry,” Jean said. And her look seemed to add more: if they were just two people, strangers in a pub, dancing in the dark, walking by the river... if she had given him her real phone number that first night in London.

Matt panicked. "You're not just Harry's nanny."

Her expression switched violently. "I know. What? You think I don't realize? Because of Dior?"

Matt hadn't meant it as an accusation, only a reminder. Why did she always have to jump on the defensive?

"You want me to report everything she says, word for word?"

"Of course not. But I need to know if there's anything—"

"She's not in danger."

"By the time she's in danger, it's too late."

"She's never actually said that he's more than a friend—I was only guessing, but given we share a bedroom, I have to choose my battles."

"Well I choose this one; she's my daughter."

Jean shook her head. The tiniest movement, but it spoke volumes, dismissed years of—Matt had been there since Elise was eight years old. He'd been there when her father jetted off to India to save the world. A worthy cause, yes, fine, but Matt was there to pick up the pieces. When his own world fell to pieces, not six months after the adoption went through, when Nicky refused to try again, refused to give Matt a chance to attempt to forgive her, he'd stuck around. He’d gone to every school play and teacher parent interview, every dance rehearsal and art class. He'd stocked his bathroom with sanitary pads for two years before she'd needed them, just to be sure she'd never have to ask, never have to feel embarrassed. He was her father.

And Jean was hardly some ignorant stranger. She knew Matt. She knew them all, too well. If she thought he didn't treat Elise and Harry fairly, then maybe he didn't.

But that didn't mean he loved Elise any less than Harry. Did Elise think that?

Jean lowered her eyes, which was satisfying for a moment, and then Matt realized she was looking at his mouth. What he’d give to know what she was thinking.

"So tell her she can't go," Jean said. "Or tag along. If you say no now, she won’t be any more furious than if you’d said no from the beginning.”

"She expected me to say no. She was pleasantly surprised." 

Jean crossed her arms, adjusted the strap of her bag on her shoulder. Matt didn't know what he wanted her to say. He wanted to be a team. He was tired of arguing. Solo parenting was so much to carry, so many decisions. Of course he couldn't expect the nanny—any nanny—to take that on, but that didn't stop him from wanting... a partner.

"Maybe I should leave you to it," Jean said. "Let you three have some family time."

Matt watched her go, his tired eyes lazily drifting from her neck to her waist, lower. He closed his eyes, turned his whole body away from her. Harry leapt at him out of the bustle of people, his face painted like a pirate.

"Arrr," Matt said, rather halfheartedly.

"Where's Jean?" said Harry.

Matt looked up to see Elise. She had bright yellow, orange, and white bursts of color, splayed out around her eyes, up her forehead, down over her cheeks. "What are you supposed to be?"

"A parrot, of course." She put her hands on Harry's shoulders. "Now I just have to get in position." She jumped up. He pretended terror. She laughed and laughed. "Where's Jean?"

"It's her, ah, night off."

"We don't need her.” Elise put one arm around Harry, the other around Matt, and pushed them on through the crowd. "Did someone say something about chocolate waffles?"
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Chapter 15
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Jean picked up yet another tasting glass. This time, Cremante de Loire. She was all tight and tangled like a knot in her hair that no amount of brushing could save. Only scissors would do. Bubbly wine wouldn't help, but no need to lay off the drinks now. Damage done. Once again, she’d put her foot in her mouth, said one last thoughtless thing. So much for understanding one another better.

At the far edge of the fête, a low stage was lit up and full of instruments, and a couple of technicians or musicians were toying with equipment.

Matt's words danced around her head and had her wanting—needing—to justify everything she'd said and done, every thought. She would never do anything to hurt these kids. If they were in any danger, she'd be on it so fast. She’d do anything for them—too much, frankly. She was only their nanny.

She was about ready to go home, to bury herself in a book, escape, and somehow stop thinking about Matt and the kids. But then the lead singer of the band, a young man in an orange suit, spoke into the microphone.

"Good evening. Good evening! What a beautiful evening! We are the..." Jean suddenly realized that she understood every word up to the name of the band. She’d understood French! Without even trying, she’d followed his every word. The double bass thrummed a funky beat. The singer began. She couldn't follow all the lyrics but she didn't care. The music was catchy, joyful, surprising, and the band seemed full of humor. A few steps put her at the edge of a gathering crowd, and then they were dancing.

A couple of hours later, Jean climbed the stairs to home. She could feel the rough, worn carpet through the thin soles of her shoes. Her feet were tired—from dancing, from walking around all evening before that. She reached out and brushed her fingers against the door jamb. She didn't want to see Matt. She didn't particularly want to see any of them. Silent as snow, she stepped inside.

Matt was pottering about in the kitchen, unavoidable. Frustration was written all over his face, his posture. Witnessing his simmering fury scratched Jean’s calm surface. It all came back to her: how he'd pinned Elise's deceit on her, assumed she'd lied to him and put Elise in some kind of danger; he always assumed the worst.

But she wasn't about to let Matt see how much it bothered her. If she were feeling totally chill and relaxed, what would she say? Something funny. Something comforting and nonchalant like... "It'll be okay." She made him jump. She smiled—couldn't help it. Faking calm worked some kind of magic. More magic than all the lights and music and bubbly wine down at the fête. "You'll meet this Dior guy, and his dad," she said and walked toward him, watching the muscles in his jaw twitch. "You'll feel better. You'll get a day off—first one since you picked us up from Nicky's in August."

"I don't really like days off," he said. "Never know what to do with myself."

Jean knew exactly what to do with him. It was as though he could read her mind, the way his eyes sparked and flared. It’d be so damn easy—two steps and she’d be kissing him.

He cleared his throat. “I’m not sure parents are ever really, entirely, off duty.”

“You think Nicky is on duty right now?”

“On call, then.”

“My Dad had no problem being off duty as a parent. He’s a pilot. He spent half my childhood flying across the Pacific. He wasn’t a bad father, when he was there, but when he wasn’t, he very much wasn’t.”

“Well, lucky Elise, she’s got a father like that somewhere in the foothills of the Himalayas, and then she’s got me.”

“I didn’t mean to imply—”

“You just need to tell me. Even if you know I’ll overreact. That’s my call to make. I have to do what I think’s right. That’s all anyone can do as a parent.”

“And I’m supposed to just ignore what I think is right? She swore he’s just a friend, and she swore me to secrecy. Maybe Dior’s gay. Maybe they both are. Maybe overreacting is the reason she didn’t tell you herself.” Jean had that lurching feeling, like stepping over an unseen curb. Like she’d gone a little too far. But everything she’d said was entirely justified, damn it.

Matt stepped toward her, dropping his voice. “Maybe, if there weren’t any secrets, there wouldn’t be any... overreaction.”

“Not all secrets are bad.” She wanted to back away, but she wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. “There’s such a thing as privacy. There’s such a thing as trust.”

“So she doesn’t trust me?”

“I didn’t say that.”

His expression was all disbelief.

“You’re hardly an open book yourself,” she said. Jean wasn’t sure if she wanted him to let her see a few more pages or not. Standing close like this, she could smell his scent mingled with wine and smoke, heat and cold. “Not everything needs to be said aloud.” Shit—she probably shouldn’t have said that aloud. She wasn’t talking about Elise any more.

Matt looked her in the eye. A hard look. Like he knew she meant them—this. A something that didn’t need to be said aloud—more than that, it needed to not be said aloud.

It needed... 

His lips were wine-stained, open to speak but silent. She dragged her eyes up but he was looking at her mouth as well. Maybe he’d stop worrying about Elise if he had his own secret to keep. Maybe they’d stop fighting about every little thing if they could just spend the energy some other way.

Maybe—she barely moved and she was kissing him. He froze, his hand between them, against her arm. Then against her breast. He groaned—Jean felt it, then heard it. He tasted like red wine and salt and something sweet. Butterscotch. Fingers fierce on her back, he pulled her hard up against him and stumbled backward into the kitchen. 

Safe out of sight. Another secret, but this one would be kept.

Jean caught his thigh against hers. Her breasts prickled, full to bursting, pressed to his chest. The shape of him, the sharp line of his hip against her stomach, felt so foreign, so unlike her own body. And though his hands were steady, his grip fierce, she couldn't keep still, arching in and away like a flame in the breeze.

His breath slipped down her collar, inside her shirt, his lips tugged at her neck, sending a shiver, burning like ice. His hands slipped lower, thumbs hooking around her hips. Her very bones seemed to answer, humming. She needed him there. Now.

Jean yanked on his shirt but it didn't budge. She found his bottom button and he found her earlobe. The button popped right off. He kissed her hard on the mouth, muffling a moan that leapt from the core of her. The button or the moan, either one could tell the secret.

She remembered Harry fake coughing, saying, “Busted.”

Jean’s pulse pounded in her ears. If the kids got up, would she even hear them? But Matt’s tongue curled into hers, and his shirt gave way, and she forgot everything else. She spread her fingers across his stomach, felt him tighten, ridges rising, warm and hard—then a few soft hairs, another button. "Damn."

He chuckled into the slip of air between their mouths. Jean opened her eyes and met his gaze. He froze, the smile still on his lips, but flickering. Like he was about to run. Or apologize.

"I want you." Jean barely recognized her own voice.

He touched his nose to hers. It was easier to get his shirt out of his pants, it turned out, when her hand was inside his shirt. His eyelids dipped and lifted. "Jean," he said without moving his lips.

She shook her head. He was about to pull away and she understood why—his sense of responsibility, as if she were a kid and didn't know what they were about to do.

"And what about after?" he said.

"One way to find out." She brushed her lips against his.

"There's history you don't know."

"Do I need to know?" She grazed her nails across his back, just above his belt. “Keep your secrets. Just give me...” Her courage failed her then, but his kicked up—he kissed her hard, lifting her against him. She put her arms around his neck and held on tight, feeling the changing shape of him, remembering what she'd seen in the shower.

A door opened, down the hall.

He held his breath and looked Jean in the eye, and listened. Another door—open and shut. One of the kids was going to the bathroom. Simple as that. Then they'd go straight back to bed.

Probably.

"Your room," Jean said.

The sound came again, a door opening, closing. Matt loosened his grip then peeled his hands off her. Another door closed. He took the tiniest step back. Then another, out of her arms. He craned his neck to see down the hallway. "All clear."

She grabbed his tie. "Did you get a lock for your room, too?"

He blushed. Oh, she liked that—that she could make him blush. She brushed her lips against his cheek but she couldn't resist his mouth. And when he kissed her, he didn’t close his eyes this time. He was watching her watching him.

He skimmed his hands up her body as if he didn't want to take anything he shouldn't. She grabbed one hand and held it to her neck. He wended the other into her hair, tugging her head back, arching her neck, his mouth open, peppering breathy kisses on her throat. Her scalp warmed, nerves singing on the edge of pain—so alive. 

She opened her eyes and saw his bedroom door and remembered how badly they needed to keep this a secret. She took his shirt tails like reins and pulled him around and into her. Hard. He moaned low but caught on and kept close, bumping into her again and again, tapping a tantric morse code into her hips, her stomach, her thighs.

Matt reached behind her, opening the door with a clatter and bang. He cringed and stopped, but there was no turning back now. She pulled him in and closed the door, slowing down to turn the handle. Nice and quiet now.

She rolled her hips against him and he groaned. She pressed her fingers to his lips. He looked her in the eye. Just that—eye contact—it was electric. Dangerous.

"What if they come looking?" he asked, lips moving against tads of her fingertips.

"They're not going to come looking." She pulled his tie up over his mouth, "If you can keep it down." She slid the silky tie across his lips, watched him gulp, felt her own response, wet and wanting. "Actually, a lock on your door would have been quite the red flag." She held up his tie as if to hang it from the doorknob. 

And then Elise called out, "Dad?"

Matt's eyes went wide. Jean clapped her hand over her own mouth, his tie still looped around her fingers. Damn, it smelled good.

"Yes?" Matt answered Elise, shifting closer to Jean—not the move she’d been expecting, but then he put his foot against the door to keep Elise from coming in.

"Did Jean come back?" Elise said.

He cleared his throat. "Ah, not yet." He held up his arms, hands pressed to the door either side of Jean’s head.

"Oh, right. Sorry, Mom, she's not here." Already Elise's voice sounded further away. She must've been walking back to her room, all the while on the phone to Nicky. "Jean's doing fine. Seriously, she's the only one of us who has a life.” 

Matt ran his hands down over Jean’s shoulders, breasts, stomach, and paused on her hips.

Elise’s voice carried from far away: “Dad's letting me go tomorrow, but otherwise he's just as sad as—" The click of a distant door. Silence.

Jean breathed again, let a nervous half-laugh escape her throat. “Sad, huh?” She drank up the look of him, flushed and disheveled and about to burst out of those pants. “That’s not the word I’d...” Fuck, she wanted this—wanted him—so bad.

He moved his foot off the door. "I can't do this." He still had his hands on her—stationary, but on her. He wasn't backing out. His whole body was hard, and hot and right there. 

But he didn't want this want this. He'd regret it.

"I mean," he closed his eyes, "I can but..."

But he wasn’t going to. He might as well have slapped her for how suddenly it hit her. He was better than this—more self-controlled, more moral, more something than she was. She grasped at that feeling, the way he’d made her feel from the first day they’d arrived in Paris, like she wasn’t good enough—no, like he was a total jerk for acting like she wasn’t good enough. That feeling—anger and indignation—that was the feeling she needed now. So she could hate him. So she could stop wanting him.

"Elise thinks I'm out," Jean squeaked with the last of the air in her lungs.

He opened his eyes. He looked like he might cry, if pushed.

Jean shook her head and twisted out of his hands. "I'll just—I'll go out." Her skin flushed and tingled, threatening to burst, as if his hands had been nettles.

"It was the nanny," he said. 
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Chapter 16
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Matt was having some kind of out-of body-experience—perhaps because that was the only way to step away from Jean right now, to disconnect from his physical being and hover in the air above them, to say the words, “It was the nanny.” 

Shit. This wasn’t going to paint him or Nicky in a good light, but it was too late to back out now. Or rather, this was the only way to back out now—with an explanation. Jean deserved an explanation.

"Not the last nanny,” he said. “The last nanny finished university and moved to Edinburgh, but the one before that, he was your age and he was... Nicky and he... Not that things weren't already screwed up between us, but... but he was the clincher." Clincher was the wrong word. Clincher was too gentle—like a firm handshake—whereas the reality was more like a gut punch. At the top of a flight of stairs. Littered with broken glass.

"Ah." Jean said, like she got it. But then she said, "So, no fucking the nanny."

"It's not you, Jean."

Except it was—it was only Jean. Not in a million years would he have ever gone down this path. He knew how it ended. Knew how Harry called out in the night for a parent in a whole nother neighborhood. Knew how Elise worried another father wouldn’t want her anymore. Knew how long it took for them, all of them, to have any kind of faith in each other again. Matt would never have walked, eyes open, into even a chance of repeating all that.

Except for Jean. The challenge in her eyes. The joy. The openness and possibility—she was brimming with life. And she was kind. Generous. Concerned.

Hell, she was about to walk out into the night, with nowhere to go, to protect his children from any confusion or suspicion. 

He said, "Don't go out."

"What?" Her tone was flat, but still it seemed to say who are you to tell me what to do?

"Elise'll hear you."

"No, she won't."

"Where will you go?"

"I don't know. I've got friends. I'll call someone."

"Johannes?" he asked—it just slipped out, but he couldn’t regret it. She’d think him petty and jealous and hypocritical, but he had to know.

She didn’t even answer. She turned away. She was leaving.

She was still wearing his tie. The tie she’d loosened from his neck and teased against his lips, rough and silky at the same time. Matt reached out toward the tie—words were beyond him. His mind was full of kissing her neck and the way she’d stroked the fabric against his lips and how it was now hanging between her breasts. 

Touching her neck, he froze. He had stopped this—it was his call. He didn’t get to touch her any more. 

"You've got my tie," he said, fully intending to remove his hand from her neck.

Jean stepped away and tore off the tie. It hooked and stuck, perhaps on her ear, or her hair. She grimaced but finished the job and threw it at him.

And then she left.

***
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IT HURT. HER EAR. HER ego. Her ass, perched on the stairs in the dark. Jean was a whole tight tangle of knots and need, and frayed on every end. Ten minutes, maybe more, she'd been sitting out here, angry and humiliated, and still she wanted him.

It’s not you, Jean. But whatever else it was, it was also her. Matt had never actually liked her. Never really approved. He was lonely, and physically, sure, they had something. But he didn't think she was anything special—not smart or wise or even trustworthy—she knew this. Why was it coming as such a nasty shock now? Jean’s pulse thumped in her head, a blush rising, burning on her neck, her breathing all out of whack.

She groaned and pulled her phone from her pocket. The lights in the stairwell had long-since timed off. There was a message from Matt, 'Coast is clear.'

She'd been waiting to go back inside, but with those three words something shifted. Was she really going to turn around and slip into Elise’s room and go to bed—go on pretending? Because it wasn't just another drunk kiss. It was how he had frozen. It was how he had all-but-begged her to stop. As if he couldn’t stop by himself.

And it was how—and why—she had stopped. Because she cared about him. Because she couldn't make him miserable, not knowingly. Not now.

Reaching for the banister, her foot missed the step. She grabbed hold, heart racing. Oh, this was ridiculous. He shouldn't have this much effect on her. It wasn't right.

She headed downstairs.

The café was warm and noisy. Jean recognized a couple of the waiters. One of them called out a bonsoir that cut through the din.

"Jean?"

She turned, and there was Johannes. He stood up from his table and hugged her. He was warm and tall and strong. In his arms she felt contained and safe and in control. No sudden and desperate urge to rip off his clothes. And honestly it was a relief.

Johannes asked the waiter for another wine glass and filled it from the bottle on the table, while introducing Jean to his boss and another Dutch guy, a bike dealer, who said, "We're here on business." 

Johannes laughed and sat down heavily, shaking his head.

"We are doing business," the dealer insisted, "I've sold you at least a dozen parts and I've bought a couple of frames."

Johannes's boss held up a beer mat with numbers written on it.

"You won't be able to make any sense of that on Monday," Johannes said. "And now we have four people, so drink up. Let's take this party some place with cards."

***
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JEAN WOKE ON JOHANNES'S sofa, her neck achy and weak, as if it were going to crick. She rolled onto her side and pushed herself carefully up to sitting.

"Morning," Johannes said.

"What time is it?"

"Ten fifteen."

"Shit, I never..." answered Matt? Never gave him a head's-up she wasn't coming home? Never intended to sleep over, actually, but at two in the morning it had seemed like the only logical thing to do. The boss and the bike dealer had just assumed she would. Johannes had laughed at their not-so-subtle, 'We'll leave you to it,' wink wink, and then poured her another glass of wine, but Johannes never made a move, and neither did Jean. He was still in a relationship, of sorts, and she was... it felt like she was on the rebound, to be honest, and being very well behaved, all considered.

"Coffee?"

"Yes please." Jean patted her hair and looked over at Johannes. He looked the same as always, scruffy but healthy, awake, not-hungover. She had a headache, but nothing serious. Everything felt a bit vague. Except for one fact, crystal clear in the fog: Matt would be worried about her.

Jean fished in her pocket. No phone. It was on the coffee table. And there, under the coffee table, was her bra. She must have removed it while half-asleep. She grabbed it and slipped into the tiny bathroom.

Johannes called out behind her, "Use anything you like. Sorry, I don't know if I have an extra toothbrush."

"Thanks!" Jean sat down and looked at her phone. Four messages from Matt.

After his, 'The coast is clear,’ was one that said, 'Elise is asleep.' Then, twenty minutes later, a longer one: 'Since it's vacation, maybe I'll take a week off, do Paris things with the kids. You could have a vacation too, maybe see more of Europe. Some time apart might be good for both of us.'

And half an hour after that, he'd sent, 'The last trains run around midnight. Are you going to be able to get home okay?'

And finally, an hour later. 'I know I don't deserve any favors at this point, but please let me know you're alright.'

Jean typed in an answer, 'Sorry, fell asleep at a friend's place. I'm fine.'

She took off her shirt and washed her face, attempted to tame her hair, which seemed to tell a tale of a far more exciting night than she’d had. She and Johannes had talked and laughed, listed the numerous differences between their respective home countries and France. They’d sat right beside each other on the sofa after the others left, and when she felt tired, without even considering the alternative, she'd laid back on the cushions—hadn't leaned on him.

Her phone buzzed.

Matt had written, 'Good to know.'

Jean wrote back, 'I only saw your messages just now. Good idea about the vacation. Which week?'

She found a deodorant spray in the cabinet. She was going to arrive home smelling like men's deodorant, but better than the alternative. She swiped cold water at the shadows under her eyes. A vacation was a very good idea.

Dressed and almost decent, she went out to the living room. Johannes put a coffee in her hand. "You alright?"

"Should I go to Holland? I mean, for a vacation?"

He shrugged then nodded. "Sure. Yeah."

"Alright." She sipped her coffee.

"When?"

"Maybe next week?"

"What, like two days from now?"

"Maybe."

His shoulders slumped. "I would show you around but I have to work this week."

Matt's answer arrived. 'The second week, so you have a chance to plan something.'

"Week after?" She looked up at Johannes.

"I'll ask for the time off."

She watched him grin, his lips, pink and wide and very kissable. At the first opportunity, as soon as he was single, she resolved, she would jump at the chance.

***
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MATT CLIMBED THE STAIRS up out of the Métro. During the short train ride, it had gotten dark out. The lights were on in the apartments—he could spot his own apartment the moment he rounded the corner. There it was, the orange glow of home. 

He’d left when it was dark this morning, too. They’d all still been asleep then, or pretending to be perhaps. It was term break for them and the opposite for Matt, who was working doubly hard—aiming to get through two weeks of work in one so that he could take next week off. Not that anyone at the hospital expected that, but it was as good excuse as any to be out of the house.

Jean was going to Amsterdam with Johannes. She’d been kind enough to tell him that last part—the with Johannes part—out of the children’s hearing. To the children she’d said, “I’m going to visit Anne Frank’s house and the Van Gogh museum and dip my fries in mayonnaise. I’ve got a lot of making up to do—living on the opposite side of the globe and all. Europe on my doorstep, I’ve got to make the most.”

Those were Matt’s words—he’d said something like that to her, several arguments ago now. They were all blurring together, all the petty, silly disagreements they’d had. Every single one had felt important at the time, but now he wondered if it hadn’t all been a mask covering his true feelings. And hers.

He climbed the stairs to their apartment. At the top, catching his breath, he could hear them through the door—talking, laughing, and something sizzling. Jean was cooking them dinner.

Matt would go in and they’d play happy families and then four days from now she’d go to Amsterdam with Johannes. “And then what?” he said aloud. His voice wasn’t loud but it echoed in the stairwell. And then what—what—what?

He let himself in. “Smells great,” he said.

Harry was sat on a bar stool, wielding a sharp knife. He looked up and waved the knife. Jean dove over and grabbed it. “Good job on those mushrooms, kiddo.”

Elise was spread out on the floor, drawing. Was she still giving Jean the cold shoulder? Elise had come home from her day at Park Asterix with Dior-the-boy quiet but happy. Thoughtful, even. It put Matt on edge. But she wasn’t annoyed with him, so that was nice.

“We’re doing breakfast dinner,” Harry said. “It was my idea.”

Jean laughed. “My Dad worked shifts. Eggs, mushrooms, and bacon hit the spot any time of day.”

“Can’t argue with that.” Matt ruffled Harry’s hair and dropped his coat on the sofa. “Making progress?” he asked Elise, feeling like a fraud with every word. This—this—after what had happened between him and Jean. It felt dishonest. Undeserved. And too bloody familiar. He and Nicky had played a very similar game, those first couple of days after he’d caught her and the nanny. Polite conversations about school pick-ups and sports practices and who would cook dinner and who would pick up the dry cleaning and who would help Elise with her homework. It wasn’t like a flood or a fire, an obvious-to-everyone reason to abandon normality. Life didn’t hit pause, but playing on as though everything was normal—it was a lie. A lie for a cause. Harry and Elise hadn’t known yet. And it seemed important to tell them in the right way, at the right time. Once Matt had stopped reeling. Once some decisions had been made.

Pretending was best—for all of them. It had been true then, and it was true now. 

Except Harry and Elise never need know. And no one had betrayed anyone. No promises were broken. Boundaries, definitely. But this pretending wasn’t a temporary hold-over before they broke the bad news. This pretending was the new normal. He could only hope that it would eventually stop feeling so damn fraudulent.
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JEAN ZIPPED HER SUITCASE closed and heaved it off the bed, testing the weight. The handle pinched her fingers. She had to be able to maneuver the damn thing in and out of a train. 

And down five flights of stairs.

Elise walked in, took one look at her unzipping the suitcase, and said, "Wear the boots. Wear all the heavy things."

She made it sound so easy. But she had a point: Jean could leave behind the second jacket, and one pair of jeans. And perhaps one of these books.

Elise laughed. "Aren't you going with the flowers guy?"

So much for keeping that under wraps.

"You’re going to be reading?" she said, but she made reading sound X-rated.

"I'm always reading."

"That's because we're boring. You're going to Amsterdam with your boyfriend. You won't be reading."

"He's not my boyfriend."

Elise sat heavily on her bed. "Just like Dior’s not mine."

Jean looked her in the eye.

"Oh, come on, you knew." She lay back.

"If you didn't mind me knowing, why not say so?" Jean weighed the books in her hands.

"Because then you'd have to tell Dad."

"Not if you told him."

"But he makes such big deal about everything."

"That's because you keep it a secret—makes him imagine all the worst reasons you might want to keep it a secret."

Elise thought for a moment, then said, "Sometimes a secret isn’t a secret, it’s just new and not ready to be shared.”

Yet another thing about secrets that didn’t apply to Jean’s own secret.

On the bright side, Elise was talking to her again. Time had healed the wound. It helped that they’d basically been forced to spend a whole week of term break together—the silent treatment was a punishment that cut both ways after the first 24 hours. It also helped that Elise had gotten her way—her day at Parc Asterix with Dior.

Elise leaned over, pulled the boots out of Jean’s suitcase, rearranged one thing and said, “Voilà.”

Jean was going to have to wear the boots as she left. In front of Matt. And that seemed cruel. And not just cruel to Matt, but to her as well, because even if he wasn't thinking it, she'd think he was thinking it, and then—

She was going to leave on her trip thinking about Matt.

"This photo has seventy-eight likes," Elise said.

"Which photo?"

"The one you took of me walking on the side of the fountain."

"At Tuilleries?"

She shrugged. "Evan liked it."

"Not that you care about that."

She ignored Jean and went on, "He didn't like the one of me with Dior on the rollercoaster. That has ninety-two likes."

"Not that you're keeping count."

She shrugged. "You gotta give the fans what they want."

Jean gave her a look. Then cracked and laughed.

Elise threw her phone face-down on her stomach. "So you better have the best time and come back with the best stories and the best presents."

Jean zipped up her boots.

"You're leaving me here with your biggest fan—Harry’s going to be seriously bummed-out without you. And then there's Dad, who's always like that."

"Nice to know I’ll be missed." Jean stood and tried the bag for weight.

"My friend said you can buy lollipops of the stuff."

"What stuff? Oh." She meant marijuana. Jean checked the time on her phone. She was going to be far too early for her train, but it was time to get out of here. "Right, I'm off. Don't give them too much trouble."

"I would nevah!"

Jean scoffed and brushed Elise’s hair back off her forehead. "Bye, you."

Elise rolled her eyes.

Harry collided with Jean as she walked into the hall.

"Are you going?" he said.

"Yep, just one week." She ruffled his hair because hugging him seemed suddenly dangerous. She wheeled her bag to the living room. Harry followed.

"I don't want salty licorice," he said. "Or clogs."

"I love how you guys are so sure there'll be presents."

"Ajax stuff, okay?" 

Jean must have looked utterly confused, because Matt immediately explained. "It’s a football team. You know, soccer."

"Of course."

"Nothing for me," he said, a smile twitching at the corner of his lips.

Jean had to bite her lip to keep from suggesting he'd love a green lollipop. Loosen him up.

"Have a great time." He turned the TV to Angry Birds.

Little arms had her around the middle, warm and strong. Harry pressed his head into her stomach.

She laughed and knelt down. "Harry, you're badly needed."

He loosened his grip so he could look at her, his little face all squidgy and confused.

"Your dad is wasting one silver bird after another. Show him how it's done."

Jean caught Matt's eye over Harry's shoulder. He was shaking his head with far too serious an expression. Nothing to do with Angry Birds. It was Harry clinging to her. And maybe it was her response. Matt came over. Any minute now he'd grab Harry and tug him off her, and that would be so much worse. They could do this without tears.

"Right, gotta go or I'll miss my train, mister." She tickled him. He let her go, but he looked like he was about to cry. Jean started toward the door, because if she stood there a moment longer then the natural thing to do would be farewelling Matt with a hug, and that could not be a good idea. Even at this distance she could smell his peppery, warm scent.

"Safe trip," Matt said.

"Text me the spelling for Ajax."

He smiled a real smile and slung his arm across Harry's chest.

She opened the door and wheeled out her bag, then turned back to shut the door. Matt was already there. "You going to be okay with that?" He indicated her bag.

"Always with the doubt." She turned it on its side and hoisted it off the ground. "You have to fire the birds up and then they go down on you." She started down the stairs, shaking her head. "Down on the pigs, I mean." What was it with her and saying the worst possible thing in parting?

She heard him laugh. "Have a safe trip."

"I’ll, ah, yep, thanks." Fire the birds up and then they go down on you? If she hadn’t had her hands full of luggage, she’d have slapped herself.
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Chapter 17
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Harry was all red in the face, but he was determined to beat everyone else to the top. Elise was behind Matt, carrying her heavy coat and losing speed.

Matt wanted to say, "I did warn you those weren't the boots for climbing Sacre Coeur," but he kept his mouth shut.

"I can see the light!" Harry called out.

"But Harry,” Elise said, panting, “you're too young to die."

"Is this it?" Harry said.

"It?" Matt rounded the final corner onto a tiny stone balcony which curled around the outside of the tower.

Harry wrapped one arm around a pillar and tried to climb up to see better.

"Oy, keep your feet on the ground." Matt grabbed the hood of his jersey.

"We climbed all the way up here for this?"

"This incredible view over all of Paris. Yes." Matt put an arm around him. Elise stepped up to the top. He turned to her. "You alright?"

She nodded, as if her feet weren't sore at all, then walked past him and Harry. "Woah." Her eyes went wide, her mouth too.

Harry looked from Elise's face to the view over Montmartre, the blue sky above a thousand chimney pots, and the last of the morning fog dissolving between layer upon layer of buildings and the bright fall leaves. "We could see all this from the steps out the front," Harry said.

"This is completely different." Elise led the way, inching around the outside of the tower. "Plus, after that work-out we can have fries for lunch."

"And ice cream for dessert." Harry pushed past Matt to be beside his sister. 

Matt hung back, watching the children as much as the view. The age difference had been too much until recently, but hearing them talk like friends, Matt could almost imagine them as adults, with their own lives and families. The eight years between them would melt away; they'd give each other advice, loan cars or tools, share babysitting and vacations, and probably have mortifying conversations about their silly old parents.

"Jean would love this," Elise said, then cringed as if Jean was she-who-must-not-be-named.

Harry, for all his being unimpressed, was peering over the edge, captivated by something down below. "We can bring Jean here when she gets back. It's only five more days. But I'm not climbing all the way up this tower again. She can do the bazillion steps on her own."

"How do you know she hasn't already been here?" Matt said, which killed the conversation dead. He'd only meant it as a gentle reminder that she had her own life. A reminder which he needed as much as them. They'd been doing so well, and now they were all thinking about Jean. "Look, you can see the river." Matt waved one finger at a shiny squiggle of silver peeking between buildings, but it was no good. His brain was stuck on Jean. She was with Johannes. She was with Johannes yesterday and tomorrow and all the nights in-between, and maybe in Paris nothing had happened, but for a whole week in Amsterdam with the man—Matt would be a fool to think they weren’t sleeping together.

"Hey! There's the Eiffel tower." Elise gave Matt a pointed look, as if they were a team. Their mission: distract Harry from missing Jean. There was no hope of it working on Matt. Iconic architecture could not erase the imprint of her body on his, the fire in his blood at the memory of that night, and the rage—the ridiculous, overblown, helpless fury—he felt when he thought of her with another man.

"Where?" Harry was up on tiptoes.

Elise crouched down beside him to point out the Eiffel Tower from his angle. She was so good at that, the protective big sister bit, but she was far too observant. She might well have noticed that there was something between him and Jean. The tension prickled, had from day one. Elise was a smart kid, she paid attention, and she was far from naive. She’d assume the worst if she suspected anything at all, and fair enough, given their history. At this point, Johannes was the only logical reason she didn’t suspect anything. The flowers, the dates, and now a week vacationing together. The man was the perfect decoy. Matt gripped the edge of the railing. He needed to get his shit together. He needed to get out there. Get his own not-just-a-decoy. 

He’d had a chance, too, and blown it. Again. Miracle really that the woman had tried more than once. Everyone else had left the meeting room and she’d stayed, closed the door and stuck out her chest. “Let me show you a great place I know,” she’d said, eyebrows raised—as much a question as an offer.

He’d used the children as an excuse, but that’s all it was, an excuse. Because this was how it had all begun with Nicky, sneaky meeting-room hook-ups and showing him around a part of town he didn’t know well, and next thing he knew the ‘great place’ she had to show him was in fact her apartment, and the rational part of his brain went bye-bye, and his heart was in the mix, and maybe hers was too, and he should have known better. 

Matt just wasn’t a casual kind of guy. He was all or nothing, and there was exactly nothing he could do about it. So, the nurse manager was good for his ego, and that was all she’d ever be.

He chose this—quality time with his children. And living in the same city as their mother until Harry graduated. And probably being alone until then, too. 

His hands ached from how hard he was gripping the railing. He forced his grip loose.

“Apparently,” Elise started, “men are more likely to get vertigo because they were the ones, back in cave-man days, who hunted bison and needed to not, you know, accidentally run off a cliff. It’s a genetic predisposition.”

When did she learn such big words?

“Y’alright Dad?” she touched his hand.

“Hunky-dory. Shall we go back down?”

She laughed. “It’s also why women are squeamish about snakes and rats—we were the gatherers, you know, in the bushes, trying not to get bit.”

“I think I’d rather snakes in the bushes.” Harry, bless his heart, had no idea what he’d just said. Elise smirked and led the way back down the stairs. 

She was just too worldly wise for her own good. He had to be so careful. Jean, too. Johannes—fucking Johannes, of all men, that scruffy bohemian—he’d be no good as a decoy if Elise noticed Matt’s jealousy. Keeping his hands off Jean wasn’t enough—they had to keep Elise completely in the dark.
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"WHERE'S BRIGITTE?" asked one of the many people at the table, most of whom were Johannes's cousins and cousins-in-law.

Someone thumped the guy who'd asked the question.

Johannes dipped his bitterballen in grainy mustard and said, to Jean, "In Paris."

"But you two aren't a couple?" The guy pointed at Jean and Johannes.

Jean laughed. This was really so much more awkward for him than for her.

Johannes said, "Sorry."

She shrugged.

"Brigitte, ah," he bit into the bitterballen, "we're taking a break."

Nodding, all around, and sipping of beer, and silence until the guy who brought Brigitte up in the first place said, "A practice break-up?"

“Again?” Someone asked.

Jean watch Johannes shake his head like maybe he wasn’t even conscious he was doing it. So he was single, at least technically. She’d figured as much, given he was spending a week with her in another country. If Brigitte new anything about this trip she’d assume they were a couple. Matt was probably making the same assumption.

“How about Den Bosch tomorrow?” Johannes said, and they all let him change the subject—telling Jean all about the sights and sounds of the ancient walled city. Jean hadn't seen a real life windmill, not a single tulip that wasn't painted on, but this was one way to see the Netherlands, swept along by a reunion of locals. 

Three days, two cities and one punctured bicycle tire later, she still hadn’t made her move. Every night they’d shared a room, but never yet a bed. Every day they grew closer, but the moment to change gears from friends to something else never presented itself.

And now they were dancing together, in a packed pub, and if it didn’t happen tonight Jean was just going to give up. Johannes moved his hands like he was swimming. Someone bumped into him and he grabbed Jean's shoulders to keep from bowling her over. And then, as if it were the most natural thing in the world, ran his hands down her arms and hooked her fingers.

Okay, so that felt easy. Maybe the next bit would be, too. She stepped in, on the verge of getting the giggles. She'd had only a couple of drinks, but they made the beer so strong here.

He placed her hands on his hips and said, "This song is hilarious."

"Is it?"

"Yeah, they're mocking the..." something in Dutch and then the music crescendoed.

Jean laughed anyway. Moving with the crowd and the beat, they kept bumping into each other. She wanted to grab hold of him just to feel in-control. Or maybe she was too in-control. Another drink, perhaps.

When the song ended, Jean pointed to the bar. Johannes followed her. Was he nervous too?

Jean's phone vibrated against her butt and for a second she thought Johannes was making a move. No, just a phone call.

From Matt. 
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MATT LISTENED TO JEAN’S voicemail message—to Jean’s voice—“Sorry to miss you. Leave a message or, you know, text me instead. Here comes the...” Right on cue the beep beeped but Matt hung up. She was on holiday. He wasn’t going to text her. He should never have called her. Damn it. Now she’d see the missed call and she’d worry.

And she’d call.

And in the meantime, he’d be waiting for it. Hoping for it. Dreading it.

He put his phone down on the kitchen counter, gave it a shove so it skidded away out of reach.

It immediately started buzzing. She was calling him back. Elation. Relief. It was too much to process. He punched ‘Accept Call’ but his mouth wouldn’t form a word.

"Everything okay?" she said.

"Sorry,” he started. “I shouldn’t have called.”

"What happened?"

The background noise on her end of the phone picked up and then dulled again, as though someone opened and then closed a door to a party. He’d pulled her away from a crowd, then. Thank goodness it hadn’t been quiet—his imagination would have conjured private scenes, of her and Johannes, paused in the middle of something.

Matt wavered. He could answer her truthfully, tell her about this afternoon’s debacle, ask for her help, admit he was out of ideas, that he needed her—that they needed her. Or he could say it was a butt-dial.

Again, the sounds of a crowd carried down the line from Jean’s end. Music. Someone coughing, someone laughing, someone shouting. By comparison, the apartment was silent. Not a nice peaceful silence—this was the silence of aftermath, of misery and secrecy.

He’d already interrupted Jean’s evening, her holiday. He might as well say it outright: “Elise won't tell me what happened exactly, but something did.”

“What kind of something? Something with Dior?” The concern, the rush in Jean’s voice was exactly what he needed to hear. Matt wasn’t the only one freaking out. The validation gave him something like relief—it was worth calling just for that.

He started at the start: "We were at the Salon du Chocolat.” He shoved aside the thought of Jean envying them. “There were some girls from Elise’s school, and she wanted to go off with them, so we arranged to meet later at the chocolate fashion..."

"The what?"

"Dresses made of chocolate—you would not believe." Oh but let her wish she’d been there. He’d marveled at caramelized white chocolate lace, at corsetry dusted in cacao and satin that looked soft enough to lift in a breeze, though it must have been solid dark chocolate. And he’d wished she could see it. He’d wished for her to be there with them—even before things went horribly wrong.

"It sounds amazing,” Jean said.

Matt said, "She was like a statue when we met up again. Wouldn't say a word. Wouldn't even eat the free samples."

"Oh dear." The noise on Jean’s end rose again. Bottles clinked. Maybe she was with Johannes. Maybe this whole call was on speaker phone. 

But the noise hushed, and a strange certainty she wouldn’t do that filled Matt with something like hope. He continued his story, "Then on the train home, we saw the girls again and Elise was—well, not openly crying, but clearly upset. She wouldn't say why. She still won't."

"You want me to try?"

"Would you?"

"Of course."

Simple as that. Calm, too. The raw concern was gone. Jean was all confidence now. It made Matt feel foolish. "You can just tell me I'm overreacting,” he said, and wondered at himself. Was this call in aid of his own comfort, and not about Elise at all?

"You're overreacting,” Jean said. “Put her on."
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Chapter 18
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Jean gestured for her beer while she waited for Elise to get on the call. One of Johannes’ cousins was standing in the doorway of the pub, cigarette in one hand, both their drinks in the other. He cocked his head towards the bar; she'd have to step inside to drink. Those were the rules—to keep the broken glass out of everyone's bike tires. Clear boundaries. For everyone’s benefit. And sure, people bent the rules, but they still believed in the rules.

The cousin said, "It's gedogebeleid."

"What?" She angled the phone away from her mouth.

He poked his head outside to drag his smoke, and then inside for his beer; he'd clearly done this before. "Gedogebeleid," he said, with half the sounds in the back of his throat, sounds she'd never be able to make. She tried anyway. He laughed. So she couldn’t say the word, but sure-as-shit could do that thing—blur the boundaries. Taking a call from her boss while she was on holiday was one thing, liking it was another. Worrying about Elise was perfectly natural, but the gut-punch of relief at the kid’s voice—Elise came on the line. "God, doesn't he have his own shit to freak out about?"

He surely did, but Jean answered her question with a question: "What happened?"

"Nothing." 

Jean heard a familiar ditty, something on Elise's phone. And then it stopped.

"Just idiots. It doesn't even matter. We're only here for six more weeks right?"

"I can't believe I'm missing a Salon of Chocolate," Jean said.

"It's true. You have terrible timing."

She did not know the half of it. Timing was Jean's nemesis. Timing was always the problem. If Johannes had been single back when they first met this would have all been so easy, but no, they became friends first, which sounded like a good idea, but turned out just made it super awkward to try for anything more. And then there was the timing with Matt. A few years down the line, if she hadn't been working for him, it might have happened. Might have been amazing. But no, the timing was all off.

To Elise, Jean said, "Did you save me any chocolate?"

"Dad got you some truffles. They had these designer outfits, like straight out of Project Runway. But all made of chocolate."

"Must be really popular. Bump into anyone from school?"

"Dad already told you, so don't even try."

"Fine." Jean waited, but Elise was silent, so she asked, "Friends or just... people?"

"Just people."

A whole group poured out of the bar behind Jean, talking and laughing. Someone rang a bike bell further up the road. Again with the terrible timing.

Either Elise didn’t hear or didn’t care. "This one girl,” she said. “She seemed nice at school, but people can suck."

"They can."

"You'd think, living in a city with people from all over the world—I ate chocolate from Tahiti today. I didn't even know where that was. But people are all into themselves, think there's something wrong with anyone who has any other kind of life or family or whatever."

Right, so someone had made a comment about Elise's family? Surely this had come up before.  "People do suck," Jean said. Matt would be less than impressed by such counsel.

Elise sighed. "I want to go back to London. You could stay in Paris with Harry. It'd be okay, me and Mom on our own."

"Elise, you know they're wrong, yeah? There's nothing the matter with you, or your family."

"We are weird. People always assume I'm adopted. They're not wrong."

"Every family is weird in some way."

She scoffed.

Anything Jean could say seemed so empty. What did she know about being a step-daughter and a half-sister, not to mention that Elise had known her real father, and he was still alive and well, but chose to spend his life dealing with Public Health Something-or-other in India. No matter how worthy or rational his reasons, he chose not to come back and be part of her life. She would have to be inhuman not to feel the sting of that.

"Elise," Jean started, clueless how to go on, and then the words poured out, though every one of them felt foolish: "You are so loved, and you don't know what other people's families are like. I’m sure mine looked tidy and ordinary and all-good, biological parents and cookie-cutter basic, but my Dad worked crazy shifts, spent half my childhood on the other side of the world. Most of the time it was just me and Mom and when we fought—well, you know what it’s like sometimes. I didn’t have anyone else. You have an, okay, unconventional set-up, but at least you have people. You always have people.”

“You mean Dad butting in.”

“Yes, your dad is trying to do anything he possibly can to make things even the tiniest bit less shitty for you.”

Elise scoffed. Then sighed.

“These friends of yours, they might have it worse than you. Maybe it makes them feel better if they think other people are just as miserable as they are."

"I know, but," she groaned, "how am I meant to sit beside Aurelie in science as if she didn't say that shit, and didn't laugh at the stupid stuff her friends said. They're total..." she groaned again. "They talked about Dad and even you. I mean, what the hell do they know?"

"Nothing," Jean said. “They don’t know anything.” Jean said the words full of confidence, but the doubt crept into her head—how wrong were these kids really? If they were speculating about Jean and Matt, they might be too fucking right.

"I told them about your Dutch cyclist boyfriend,” Elise said.

Jean laughed. "He's really not my boyfriend."

Johannes stepped out of the bar. Whether that was perfect timing or the exact opposite Jean couldn’t be sure.

Elise said, "You won't tell Dad, will you?"

"He's not the worst person you could talk to." 

She sighed. "I better go. You're meant to be on vacation from us."

"It's alright."

When Jean hung up, Johannes said, "Uptight boss?"

She bit back the urge to defend Matt. He was being protective but it was out of love. And maybe a bit of fear and desperation. But he was a good dad, trying to do the best he could, everything considered. And he was doing a pretty good job really. Elise and Harry were brilliant kids. Creative and brave. Smart and adaptable. Honest, but not overly forthcoming. Elise probably wouldn’t put Matt’s mind at ease. He’d been worried enough to call Jean—that must have been hard for him. Bending a rule. Asking for help. Admitting he didn’t have all the answers.

Not that he’d never done those things before. He’d asked for help. He’d admitted not knowing what to do. He’d certainly bent a few rules.

And now, he probably wasn’t going to get any sleep tonight. He’d be lying in bed, stewing over possible explanations for Elise’s misery, his mind wandering as he grew more and more tired. Wandering to what, Jean really shouldn’t think about. But she could, perhaps, prevent the entire ordeal. 

“I’ll come back in soon,” she told Johannes and nudged him back toward the bar then text Matt: 'She'll be okay. I'm sworn to secrecy but don't lose sleep over it. Nothing you can do to fix it.'

Johannes was standing in the doorway, dancing and clearly waiting for her to join him. 

She put her phone in her pocket and stepped into the doorway for her drink.

"Oh, very nice," Johannes said of her almost rule-breaking.

"It's gedogebeleid," Jean said, as best she could.

The cousin laughed and laughed at her pronunciation. Johannes clearly had no idea what she was saying. The cousin pulled himself together enough to say it properly.

Johannes nodded, "Right. Of course."

"Did I use it wrong?" Jean said.

"It's like for a joint."

"Being bad, but for a good reason."

"To make a point."

"Like a protest?"

"Yeah, fuck the system, all that."

"But I'm inside the door," Jean said. "I'm not breaking the rules."

"Exactly."

She laughed. She didn't get it. They tried explaining again.

She dragged Johannes back to the dance floor just to put an end to her confusion. As they pushed their way through the crowd, Jean tripped and he grabbed her arm. She remembered Matt after his surgery, hobbling along the street to the Métro, holding her arm while his bicep rubbed up against her breast. She held tight to Johannes's arm and straightened, finding her footing. Now was the moment. Just do it. Expel Matt from her head.

She went up on tip toes as he lowered his face. His nose smacked into her forehead. Total kiss-fail. He clamped his hand over his nose, eyes watering.

"Oh, sorry." She put an arm around him. "Sorry."

"I'm fine." He gave his nose a pinch and made a face, forcing a smile to answer her nervous laugh.

"Maybe we should try that again," she said.

"Maybe we should ah, wait till my entire family isn't watching." He nodded to the bar.

Jean looked over. They might as well have had binoculars the way they were lined up, peering at them over their beers.

That night, back at Paul and Rita's, Johannes lay back on the air mattress on the living room floor, in his sleeping bag, just like every other night there. Jean sat on the edge of her futon thinking this was her last chance. "Tired?" she said.

"No, it's just—maybe we should go out for dinner and—when we're back home, not camping on my cousin's floor."

"Yeah, good idea." Terrible idea! Every day they put it off it only got more awkward! Jean lay back and closed her eyes and imagined Matt lying in bed, not sleeping, worrying about Elise despite Jean’s reassurance, because of course he was. 

And now Jean was worrying about Elise. 

But she'd see her tomorrow night. Thank goodness tomorrow she was going home. 

Shit. That wasn’t what she was supposed to be thinking right now.

Jean opened her eyes. She wasn't supposed to be thinking about them. Today had been incredible, exploring Nijmegen. She might have actually got a little sunburn on her shoulders. They'd shopped the market and walked down beautiful ancient streets, hired bikes and spent half the afternoon on the dijk. They’d eaten incredible Indonesian food for dinner, then walked some more, seeing the city by night, all those ornate stone buildings dotted with warm lights, casting shadows and spells. It had been magic.

Jean rolled onto her side. Johannes's form was outlined by the dull red glow of the stand-by lights from the television and DVD player.

He said, "Sorry about my family."

"What?"

"They have no manners."

Jean laughed at that. "They are very direct, but it's great how close you all are. I barely know my cousins and I don't have brothers or sisters. I would love a big, loud, involved family."

"But you can't get away—you have to move to another country."

"Perhaps, but you can always go back and visit, and you belong. You're in. They even make me feel in."

He hummed a yes and then went silent. Jean thought he'd gone to sleep, then he said, "It must be hard living with a family that isn’t your own, being the only one who isn't in."

"Sometimes," she said but, when she thought about it, she often did feel like she belonged. "It’s the opposite that’s the problem," she said. "It's a job. At some point I'll leave. I have to be careful not to get attached."

Oops. Bit late for that.

It was the last night of her vacation and it had been a great week, but it hadn’t made her any less attached.

She would go out with Johannes, and then it would all be okay. Nothing could happen with Matt if she was dating someone else. That was a line she'd never cross.

***
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MATT FLICKED THROUGH a procedures manual. It was horribly out of date and reading it felt like an utter waste of his time, but there might be a needle somewhere in this haystack, some clue to understanding why they did things the way they did. 

Elise was watching NCIS with the volume low. Harry was in his room on the iPad, playing something which sounded violent but comical. So much for active supervision. 

Matt thumbed forward. Two pages till the end of this section. If he were meticulous, he could avoid reinventing any wheels. But his eyes kept sliding down the page, skimming for the next sub-heading.

He opened a bottle of wine to let it breathe and went back to skimming, and re-skimming. Two pages took far too long. Harry's game cackled. "Turn it down, would you?" Matt yelled.

Elise slipped down off the sofa and lay on her stomach on the floor, her face right up close to the TV, to hear it better.

Matt took his glass of wine out to the balcony. Jean could be home any time now. Perhaps the classier thing to do would have been to wait till she arrived, then pour the wine. No, that would seem like celebrating her return with a little too much... shamelessness? Was shame the right thing to feel for wanting her back? Regardless, here he was standing out in the cold, watching for her. He forced his eyes up to the lights and rooftops and the orange-purple sky, clouds like fraying bandages on a bruised and defeated sunset.

Five floors below, he heard Jean’s voice, no mistaking it. She said, "Nah, it's not that heavy. I'll be fine. Night!"

Matt couldn't hear the low reply. But he could see the guy, hovering close, Jean’s probably-boyfriend. She had just met Johannes’ family, as if Matt needed further proof of the relationship status.

"Yeah, definitely. See you soon." She disappeared inside the building. Matt watched as Johannes swung his bag over his shoulder and swaggered away, big and scruffy, straggly hair and loose, untucked shirt. He stood out like a sore thumb in Paris, but there was no denying the similarities to Jean, the wildness of her, all that color and chaos. On her, it was sexy. But maybe she thought the same of Johannes.

Matt heard the door but didn't turn to look. 

"Yay! Finally!" Harry yelled.

Elise laughed at that and asked, "How was it? Try any local produce?"

"Oh, I missed you," Jean was saying when Matt opened the balcony door. He paused, the cold behind him, the heat before, and the kids, buzzing around Jean bees at a flower. She glanced at him for a fraction of a second, beaming the same full-force smile she gave them.

Harry tugged on her coat. "Did you find any Ajax stuff?" 

"What was the Van Gogh gallery like?"

"Was the train really fast? Like how fast?"

"Did you go to Anne Frank's house?"

Jean laughed and ruffled Harry's hair. "Give me a minute." She was puffing from the stairs. She pushed back her hair. "I'm such a mess. Um, Ajax stuff, you'll just have to wait and see. Fast train, yes, check. Anne Frank, check. I'll tell you about it properly, but it was amazing. And Van Gogh, I have it on good authority, should be pronounced Van Khock."

"Like cock?" Elise said.

Jean cringed and, without looking at him, said, "Hi Matt."

"Welcome back." He put his empty wine glass on the bench.

"Van Khrock?" Elise tried again. "No way."

"That's what I was told."

"Glass of wine?" Matt said.

She nodded, looking him in the eye. She was smiling, but there was something else there, trepidation or curiosity.

"Did you enjoy your trip?" He recharged his own glass as well.

"Yeah, it was great. Saw lots of Amsterdam and a couple of other towns."

He perched on the nearest stool and pushed her glass along the counter top. It felt safer there, staying where he was, behind a solid piece of furniture.

Harry hovered around her. "Can we have our presents now?" 

"Harry," Matt warned.

"No, it's fine. I'll just have to find them." She wheeled her bag down the hall.

Harry leaned on the bench, almost hanging off it, bursting with excitement.

Matt caught his eye. "Where are your manners?"

Perching on the arm rest of the sofa, Elise called down the hall to Jean, "It better not be some weird food thing."

"The two of you!" Matt said.

He heard Jean laugh, a short melody, just a taste of a familiar tune and he longed to hear the whole song. Beginning to end. Over and again.

From the bedroom, she said, "I was afraid I'd be arrested for bringing salty licorice back over the border.”

"Fair enough. Yuck."

Jean reappeared with a bulging plastic bag in one hand. She teased Harry with a red box, holding it just out of his reach.

Matt tried to give her a look that said something along the lines of 'you shouldn't have' but she wouldn't look at him. She finally let Harry have his parcel. He tore into it, his expression hungry, pure glee. 

Elise slipped off the arm rest and into the seat. Jean pulled a small flat parcel out of her bag and placed it in Elise's open hand. "Lucky last. Think fast!" She pretended to throw the bag at Matt, then laughed. Good lord it was better than medicine: between the shot of adrenaline, thinking he was about to get hit in the face, and her laughing. It was a sugar cube dunked in coffee and held on the spoon, bitter and strong, then sweet, so sweet, a kick, straight to the head.

She pulled a scarf out of the bag and dropped it over Matt's shoulders on her way to the sink for a drink. She didn't touch him, only the scarf, but he shivered. "Thanks." He pulled it around to circle his neck like a cocoon, safe and warm, melting the shivers.

Jean drank her water, standing just behind him. Matt could feel her there, could hear her swallow, her sigh. "So what's this about a salon of chocolate?"

Elise groaned.

"We got you some!" Harry turned to Matt.

Matt took the opportunity to put some distance between him and Jean, but the prickling awareness, the teasing up his spine and tugging on every hair on his body, the electric charge lighting up his skin, all of it followed him across the room. He handed the chocolate box to Harry. “Do the honors.”

Harry leapt across to Jean. He was a picture of everything Jack was restraining. 

Jean barely glanced at the offered box, its squashed ribbon and sparkling pattern. She put it safely on the counter and wrapped Harry in another hug, holding tight for a moment longer. "Thank you. Do you like your mug?"

"Yeah, can I have a hot chocolate in it?"

"I'll do it." Matt needed something to do with his hands other than adjusting this scarf which smelled vaguely of her. He gave the shiny red cup a rinse.

"Is that an Ajax scarf?" Harry said.

"Yeah,” Jean said.

“Does it suit me?" Matt meant the question for Harry, but accidentally caught Jean’s eye, then Elise's. Did she see it, the nerves and need and knowing between him and Jean? There was a sick part of his brain that almost wanted Elise to see it. To prove Johannes’ insignificance. Irrelevance. Nothing and no one could compete with this visceral awareness.

"We read the Diary of Anne Frank in Eighth Grade," Elise said. An abrupt subject change, but maybe there was nothing to read into here—she’d just rather talk about Anne Frank than Ajax. "I knew the ending beforehand, but Amy didn't and she was devastated, like properly depressed after."

Matt made the hot chocolate, but out the corner of his eye he saw Jean sit beside Elise on the sofa, Harry in tow. "I don't know how to describe it. The rooms were empty so it wasn't like you could pretend it was how it must have been. But the way you walk in, you see the wall they were hidden behind. Just this far away from people who might have been hunting them down. I mean, you wouldn't want to breathe loudly, let alone sneeze."

Silence fell, a warm easy quiet. Harry snuggled into Jean and Matt delivered both their drinks. Off Camera was muted on the TV and Jean asked what she’d missed. Harry started the recap, Elise interrupted him, it almost turned into an argument, but then Jean laughed and grabbed the remote. “Okay, I think I’ll figure it out.” She turned the sound back on. 

Matt took the armchair, meaning to pick up his work again—the manual was right there on the coffee table, in easy reach. But it wasn’t the TV distracting him—it was the picture on the sofa, Jean sandwiched between the children like a beloved pet.

Matt opened the manual to where he was up to. He'd had a full week off and needed to get his head back in the game, but he couldn't follow from one line to the next.

"Oh, I missed this," Jean said.

Matt looked up and Harry smiled at him over his hot chocolate.

This feeling, Matt knew this feeling, this fullness, head to toe, buzzing. Hoping, hoping hard like a child on Christmas Eve, but somehow, at the same time, utterly satisfied. He'd felt this before, years ago, this floating above, this contentment, this certainty something good was coming.

She was here, she was home, she would be here tomorrow and the next day and the one after that. He could be certain, at some point, every day, to cross paths with her.

Matt knew then, with brutal certainty, this was just the same feeling. Just as foolish. Just as doomed to end badly. But it felt amazing.
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Chapter 19
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From Jean's sunny spot on the balcony, she watched the people below, walking along the street, on their way to lunch or returning to work. Paris was a strange combination of leisurely and frantic. The feeling had snuck up on Jean, but there was no denying how at-home Jean felt here. Her trip away had only cemented that.

In other ways her homecoming had been less-than-ideal. The warm welcome, the gifts and hugs, had destroyed all her resolve to keep boundaries. Professional distance. That phone call with Elise, standing outside a pub in the Netherlands, Jean’s own words kept playing in her head, about having people around, people who loved her. Was Jean still trying to make up for the loneliness of her own childhood? Was that why she liked nannying? Ready-made families to fill the void?

But it wasn’t as though she actually wanted a family of her own. The idea of settling down with a guy and playing house and making babies. No, thank you. She had wanted that with Phil, when she was twenty one and delusional, but when it all fell apart, the scales fell from her eyes. She wasn’t so much heartbroken as disappointed, both in herself and Phil—he hadn’t turned out to be the man she’d thought. His charm was like that thing magicians do. Misdirection. And some of it was Phil’s fault, intentionally misleading, manipulating. But some of it was her fault—falling for it again and again.

Well, she wasn’t falling for it now. No one was trying to pull the wool over her eyes, but she’d have to be careful not to do a number on herself. All these feelings, the sense of homecoming and belonging here. It was powerful stuff. Good stuff. But not permanent stuff. And that was how she wanted it.

Harry and Elise were back at school. Elise had been less keen, but she’d put on a brave face, and this afternoon Jean would hear how it went. She was far too tangled up in this family. She’d feel everything Elise felt, so much more than she should. The good and the bad. But she couldn’t do anything about that now. She’d ride this wave while it lasted and when it ended, well, she’d deal with that then.

Harry had been glad to go, keen to see his friends after two weeks away. More good but not permanent stuff. In just a matter of months they’d return to London, say goodbye to these friends. The kids knew that, but it didn’t stop them having friends. So why should it stop Jean? It was like that song—love the one you’re with.

It was hours till school ended. Jean was enjoying the lazy morning at home, and in a while she’d go visit her special bakery, and then walk the river, and perhaps pop in on Johannes, make that date. The sooner the better. Not only because her boundaries were weak, sickly little shreds of their former selves, but because there was a moment yesterday evening. A worrying, terrifying moment.

Perhaps she was misinterpreting, misremembering, but at the time it had seemed so absolutely and certainly dangerous: 

Harry had fallen asleep and, for a healthy kid, had a hell of a snore. Elise glared. Matt twisted in his seat but, the way they were sitting, if Matt moved, Harry would wake. So Jean went to pick Harry up. She slipped her hand between him and Matt, leaning down to take the kid's weight. Her knuckles pressed into the firm side of Matt’s thigh and the hard bone of his hip. He craned his neck to kiss Harry, eyelashes fluttering, then he looked right at Jean and pressed his lips to Harry's forehead.

She froze. Possum in the headlights. And then she got mowed down by a great big truck of what the hell? What was that?

She stood and marched. Miracle she didn't wake Harry, the panic she was in. What was Matt doing? Looking at her like—what was he thinking? Except she knew what he was thinking and how dare he—how was he thinking what he was quite clearly thinking?

Half a day later, Jean wondered if it was all in her head.

But really, regardless, it was time she moved well-and-truly on. Her phone buzzed. Hello serendipity. Johannes wrote, 'When would you like to have dinner? Tonight? Tomorrow? No reason to wait for the weekend.'

Jean answered, 'Tonight would be perfect.'

A door opened inside the apartment. She turned to watch Matt walk in. He lay his satchel on the counter and looked around—didn't see her until she opened the balcony door. "Hello."

"Oh, you are home." He sounded almost, but not exactly, disappointed.

"Are you sick?"

"No, just home-less. Well, desk-less. I'm based in Emergency for the next little while, but I was just getting in everybody's way and it's all stuff I can do from home. Probably just for today. I was going to set myself up in the cafeteria but it's packed with the lunch crowd." He hauled a fat folder out of his satchel. "I'm too easily distracted when it's this dull stuff."

"I always got the impression you loved your work." Jean lifted the coffee pot from the machine and waved it at him in question.

He nodded. "I suppose every job has its humdrum days."

"There's soup, if you haven't eaten. I had a quiet morning. Laundry. Soup."

He smiled wide. "It’s good to have you back."

Jean bit her tongue to keep from saying it was good to be back. She busied her hands with putting on the coffee while he reheated himself some soup. Busy was good. Silence was... good and bad. 

She watched him turn his spoon over in his fingers, then rub his chin. Her hands itched to touch him, fingertips pressing into his skin, the sharp-smooth graze of his hair tantalizing the sensitive skin between her fingers, the hitch of his breath, the hum and vibration of a groan.

The microwave pinged.

He carried his bowl over to the coffee table and sat on the sofa. "So, how was your trip?"

"Really good. I knew next to nothing about the place, so I didn't really have expectations. Lots of art and history... all sorts. Plus they're very good at beer."

Matt blew on his spoon and touched it to his lip. "Johannes was a good tour guide?"

"Sure. And all his cousins." Jean put their coffees on the table and, without thinking, sat down beside him. "It was like tagging along on a family reunion."

Matt nodded. "He seems a decent guy."

"Yeah. He is."

Matt kept nodding. Like one of those bobble head things on a car dashboard. He put his spoon back in his bowl and took a deep breath, one hand gripping his knee.

She resisted the urge to scooch closer on the sofa. Instead, she leaned a little away. That was better. Safer. But she couldn’t help asking, "Are you alright?" 

"Sorry I called about Elise, interrupted your break."

"It's fine. I learned a new word because of that call. I had to take the phone outside to hear and Johannes's cousin held my beer, because you aren't allowed the bottles out on the street—because the broken glass..." Was it too late to stop telling the story? This wasn't going to get any more interesting. "Anyway, it was fine. Elise is far more important than, well, anything really. Call it an occupational hazard. I missed you—all of you."

He seemed to deflate. "We missed you too."

"It happens."

Matt ran his hand back through his hair and sighed. "Not to me."

Jean was about to make an argument that it was a good thing they all got on so well. Matt was shaking his head.

"Gedogebeleid," she said, panicking, changing the subject. "My pronunciation is terrible—even worse than my French, if you can imagine, but it means breaking the rules, in like a protesting kind of way, standing on the boundary and pushing, to make a point about the boundary being kind of flawed."

He looked her in the eye, a challenge. A dare.

"I think I’ve got that right. Gedogebeleid." She laughed—at her failed attempt at a Dutch G, but also because she was nervous. "It might be more like a kid waving their hand in front of your face, taunting, ‘I’m not touching you.’ Or maybe it’s just... something to do with weed."

"That’s the Dutch for you," he said. "Why fall in line when you can question the very existence of the line?"

“Don’t go all Aristotle on me now,” she said.

Matt spooned soup to his mouth, careful not to spill, licking a drop before it fell. “Most of my job is repainting the lines. Tweaking the rules to save time and money and energy.”

“Here I thought you were a stickler for the rules, but you’re the one changing them entirely.”

“Never entirely. Usually it’s tiny changes that do what needs done.” He held up his arm like the hand of a clock at midnight, and then tilted it, the tiniest bit to the left.

“Sounds like gedogebeleid to me.”

Matt laughed. “Maybe.”

“You’re the inside man, changing the rules instead of bending or breaking them.”

“I won’t ask which rules you were bending in Amsterdam.” He was trying to keep it light, that’s what the look on his face seemed to say, the tone of his voice. This wasn’t a conversation about them, their rule-bending relationship. It was about cultural quirks and her vacation and his job and everything else—everything but.

Did he imagine she’d spent the week high as a kite, or partaking of the red-light district? She laughed at the thought. “Pot makes me paranoid, and no, I only saw the red lights from a distance.”

Matt blushed—there was a much more tempting kind of red glow than anything she’d seen in Amsterdam.

“Truth be told,” she said, “I’m not much of a rule breaker.” In fact, the only rule she’d broken in recent memory was kissing Matt. Now she was the one blushing.

He cleared his throat. "Most rules exist for a reason. To protect... everyone." The look he gave her, open and frank, was definitely not about his work, or her vacation, or the nuances of Dutch culture.

“Exactly.” She felt short of breath. “And if you’re going to break them, just for the sake of it, that’s silly.” 

“Reckless.”

She nodded.

“That’s not to say there’s never a good reason to...”

“To break the rules?”

He reached out and Jean froze. The space between them on the sofa seemed to shrink. His fingertips glanced up her cheek, and curled down around her jaw. “Sometimes, it’s worth it.”

“Is it?” Jean steeled herself. She couldn’t do this again, let herself touch him and want him, let him see that, and then break away and vow not to do it again. And again. And again.

He held his thumb at the corner of Jean's lips and it was everything she could do not to open her mouth.

“Taking everything into consideration,” he said, as if either of them were in any state for rationally weighing the pros and cons of this. 

All Jean could think of now was the reason he’d stopped them last time: Nicky and the then-nanny that had broken up his family. But this wasn’t like that. No vows to break. Jean stopped herself from saying so out loud, not wanting to invoke his past hurts, nor wanting to argue for why it was okay that Matt’s thumb was stroking her bottom lip.

“Any minute now,” she said, her lips grazing his thumb with every word, “you’re going to come to your senses. Remember all the reasons not to do this.”

“Are you and Johannes...?” he asked, as if that was the only factor.

“No, but—” 

His touch on her face grew a little more sure. “And what if every other reason not to—what if those things are happening already?” He sighed and his hand on her face moved toward her ear, away from her lips. “What if the rule that’s supposed to protect everyone isn’t working? What if there’s more to be gained than there is to be lost?” 

It was so close to the thought she’d been having earlier, rationalizing to herself how it was okay to be so invested, so attached to Harry and Elise. If there’d been a moment to hold herself back, to maintain a professional boundary, it was long past. Nothing she could do about it now. That ship had sailed. 

And with Matt? A full week apart had done nothing to dilute this potent thing between them. Pretending she felt nothing didn’t work. Avoiding him was impossible. His fingertip curled around her earlobe. His eyes were dark and wide and full of questions. And maybe she answered one of them, touching her lips to the crease of his wrist. More tender than hungry—not because she wasn’t hungry. If anything, her hunger for him scared her.

And then it didn’t. Matt’s own hunger rose to meet her, inviting and insisting all at once, lips open, meeting hers, breathless and unhesitating. The sweetness of the carrot soup faded until all she could taste was him, hot and familiar. His hands were in her hair. She rose to meet him and for a moment they were both kneeling on the sofa, flush against each other, suspended at the top of the roller coaster. A breath, and then she was leaning into him or was he pulling her down? She grabbed the back of the sofa to keep from landing her weight on him. Her knee slid between his and the inside of her wrist pressed against his shoulder, but that was it. So little touch, so little real contact between their bodies, and yet the possibility of touch was electric. He was right there, sitting below her. He opened his eyes and looked right at her, not even a whisper of hesitation. Her hair fell in a curtain around them. How could not touching be so sexy?

He let his arms drop. No. Don't stop. Just don't—she was on the cusp of begging, but he trailed his fingers around her waist and pressed his face to her stomach. His breath thrummed through the fabric of her t-shirt working right into her. Deep and shaky, a powerful storm.

Jean pushed her fingers into his hair. He groaned against her belly, the right kind of groan and with it another rush of heat. He ran one hand to her hip, and down her thigh. She lifted her foot off the floor, pressing into his grip, as he pulled her down onto his lap. 

They were eye to eye. The plane of his thigh caught between hers. The world flashed bright and then dark, a single firework, blindingly close.

Matt tugged on her leg again—like he knew just what he was doing. And he could keep on doing—a moan clambered up out of her throat and she kissed him, impatient, close to the edge, half-gone.

Jean's hands spread wide across his chest; she felt his frantic pulse. She pulled at his shirt but it wasn't giving. Lifting her other knee to the sofa, she sat on his lap, so she could reach him—reveal him—but perched like that, she was exposed. Fully clothed, but her chest rose and fell, totally beyond her control, and in full daylight. 

She was so ready and Matt had to see that, the effect he was having on her. No pretending. She was his for the taking.

He trailed his fingers around her waist and under her t-shirt. His erection twitched in his pants. But he'd wanted this before, and resisted. And resisted. What had changed? He dipped a fingertip into her belly button then spread his hand upwards and lifted her t-shirt. "May I?"

She nodded. He stopped when her shirt was still around her head, an accidental blindfold. He pressed his face to her stomach again, but higher up now. She felt his lips, his breath, on her skin, then nudging at the edge of her bra. Shivering, she pulled her shirt up, past her elbows and her eyes.

He had his eyes closed, lids lined with faint veins, head cocked to the side, rubbing his cheek across beneath her breasts, his nose nudging into her flesh, his mouth soft and open, breath warm.

Jean reached for his buttons, and he opened his eyes and fixed his gaze to hers like some kind of a dare. "You are so sexy."

She laughed. It was all instinct. It was him. Every crazy bold, brave, and sexy thing she'd done since coming to Paris wasn't because of Paris, it was because of this. Chemistry or magic or... something.

His shirt was open but still securely tucked-in. She tugged but it didn't give. "What the hell?" She started on his fly.

He wriggled, nearly tumbling her off his knee, and pulled out his own shirt.

She laughed. "You tuck into your pants and your underwear." She kissed him because not even tucking his shirt into his underwear could lessen how much she wanted him. 

She had free access to his chest, his stomach, the tiny lip of flesh above his belt, the trail of hair beneath his belly button. Touching him made her frantic. This was too good. Her hands were too small, too slow, their reach too limited. She kissed him, from his collar bone to his belt. He let out a groan and tugged on her thighs and she was so close to coming already, it was ridiculous. Why was she still wearing pants? Why was he?

Jean started on his belt and he started on her, fingers slipping and teasing and buttons weren't the issue here—she had to get her jeans off. Letting go, moving away—no. There had to be another way. She leaned in, pressed against him and straightened one leg out. He pushed her jeans down. One foot out, that was all she needed. "Now you." She grabbed at his waist band and he lifted his hips. She missed his underwear on first go, but not on the second. She watched him spring out, her hungry hands following her eyes. He was smooth and hard and hot and full.

He pulled her in, his hips still high, and the couch screeched back on the floor.

Jean laughed. He kissed the sound right out of her mouth, but held her up. His tip teased but he wouldn't let her have more than that.

She had to have more. Everything. All of him. Inside her. Now.

He said, "I have condoms in my room."

Right. Of course. Important.

Jean's purse was closer than his room. She jumped up, kicking off her jeans and grabbed it. She dumped the lot on the table. There were two, attached to each other. She tore at them, opening both. 

"I like your thinking," he took them from her and put one on. She watched, remembering him in the shower and what she'd felt then. He blushed, hooked his foot around her knee and pulled her in. That was it, that bold need, bolder still because it bounced off embarrassment. Courage and fear. He slipped a finger under the side of her bra. She reached back, unclipped and shrugged out of it. Even so, her chest felt near bursting. He laughed a breathy laugh when the bra hit the floor. Jean fell forward, hands inside his shirt, and kissed his mouth with too much weight on her lips but kissing was too vital for pause.

His open palm lifted her breast, as if his fingers feared it. She stopped kissing him, watched. His shaky exhalation glanced off her skin. Her nipple peaked hard and he traced it with his thumb. He kissed the hollow between her breasts and wrapped his arms around her.

His erection caught against her. The rush of sensation flooded out and zeroed in at once. She arched, instinctive, open and desperate. He pulled her down onto him in one long, expansive stroke. Tight and full, she sank further. She rolled her hips—she had to—her bones against his. She was right there.

"Wait." Matt's voice was hoarse. He gaped, but forced his eyes open. He spread his hands, fierce beneath her and lifted. He nudged his nose into her breast, licked a circle and then flicked at her nipple. Her clit pulsed, jealous.

Slow. He wanted slow.

Impossible. "I can't." Jean arched and his erection licked against every aching nerve, tingling and bright.

He groaned and pulled her down hard. Tripping on the edge, somehow she didn't come. He lifted her, drawing out slow till the lip of his head popped free. Then slammed back in, a rush and promise, the room spinning.

Slow again, blood and breath pounding in Jean's ears, his and hers. Every nerve singing, a rising harmony. Impossible, but real and so deep. He kissed whatever he could reach—chin, neck, mouth, breast, every breath and tug adoring. Bold and vulnerable.

Matt looked her in the eye. And then abandoned the slow pull and Jean shattered, clutching at him, holding him inside her. She could not bear the void.

His groan shifted and he came—the twist of his mouth, the roll of his eyes, the stretch of his throat. She kissed his arched neck, then his lips, wide and rigid, then pressed her nose to his.

Matt opened his eyes and held her there. This was madness. This was like nothing she'd ever experienced. Good, so good. Intense. She wanted to hide her face in his neck and then get down on her knees and taste him and pull him off the sofa and try it again. A thing was real if it could be repeated. So said science. Bring on this method. Best experiment ever.

He held her fast. She wriggled, barely moved, but another wave of pleasure bounded like acrobats in her belly. Matt smiled at her reaction. "You are..." he took a deep breath but didn't speak on his exhalation. He shook his head and ran his hands up her body, "impossible."

She kissed his now-soft mouth. She'd been going to say something but whatever it was she forgot and kissed him instead. A simple, endless back and forth. He broke away and worked his way down her neck, which was brilliant too but she had to catch his mouth again.

He maneuvered Jean off his lap, still kissing. He nudged her back and she pulled him with her to lie down. The room felt a little too cool but he lay over her, warm and working against her. She ran her hands down his back, scooping around his ass. She'd admired it far too many times; now she could go ahead and hands-on adore.

He lifted himself up but she didn't let him go. He laughed and grabbed at the other condom. A moment later he sunk into her and started again, slow and steady. Like kissing. They could go on all afternoon, the give and take, the wanting and satisfying, waiting and arriving, and in the midst of it marveling that such a thing was happening right here in this ordinary place, on this ordinary day.

Need returned, burning and consuming. Jean dropped one foot to the floor and pushed off.

"Is that right?" Matt kneaded her breast and lifted her leg against the couch cushions, his tease culminating in a full thrust. She wanted to make him feel the same sudden, demanding drive. She tightened around his erection and watched his eye lids flutter.

"That's right." She lifted her hand above her head and pushed off the arm-rest. The couch creaked but who could care? Perfection was just there, licking at her, teasing, she could taste it. Matt tunneled his spread hands beneath her and sunk his fingers into her flesh, lifting her hips. "That's it." Her voice sounded so strange to her ears.

He kissed her and she tightened again, as if she could hold him inside her. He groaned into her mouth. She felt him quake within her—she unraveled. Back arching, hips rolling, pushing off the floor, the armrest, fast. And he met her at every beat.

Then he collapsed on her chest, heavy. But she needed to be held down, held together or she'd fly apart shivering, tingling, overwhelmed by sensation.

He rested one hand on Jean's breast, his head on her shoulder. She was still coming, the outgoing tide's smaller waves, a dangerous undercurrent. A seeming calm. Matt hummed into her chest and ran his hand firmly down her side, pulling her hard against him.

Jean laughed.

He said, "What?"

"Come again."

"Oh, if you insist." He tucked his thumb between her thighs and traced the crease of her down and up. "Give me a minute," he said.

"I was joking."

"Now you've got my hopes up." He pressed the pad of his thumb against her clit and worked a circle around it.

"Not just your hopes."

"Well he hasn't gone down yet."

Jean reached for him. "It's really fine?"

"Are you kidding? That was incredible."

She laughed. "I meant after the surgery."

"Oh, right. Yes. All systems go."

"Clearly. But it's not different?"

"Something is, but it’s hard to put a finger on it." He pushed the hair back off her face and kissed the laugh right out of her mouth.

She traced the length of him, wrapped fingers and palm, stroking, matching the rhythm of his touch between her thighs. This was too damn good. Every bit of it. A gentler bliss rumbled through her. Matt pressed his fingers inside and chuckled. “Fuck, I can feel that.” And then he swore again and came again.

They lay there, dazed. Time seemed to pause, hover mid-air like a spider on an invisible thread.

Eventually, Matt spoke. "In a couple of hours it's going to get complicated.”

"Maybe," Jean's answer fell out of her sex-drunk mouth. Who was she kidding? This was definitely complicated. "So long as Elise and Harry don't know..."

"We'll have to be careful."

Jean nodded. They would have to be careful because the alternative—the not doing this at all, ever again—wasn't an option.

Matt lifted himself up onto hands and knees, hovering over her. A smile teased at his lips, and then shone bright. He was so gorgeous, every bit of him. His eyes, bright and provocative, usually so sharp but, just now, dark and dilated. And there was his jawline, and his flushed cheeks, and that mouth—oh, that mouth. But all together, the effect, when he smiled like that, warmed her from her fingernails to her fucking heart, damn it. This was complicated.

Not because of the kids—well, they weren’t going to find out, so no, not because of the kids—but because of Jean's fucking heart. Because she cared about him and admired him—hell, she liked him. How things had changed. It would have been so much simpler if his every word and move and motive stoked a fury in her, the way it used to. But she knew him better now. She could see where he was coming from.

She could see him coming, too. She could close her eyes and remember. She could open her eyes and see him, still naked, sitting on the sofa between her bare legs. She could trace his semi with her toes and tease him. He gave her a serious look, ran his hand up her thigh, and kept looking her in the eye, all the way down. His tongue felt cool. The world fell away. The fifth floor lifted off the building, spinning up into the atmosphere, leaving behind every obstacle, including Jean's mind, her heart, and his. She was nothing but sensation and need. He was nothing but hands and mouth and hot and hard. Everything would be okay so long as they kept this. What else was there anyway?
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Chapter 20
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She left him in the shower, sated and sizzling. Matt's skin felt tight, thin, as if he'd been scrubbed with sand and now the gentlest scratch would open him up, leave him bleeding. What had she done to him?

What had he done?

He dried off, his back to the mirror, not interested in looking himself in the eye, not interested in seeing how much a fool he looked, not interested in the truth. Jean wanted him. She still wanted him. That was the only truth he needed. That was... incredible. More than sex. She felt it too; she'd looked him in the eye. Skin this thin, he must be transparent. She had to know.

The towel seemed cruelly rough. Matt walked out into the apartment damp and naked, and remembered why he'd come home early. His procedures manuals were spilling from his open case on the counter. His soup was cold on the coffee table. Jean's bag was gone. She was picking up the kids.

Matt was a little light-headed, but he could straighten the cushions, and throw away a stray condom wrapper, and wipe the stupid grin off his face.

He was dressed and decent when he heard them coming up the stairs. Perhaps he should move to his bedroom, spread his work out on the bed, act like he'd been studying defunct hospital procedures all afternoon, bored out of his mind. If Jean and he weren’t in the same room, the children couldn't notice anything had changed.

"Dad? Dad!" Harry followed Matt in only seconds after he'd opened the manual. 

"Hi," Matt pretended to look up from fascinating reading.

"You came home sick?"

"No, working from home."

"You never work from home."

"Don't worry, I won't ruin your afternoon." Matt ruffled his hair.

Jean called out, "Goûter, Harry?" Her pronunciation was better than it had been, but not quite right.

Harry left in a hurry. Matt let his head fall back. He could just...

He woke at dusk, the street lights outside just turning on, orange warming to yellow. The TV was murmuring a tuneless hum out in the living room.

He heard Jean say, "I only gave you a couple of sundried tomatoes. Come on, try one."

"Where are you going?" Elise said.

"Dinner with a friend."

"That's why we're having pasta," Harry said, sing-songy with the pleasure of understanding something before his big sister.

"I know, but is the friend Johannes?"

Silence.

Elise said, "Called it!"

"When your Dad wakes up, here's his dinner, okay? And tell him I won't be late."

"You don't have a curfew and you're definitely meant to have nights and weekends off."

"Yeah, well, it's a school night. I still have to get up and herd you cats."

"Cool cats," Harry said.

Matt had shaken off sleep enough to sit up. His feet were on the floor, but when Elise said Johannes a chill went through him. Maybe he was still asleep and this was a dream. Or maybe the whole afternoon was a dream and this was reality. Jean was going out for dinner with Johannes.

She had said no—he’d asked if they were together. Or he’d asked enough of the question that she had to have known that’s what he was asking. And Jean had said they weren’t. Had Matt been so far gone, so wrapped up in her, in the sensation and temptation—had he only heard what he wanted to hear?

He'd made her come three times. Maybe four. The last two sort of merged together. He'd caused her to shout and pant and bite and shiver and he could make her stay home this evening. 

He was woozy, wobbly, unused to sleeping during the day. That was hardly the only thing he was unused to. He stepped out into the living room as the front door snapped shut.

He took one desperate step toward the door and stopped. He had an audience. Chasing Jean out into the stairwell in front of the kids would be a dead giveaway. "How was school?" Matt forced his voice flat, normal. If a little of his panic sneaked into the tone, Elise ignored it.

"Exhausting." Elise forked a piece of penne dotted with pesto and turned her attention back to the television. Harry had slivers of sundried tomato balanced on the edge of his bowl and was nudging a mushroom off his fork.

Matt served himself a plate, his ears tuned to the stair-well, hoping to hear Jean return.

He saw Harry's backpack, zipped closed, leaning against the hall closet door. "Did you watch TV all afternoon?"

Elise said, "I'm so tired, Dad. I'll catch up on reading. Don't worry."

"Harry?"

He stuffed another piece of pasta into his already full mouth.

"Well?" Matt said.

"Jean let us have a relaxing afternoon." Good lord, he sounded so grown up. And manipulative.

"Don't play me off against Jean. It's your homework. You're responsible for it."

Harry sighed and slumped and stopped eating as if Matt had made it all taste bad.

Matt sat at the counter rather than join them, thereby not condoning the TV-watching. As soon as Harry finished his pasta, Matt turned it off.

Elise shot him a look, but said nothing.

Harry said, "It's not finished."

"I'll help you with your homework. You've a bit of time before bed."

Harry banged his bowl down on the coffee table then tucked up his feet on the armchair and hugged his knees.

"I know it's hard going back after vacation. I'm tired too, but it's got to be done. Bring your books here and I'll help, or you can go straight to bed and we'll get up early tomorrow, do an hour before school. It's up to you."

"What the fuck?" Harry said, under his breath.

"Excuse me?"

"Nothing." He got up and marched over to his backpack.

"Excuse me?"

"What? No one said I had to do homework this afternoon. I'll do it tomorrow, okay? Just let me relax!"

"You can relax after you've done your homework."

Harry gave him such a pathetic look, picking up his backpack as if it weighed a ton, tilting him sideways.

Matt said, "Half an hour, okay, and then we can read Artemis Fowl before bed."

"A whole chapter?"

Matt nodded once. He would shake this panicky feeling, this building fury, by focusing on Harry. But Jean would still be out for dinner with Johannes. That was going to hover over him all evening, taunting.

Harry dropped his bag on the barstool beside Matt, then sat on the furthest stool away. He waited for his dad to do something—to pull out the books and tell him what to do.

"The half hour doesn't start until you do." Matt forked another piece of pasta.

Harry huffed and grabbed blindly at his bag, pulling out the first thing his fingers landed on. French. He reached for something else.

Matt said, "That'll do. What are you working on in French this term?"

"I'll do it with Jean."

"Come on..."

Harry closed his eyes, exasperated. 

Matt took the book off him and flicked through to the last page he'd written on.

***
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ONLY THE KITCHEN LIGHT was on. The bulb hummed a little. The dishes were drip-drying. The microwave clock read bright red numbers which translated loosely to, you should have come home hours ago. But dinner with Johannes had turned into a whole thing. They'd bumped into some friends of Johannes's, and one of them curated a gallery, and Jean could hardly say no to a private behind-the-scenes tour.

Okay, maybe she was avoiding home. It wasn’t Matt she was avoiding though. It was being in the same room as him and Elise and Harry, all at once. She didn’t trust herself not to give it away. Or maybe she didn’t trust Matt not to give it away.

And going out for dinner with Johannes would certainly help.

Plus, she wasn’t going to break the date. She was just going to make sure it wasn’t a date date. And bumping into friends of his had done that job for her, really.

But now it was late—later than she’d intended. On the upside, Elise and Harry were probably both asleep. 

On the downside, Matt might be, too. Matt might have gone to sleep thinking that she was doing goodness-knows-what with Johannes.

Taking off her jacket sounded too loud in the silent apartment. The living room was thrown into shadow. The not-suede-but-good-enough sofa looked black but she could pick its exact hue out of a color chart: blue gray and quite pale if you swiped your hand along it one way, a shade darker if you stroked it the other. 

Only twelve hours ago, Matt and she had sat there, with a safe distance between them, and it hadn't been enough. All week she'd been with Johannes, and nothing had happened. With Johannes, she felt in control. She liked that feeling.

Jean stepped towards the sofa and saw tiny crescents shining in the not-suede. Had her fingernails left those marks?

She dropped her coat over them rather than rub the fabric and erase the evidence.

Matt's bedroom door was closed. No light shone from beneath it. But she could go in. She could take her coat and purse in with her so that if Elise came out for a drink she wouldn't know Jean had come home at all.

Jean picked up her coat and went to Matt's door. She heard only her own breathing. If he was sleeping, she should let him sleep. There would be other chances. Other nights. 

This was good for her—resistance was not futile. It was character-building. If Jean did the right thing now, she would know for next time, when it felt impossible, she would know it was possible because she'd managed it before.

She went to her own room. Elise was still awake, sitting in bed with her headphones on.

"Have a good evening?" Jean said, because the way to tell a teenager to go to sleep isn't by opening with that.

Elise rolled her eyes. "Dad can be such a psycho."

"What happened?"

She didn't take off her headphones but answered, "I have no idea."

"Harry alright?"

Her skeptical look answered the question.

"Is he asleep?"

"How would I know?"

Jean eased Harry's door open, and saw the light of the iPad screen on Harry's face. His eyes looked heavy, but they were definitely open. He acted like he hadn't heard her.

"What's up?" she said.

"Oh, it's you." He looked up for a nano-second.

"You alright?"

"Yep." He tapped the screen.

"You sure?" She sat on the bed.

He huffed and threw down the tablet. "Fucking French."

“Harry...” It was the closest she could summon to a telling-off. But at least, if it was French pissing him off, it might not be Matt—it might not be Jean's fault for putting Matt in a sour mood by going out with Johannes. It might be possible Matt didn't know it was Johannes she'd gone out with.

Harry rubbed his eyes. "Dad just can't get it through his head that I don't get it. I'll never get it. But even if I did, it probably wouldn't be good enough for him."

"That's not true."

Harry reached for the iPad but Jean was faster. "It's far too late."

He threw his head back into the pillow and groaned.

"Things will seem better in the morning."

"Bullsh—poop."

She was far too aware how hypocritical it’d be for her to have a go at him about swearing. Not with the rules she’d broken. He’d have to do worse than a whole litany of swear words to even be in the same ball park as she was.

"How am I meant to sleep with you in here?"

Smart ass. Jean threw his covers in the right general direction and left.

Her traitorous eyes skipped off down the dark hall to Matt's room. It was hardly a new argument he'd had with Harry, but it wasn't a bad pretense for her going in.

The floorboards in the hall creaked. She was wearing her boots—should she take them off and go in barefoot, or leave them on and let Matt have his fantasy?

She opened the door just enough to slip in. Easing it shut behind her, she stared into the dark and willed her eyes to adjust.

The rhythm of Matt's breathing told her he wasn't sleeping.

"What happened?" Jean said.

"What?" His voice was hushed and deep.

"The kids seem kind of upset."

"Yeah, well, they should work first and play later. Why is that so hard to get their heads around?"

"Because play is really," she reached out for his bed, for his foot under the covers, "much more fun."

She found his toes and he pulled away. "How was dinner?" He turned on the light and sat up.

"Good." She looked right at him, daring him to ask the question straight-out. But looking right at him was dangerous. He had his standard-issue unimpressed face on and Jean's lips still remembered the texture of the skin above his clavicle, and when he tensed, how his arm muscles shifted, just like they did when he'd held himself up on top of her.

He nodded and looked down at the sheets. "Maybe we shouldn't." He saw her boots. The muscles in his jaw tensed. That wasn't quite the reaction she'd been going for. Should she give him a play-by-play of her evening? Would explanation make her seem guilty or innocent? Not that there were promises to break here, but still, Jean wanted to say it and Matt clearly wanted to hear it, so she said, "Nothing happened."

He looked up, horrified.

"With Johannes, you idiot. You think this afternoon was even in the general direction of the far distant land of nothing?"

He exhaled. He crossed his legs. He nodded once.

He was too damn sexy, the sheet gathered around his crotch, one t-shirt sleeve hitched up asymmetrical, as if he'd just woken from a restless sleep. He shifted his lips like he wanted to speak.

Two could play at this. She wanted to jump him but she could resist, too. She watched his gaze flick down to her boots again.

He got up on his knees, the sheet falling off him. Jean's legs went of their own accord, magicking her to the edge of the bed, one knee up on the mattress. His hands were fast, up over her breasts and down, scooping her in.

But she couldn't stay. "Elise is still awake."

He sat down again. "Right."

"Later." Jean backed towards the door.

It took her far too long to get to sleep, and when she woke it was still dark. She lay there thinking about Matt's foul mood of the night before, knowing it was probably due to her dinner with Johannes. Not that she wasn't well within her rights to be seeing Johannes. 

Matt might not be that much older than her, but he was a dad, with a proper career, and a mortgage, and an ex-wife. And Jean... she still had no idea what she wanted to do with her life. She knew what she didn’t want—to lose herself to relationship, to be swept along into someone else’s life instead of making her own way. On the other hand, she also didn’t want to do what her mother did—have a life almost entirely separate from her husband’s. Mom was so settled and content with her little world. Dad jetted off here and there and, when he came home, Mom was glad to have him, but she was almost just as glad to say goodbye again. It worked for them. But it wasn’t what Jean wanted.

So she wanted passion, but not obsession. She wanted a full life of her own, and a partner to share it with. And the balance was already off with Matt. 

They were on the same page about wanting it kept a secret. Surely that was telling. They’d had brilliant sex, but it wasn’t the start of something serious. It couldn’t be.

What it could be was a temporary, irresistible, brilliant, and essentially secret fling. Right now, while it was dark, long before the kids would wake. Jean brushed her teeth and spied the clock in the kitchen—it was just gone five. She sneaked into Matt's room.

He was asleep, on his back, the covers over one arm, but not the other. He'd taken off his shirt since she'd said goodnight.

Jean climbed onto the bed and straddled him. He was hard before he opened his eyes. 

He looked furious, but he was getting harder.

She put her hand low on his deliciously bare stomach. "Were you hot in the night?"

The corner of his mouth gave him away. Then his hands, fingertips on Jean's thighs, with not enough purchase to actually move her, but she inched forward, into his grip. He groaned. "This is risky."

"I always have to wake them on school days." She trailed her nails up his chest. "We've got some time."

He sat up, groaning, then said, "Tell me again."

"Tell you what?"

"That nothing happened."

"Johannes is just a friend."

"I know I shouldn't care, but..."

"If it weren't for this blanket you'd be inside me right now so, you know..." What was Jean even suggesting—that he was allowed to care? She meant just the opposite, but how exactly was she supposed to say that? Fuck me, fast, because that's all we get? She couldn't say it. The second clause was like cold water and she wanted it hot, and hard, and now. The pressure right there was too good, fogging her brain. What was she going to say? "Fuck me—"

He kissed her, tearing the words from her lips and ripping the blanket out from between them. "I am,” he rolled her onto her back, "fucking," he filled her, "you."
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Chapter 21
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Not a scrap of fabric between them, not a pocket of air. It was early yet, safe perhaps. A week of this had lulled Matt into a strange, and probably false, sense of security. Evenings were too risky. Elise was a night owl and Harry seemed to sense if anyone was looking forward to anything after his bedtime, anything he might be missing out on. 

But mornings, when it was still dark, when no one would hit the snooze button for another hour or two yet, Jean could sneak into his bed... and afterwards, they’d drift back to sleep. Doze despite the danger of being caught.

Jean's head rested between his shoulder and his right nipple, her hair tickling his chin, her scent somehow exciting and calming at the same time. The sheet lay where it had fallen, low on her hips. The curve of her shoulder and waist and the swell of her ass was like a landscape, golden late-summer hills, stretching out to the horizon.

Her hand was on his chest. She lifted her fingers, like she intended to stop touching him, to pull away, but nothing came of it. She laid her hand back down and sighed.

“You alright?” he murmured.

“I should get up.”

“Mm.” He grazed a kiss across the top of her head.

She tensed. And a door closed somewhere in the apartment. Had she heard something before he’d kissed her head or was it the kiss that made her tense? He felt too much, but he’d been doing well at keeping it under wraps. That kiss, though, it wasn’t about sex and there was no point pretending it was. 

One week, and already things were beginning to slip. Not just his feelings. One of the kids were awake and he wasn’t nearly concerned enough. It might be Harry, but if it weren’t, if Elise noticed Jean’s bed was empty, would she check the lounge?

Jean began to move, perhaps thinking the same thing, but it was too late. She’d be seen leaving his room and that was more incriminating than not being seen at all.

Matt held her leg across his hips, pulled her tight against him. "Just say you went to the bakery." 

“But where’s the baguette?” she said, her mouth just above his. Too tempting. He kissed her, felt her give in, the shift in her muscles. She wasn’t trying to get out of bed now. He rolled her onto her back, the sheet tangled tight around them, his body flush to hers, shoulders to knees.

“That’s not the baguette I meant.” She ran her fingers down to his hips, loosening the sheet and slipping her hand between them.

He reached for the open drawer of his bedside table. "I've never been quite this insatiable." He tore open a condom. "A cooler guy would pretend this was normal, but..."

The wrapper fell off the bed. The sheet dropped when he sat up, and then it too fell to the floor. Without a shred to hide behind, he sheathed himself. She was watching him. Wanting him. He leaned down over her. "Inside you feels like... lift off. I know what will happen but every time it's still a shock." He pressed in. Sensation stole the breath from his lungs.

She reached up, planted her hands against the headboard, bracing for—begging for him. Did it feel like this for her? "A full body shock." He pumped deep, so deep. Time lost all meaning. Sensation swallowed him whole. And then she was coming, pushing with all her strength into him. And he was coming too, lifting her hips from the bed, somehow moving deeper still.

When it was over, he knelt there, between her thighs. He could hear nothing now but his own pulse, her breathing, just beginning to slow. The apartment was silent. They’d got away with it. Again.

She sat up, her feet hooked behind him. "You trying to beat some kind of record?"

He cracked a smile and looked at the pale light of dawn coming through the drapes. Their time was up.

***
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JEAN BEE-LINED FOR the coffee machine, hoping that would make it seem like she’d been up for a while. Matt was in the shower, but the kids didn’t wake at the sound of the water. 

She thought of the condom wrapper, somewhere under the mess of sheets on Matt’s bedroom floor. They were getting reckless.

The shower sounds stopped. Jean groaned aloud at the thought of him, just through the wall, naked and wet. It would be hours until they had any chance of stealing away again. She wondered, not for the first time, if they’d be quite so desperate for one another if they didn’t have to sneak around and wait and wonder if they’d even get a chance.

Any moment, Matt would come out of the bathroom. She needed to not be standing here—she didn’t trust herself. She poked her head into her own bedroom. Elise was soundly asleep. Jean took her cardigan and went out onto the balcony. She was not waiting for Matt. She was putting herself at a safe distance. She was practicing self-control.

She watched him walk into the living room, toweling his hair. He looked around and blushed when he saw her. Then he disappeared into his room. Such a rush: what was it about a blush? Was it the power? Knowing she was affecting him? Knowing so much more than she did only a week ago. One week.

Dressed for work, Matt came out to join her on the balcony. He looked back inside, checking the coast was clear, then kissed her. "This is nuts."

Jean nodded and couldn't resist: the knot of his tie was right there. She tugged him in for another.

No half-smile today. He fully grinned, dimple winking at her, eyes crinkling, shining, deep black pupils. He took a deep breath then turned his head and looked out at the street. Jean looked back inside. Just checking.

"I had a thought," he said, "in the shower."

"Really? Again?"

She watched the red creep up his neck to his cheeks. It made him look years younger—that and the fresh shave, and the smile, the dimple. "Well, yes, that," he said, "but I was thinking we should have a plan."

"A plan?"

"For what to say—if Harry or Elise suspect something, or see something."

"Oh."

"I mean, obviously, if we can deny it, then we should." He didn't sound very convinced by this.

"Right," was all Jean said.

But Matt said, "Okay," as if she'd answered a question.

But what if they couldn't deny it? The question hung in the cool morning air, like smoke above a chimney when there was no breeze.

"If absolutely pressed," he began, and looked out over the chimney pots.

Jean followed his gaze. The gray city, the white sky, it was like an old photograph, the architecture so consistent, all those perfect lines, but looking closer, the detailing, unique and ornate, was not at all perfect. A gargoyle's missing wing-tip. Chipped paint on the shutters. A dying plant in a window box.

"If we had to explain," Matt started. "If they already knew and it was too late to deny it—if that happened, I suppose we'd just have to... say we don't know where it's going but there's only one way to find out?"

His wide eyes pierced her, watching, waiting for a verdict. What was she supposed to say? She nodded. But did he seriously have any doubt in his mind about where this was going? The only place it could go—nowhere. She did care about him. Of course she did, but it needed to be the loosely-held kind caring because it couldn’t be the forever kind. She needed to not lose herself to him. To his life. His full and already-complicated life. She didn’t want to tag along, like she had with Phil, or be left behind, like her mother was. 

She was going to enjoy this while it lasted, but in the long run, being alone was better than... than being with someone and still be alone. Which was what would happen if they tried to make something permanent out of this.

Fuck. He didn't know.

Then he said, "I mean, we can't tell them it's just..."

"Physical," Jean finished the sentence for him. But she was almost certain it wasn’t what he’d meant.

His expression gave nothing away. "I might get an early start at work. Maybe I can get home in time to help Harry with his homework."

Jean smiled at that, because she and Matt had attempted a page of Harry's homework last night but they'd gotten sidetracked. She'd learned plenty of French... mostly words for human anatomy that wouldn't come up in Harry's homework for several years yet. And there was no going back to Grade Two grammar after un petit mort or two.

Matt left, the kids woke, and the day swept her along. Today was the day. She was resolved to tell Johannes, in no uncertain terms, that they were friends, nothing more. And maybe if she were feeling brave she’d tell him about Matt. Someone to talk to wasn’t a bad idea. The secret was growing heavier and a sympathetic ear would lighten the load.

But when she got to the bike shop, Johannes was out. His boss was there instead. She sent Johannes a message, hoping to meet up later—this was a conversation to have in-person, not over texts.

Jean walked past Saint Séverin every time she went to get gluten-free bread, but somehow she’d never actually gone in. Of course, now that she was engaged semi-regularly in semi-illicit relations... perfect time to visit a church. 

She gazed up at the ornate windows and creepy gargoyles, the bright sky and chill breeze making her eyes water. Maybe, on some level, she was trying to prove she had nothing to feel guilty about, by putting herself in the most guilt-inducing place she could find.

Sick.

There was no queue here, not like Notre Dame. She could just walk straight in. Out of the wind, it should have been warmer, but the great echoing hall, the enormous stone pillars and archways, the criss-cross pattern of the ceiling and the massive pipe organ, it was all cold.

Her phone buzzed in her pocket—Johannes had answered. 'Simon's gallery opening is this evening. We can go for the party, even though we've seen it.'

Some glittering evening do was so not the setting for a serious conversation. Not to mention, it'd drive Matt crazy, watching her head off into the night, all dolled-up. And she didn't own a dress for that sort of thing. 

She made her way up the side aisle of the church, looking at each of the stained glass masterpieces and, in her head, rewording her answer. It’d be easier just to go, to jump on the first opportunity to talk to him alone, and then at least he’d be with friends if he was disappointed.

The bike shop was closed when next she passed it, but at least by then she’d figured out what to say to him. When she finally said it, they were standing side by side in front of a very ugly painting. At least she wasn’t ruining something beautiful by saying, "I've been thinking, I'm only in Paris until Christmas, and we're such good mates, and maybe it'd be smarter to just be friends."

Johannes moved his drink from one hand to the other and eventually answered, "Smarter." It wasn't a question, the way he said it.

Jean didn't need to say another word.

But she couldn't bear the silence. "I mean what's the plan here? A fling will just mess up a friendship, or we try a long-distance thing and, either way, it's messy right? You don't want that—another complicated... thing."

"No.” There was no waver in his answer, but he wasn’t looking her in the eye. He was looking at the painting. “What do you think of this? The colors are not nice, but I like the form."

Jean barely saw the art. She felt it, perhaps—the tone of that muddy green and brush strokes as thick as her arm, or the tension with Johannes—it felt icky.

He said, "Is this why you didn't come by all week?"

"I wanted to be sure—to make up my mind."

Johannes nodded, then he waved to someone across the room and said, "Pardon," and went to talk to them, leaving Jean behind.

A little later, she left. She stepped outside into a puddle. She pulled up the hood on her coat, clamped her arm down over her bag, and jogged toward the nearest Métro entrance. Good thing she was wearing her boots—her most waterproof shoes. Then again, Matt had noticed she was wearing them when she left. Perhaps wet feet would have been a better option.

When Jean had been getting ready to go, the kids had been so enthralled in their TV show, she dared to give him an explanation. "I have to make sure Johannes understands where we stand. I need him to know, outright."

Matt looked doubtful. It made her cold, like the chill just before dawn, a new day ahead, full of possibility if she could just live up to it. If she could play this right—right for Matt, right for Johannes, right for her.

On the escalator down to the train, she looked at her phone, half expecting a message from Matt. Of course there was nothing.

She wrote, 'On my way home.' Walking through the ticket gate, she brushed beads of water off her sleeves. She could hear a train arrive. She jogged down the corridor—but she had no real chance. She was far too eager to get home. Foolish, really, to give Elise any reason to doubt she was dating Johannes. It made good sense, maintaining the lie, but no amount of rationality could compete with Jean’s need to put Matt’s mind at ease.

When she got off the train, she forced her steps steady. Everything was slick, the tiled Métro stairs, the escalators, the iron gratings around the trees in the sidewalk. The cold and rain smelled metallic. Jean pulled up her collar and huffed warm air against it, pooling her breath around her chin and neck for a few seconds before the cold found its way back in.

Inside their apartment building, she fumbled for the light switch in the dark, but it went on without her touching it. Matt was standing at the bottom of the stairs in his suit, minus his jacket and tie. His collar was undone, Adam’s apple catching the light. He looked her in the eye, serious, borderline angry. Had something happened? Before she could ask, he stepped into her, moved his head as if to kiss, but didn't, and the not-kissing was cruel. He saw how she wanted to kiss him and held-off, taunting.

She would make him pay. She rocked forward on her feet, nudging into him, and then away, and saw his expression shift. Upstairs, far above their heads, a door opened. Distant French voices spoke muffled French words.

Matt pushed forward, one hand on her hip, thumb digging in. Jean grabbed onto him to keep from stumbling, and then she was up against the mailboxes beneath the stairs, and his heat crackled into her skin, rolling deeper while the chill seeped through the back of her coat. Ice and fire.

The lights dimmed, warning they would turn off in a moment.

Matt looked at her like he could read her mind by sheer force of will.  Her body was humming with anticipation, impatience. 

Darkness swallowed them, and while the glittering echo of light danced in front of Jean's eyes, Matt's hands moved inside her coat, and up, over her shirt, barely pausing on her breasts, gripping her neck. His kiss was hard, demanding. His hand skirted down to her leg, lifting and pulling her hard against him. His fingers tunneled inside the top of her boot, his palm pressing her knee higher. He ground his hips against her; as if he knew just what she felt, what she needed, where she needed contact, and none of it gentle. 

She trailed her nails up his neck and into his hair. His groan rumbled right through her. The buzz of a zipper. The slap-clap of his hands on her thighs. The grunt, low in his chest, when he took her weight. Her own gasp on collision, need satisfied for a moment and then demanding more. She braced against his shoulders. He pushed her skirt out of the way. She reached down between, tugged her underwear aside. She was wet—so wet. And he was inside her, brushing her fingertips aside, stretching, filling, reaching every needy nerve.

He moaned her name into her breast, real and hot and the hard ridge of his nose against her chest, bruising. So real.

Too real! "No condom," she said.

He groaned and froze, still inside her. She let one leg down. She couldn't touch the floor until he lifted her free of him.

The room spun, a dark blur. The exit sign gave off just enough light to green-garnish the edge of things, now her eyes were adjusted. But she couldn't see Matt, only feel him go down on his knees between her feet, unzip her boot, run his hands up her thighs, and finish what he started with his mouth.

***
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REALITY CAME BACK, piece by piece. Matt was seeing spots. She still had him in her hand, but the rest of his body grew more aware of... everything. The texture of metal mail boxes against the palm of his hand, the uneven tiles beneath his feet, the open leather of Jean’s boot and the zip imprinting on his forearm.

What had come over him? Something about her texting him, On my way home, had sparked a flame in him. She was choosing him and not Johannes. But on a much more basic level, she was messaging him her plans and whereabouts like they were just an ordinary couple.

And then he’d waited for her in the dark stairwell, because ordinary they were not. "We need a plan," he said. "Elise is still awake."

"This could’ve been better planned, yes." She kissed him slow, leaning away and letting go, except for her mouth.

Matt savored that kiss like it was the last one he’d ever get.

"Where did you tell them you were going?" Jean slipped out from between his body and letterboxes.

"Harry's asleep. I told Elise I was checking the mail."

She zipped up her boot. "How long were you waiting for me?" 

Matt brushed down her skirt and trailed his fingers around her knee. "I'll say I got talking to one of the neighbors."

She took his hand off her leg and pulled him close. He kissed her, his lips barely parting. "I'll go up first." He flicked on the lights. "Am I decent?"

"Not at all." She rubbed past him and started up the stairs.

He followed her, taking his time, watching her hips sway with every step. Arriving home together now, it was so risky. "I don't know what came over me,” he said.

"Blame the boots.” She pivoted and turned out of sight, up the next flight.

"Sorry."

"You're so British—apologizing for making my legs shake,” she said, as though she didn’t know what he was really apologizing for.

Jean reached for the light switch on the second landing just before it timed off. Matt kept on climbing, taking the lead—taking the opportunity not to stare at her ass the rest of the way home.

On the last flight the lights turned off before either of them reached the switch. Matt found the keyhole in the dark, fished his keys from his pocket, but she caught up before he opened the door, pressed her breasts into his back. He turned around in her arms, grabbed her ass and kissed her again, fierce and familiar.

And then he was falling backwards. Jean’s face lit up, panic and blinding light, reaching for him and then pulling back.

Matt managed to get his feet under himself, turning and springing up to grab the door handle—too late. Elise was right there. She’d opened the door to let him in.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 22
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Elise's look of shock gave way almost instantly to disgust. Disappointment. She shook her head, then in slow motion looked from Jean to Matt and back to Jean again. A look that said, I trusted you.

Matt said, "Uncanny timing. Jean arrived just as I was coming back up—and we were talking to one of the neighbors—"

Elise turned away. Her hands, spread like claws, raked her hair back from her forehead. "All along..." she moved, hunched and lurching like she might actually be sick.

Matt rushed to her, put an arm around her. She shoved him off.

"It's not what you think," he said. "The lights timed-off. We bumped into each other in the dark. I know it looks..." She turned on him with such a look but Matt didn’t seem to see it. "Honestly, Elise."

This was the plan, deny everything, and he was sticking with it.

"I may have had one too many bubblies at the gallery." Jean closed the door, and felt all the futility of attempting to close the figurative door. But still she tried. "I tripped on the rug."

"Seriously?” Elise said. “You're going with slipped-and-fell-in? Fuck. Off." She marched down the hall. Matt raced after her. "Elise, please."

"You're worried I'm gonna wake Harry? I'm worried you're gonna put him in fucking therapy. How many fucking step-parents do we need?"

"That's not what this is," Jean said. "That's not what's happening."

"Awesome," she said. "Fucking awesome. Just shagging is it? Brilliant, because that’s so much easier for a seven-year-old to get their head around. At least I was ten when it was mom fucking the—the fucking nanny. God, Dad."

"Harry doesn't need to know anything," Matt said, voice alarmingly calm. Had he even heard her? “There's nothing to know."

Harry's door inched open. He came out, blinking hard in the light, but his face lit up with curiosity, like he'd stumbled upon a surprise party. He looked like he was on the verge of saying, "Don't worry, I'll pretend to be surprised? Ooh, what kind of cake?" But what he actually said was, "What did I miss?"

Matt walked past Elise and shepherded Harry back to bed.

Elise gave Jean a hard look and went into their bedroom room, slamming the door behind her.

The silence rang like a gong. Jean was alone. She took off her boots and hid them away in the hall closet as if they were evidence of guilt. Standing there by the front door, she felt nothing but regret. This was all on her. She’d been the one to grab him at the last moment.

Matt returned to the kitchen and switched on the kettle, waited for its white noise before he spoke, low and hushed. "She knows."

Jean nodded.

"I'll tell Harry in the morning—control the messaging, if you will."

"What will you say?"

Matt shrugged.

She walked over to the kitchen, close enough for a hushed conversation. Not close enough to do anything except talk. "Plan A was keep it a secret. We never came up with Plan B."

"Well, Plan A was to not feel this way at all, to ignore this and hope—"

"That I'd go away?" she asked, and then realized she probably would have to now. Back to London, to find a new job, or back to New Zealand.

"That living together would," he rubbed his head, "that the reality would kill the fantasy. I know I should be freaking out but I'm just..." He shook his head and gave a breathy laugh. "This is a lot."

"Can't disagree with you there." Jean sat on a barstool. "Maybe I should sleep on the sofa, let her cool off."

"Oh, God, the bedroom thing." He covered his face with his hands—looked like he was trying to pull his face off.

"It's alright. It's a long sofa."

He looked her in the eye. He knew too damn well. The water finished boiling. "Tea?"

Jean nodded, then shook her head. "Caffeine is probably a bad idea."

"Fair point. If I'm not worrying about the kids at two in the morning, it's... I can't get you out of my head."

Jean watched him, tried to decipher, to read between the lines, because the lines were just too hard, too impossible. He couldn't mean that—he certainly shouldn’t say it. Saying it meant he'd made some kind of decision. A decision Jean was in no way ready for.

Matt poured the water, pinched the corner of the floating teabag and hissed, dropping it back into the tea.

Jean had to drop this thing before it burned. She wasn't ready. She wasn’t sure. And it wouldn’t be fair on any of them to just play it out and hope for the best—because what even was the best here? She was their nanny. She couldn’t just slip into being their father’s partner as if she hadn’t started this thing as their nanny. What kind of partnership could they ever hope to have? What kind of life? It would be all messed up from the get-go.  

Matt held the steaming cup in his hand, unbothered by the heat. "Elise has seen too much of this stuff, but it is different this time. We’re both single."

Jean nodded. But it wasn’t that simple.

"But I don't—I won't pressure you." He put down his cup and crossed his arms over his chest. He looked nervous. "I was your age when Harry came along, but I chose this. You have to choose—to want it."

She shivered. Her clothes were damp from the rain earlier; the heat of him was fading.

"There’s no hurry to decide,” he said, but that wasn’t really true any more. Elise knew, and tomorrow Harry would know, and for the sake of both this decision needed making. 

Except it didn’t feel like a real decision. She couldn’t just decide she was ready. And realizing that, the words tumbled out. “I’m not ready, Matt. I don’t want to be a parent. I wish I did, but I just... I’m not there yet.”

Matt was blinking hard, shifting his jaw to the side like he could hold this away from his tongue, so he didn’t have to taste it, take it in. Then he bit down and swallowed. “Right,” he said. And that was that.
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"SO ELISE IS GOING TO assume you're screwing the nanny every time she leaves the room, from now till Christmas." Nicky’s voice came down the phone like acid.

"No."

"No?

"I’ll make it clear. I’ll find a way, even if it means finding a new nanny," Matt said, and remembered Jean was in the very next room. She might be overhearing this.

"Right." Nicky's tone was loaded. "So, Jean's out on her ass, and some nubile young French girl is replacing her, and then what? No, wait, I've heard this one before."

"Heard it? You lived it," Matt snapped.

“Oh, is that what this is? Revenge?”

“Not even the tiniest bit. In fact, it’s not the same thing at all—for one, neither of us were cheating on anyone.” He shoved aside the thought of Johannes and dropped his voice. “I’m only telling you because it’s going to affect our children. I’m not waiting until you find out on accident.”

“Yeah, okay. I’m not apologizing for that again. It’s ancient history, Matt. Move on.”

He was moving on. He was finally fucking moving on. And if Jean’s silence was anything to go by he was about to be moving on, or attempting to, once again.

Nicky went on: “Look, I’m not going to offer—you’re gonna have to ask. Just this once, I’m not the one in the wrong.”

“Ask what?”

She scoffed. “If they can come back early. All three, I guess, unless you and Jean are shacking up. You always were an all-or-nothing kind of guy. Maybe I should have seen this coming.”

“I don’t want to send them away. That’s not dealing with... anything.” Matt chose to ignore everything else his ex-wife was saying. Focus on the children. Focus on logistics, on problems he could solve.

“And I don’t want them neglected by a nanny who’s too distracted by fuck-knows-what to do her job properly.”

“That’s not what happened.” Matt suddenly felt like he had his feet on solid ground. “She’s always put them first. She’s great with them.” Okay, less solid ground. Singing Jean’s praises right now was so the wrong way to approach this. 

“I don’t know if that makes it better or worse,” Nicky said, her voice tired and resigned. “Fuck, Matt. What’s the plan here? Knowing you, you’ll marry her.”

“This is not the same,” he said. And it wasn’t. Nicky had been pregnant when he’d talked her into marrying him. Sure, he’d also been in love with her, but if it weren’t for the pregnancy, he probably wouldn’t have gotten on one knee in such a hurry. 

“Well, sounds like you have a decision to make, and I’ll, ah, be here to pick up the pieces.” She hung up.

He threw the phone down on his bed and, without pause for thought, walked out into the living room. Jean sat up on the sofa. Her hair was a mess, a beautiful mess, and the blanket fell down. He could see her nipples through her t-shirt.

"Morning," she said, croaky and low.

"Morning," Matt mouthed, his voice failing.

“Was that Nicky?”

He nodded.

“I should have talked to her.”

Matt set about making the coffee. He couldn’t figure out how to ask what Jean would have said to his ex-wife. 

Jean stood, wrapping the blanket around her. "Elise came out earlier.”

She would have seen that Jean spent the night on the sofa, not in Matt's bed. Well, that was something.

"She thought it was a cover—my sleeping here."

Good Lord, it was too early in the morning for this. Undecided about which child he would talk to first, Matt marched down the hall. He should have spoken to Elise last night. Instead he’d hidden in his room like a child, not knowing what to say, not knowing how to face either of them—the furious teenager or the woman bedding down on the sofa.

The woman he’d gone and fallen in love with.

How had he not seen this bit coming? The bit where Jean chose not to tie herself down to a guy with two children and an ex-wife, a mortgage, a missing testicle, an overly analytical and critical way of looking at the world... Jean had made her choice, and in hindsight it all seemed so inevitable.

But here he was, standing between Harry and Elise’s bedroom doors, listening for some kind of sign as to who he should talk to first, and all the while hoping Jean would stop him. Would rush down the corridor and tell him she was all in. She was staying. She wanted him, and everything that went with that.

Silence. Silence except for the iPad singing a tinny tune in Harry's room.

Harry didn’t need to know about any of it. There was the real silver lining. It was too late to spare Elise, too late to spare his heart and keep Jean working for them. But it wasn’t too late for Harry. 

He opened Elise's door.

"Knock! God!" Elise bellowed.

"Sorry." Matt pulled the door to.

"I'm not naked but you didn't know that."

"Sorry."

She was opening the door to her balcony.

"Planning an escape?"

"Good thought." She leaned on the frame of the open door and folded her arms. "Can I just... go back to Mom?"

"You don't need to do that. You're doing so well here. You have friends," he swallowed hard, "a boyfriend." That got her attention. "Your French is almost fluent. You can't give up everything just because..."

She sighed heavily. 

Matt glanced at the door, wary Harry might overhear.

"What's the plan?" she said.

“Well, it’s... the plan is that it’s over. It was a mistake, and you and Harry are the most important thing. So, I haven’t figured out the details, but the important thing is, it’s over.”

“So we’re just gonna pretend like it never happened? What?”

“No, that’s not possible. But Harry doesn’t need to be told all the details, does he?”

“I guess not.”

“Thank you."

"I'm not doing it for you. What happens now?” She looked to Matt for a solution and, when he didn’t immediately give her a six-step plan, she turned away, moving out onto the balcony. She looked so grown up.

Matt could go to work as if none of this had happened, knowing Harry would go to school blissfully ignorant. He’d bought them some time. Time to find a new nanny and break the bad news to Jean, sort out temporary accommodation for her, or maybe just tickets back to London.

He showered, dressed, tied his tie and pulled up his socks, poured a cup of coffee, made his way around the kitchen with blinkers on, wary that eye-contact with anyone would give the game away. Hearing Harry giggle, Matt looked up, watched him scramble over the arm rest of the sofa and throw himself onto Jean. "You little..." She pulled him into a hug.

He squealed. She must have tickled him. And then she must have stopped because he calmed and sighed happily, and rested his head on her chest. "Can I stay home today?"

"We'll watch all the Star Wars movies and eat all the chips," she said.

"Really?"

"No." She laughed, shaking her head, making her hair spring and dance.

He sat up. "Why were you sleeping out here?"

"I just fell asleep reading. Oh, what's the time?" She was a disturbingly good actress, playing this off as a normal school morning.

Harry peered over to see the microwave and caught Matt watching. He poked out his tongue, a picture of blissful ignorance.

Harry reported the time and Jean jumped up, grabbing him before he catapulted into the coffee table. "Clean undies," she said, "and socks. Go go go, you dirty little scamp."

She ran her fingers through her hair and sighed. "Well?"

"He adores you."

She looked at Matt, a silent, Don't say it, Matt.

So he didn’t say that he adored her, too. Instead, he said, “What do you want to do?”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 23
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Jean went to bed while they were all watching Off Beat. She couldn't bear to sit there, playing happy families, avoiding Matt's eye, ignoring Elise's sighs—and was Harry more adorable than ever? Did he on some level sense what was coming? Was he, subconsciously, trying to make it harder for Jean to leave? Not necessary, mister.

Elise came into the room. "You missed it—they got away."

"Don't they always?"

She pulled her hoodie off over her head.

Jean's phone buzzed, telling her that Kate Shipley had shared the poster of a play she was in. Jean would be back in London in time to see it.

Out in the hall Matt said, "Ready for bed, no fuss, and then we can read a whole chapter."

Unseeing, Jean scrolled down the newsfeed on her phone. She listened to the rise and fall of Matt's voice reading to Harry. His tone was more expressive than usual, musical. Smoky jazz in a distant bar, without audible beat but there was rhythm, hanging heavy off her heart. She rolled over, closed her eyes, longing for sleep—for oblivion.

She did sleep, but she could still hear Matt telling a tuneful story, notes resonant, low and slow, like a sad farewell. And then she was wide awake, her pillow damp, sticking to her cheek. Elise opened the bedroom door and the hall light torched Jean's eyes.

Harry's voice rang above the others, "I don't want to go back yet."

Elise said, "You said we didn’t have to go back.”

“It’s not what I hoped, but it’s not that simple.”

“I'm not moving back to London just because you can't keep your—"

"Elise!" Matt said.

Sleep fell away too fast, rolling like motion sickness.

“It’s the best thing—for everyone.” Matt’s tone was final, or he clearly wanted it to be.

"Then why did you make me do my French homework?" Harry said. "What a waste of time!"

Jean dragged herself up out of bed.

Elise was leaning on the doorjamb, arms crossed. "I am not leaving. No way. I don't need a nanny. Jean and Harry can leave, but I'm not going anywhere."

Matt emerged from Harry's room as Jean stepped into the light. She tried to catch his eye—to catch up with what had happened—but he wouldn't look at her.

Harry said, "This sucks. And there's no reason."

Elise cocked her head to the side as if to say, told you so.

"You may not like it," Matt said, "but that is the reason."

"What did you tell him?" Elise said.

Matt glared at her. "We’re all getting too—attached. Jean’s a great nanny, but she is just a nanny.”

Ouch. Oh, but it really shouldn’t hurt. It should be nothing but the truth. Matt finally looked at Jean, but she couldn’t bear it. She crouched down to Harry’s level. “He’s right, Harry. Being her, in this tiny apartment, and not speaking the language, it made it all confusing. For all of us.”

“It doesn’t make any sense,” Harry said. “You have to leave because you... care about us more than you’re meant to?”

Elise scoffed.

"What difference does it make if we're here or back with Mom?" Harry’s eyes were wide, demanding a real answer.

"Come on, back to bed," Matt nudged Harry’s door open.

Harry stood his ground and Elise stepped up beside him, nudging Jean—probably not by accident.

They were waiting for something, a verdict perhaps, an apology or a promise. Matt looked defeated.

"It's our fault," Jean said, swaying like a tightrope walker and just about to fall, "but your Dad is right, he and I shouldn't live together any more. It'll get complicated and confusing and we'll get hurt—and you might too. And we care about you too much to let that happen."

Elise shook her head, "Oh, but you can let other things just happen."

Matt snapped, "Enough. The decision is made. It's done."

"When?" Harry said. "When do we have to go?"

"Next week," Matt said.

Jean caught his eye and he pursed his lips, gave a barely perceptible nod.

Harry said, "Well I'm definitely not doing any more French homework then."

Matt blinked, a nod of sorts, and nudged Harry toward bed.

Elise remained in the hall, waiting, like a centurion. Jean backed away, sat on her bed just out of Elise's line of sight, but she could hear everything. "Try not to worry. Try to sleep." Matt’s voice was low, strained. "I promise everything will be okay. It'll be nice to see Mom again, won't it? And your friends. Just think about cricket." Harry's half-laugh. Matt's footsteps, then the door closing. To Elise his spoke low, "You swore you wouldn't say anything in front of—"

"I didn't."

Silence.

Then Elise said, "I'm not going."

"Can we talk about this another time?" Matt's voice sounded tired, so tired.

"There's nothing to talk about. I'm not going."

Elise came back into the bedroom. She closed the door and the darkness swallowed Jean. Her lamp had seemed bright before but now was little more than a candle in a black-out.

She said, "Well, this is one thing I won't miss."

Sharing a bedroom, presumably.

She said, "Doesn't it bother you? He's your boss. Isn't that kind of like... I mean, he pays you."

Jean closed her eyes, praying Elise would stop, and they would both sleep, and Matt's voice wouldn't follow her into her dreams.

Praying she wouldn't dream, at all.

Elise said, "You were supposed to be... I thought we were friends. I listened to you—but what the fuck do you know?"

The soft thump of body against mattress or fist against pillow.

A huff like a sob. "You're as bad as Mom. And Dad—Dad was supposed to be the boring reliable one, God! I shouldn't have to be the fucking grown-up."

Jean rolled over to face her. "You're right. You shouldn't have to be."

Elise pulled up her covers, right over her head. From beneath came a noise, like a wounded animal.

And Jean couldn't go to her. She couldn't. She was desperate to help her but Elise would only throw her off.

She turned off her lamp. Jean listened for her breathing but it didn't slow and deepen into sleep. And Jean was wide awake now. She had a hunch she wouldn't sleep easily while she lay here. 

She pushed off her blanket and took her book out to the living room. Folded herself up in an armchair, as small as she could be, hugging her book between her knees and chest. She let her head rest back and her gaze fell to the balcony: Matt was standing out there in the dark and milky lamplight. He was leaning on the railing, hunched and heavy.

He turned, straightened, as if he could feel Jean watching. Then he looked right at her, his shoulders rose and fell, and he was about to turn away again. Jean got up, dropped her book on the chair, and held his gaze like a lifeline. 

She stepped out, shivering. He looked at her arms, then went back to his position, leaning on the cold metal railing, looking down at the street—a car, slowing as if looking for an unfamiliar address, a pedestrian holding a phone to their ear, a couple walking arm-in-arm, voices bubbling up, words indiscernible.

Matt sighed and sagged. Before she knew what she was doing, she was touching his back, offering comfort, a habit too-quickly formed and already ingrained.

In a fluid movement, he turned and stepped into her, pressed his face to her collar and clung; his cheek grazed its two days’ stubble up her neck and over her ear. It warmed like sunburn, sore and strangely satisfying.

"I'm sorry," he said.

“No, you’re right. I have to leave.”

"I didn't mean to go over your head."

"You're just trying to do what's best for the kids." There went Jean's last hope of being annoyed with his being overbearing.

He held her tight. He wanted her to stay, the hug seemed to say. But he didn’t ask, and maybe that was the thing that made her really consider it. Imagine, for a moment, that they’d decided to give it a go, to be a couple, to tell Harry and Elise. Imagine it was okay for them to all care too much. Imagine it wasn’t too much any more.

She couldn't breathe, but somehow said, "Will you let Elise stay?"

"I can't make another decision right now."

"I didn't mean..."

"No, I need to decide. And stick to it. She's not an adult—though she'd quite like us to think she is."

She couldn't tell him what Elise had just said minutes ago. She could extract herself from this hug, though, this mutual-comforting-very-much-not-sexual embrace. This brutal evidence that it wasn’t just sex. That it wasn’t just Matt who felt and wanted more. "Let her stay here," Jean said.

He half laughed. "Need some space? I don't blame you."

"She does—from me."

"She blames you? That’s not fair; it was me who..."

"It doesn’t matter. It's more important you mend things."

He nodded.

Jean leaned away, breaking the last contact between their arms, acting with all her might like she was hardly aware of that fact. "I guess it’s not easy to find a nanny for a short stint.”

He shook his head.

“So, Harry and I will..."

He looked like he was about to cry. "We never split them up before." He cleared his throat. "But it's only for a few weeks. It'll be fine. It makes sense."

Jean could chew over that later, why it was so terrible to split them up, why that was a big deal. She turned her back to the street and touched the door, ready to do the right thing and go back inside.

He said, "I'm sorry."

She was supposed to say it back, but it wasn't true. She was sorry that the kids found out, and that they were hurting, and that Matt was hurting. But she couldn't say it; the memory was still so fresh, bright and fantastic. Maybe in time she'd feel something like regret. It had to be possible, right? She opened the door, and went inside.
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Chapter 24
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There were definitely perks to being back in London. Harry was asleep in bed and Jean could not hear him snoring—not even a faint snort. Nicky’s house was enormous. And tonight Jean would sleep in her own room, all by herself. No more teenage roommate. No more bathroom right next door and overhearing Matt in the shower. No more constant temptation. No more sexual tension. And the tension with Nicky, well, it wasn’t so bad. Jean had expected worse.

Jean took the full laundry basket downstairs with her, her arms aching from a long afternoon at the cricket nets. Cricket was a good reminder of why she was doing this. She’d given it up once—missed a whole season because of Phil and his dream, because open-homes are on weekends and so are cricket games, because she was so head-over-heels she didn’t see she what she was giving up until it was almost out of reach.

In the kitchen, Nicky had refilled both of their wine glasses. It made Jean nervous—she clearly wanted to talk.

“So,” she started.

Where was this going? Jean couldn’t be the nanny at Matt’s, but it was months before he’d have custody again. Did Nicky want her gone sooner?

"Are you okay?” Nicky’s tone was so hard to read. Concern, but something else, maybe resentful obligation. Maybe anger. Maybe embarrassment, too, because Nicky had to know that Jean knew about the nanny she’d slept with, the cause of the end of the marriage—the unquestionably greater crime.

Jean said, “I’m just worried about Harry and Elise and...” and Matt. And her own brain, the way it was going in circles, arguing for and against every decision she’d made in weeks.

“It’s not ideal, but, well, all I want to know is if you’ll stay till February. I’ll look for a replacement nanny before they go back to Matt in the spring, but with all the upheaval, one less change in the mix, in the immediate future...”

“That sounds good.”

Nicky gave a nod. There was a coldness there, but it seemed to melt before Jean’s eyes, or maybe Nicky was faking it. She said, “Things have a way of settling back into something a lot like normal, remarkably quickly. You’ll see.” Nicky picked up Jean's book, which she'd left on a barstool, and turned it over as if she was reading the blurb, totally unconcerned about anything. 

Jean sipped her wine and tried to think of something to say about the book, but she’d only read one chapter and, the state her head was in, would probably need to read it again.

"Elise said you'd made some friends. She made it sound like you even dated a little."

"Sort of." Jean had seen Johannes just the once more after that night in the gallery. They'd played cards and pretended to get on as normal, but it wasn't the same. And then she told him she had to go back to London in a few days, and he said, "Oh, well that works out." And a moment later he realized that it sounded mean, and said, "No, I meant that you were right—good thing we didn't start anything." After that, oddly, it was less awkward. But that was it. He sent her a message while she was on the train and she only received it after she'd emerged from the Chunnel. 'Bon voyage. I'll let you know when I visit London.'

“I hope no one else got, you know,” Nicky gestured with both hands like some kind of tangled mess, “caught up in this whole thing.”

Nicky thought Jean had cheated on someone else? As if that would make the score even.

Nicky said, "Are you exhausted?"

Jean nodded, yawning right on cue.

"Matt's lifted his game then." Nicky laughed, then apologized, then drank. "I'm sorry it messed everything up but, that man, he needed to get laid. He gets so uptight over nothing at all. Sex always made him cooler, even if only for half a day."

Her words made Jean flinch. She was too raw. It was too soon. It had been too good—simple as that. Being with Matt had been too good, and now it was over.

***
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A FLOWER-SELLER CAME into the restaurant and for a second Matt considered buying Elise a rose. He was grasping at straws. Elise closed her menu and opened her phone.

"So, how was school?"

"Fine."

Matt opened his menu. "How's Dior?"

She glared, but that was eye contact, which one might construe as progress. 

One might construe wrongly. He'd thought taking her out to dinner would help to melt the ice a little. Evidently not.

Matt closed his menu. "Do you know what you want?"

"The burger."

He nodded to the waiter and ordered. The wine came right away.

Elise glanced at it. Fifteen—was that too young? It would not surprise Matt if Nicky already let her have a sip on occasion. "You want to try it?"

Her eyes went round, wide like old fashioned champagne glasses.

Matt shrugged, as if it were no big deal.

She took a sip and tried not to make a face, but clearly didn't love it. "Nice," she said.

"When in France..."

"You don't have to do this, Dad."

"Do what?" He watched the flower seller attempt a sale at another table.

"Win me over."

"I didn't want to cook, and it's just the two of us."

She shook her head.

He drank his wine.

"Harry sent me a message," she said. "He's fine so, you know, you don't have to worry about him."

"Do I seem worried?"

"Usually."

Matt laughed.

She smiled. It was a great smile: a little of Nicky, but mostly just Elise. Matt had only met her father a couple of times. The resemblance wasn't striking. Perhaps she took after whichever of her Indian grandparents he didn't resemble. In more ways than one, Elise was a mystery. She valued her privacy. She shared herself on her own terms. As she should. 

But it had to be said: "I just want you to know that you can tell me stuff. It's just you and me now, and if there's something, anything, I promise I won't overreact. I'll listen and I’ll try not to... I won’t try to fix it. Unless you want me to. I won’t make you tell me things if you don’t want to."

"You want me to tell you about Dior."

“I want you to tell me whatever you want to tell.”

"Full marks for effort Dad, but I'm not going to be coming to you for relationship advice." It was said almost jokingly but caught him like a punch to the throat.

She laughed. "Not that I'm going to Mom for that either, to be fair, but don't worry—there's always Cosmo."

Matt nodded, clueless. The next day at lunch he bought a Cosmopolitan magazine in the hospital gift store.

"Would you like a bag, Sir?"

"Ah, yes, please. Thank you."

"What do you read?" It was the American nurse manager, the one who hit on him all those weeks ago. Twice.

"Oh, it's not for me."

Her face lit up with surprise on seeing the cover.

He said, "I have a teenage daughter. I'm doing... research."

She cracked up laughing, slapped his arm.

Matt took the magazine in its bag.

The nurse manager—whose name he should really remember—said, "Well, I used to be a teenage girl, so ask me anything. I'll try not to scare you."

Matt forced a laugh.

"Are you eating lunch?"

"Ah, I had mine already," he lied and acted like he was late for something. "Bon appétit."

"Merci beaucoup," she said. Her accent was dreadful.

Matt ate vending machine food and read his magazine. It put him off what remained of his Snickers bar, frankly. He didn't get far and he was reeling. Elise was having sex. She was probably experimenting with drugs, and certainly alcohol. And there were some things in that magazine about anatomy which were, frankly, news to him. Elise didn't need to know that yet! Matt should, yes, but she should not. She was fifteen, for heaven's sake.

There was a quiz. 

'Was your relationship a no-go, a fling, or the real deal?'

Question one: When we go to the movies, we...

a) talk about it afterwards over a drink

b) barely pay attention to the film because we're busy making out 

c) movies? We don't go out in public often.

Matt closed the magazine with a slap, but it stewed in his mind, all afternoon. On the train home he pulled it out again. 

It was all there in the numbers. He and Jean were a No Go. As if he needed more proof. She was gone. She wasn't coming back. It’d be weeks till they had any chance of even crossing paths, and crossing paths was the most contact they’d likely ever have again. Matt had a real chance to get over her.

He should have said yes to lunch with the nurse manager. Matt strode off the train and threw the magazine in the trash.

***
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KATE PURSED HER LIPS, a spectacular beer foam moustache clinging to the upper. "Tell me, guv, tell me, 'ave I soup saved for me supper?"

Johannes shook with laughter beside her—shook the whole table. It was so good to see him again. He’d come to town for bike parts, as promised. And Jean was holding up her end of the deal—showing him around. Sort of. "Does your Cockney accent actually improve with alcohol?" Jean asked. 

"There's a sweet spot," Kate licked her lip, “but after that it's all downhill. 'Scuse me. Must visit the water closet."

She stood, bowed, and Johannes clapped. Turning away from Jean's non-applause, Kate swanned off to the ladies’ room.

Johannes said, "Where do you find these people?"

"Year nine social studies."

He raised his beer. 

"To year nine social studies?" Jean said.

"Why not?" He drank.

So did she.

"So, you're happy to be back in England?" he waved at the waiter with their chips.

Jean shrugged. "It's easier, in lots of ways."

He nodded and looked like he meant to say something. He drank instead, then said, "Sorry it all went to shit with the uptight boss."

"Oh..." Jean shook her head.

"Shit timing too. But here we are."

Kate strode up to the table, sliding her foot to each step, like a show girl. "What are we talking about?"

Johannes said, "Uptight boss," at the same moment Jean said, "Year nine social studies."

"Oh, Mister Stewart was uptight as FUCK."

On the train, headed home, Kate and Jean sat on one side, Johannes opposite. Kate lifted up her insane heels, reaching out to him and he raised one foot, sole to sole with hers. He held his other foot out toward Jean and she lifted hers off the sticky Tube floor, pressed her toes to the ball of his foot. Her legs weren't as long as Kate's.

She had to get off in a couple of stops, change to a bus, go back to Nicky’s, and early tomorrow take Harry to school as if time wasn’t ticking. She’d already bookmarked a few job ads, but it felt too soon to be applying in earnest. She was in a kind of limbo. Certain and uncertain at the same time, and about all the wrong things.

"What time's your train?" Kate said—to Johannes.

"Eleven. Why, you want to come see me off?"

"What, and be conscious before noon?" Kate’s expression was gold, lips turned out, eyebrows raised, the face of an actor, elastic.

He looked down the train carriage to where a loved-up couple were apparently asleep, leaning on each others shoulders. "How conscious do you really have to be to get in a train these days?"

"I walk Harry to school," Jean said. "So I'll be up."

"You'll have to make it worth my while," Kate said.

"A good English breakfast?"

"I'm more a coffee and muffin kind of girl."

"Toast and hagelslag," he said.

"Toast and what-elslark?"

"It's chocolate sprinkles, but real chocolate."

"Oh, I could probably get behind that."

This whole breakfast-planning convo suddenly seemed a shameless come-on and Jean's stop was next. She stood up and held on.

Leaving Kate and Johannes on the train, she looked back at them. Little more than strangers. Anything could happen. They were so free. But it wasn't jealousy Jean was feeling—couldn't be. She didn't want to go home with either of them.

***
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MATT FELT LIKE HE WAS walking into a trap. Nicky was dangling exactly what he wanted, right in front of his face. Maybe it was a peace offering, or maybe she really couldn’t get out of working Christmas.

"It's your year,” Nicky said down the phone, as if everything else had gone exactly to plan, so why not this, too?

Matt watched Elise inspect a statue—this was how they spent their weekends now—she got right up close to some detail before taking a photograph. 

“You’re coming back with Elise anyway. You might as well spend the holiday with them before you return to Paris.”

Nicky made perfect sense. He could hear Harry talking in the background, something about which channel the cricket was on.

“He’s found cricket on this time of year?” Matt asked.

Nicky said, “Do you want to talk to him?”

He really did. “I’ll email you our travel details.”

“Sounds good,” Nicky said, then the phone muffled before Harry spoke down the line: “Hi Dad.”

"Cricket in December?"

"In the southern hemisphere it’s summer." Harry’s pride in knowing so much was clear in his tone. “What are you and Elise up to?”

“We’re at the Rodin museum.”

“Is Elise plagiarizing?” Another long word Harry was clearly pleased to use. 

“Not this time,” Matt said. “How’s it going, being home?”

“Me and Jean played cricket all afternoon.”

“It must be freezing.”

"Jean makes me wear all the gear as well as a coat,” Harry said. “Are you coming home for Christmas?”

“Yeah. Shall we do a turkey and everything?” Matt thought of his house in London, the pokey kitchen, the cozy living room, being there with Elise and Harry. He had lights and decorations in the attic. They’d be snug and happy and together again. 

"We don't need turkey but definitely stuffing," Harry said. “Oh, you could bring desserts from Paris.”

“On the train, with all my luggage?”

"Well you won't need much stuff if you're only here for a week." Harry sounded so grown up.

"Ten days is the plan.” As he said it, he realized he’d see Jean at least twice. Pick up and drop off. Or perhaps she’d avoid him, make sure she was out of the house when he was due.

The sound of cricket commentary blared and hushed.

“I have to go Dad,” Harry said.

“I paused it.” That was Jean’s voice, clear and close. She was right there beside Harry.

Matt forced his voice to something-like-normal. “I’ll see you on the twenty-third.” The phone thudded but the call didn’t end. “Harry?” Matt asked down the line.

"Sorry," Jean answered instead. “I thought it was region-blocked.”

"Not to worry. No one can compete with cricket."

"Pretty much," she said.

“Is he wearing you out?” It was a poorly disguised how are you and suddenly the phone call felt completely private. Intimate. Elise had wandered away to a different statue, still in his eye-line but out of earshot. He was standing in the middle of an ornate formal garden, surrounded by tourists, strangers, but somehow he was alone with Jean.

“He’s giving it a good go. Nah, I love cricket. I missed it, too.”

“You’re a perfect match.” What was he saying? The words just threw themselves down the line, heedless.

Sports commentary rose and fell in the background of the call, not a word audible, but the tone of it so familiar.

“I’ll leave you to it,” he said.

"Yeah. See you in...”

“... a couple of weeks.”

“Bye.” It was almost a whisper, her last word, then the line went dead.
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Chapter 25
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Jean's hands ached, bone-deep, and her toes were going numb, but Harry was smiling wide, brighter than the winter sun, poised to hit a six. 

She sent what was supposed to be a nice, easy bowl down the pitch, but the cold was gnawing at her wrists, and she was off her game. Harry only nicked the ball. It bounced off the net above, then the side, and rolled to a stop in the middle of the pitch.

"It might be time to call it a day," Jean said.

"One more over?"

She jogged to pick up the ball, hoping the movement might warm her extremities.

He hit the next right past her at knee height and she jumped out of the way. 

Harry cackled. 

Jean ran after the ball. "If you were really committed to getting on the team, you'd be doing the fielding too."

"It's months till try-outs."

Jean scooped the ball up off the wet grass. Her breath clouded in front of her. This was crazy, playing cricket in this weather, but Jean had promised to do whatever she could to help him catch up on his missed term, and now... well, a little loss of sensation in her fingers and toes seemed a reasonable price to pay for not disappointing Harry again.

He stamped his feet and held the bat at the ready.

"It'd be easier if you could feel your hands, eh?" She walked into a slow bowl.

Harry hit it up in a high arc. The kind of ball someone was bound to catch. She followed it with her eyes, turning on half-numb toes.

She jogged over to fetch the ball. “My turn batting?” she asked, without any real hope of a turn.

“Hey, it’s Dad!” Harry dropped his bat and ran.

Under the park lights, the field looked like a stage set, dry ice turning Harry and Matt into mythical creatures. Matt crouched and Harry barreled into him, almost knocking him over.

Jean picked up the bat. She needed a minute. And something to do with her hands. But then he was near enough to talk without shouting.

"You well?" he asked her.

"Yeah. You?"

"I'm fine," he said, hugging Harry to his side.

"Good." She dropped the cricket ball into her coat pocket and tucked her fingers under her arm, where there was at least a little warmth.

"You look well,” Matt said. “Bit cold maybe."

“She taught me how to spin bowl. I’ll show you,” Harry grabbed the ball out of Jean’s pocket, and passed the bat to Matt.

"How about something hot to drink,” Matt countered.

"I can show Jean my room!" Harry put the ball back in her pocket. So much for boundaries.

"And defrost,” Matt said, catching Jean’s eye. Was he thinking about those cold early mornings she’d slipped into his bed and how they’d warmed each other up? She cocked her head to the side, and then, as if to prove she wasn’t thinking about climbing him like a tree, said, "Harry and I have acclimatized. I'm barely numb."

Harry grabbed her hand. "Can you feel that?"

She laughed but he kept holding her hand. All the way home—to Matt’s house. Nicky’s was a bus-ride away but Matt’s was just a short walk from the park. Harry raced ahead with the key leaving Matt and Jean to walk together. “Is this a good idea?” Jean said.

“I thought it might be easier without an audience.” He gave a shrug. “Without Nicky and Elise, anyway.”

Matt’s place was a narrow terrace house. Christmas lights blinked in the front window. Bare, dormant plants crouched in the small front yard. The moment she stepped inside, Harry hauled her upstairs to see his bedroom. Matt didn’t follow them. He was waiting in the kitchen when they came down again. Jean was ready and resolved to leave, but before she could say goodbye, Harry had rushed through to see the Christmas tree. 

"Tea?" Matt turned his back on her and opened the cabinet.

Harry called out, "This is worse than the Christmas tree in Charlie Brown."

"Isn't the whole moral of that story that it's not about the tree?" Matt pulled out a chair for Jean at the kitchen table. Chipped Formica, mismatched chairs, purple salt and pepper grinders. It was the first time she was seeing his taste, she realized, and peered through to the living room, furniture well-worn and colorful, photos of the kids and their artwork lining the walls. Warm and chaotic and lived-in, even though none of them had lived here for months. She’d made so many wrong assumptions about Matt at the beginning. That he was cold, organized to the point of squeezing all the life out of everything, a control freak. But she knew better now. And seeing his space—she felt like she’d missed out on something. She’d misread him and now it was too late.

"So you bought us a dead tree on purpose?" Harry was saying.

"It's not dead. One sugar and milk?" It wasn’t a question—he knew how she took her tea. He opened the fridge. “Oh. Sorry, I haven’t shopped.”

"Black's fine." Jean sat down. "It's the hot I need."

Matt caught her eye.

Oh, come on. It wasn’t fair, the way he looked at her. "I won't for long if you keep that up." 

***
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THE LOOK, THE KNOWING between them, was all it took: all the reasons they couldn't be together went up in smoke, crackling fire down Matt's spine.

He heard Elise coming down the stairs. Jean snapped to attention; she took a deep breath, her chest rising.

Elise stepped into the doorway.

"Welcome back...home," Jean said.

Matt felt slightly sick. Maybe it hadn’t been spelled out—or not clearly enough. This was never going to be Jean’s home. By the time he returned to London, not just for Christmas, Jean would be gone. Gone at least from this job, from this family.

“Ah, thanks?” Elise rocked on the spot, neither entering the room or turning away.

"Well, I should leave you all to it,” Jean said. “I'm warmer now. Elise can have my tea."

"Where are the matches?" Harry came into the kitchen. Then he saw Elise and launched at her. She picked him up and groaned dramatically, as if he’d grown so much.

"You know I don't like you doing the fire," Matt said, sounding stern, but watching the two of them together, glad to see each other, stirred a lot of feelings. Relief. Joy. And something like vindication—keeping Harry and Elise together, keeping this family together, was the most important thing.

Harry whined and Elise walked past, snatching the matches from the spice rack.

"I'm off," Jean said. "Have a great Christmas."

"We will." Harry’s voice sing-songed away into the living room.

Jean froze for a moment, as if she wanted a proper goodbye, as if she was hurting, missing out on something. Then she forced a smile and edged past Matt to leave.

He followed her out to the hall and caught up at the front door. She gave him a look, a warning, and mouthed, "Bye," and touched her hand to his chest. Holding him back, just in case he wasn’t holding himself back. Just three fingers between his ribs. Shot to the heart.

"Sorry." She pulled back.

He shook his head. She shouldn’t have to apologize for anything. She’d made the tough decision, the right decision. And it hurt her—maybe not so badly as it hurt him, but she’d made a sacrifice, for the sake of his children, and now she was apologizing for... for what?

He saw her tense, saw it in her jaw and neck, almost as if she were afraid. She opened the door and like a fool, he followed her out to the curb. "How will you get home?"

"Harry and I have been doing this on the bus daily."

"It's freezing."

"I'm fine," she said, but she shivered.

"I have to pick up Harry's bags from Nicky's anyway." Matt handed her his car keys. "Turn the heaters on. I'll tell them I won't be long."

Before she could talk him out of it, Matt went back inside. From the kitchen door he called out, "I'll go pick up Harry's things. Won't be long!" He didn't wait around for a reply. He couldn't face Elise's scrutiny. He couldn't hide a thing right now. In the past weeks, he'd almost convinced himself it was all him, that it was in his head, but Jean's every look and word and touch today seemed like tangible proof she felt things. Real feelings.

He went to the driver's side door. She was there in his seat, heaters making more noise than warmth. She got out, standing up cruelly, wonderfully close. And then dashed away, to the passenger side.

Matt stood there, letting the cold wash over him.

"Everything alright?" she said.

He sat down and closed the door. He turned the key, but the car was already going. 

He could see the lights on in the living room. Even if it was real, this thing between them, that didn't mean she’d changed her mind.

Matt backed the car out of the driveway, fast. He could feel her watching him. There was no hiding, lit up in the dark by street lights, traffic lights, brake lights and Christmas lights.

"I just wish," he glanced over at her, "we'd had a chance."

He needed to keep his eyes on the road. It might be slick, and the light was fading fast, people were driving home from work. Worst time of day to be distracted.

She said, "If I quit, if I got a job somewhere else, we could just be two people—ordinary people who could..."

How could he be sure of her meaning without looking at her face? Shit, had he just gone through a red light?

Finally, he turned into Nicky's street. The drapes were open, the tree and everything lit up like a postcard—that would be all Jean and Harry's work, and Harry wouldn't even get to enjoy it on Christmas day. This split family thing, they made it work, but there were times it really stung. All the more reason not to rush into a relationship, rush into a family, uncertain, unready. 

But was there any way for Matt and Jean to have a relationship without rushing her?

Matt turned off the engine. "Is Nicky working tonight?"

Jean nodded.

The dashboard lights faded to black.

He said, "What are you going to do?"

“I’m looking for another job after the holiday.”

“Staying in London?”

Did she nod? It was hard to be sure in the dark. She got out of the car.

Matt followed her up the path to the house. "Jean, wait." She had her back to him, but he could hear her keys jangling and scraping in the lock, like she couldn't get away fast enough.

He needed an answer. "We could start fresh. Take it slow."

She managed to turn the key, to open the door. But she didn't go in—didn't run away like he'd feared. "Slow?" she said, then turned to face him.

"I won’t be your boss. You won’t be living with us, won’t be their nanny."

She turned away from him and picked up Harry's bags. “What will I be, Matt?”

“Whatever you want to be.”

“What are you, a career counselor?” She put the bags in Matt's hands forcibly, almost violently. 

“I mean, you can be whatever you want to be—to me. To Harry and Elise, you don’t have to take on more than you’re ready for.”

She shook her head, like he was delusional. It had seemed impossible in Paris, but here at home, everything felt possible. 

Only this wasn’t home to Jean. She turned half away. "It’s not that simple."

She wouldn't look at him, so he left. It felt like she was watching him, but that may have been wishful thinking. And then the door slammed behind him.

He'd made her angry? He threw Harry's bags into the back seat. Why was she angry?

Matt looked back at Nicky's house. Jean was right there, so close. But what was he supposed to do? Certainly not sit in his car like a stalker. The kids were home alone. He should get back.
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JEAN OPENED THE FRIDGE and shivered hard enough to shake the door. She wasn't really hungry but it was that time of day and she needed something to do with her hands, and her brain, other than panicking.

Maybe soup. Soup was always good. And almost impossible to fuck up. Given her current state of mind, simple was key.

She'd been doing so well, moving on. She'd convinced herself this was over and done with. And now... now she was wanting again, wavering. Matt had dangled a possibility in front of her. If she found another job, got her life together, maybe there was a way they could be together.

"Fuck!" she said, and it echoed back at her. The truth of it wasn't so straightforward. They couldn’t start from scratch. She already felt too much—for him and for the kids.

Jean pulled the carrots out of the veggie drawer and remembered, Matt tasted like carrot soup that day—the first time. And then the soup taste faded until all she could taste was him.

She drew the biggest knife from the block and attacked the carrots. Was she genuinely considering starting something with him, re-starting as if she didn't know how this would go.

But she was this close to doing it anyway.

Next, onions. Bring on the tear-duct burn. Suffer, fool. She knew exactly what she was doing. And she was doing it anyway.

Her phone buzzed in her pocket. And kept buzzing. Calling.

It was Matt. 

"What?" Jean snapped at him.

Harry answered her, "The log fell off the fire and burned Elise's foot."

"Is she okay?"

"She's freaking out. Dad's taking us to A&E and wants you to come look after me."

Jean could hear Elise groaning in the background, and then a horn honking. 

"I'll wait out on the street," she said. Disconnecting the call, she leaned into the counter. Elise was hurt—maybe seriously—and it had happened because Matt wasn't there. Because he'd dropped Jean off, and then hung around while they tug-o-warred pointlessly, hopelessly. Elise was suffering, again, because of them.
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JEAN BORROWED AN ICE pack from Nicky's freezer and stepped out into the night as Matt pulled up. She turned away from the horror on his face. Harry was in the front seat, wriggling, excited. Jean got in the back with Elise. She had her leg up. Her foot was pink, raw and nasty, blistered in places, and not others—but maybe that was worse. She moaned when Jean lifted her leg up and onto her lap. "Sorry." Jean shut the door. "Here, this might help."

She gasped at the touch of the ice and took several deep breaths, a sound near a laugh. Jean reached out and she squeezed her hand, moaning, forcing deep, shaky breaths in and out.

Harry turned to see them. "Her sock was like whoosh. If we ever run out of kindling, man, socks."

"The ice helping?"

Elise nodded but Jean could see the muscle in her jaw twitch. Her keeping-it-together expression faltered. Jean wanted to hug her tight. To do something—anything—to fix this. She should have insisted on taking the bus back to Nicky’s. This had happened because she couldn't resist just a few minutes alone with Matt.

At the hospital, there were seats enough for them; that seemed a good sign, they might not be waiting for hours and hours. Jean felt sick watching Elise pant and twist her lips and close her eyes as if the light hurt as much as the burns.

Harry was busy doing something on Elise's phone and she didn't seem to notice—which went to show what a state she was in. Harry turned the screen to show them a choir of Minions singing a Christmas carol.

Elise huffed, shaking. Maybe for a moment she was laughing, but then she was crying. Putting an arm around Elise's shoulder, Jean gritted her teeth, swallowing to keep from crying. Fuck. This wasn't supposed to happen—Jean wasn't supposed to love these kids. Elise's head was heavy on Jean's shoulder, her hair thick and soft. She groaned and sniffed. Jean squeezed her closer and watched Matt, hunched over a clipboard. He glanced over and his expression shifted from concern to something else. He moved his jaw like his mouth was full of bones.

Harry jumped up. "Mom!"

"What happened?" Nicky strode across from the 'no entry' doors.

"The log fell out of the fire," Harry said.

Nicky lifted the ice pack to have a look. "Where's Matt?"

Jean pointed to the triage queue, and she went over.

Helping Elise up, Jean overheard Matt say, "She was doing the fire. Those dreadful fluffy socks."

"Where were you?"

"He was in the kitchen, Mom," said Harry. Was it cute that he couldn’t lie to save his life?

Matt glared at him. Nicky put Elise in a wheel chair and started toward the 'no entry' doors. Matt turned to Jean. "Can you wait here with Harry?"

"Of course." She held out her hand and Harry took it. 

Hours later, she tucked him into his bed at Matt’s. He’d fallen asleep in the taxi home. Miracle she’d got him up the stairs on her own. Matt was still at the hospital with Elise. 

The lamp above the stairs dipped the hallway in egg yolk yellow. Elise's door was open, leaving two others: one must be Matt’s room, and one spare. Curiosity tickled like sand fly bites, head to toe. 

Thin, gray drapes hung loose and open; mottled street light danced on the bed, melting away when she turned the light on. Matt's space was sparse compared to downstairs, organized, everything square and clear, not a wrinkle on the bedcovers, not a stray sock on the carpet. 

The chimney came up through the wall, creating a nook which was inset with shelves full of books and photos of the kids: Elise grinning in an over-sized, new school uniform, holding baby Harry, back before she grew into her teeth. God, Harry was a cutie, completely bald, and completely Matt.

There was one of Matt with both the kids, all three of them wearing aprons, a pizza in the foreground. Harry was a chubby pre-schooler, his little hands covered in chunky sauce.

Jean turned away but there were more pictures on the dresser and bedside table. How was she supposed to just give them all up? Move on. Say goodbye. Resign.

She noticed Matt’s closet door hung ajar. A shiny black shoe stuck out. If she put the shoe away, she'd end up looking through Matt’s closet and that would be almost as bad as the half-formed thoughts and feelings inspired by the photos—so she fled. The spare room was cozier—red and white striped drapes, a crazy quilt folded anyhow, hanging over the back of a chair. An ironing board with two shirts slung over it. The single bed had a crimson bedspread, a dark wooden headboard. If Jean were smart, she'd climb into this, the nanny's bed, and go to sleep. Matt might not come back tonight. And if he did, late and tired, they would almost certainly do something foolish. Best if Jean were safely unconscious.
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Chapter 26
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Matt stood in the lounge, staring at the mess of charred wood and wet towels, letting the guilt punish him. The house creaked, but old houses did that. Upstairs, Harry would be sleeping. Jean, too, probably. Hopefully.

Elise was suffering and he was culpable. He’d been in the car, on the way back from Nicky’s. On the way back from dropping his ex-girlfriend off at his ex-wife’s house, as if things weren’t fucked up enough.

The house creaked again. "That you, Harry?" He stepped into the kitchen as Jean came in from the hall. "Oh. Did I wake you?”

"I wasn't asleep."

His forehead wrinkled.

"I was trying, just not... succeeding. I should never have—if I hadn’t—”

“You’re not responsible for any of this.” He filled the kettle and put it on the element, and then stayed like that, standing with his back to her because saying this and looking at her at the same time was just too hard. “I should have been here, should have kept her safe. You don’t owe her or me or any of us anything.”

Jean walked past him and into the living room. Maybe she was curious. Maybe the kitchen just felt too small, the two of them in there together, too close.

He heard her pulling the curtains. As though this was her place to keep warm. It was a rejection of his words. Another blurred boundary, too late for unblurring.

He watched from the doorway as she reached behind the Christmas tree to pull the last curtain closed. It was stuck on the tree, but she yanked it anyway. The tree teetered. Jean reached through the spindly branches for the trunk, but her grabbing fingers somehow pushed the whole thing in the other direction.

Matt laughed.

"Want to help?" she said.

"Not particularly."

And then she lost her balance, and pushed the tree right over. And landed on top of it with a yelp. Two steps and he was there, scooping his arms about her waist and lifting her free of the sad-looking tree.

She was laughing too, now. At the tree, presumably.

He let go of her—broke contact entirely but stayed there, close by. "Nicky will bring Elise home in the morning."

Jean nodded. “I can try fix the tree.”

“Fuck the tree.”
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JEAN LAUGHED AND THEN choked. Just saliva in her lungs. Nothing serious. But fuck, she couldn’t breathe. And fuck, she was in love with him. Head over heels and deep in it.

"You alright?" He reached out.

She coughed, nodded.

He pulled his hand back.

If he asked again she'd probably say it—and say it first too. Sure, he'd almost admitted it, but without the exact words, and that mattered.

As soon as she could speak, she said, "Matt." Almost a warning.

He cleared his throat, huffed out a little breath that caught her neck. "You don’t want to be a parent, and you don’t have to be. That’s fine. But I do. I need to be there, one hundred percent, for Harry and Elise. I get to be their dad and it’s the best decision I ever made. But it rules out some other things.”

She nodded, stepping backward and away. She tripped on a wet towel, there by the hearth. As if she needed reminding of what—of who—was at stake here. “You’re wrong,” she said. Being a parent wasn’t really the issue. It was her own self, her doubts about being enough. Being ready. Being a whole person, with something meaningful to contribute. Building a life, not just tagging along. Giving and taking. “I’m not saying I’m the right person for the job, but you shouldn’t have to be alone. To be a good dad. I mean, you’re a great dad. This was an accident. It could have happened if you were upstairs.”

But it didn’t. That’s what the look in his eyes said. Okay, so he was punishing himself. Maybe that was inevitable.

And maybe it was for the best, because it was late and dark and he was so tempting, and she needed to leave. Neither of them were in any kind of state to make important decisions.

The kettle sang out. Matt brushed past her and took it off the element, silencing the sound, casting a desperate look toward Harry’s bedroom. They both listened in the silence for a sign he’d stirred.

Nothing. Matt closed the door to the hall. Any further sounds wouldn’t carry up the stairs. But there weren’t going to be further sounds. She was leaving. “My things are upstairs,” she said, suddenly aware she wasn’t wearing a bra. She’d taken it off when she’d tried to sleep. It was in the spare bedroom with her shoes and her coat.

“Stay,” he said.

She looked him in the eye. What was he offering? The spare bedroom or something else? “I don’t like my chances of getting much sleep with you just through the wall.”

“I don’t like your chances of catching a bus at this hour.”

“True.” Shit. She’d have to stay till morning.

“Sleepy tea?”

“Yes please.”

“I wasn’t suggesting we...” He poured the tea while he spoke, his tone was all weird and maybe hopeful. “Harry’s just there. And you and I, it’s all a tangled mess of a thing.” He sighed and put the jug aside. “Sex never made anything less complicated.”

“In this one instance, it probably couldn’t make it more complicated,” she said it lightly, but he didn’t take it that way. The kitchen suddenly felt even smaller, her leaning on one counter and him there by the opposite one. Near enough to touch. And it’d be good, so good.

He took one tentative step closer. An invitation. 

She watched his eyes grow darker, his chest rise and fall like he was consciously slowing his breathing. There was nothing else they could do for Elise. Harry was sleeping soundly. But they could do this for each other. Comfort. Contact. 

“Okay,” she said. His mouth captured the end of the word, stole open her lips, warm and smooth. She grabbed onto his coat to keep from falling as he crashed into her. His tongue caught her up in a dance she knew so damn well, this pleading, promising and teasing to the rest of her body. His thumb nudged into her breast and clearly noticed she wasn’t wearing a bra, groaning and gripping her, while the hard muscle above his knee worked a deep-tissue massage up her thigh.

He picked her up. She wrapped her legs around him, her jeans stretching taut between them, barring any real contact. This was going too fast. Was that good? No time for thinking, for wondering if this was goodbye? No time to commit it to memory if it was. Then again, she already had him too-well memorized. She wriggled her legs out of his grip, reached her feet to the floor.

"What's wrong?" he said.

She pulled at her belt. "I can't feel you."
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SWALLOWING HIS GUILT, again, Matt went to open the trunk. Elise was limping up the path. It didn’t matter how many times she said it wasn’t his fault—how many times Jean had said it—probably just as many times, though they’d spent maybe an hour together. Sex was certainly more effective than any so-called Sleep Tea. She’d slept in the spare room because Harry would wake up early, and even if he didn’t, waking up together wasn’t going to make this any easier.

Harry ran around Elise, announcing the highlights of Christmas to an amused Nicky.

"How's the foot?" Nicky said.

Jean appeared behind Nicky. She looked past the kids and smiled at him, then looked away.

Then she came down the path toward him. He looked beyond her. No one was paying them close attention.

Matt pulled out Harry's other bag and closed the trunk. Jean lifted the handle of Elise's suitcase. The breeze whipped her hair across her face and Matt pressed his hands together; he mustn't touch her. But he had to say something more. This was the moment, the last possible moment, before they'd be conspicuous, just standing there, not moving. "I know it's obvious, I've a useless poker face, but it’s gotta be said."

"What does?" she said.

He reached for the suitcase handle, put his hand over hers. "I love you." She looked at his hand. She wouldn't meet his eye. Shit. What was he doing? He took his hand away and picked up Harry's bag. "It's alright." He walked past her to the house.

Nicky reached for Elise. "I'll have a proper look at it inside."

Matt dropped Harry's bag on the top step. "She had painkillers only an hour ago." He stuffed his hands deep in his pockets. Any second now, Jean would walk right past him and into the house.

Nicky said, "Thanks. We'll see you in February then?"

"The thirteenth, yeah. The train is at four and with the time difference..."

Nicky waved her hand. She didn't need details now.

"Okay." Matt squeezed Elise's shoulders and kissed her hair and then crouched down and hugged Harry, holding tight until he wriggled away. Six weeks. It was only six weeks. Matt pushed up off his knees.

Jean was there, behind him, blocking his exit. She moved as if she was going to hug him goodbye, but stopped, turned her attention to hauling a suitcase over the threshold. "Bye."

He nodded and forced his feet to walk away.

Nicky turned to Elise. "Put your foot up; I'll get my kit."

Matt opened the car door, goose bumps prickling up his neck. What had he been thinking, throwing those words at her like that?

Idiot. Idiot with an audience. He got in the car and only glanced at the house before driving away. The door was closing, the person behind it invisible.
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SHE SHOULD HAVE SAID something. Anything. But in that moment all the other somethings seemed a mockery. And saying it back? Jean couldn't. She didn't have the right. To say it would be to step out to the end of the diving board, to put her weight into the bounce, no turning back. It'd throw her into the deep-end, gracefully or otherwise.

So, instead, she'd cowered and let Matt walk away thinking she didn't love him. 

An hour later he sent a message, 'I don't know what I was thinking. My timing could not have been worse.'

To which Jean had responded, 'Timing has never been our friend.’

And then nothing. Four days of nothing. Which was, of course, the whole idea. They were over, so, the conversation was also... over.

She was up far too early. Nicky was on a night shift and the kids were still asleep, and Jean thought—because she was a fool—that perhaps she could stop drafting and redrafting messages she had no intention of sending if she just got up out of bed and made a pot of coffee and got on with the day.

The coffee was taking forever.

She could just call him. Blurt it out with almost as little grace as he had. Okay, so they were in love. Maybe that changed things. Or it didn’t, but the words were stuck in her throat—she couldn’t seem to swallow them, and if she didn’t just say them, well, she might just choke and... die.

Or maybe she needed to find a job and get a life beyond Matt and Harry and Elise. And when he was back in London, and the kids had a new nanny, and they didn’t need to sneak around at all, maybe then... 

Jean picked up her phone, meaning to open the browser and job search, but her message to Matt was there, half-written, unsent, cursor flashing. 'I know I froze on you the other day. But in the interest of honesty,' was as far as she’d gotten.

Fuck's sake, why had he gone and blurted it out right then? It was so... unnecessary. Jean had known, on some level. But saying it, fundamentally shifted something.

Elise came in, her uniform crisp and short. Had she grown? Jean felt something like guilt for not noticing earlier.

"Hey." Elise went to the now full coffee machine. 

Jean was so busy freaking out, she hadn't noticed it was finished. "Morning." She pushed her cup along the bench.

Elise poured for them both, then sat at the breakfast bar, yawning.

"So, three days in, are you happy to be back?" Jean had asked before, but Harry had been there. Perhaps Elise had more to say.

She nodded. "It was fine."

"Were you treated like a minor celebrity?"

"Pretty much, which, you know, is fun, but I kinda wish we'd never gone."

"Really?"

"In Paris, I missed home and now I'm home, I’m going to miss Paris. And I could have stayed here, happy, not knowing what I was missing, just skipped the whole thing."

Jean drank her coffee. Would she be better off if she'd never left New Zealand? Never met Matt? Or Harry and Elise? "I guess it'd be an easier life, but not necessarily a better one."

Elise nodded. "I wouldn't have met my French friends."

"Will you keep in touch?"

"Sure. Kinda. Not that Insta is gonna help with the whole missing thing."

It hit Jean then: she and Elise were back to normal, skipping from one topic to another, deep one minute, casual the next. Just like they always had... before.

"Wish I could wear my boots though," she said, then yawned.

"I'm glad you're back," Jean said. "It wasn't the same."

"Too much cricket, even for you?" She lifted her coffee and hid behind it.

"Something like that."

"Harry kept mentioning you, the whole time we were with Dad. At first I thought he was trying to get a reaction or something, but nope, he's just in love with you."

Jean laughed and then kept laughing to cover the panic. It was perfectly clear she meant Harry, not Matt, but that was no comfort at all. Jean turned to the pantry. Breakfasts needed making and so long as Elise couldn't see her face she could freak out. Harry was far too attached. And so was Jean. Matt had said it with his own mouth. His own lovely, delicious, divine... Oh, they were so far gone. All of them.

She heard Harry come into the room and climb up onto the stool beside Elise at the breakfast bar. Jean's hands were shaking as she poured cereal into Harry's bowl. To Elise, he said, "If they're looking for a lost cat, then the cat should turn out to be the villain." This was clearly picking up on an old conversation Jean hadn’t been a part of. Harry went on. “Make ‘em all twisted and mean but actually good, in the end. Ooh, what if the cat is actually on a mission of its own?"

Elise's face lit up. "Its lost owner. Ooh, I like that. Rather than a lost cat, it's a lost owner."

Harry lifted his hands up and out as if to say, How can you be surprised by my genius?

"Ready for school?" Jean tidied away a few stray oats on the counter.

"We've got ages." Elise showed Harry another page of art.

Nicky arrived home that very moment, bowling in without a word to any of them. She went straight to the TV and switched it on. Peppa Pig whined for half a second before Nicky changed the channel to the news.

"I heard it on the radio," Nicky said.

Disjointed footage of a man being shot in the middle of a street cut to some serious shaky-camera stuff on a rooftop. The pitch of the sirens told Jean it was France before the newsreader said, "Terror in the heart of Paris. Masked and heavily armed, two men entered the building in the center of the French capital late this morning, and began firing." More sirens sang. Paramedics carried a stretcher across the screen. "By the time they stopped at least twelve people were dead and many others were seriously injured. The police were quickly on the scene, only to come under attack themselves." 

Jean looked at her phone. As if Matt would text her. But what she saw was that she’d sent her drafted text: I froze on you the other day, but in the interest of honesty... Shit. The rest was heavily implied, the unsaid I love you.

The newsreader went on, "Images posted on social media captured the drama."

"Where is that?" Nicky asked.

Elise said, "I dunno."

Harry was opening a map on the iPad.

The newsreader continued, "Charlie Hebdo, a satirical magazine, has been attacked before. Just over three years ago, its premises were fire-bombed after it published a caricature of the prophet Mohammed."

Harry looked up at 'fire-bombed.'

"Is it near Dad?" Elise craned her neck to see the tablet.

Nicky spelled out Hebdo for Harry.

"Got it," he said. "No, it's way over here."

They all seemed to breathe a sigh of relief but Jean couldn't. Matt hadn’t answered her accidental text.

The French president was making an address—of no interest apparently to Elise, who was now engrossed in her phone. Nicky turned up the volume and went to the kitchen.

Jean was glued to the spot. "The gunmen escaped in a stolen car," the news reader said. "They are now being pursued by the police across Paris."

"Dad's not picking up," Elise said.

Maybe he was already at work—the hospital would be frantic. And the gunmen were being chased across Paris. The entire city was, what, six kilometers across? They could be anywhere. Matt might not even be at work yet. He would probably be out on his run.

Nicky said, "You need to get going—school. Shoes on, come on. I'll let you know when I hear from him. He's on the other side of the city, so..."

Jean’s phone buzzed in her hand. 

New message from Matt. 

Jean laughed, huffing relief and catching her breath. It read, ‘I’m all for honesty, but our timing is terrible. I’m heading into a meeting. I’ll call you when I get out.’

Okay. He was fine. He was—apparently—completely unaware of the shooting.

Jean pried her aching fingers off the back of the chair, and breathed deep. Matt was safe. Nothing to worry about. 

But there were deep worry lines on Elise's young face. He'd rushed into his meeting and either hadn't seen Elise’s call or simply assumed it could wait.

Nicky said, "Shoes, Elise."

"Come on, Harry." Jean took the iPad off him and shepherded him out, but at the door, she caught Nicky's eye.

Nicky knew—knew that Jean had heard from Matt. And the roaring look in her eyes said she’d filled in the blanks on why he’d messaged Jean and no one else. Jean nodded confirmation; how could she not?

Elise was sitting at the bottom of the stairs, lacing up her shoes. 

Nicky was quick, pulling out her own phone, pretending to receive a text. “He’s fine. There you go. Miles away. Dad’s safe. Off to school.” 

Elise looked up. "He texted you?"

Nicky nodded and nudged her out the door, then turned to Jean. Her voice low, she said, “I thought it was over.”

“It was. It is.”

Nicky shook her head. “I can’t do this today. But tomorrow I’m gonna start looking for a new nanny.”

Harry stopped two steps into the room, one shoe on his foot, the other in his hand. “Where’s Jean going?”
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The hospital was poised, ready to respond to the crisis, waiting. Watching. Unable to turn away from the television news, though it hadn't told them anything new in almost half an hour. Matt looked at his phone—there had to be other sources of information—and noticed Elise's missed call.

And then a text from Nicky. ‘Answer your damn phone. And get your priorities straight: children first, girlfriend later. Or whatever the hell she is. PS. You’re explaining this shit show to Harry.’

"Everything alright?" said a doctor, arms folded high across his chest, gaze flicking to the television on the wall.

"Yeah, the family are just... checking in." Matt hit call. He couldn't have this conversation via texts. His phone rang in one ear, the television blared in the other: sirens and gunfire and the grave intonation of the newsreader.

"What?" Nicky snapped down the line.

"What happened?"

"Your children were worried you might be dead on the street somewhere and instead of reassuring them you text their nanny.”

“What?”

Matt was being watched. His face burned, his shirt collar felt hot and tight. He walked out to the ambulance bay, loosening the knot of his tie, watching for something, anything. The procedures were in place. They were ready to go. But the street was deserted. Eerie silence, the only clue something was amiss.

For the crisis Matt was actually facing, there was no procedure. “Is Harry there? I’ll talk to him.”

“He’s at school. He’ll call you this afternoon. And you better answer your phone.”

He was still shaking when he called Jean.

"Matt?" Her voice was high. She sounded so far away.

"I didn't realize what had happened."

She gave a sigh. “I couldn't just let them all worry, and Harry overheard Nicky and I...”

"Ah."

Matt heard a siren, but it was far away, he couldn't be sure if it was coming from outside or from a television. "Were you...?" That siren was definitely outside.

"Of course I was worried, Matt. God." Her voice cracked. Maybe she wasn't in love like he was but the words, the semantics, didn’t seem so important just now. Hope tightened like a warm scarf around his neck. He wasn't dressed for the outside. The siren faded away. Matt turned to go back inside, surfing a wave of relief.

One of the residents was waving him in. "Sorry, I have to go. Terror attack is one of the procedures I've been working on, so I'd better..."

"Go. It's fine. "

"I'll call you later." There'd be a later. Matt held tight to that and let the rest fall away.

***
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HARRY DROPPED HIS RED piece into the middle space, above Jean's. She turned her yellow token over in her fingers. If she played her piece to the left, she'd win in two turns. Harry wasn't paying close attention. He was usually better than this. Jean had finally dragged him away from watching the news about Paris. She could let him win the first game—anything to keep him away from the TV.

The front door opened. Elise bowled in and went straight to the TV, turned it on. "Hi," she said, en route to the pantry.

Harry looked to Elise, then back to Jean. "Does she know?"

Jean shook her head.

Elise tore open a packet of cookies, the crinkle and tear a siren's call to Harry.

Harry said, "Chocolate Hobnobs?"

"Want one?"

"Two?"

"Oh, I don’t know," said Elise and looked at Jean. “Wait, tell me what?”

“I’m gonna finish out the week and then you’ll have a new nanny.” A chocolate cookie or three would really hit the spot right now.

“I thought we had another month.”

The newsreader was quoting social media, hyping things up, as if the reality of the situation wasn't horrible enough.

Harry crinkled up his face, studying the board. Then he put his piece in the wrong place and once again, Jean could win—and any moment he'd see it, so she couldn't play another way. He was usually better at this.

Harry smacked himself in the forehead. "Oh, I’m so useless. Can I take it back?"

Jean nodded and he tried fishing the piece out but the board slipped off its center. Pieces spilled everywhere. Shit, Harry was crying.

“It’s okay,” she said, stopping him from scrambling to pick them up. The pieces didn’t matter. This wasn’t about Connect Four.

“Why don’t you wanna stay?” Harry pulled away from her.

“It’s not that.” The words were too easy to say. The next ones were harder. “This was the plan, remember. When we left Paris and your dad explained that we weren’t going to live together again.”

“Because you and dad don’t get on?”

Elise scoffed at that. “I figured out how to play Angry Birds on this TV. Come on, Harry.”

Matt called while Jean was starting on cooking dinner. “I can talk to Harry,” he started. “I can explain.”

Jean looked over at where Elise and Harry were engrossed in their game, happily distracted from real life. She took the phone upstairs and relayed what she’d told Harry.

“That’s as good if not better than anything I’d come up with,” Matt said.

“Why is it so hard to explain?”

He sighed down the line. “Because we should just, you know, be together.”

Something like nervous laughter burst out of her. “Sorry. I think that might be the post-disaster post-adrenaline whatever talking.”

“Is it?”

“Nothing’s actually changed. Once again we’ve confused Harry and hurt Elise and I’d really like to stop doing that.”

Silence. And then finally he spoke. “What are you going to do?”

“Stay with Kate. I can do a bit of ushering at the theatre until I find something.”

“Okay,” he said, like it was a good plan, as opposed to an emergency crash landing. Not planned at all. Strange to think that just a few months ago she’d arrived in London, excited to sleep on Kate’s sofa and explore the city, work a bit, play a bit, and let life just fall into place.

Now all that seemed meaningless. Kate would be great, but Kate had a lot going on—a new girlfriend, a show.

Footsteps were thumping up the stairs. Harry knocked and then ran into her room without pause. “I’ve had an idea,” he said.

In her ear, Matt said, “Pass the phone. I should talk to him.”

Harry went on, apparently unaware Jean was even on the phone. “You can coach the cricket team. That can be your new job.”

***
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MATT HAD MADE THE DECISION before he got off the phone with Harry. The situation in Paris, the stage he was at in his contract and, most importantly of all, the children. He needed to be back in London, and it was easily done. Ten days here and he’d have everything he needed. He could write up his final report from anywhere—specifically, from the kitchen table at home while Harry and Elise wrestled for the TV remote in the living room. 

It was his choice to make. They were the most important thing. If he could give up Jean, he could give up a few weeks of work. His plan, that was the thing he always found hardest to give up. His precious procedures, his careful organization. It was ego, really.

Packing up the apartment filled his evenings, work his days. Busy was good. Kept his brain from rehashing everything that’d happened. Kept time moving forward at a clip. He’d be home soon.

But when it was all done and almost before he’d even registered the move, he was home, standing in his hallway, the front door clicking shut behind him. Then silence. The children were still at Nicky’s. He’d see them for an afternoon here, a day there, a meal or two, but they weren’t staying with him for a month yet. 

The house was empty.

He turned on the light in the kitchen. Shit. The house was not empty enough. Memories rushed at him, like too-bright lights. His eyes, his brain, his body—everything refused to adjust, too used to the gloom outside.

Had it really been goodbye, that last time here? The only time here. They’d said goodbye so many times he’d stopped believing it was real.

His phone buzzed. An email—he put it aside on the counter. Tea would help. Tea was worth a try. But the phone screen was still lit up and he couldn’t help looking. The email was from Elise. An invitation. She was in an art show at school. 

He clicked through to the RSVP. He’d be there. He’d be there for everything.

***
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UP CLOSE KATE LOOKED like a china doll, her stage make-up thick as porcelain, lashes long and solid. It was a decent walk home from the theater, but it was a good wind-down.

“Were you waiting for long?” Kate said as they turned out of sight-line of the theater. As if she’d been waiting for that moment to ask the question.

“Not as long as you usually wait for me. Was there an issue?”

“Nothing like that. Just, ah, Lucinda.”

“Dressing room fun-times?” Jean asked, fully prepared to live vicariously through Kate in the love-life department. It was hard to imagine wanting anyone for herself. 

Kate only shook her head. Jean watched her expression, though it was hard to see in the shadows and streetlights. But then Kate swiped at her cheek.

“Oh, shit. She didn’t.”

“Dumped me straight after curtain.” Kate’s voice was all steel and grit.

“What? Why?”

“I’m a flirt, apparently. She doesn’t trust me. She can’t...”

“Because I’m living with you?”

“Weirdly, no. In fact, I’m offended for you. But she’s not jealous of you. She’s jealous of any guy I talk to. Any man who looks at me. It’s the fucking bi thing.”

“I thought she’d got over that. You made up at Christmas.”

“Sorry. We made you such a third wheel.”

Jean just shook her head. It hadn’t been the best Christmas, but that was hardly Kate’s fault.

“Ugh, and now I have to work with my ex.”

“Dating colleagues—did we learn our lesson the hard way or what?”

Kate laughed. “Dating might be the wrong word.”

“Fair.” But it reminded Jean of that old question—what if she hadn’t worked for him? What if he’d called after that first night in the pub, and they’d actually had a chance at being just two people who really liked each other. Although, for a good month there, they really hadn’t liked each other. Dating wouldn’t have gotten them past that. Living together had meant that all those irritating differences became something else—maybe even strengths. They’d gotten good together.

Then they’d gotten together and fucked everything up.

“I hope I’ve learned my lesson,” Kate said. “But Lucinda is an incredible artist and almost every incredible artist I meet, I meet through work. And there’s something about a person who is incredibly talented at something I don't have the first clue about. I don't love her. I love her talent. I love... all the talents!" She slowed her pace as they passed a pub, a quieter one. “My shout?”

“Sure.” Jean was skint, that’s why Kate was offering.

"I'm probably doomed to be someone's muse.” Kate pointed to a table. “To give up all my independence and depend entirely on some brilliant artist."

"But you're a genius artist!" Jean said.

“That’s got nothing to do with it. Other people’s genius still makes me... pathetic. It’s like my whole world and personality and everything kind of chameleons. I know it’s bad, but fuck it feels good.”

Jean pressed her cool glass against her bottom lip. Remembering. Doubting her memories. What Kate was describing, that losing of oneself, did it feel good? Was that why things had been so good with Matt?

"What?" Kate said.

"Do you remember Phil?”

She looked thoughtful then blank. If Kate had met Phil, he hadn’t made an impression.

“I totally molded myself to him.”

"Sounds like fun." Her eyebrows did a dance.

Jean shook her head. "He had some kind of spell over me. If he liked or hated something or had some plan, alakazam, I'd feel the same way. My actual thoughts and feelings, my own ideas, didn't even get a chance to germinate, you know? I just let him... I let myself morph into a shadow of him. But it’s hard to imagine that happening to you.” Kate was such a big personality. On stage, and off, she was magnetic. “You have a full life, a career—you’ll always be more than just the relationship you’re in.”

“I don’t know—all of that is a lot of pressure, always putting myself out there, making all the decisions by my lonesome. It’d be so much easier to tuck myself in someone’s pocket, coast along on their life.”

"Well, hopefully there's something in-between."

"Healthy, interdependent, mature, equal relationship?"

Jean cocked her head to the side with a kind of shrug.

She grimaced. "It's a yeti."

"Huh?"

"A mythical being that a bunch of people really want to find, but you know the hunt'll kill them."

Jean laughed. 

"And then future yeti-hunters will find their remains and assume it was the yeti that got them." Kate laughed. "When you want to believe something—voila!" She drank. She laughed. 

Jean couldn’t. “I thought I’d learned my lesson, that I could be immune to Matt, you know. Or not immune, but not totally in his thrall. If I just had more of my own life, a separate job and like a healthy level of independence.”

“Wait, are you and he... are you thinking you might get back together?”

“No. No.” One no for Kate, another to reinforce it for herself. Jean shook her head for good measure. “Matt’s priority is the kids. It wouldn’t be fair to any of them. Not unless—I’d have to be one hundred percent, you know, committed. Ready.”

“It’s a lot.” Kate sighed.

“Not exactly a balanced, equal, healthy yeti.”

“I dunno,” Kate said. “Maybe it’s all the Shakespeare infecting my brain, but I kind of think, when it’s love, it’s okay if it’s a bit messy. No one is really ready. No one has their shit sorted. Not for long. You take turns being a disaster, or you be a disaster together, but the together bit—that’s key. If you can’t trust in that...” She closed her eyes. “Fuck.”

“Oh, sorry, I’ve made it about me when your girlfriend just...”

“No, let’s talk about you. About something, anything, anyone else other than fucking Lucinda. But first, wine. I’ll get us a bottle.”

Jean looked at her phone while Kate went to the bar. Terrible habit. And her punishment was seven missed calls. Two from Nicky. Two from Elise. Three from Matt. Shit.
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“You were the last one who talked to him,” Nicky said, somewhere behind Matt. 

He marched ahead, around the corner. From there he could see the school playground. Empty. Of course it was. Harry hadn’t run away for the sake of a climbing the jungle gym. He wasn’t bored of the art show and looking for a better option. He wasn’t that kind of child. But Matt had to check the playground just in case. Just to rule it out.

“What did he say to you?” Nicky had her phone to her ear but clearly it wasn’t connecting.

“Are you trying Jean again?” Matt asked. He’d already called her three times. No answer. But his instinct said that’s where Harry was going—to Jean’s. Trouble was, Harry didn’t know where Jean lived. And that was just the tip of the iceberg of the trouble. It was after ten at night, and he was seven years old, and it was an hour since they’d seen him.

“I’ve called all his friends.” Elise shouted across the school courtyard. “Not there. I even tried Jean.”

“She’s not picking up.” Nicky stared at the phone in her hand as if that would somehow make it connect.

“If he’s gone to Jean’s he won’t be there yet,” Elise said, her calm, rational tone weirdly grating.

“He doesn’t even know where Jean lives, does he?” Matt was panicking. He knew it wouldn’t help but he couldn’t just switch it off.

“He knows she works at The Globe.”

“Fuck.” Nicky started for the exit. “What did you say to him, Matt?”

“I was just trying to explain that things don’t have to last forever to be worthwhile. That it was okay to be sad when it was over. I was trying for closure. To help Harry.”

Both Nicky and Elise, in the exact same sarcastic tone, and in perfect unison, said, “Closure for Harry.”

“Yes, for Harry. He’s run off, hasn’t he? He’s clearly not over this.”

They didn’t say a word, but they didn’t need to; their twin glares spoke loud and clear: You’re so not over it. But that was beside the point.

His phone rang. Jean. “Is Harry there?” he asked, the moment it connected.

“Matt?” she said. “Why would he be here?”

“We were all at Elise’s art show, and I don’t know, he misses you. He thought you should be here. And I was trying to explain why you weren’t. I swear, he got it. He didn’t even argue the point. But when we went to leave he’d just disappeared. I thought he was with Nicky, she thought he was with me.”

“How long since he left the school?”

“Maybe an hour.”

“I’ll go home, in case he comes here. And then—and then Kate’ll stay there in case he shows up. And I’ll take the tube, try the stations, the route he’d have to take if he was coming here.”

“Try the theater,” Matt said. “In fact, we’ll meet you there.” It wasn’t until he got off the phone that he realized she’d known about the art show, known it was at school. 

“I’ll check my place then call you.” Nicky went toward her car.

“I’ll go with Dad.” Elise’s pristine formal uniform was looking rumpled. How was it only a couple of hours since she’d proudly shown him into the art room, socks up and blazer sharp? In the car, she turned off the stereo and pulled up maps on her phone. 

Matt did as he was told, taking her directions without question. Was this his fault? Not that assigning blame would fix it. “Did you invite Jean to tonight?” he asked, stopped in a line of traffic, heading into the city.

“No, but Harry did mention it. He thought I should.” She was zooming in and out on the map on her phone, maybe looking for another route, which was too bloody accurate a metaphor—the way Matt was replaying and what-if-ing everything he’d said and done all night. All year. Then Elise hit recenter and said, “It’s not that I didn’t want her to come. But she chose to leave, right?”

“Yeah.”

“She doesn’t want us.”

“It’s not that she doesn’t want you. Maybe she doesn’t want children, in general.”

“Maybe, he says, like he never actually asked her.”

“I didn’t have to. She made her choice. You’re right. She chose to leave.” The words were so heavy on his tongue and the weight didn’t leave when they were said; it settled in his throat, seeped down into his lungs.

“Left here,” Elise said.

It wasn’t the route he’d have chosen, but he took it.

“Do you ever regret...?” she started, just as Matt said, “Does this cut through to...?”

The he answered her question, “No,” at the same moment she said, “Yes.”

A nervous laugh, and then they fell back into silence.

They were in sight of the Globe when she spoke again. “Her loss.”

“Yeah, I think so.”

***
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JEAN AND KATE HAD SEARCHED the empty theater, every gallery and row and corridor. They’d doubled back to the lobby when Matt and Elise barreled in. 

“He’s not here,” Jean said, all business. She hadn’t seen Matt since that day he’d left for Paris, when he’d confessed he was in love with her on the side of the road. He had the same sheepish look on his face now.

“There’s two trains he could have taken,” Elise said, far from sheepish. She was angry.

“I’d offer to look, but I never met the kid,” Kate said.

“But if he found your address somewhere,” Jean said. “Maybe Kate should wait at the apartment in case he shows there. And we can try the stations near here.” The we came too easily, as though she belonged in some fundamental way with Elise and Matt.

“I’ll go with Jean,” Elise said. “Family should find him.” Was she angry with Jean? But it made perfect sense—if Harry had run off to find Jean, it was Jean’s fault one way or another.

They were stuck together, prowling the nearest Tube station for clues, checking each train as it rolled in. Matt had gone to the more distant station. Nicky had already tried the station nearest school and now she was checking every bus stop.

“Did he invite you to my art show?” Elise said, her voice echoing along the platform.

Jean shook her head. “You’re in a show?”

“Just at school.” As if that was no big deal. “Ashleigh Stronach didn’t get her folio done on time. They needed someone to fill a gap.”

“I would have come,” Jean said.

“Bull shit. If you were so keen to show up you never would have left.”

“I didn’t leave because of you and Harry.”

Silence. As though that took some processing. Elise really thought that was it.

A train whooshed into the station. Jean and Elise peered in the windows even before it stopped, then searched the handful of people getting off. Less and less with every train. And no Harry. “He might have gone home—that’s the plan isn’t it?” Jean said, remembering the day she’d lost him in Paris. 

“That’s only for if we get separated or left behind,” she said. Her words hung there, accusing Jean of doing just that. It didn’t matter that Elise hadn’t meant it that way. “So what was it, then? I know Dad’s a pain in the ass but he’s also pretty fucking great. And, you know, obviously into you.”

Was it possible to explain it to Elise? Was it even something Jean should attempt?

“I split up with Dior—ages ago. I’m over it. But it wasn’t because I didn’t like him at the time. It was just obvious I was more into it than he was, so, you know, self-respect and all that.”

The silence asked the question, and Jean answered it. “That wasn’t the problem. Matt is great. It wasn’t that I didn’t want, didn’t feel...”

“Then explain it to me.”

“I don’t have my life sorted out. I can’t just latch on to your family and tag along. I need to bring something more to the table. It’d always be like I was the nanny. A relationship should be more balanced than that. I barely have a job. I don’t know what I want to do with my life. I’m sleeping on a pull-out sofa. You all deserve better than that.”

“Fucking millennials,” Elise said. “Do you hear the ablest, capitalist bullshit coming out of your mouth? Like you have to have some high-key career and a shit-ton of debt to be a whole-ass human person. You think Dad knew what he was doing with his life when he knocked up Mom? Everyone pretends they know what they’re doing. Harry’s probably got a stronger sense of direction in life than every grown-up I know put together.” She was panting. “Oh my God, I know where he went. He doesn’t have a phone or a map. He’ll have taken a train he knows. That day we went to the cartoon museum—”

“But that’s miles away.”

“There’s a map on the wall at every station. At Oxford Circus.” 

There was a map on the wall here, too. Jean traced the line east from Oxford Circus. “If he got off at St Paul’s...”

Elise jetted up the escalator, Jean trailing behind. The night seemed only darker for the bright city lights, car headlights flashing by. Everything seemed like a threat, an obstacle. Elise charged out into the city, entirely certain where she was going. Jean could only follow.

The curve of the bridge hid Elise from view, but the crack of her laugh caught the breeze. “Harry!” Elise yelled. “HarryHarryHarry! Haaaarrrry!”

People were looking around, as if she were screaming for a celeb and they wanted a glimpse. Maybe they thought she’d spotted Prince Harry. Jean caught up enough to see the whole bridge, but she couldn’t see him. Was Elise just yelling for the sake of... hope? Desperation? 

Elise was past the halfway point, bent over. Out of breath, maybe. Poor girl. She was such a great kid. Devoted sister. And daughter. And wise beyond her years.

Too fucking wise. Wiser than any fifteen-year-old should need to be. But there was no denying the sting of truth in her words to Jean.

Out of breath, Jean ran onward. Near enough now to see clearly. Elise had him. She was hugging Harry. They’d both knelt down. Oh, and the sheer relief of it almost took out Jean’s legs, too. She wanted to go to them. But should she? And then, before she’d decided to-hug-or-not-to-hug, she remembered Matt and Nicky and the panic in their eyes. She called Nicky first and while it rang texted Matt, simply, ‘Found him.’

“Is he there?” Nicky answered the phone.

“Yeah. Elise figured it out. She found him.”

“Where are you?”

“The bridge, the big modern one, looks like it’s made of drinking straws and newspaper.” Matt was calling her. “I’ll tell Matt,” she said to Nicky.

“Don’t go anywhere. I’m coming to you.” Nicky ended the call.

Jean hit accept on Matt’s. 

“He’s okay?” Matt’s voice was higher than normal. Like he was panicking or crying or both.

“He’s fine—oof!” The phone flew out of Jean’s hand as Harry dove into her. Everything went slow motion, then. She grabbed at Harry, kept her balance, saw the grin on his face, cheeky and relieved and almost smug. He had his arms up, like he wanted her to lift him up, and she could hardly refuse. Not even when she heard the smack of her phone on the ground. The high ping of glass cracking. Harry clung to her shoulders, tucked his head into the crook of her neck, and said, “Did you get back together?”

Time returned to its usual speed.

Elise picked up the phone, turned it over and held out the shattered screen to Jean. The gesture seemed to say look at the mess you made. But Jean’s hands were full, carrying Harry. Which was as good an answer as she had. “Is he still on the line?” Jean nodded to the phone. 

Elise held it up to her ear. “Dad?”

And apparently he was still there, because they had a whole conversation while Jean and Harry just stood there hugging it out. Making up for weeks of not hugging at all. 

If he missed her this much, that said something. Jean’s fears about being not being enough of a person seemed suddenly foolish. Harry thought she was enough. Maybe Elise did too.

Elise ended the call. “We’re meeting him on Park and Emerson.”

“Nicky said to stay here.”

“He’ll tell her. They talk to each other now. Not just in emergencies.” She glared at Harry. “We didn’t get a new nanny.”

“What?”

“They’re juggling it. Which involves communication. Which is hilarious.”

“I’m slipping,” Harry said. Jean lowered him to the bridge, both relieved and forlorn to let go. “What’s hilarious?” he asked.

“How much good therapy material we’re all gonna have.”

“Like art therapy?” Harry asked, voice as innocent as anything.

“Well, we can try.” Elise pulled him into a side hug. Harry reached for Jean and tugged her into it. Were they really going to walk down off the bridge, shoulder to shoulder? Elise looked over Harry’s head at Jean, her expression a direct question. An echo of Harry’s question. Was she getting back together with their dad?

Hope sparked in her chest. Roared in her veins. Yes. Maybe. If he wanted—if he could stop blaming himself for everything that went wrong. And tonight was another prime example, if he was collecting evidence to support the argument that his love life had a direct and overwhelmingly negative impact on his children.

Matt was marching toward them along the street. He’d clearly got to the meeting place and had zero patience for waiting. Impatience suited him rather well. So did sheer relief. And there was something else on his face. Something about seeing the three of them stride along arm-in-arm. Something like sadness.

“Harry, you absolute menace. I have brand new wrinkles.” Matt shook his head, almost jogging toward them. “I can feel the gray hairs. I’m thirty-two. Too young for a coronary, alright. Never ever ever do that ever again.” He dropped to a crouch to pull Harry into his arms, but Harry didn’t let go of Jean.

Jean tried to smoothly wriggle away, but the kid had quite the grip on her. 

“I didn’t even get lost,” Harry said. “The train at Oxford Circus took forever.”

“You should know you’re grounded until puberty, by which time you’ll have done at least one more stupid thing and then you’ll be grounded until the military will take you.”

Harry laughed and that loosened his hold enough for Jean to slip out of his reach.

Matt picked him up. “It’s like you don’t take my threats seriously.”

“It worked, didn’t it?” Harry twisted in Matt’s arms, looking for Jean, then looking at his Dad pointedly.

“Did it?” Elise crossed her arms. She was... was she hoping for a yes? Jean saw it. Maybe Matt didn’t.

Nicky’s car squealed to a stop right beside them, window down. “I told you not to move.”

“You didn’t tell her?” Elise turned on Matt.

Nicky leapt out, leaving her door wide open. She tore Harry from Matt’s arms. “What were you thinking?”

“He was thinking of Jean.” Elise looked back across the bridge. “It was the way we went last time we all came into the city.”

“We didn’t take the red line to get to the Cartoon Museum,” Harry offered up.

Matt murmured, “I’d stop talking if I were you.”

“We’re going home,” Nicky announced. “Elise, open the door.”

Elise did just as she was told and Nicky sort of tipped Harry into the back seat. Elise followed him in and closed the door, quite clearly eager to shut out the adults and all of their bullshit.

“Whatever this is,” Nicky started, looking between Jean and Matt, but definitely avoiding eye contact, “I’m going on the record to say, make it work or make it history. I couldn’t give a fuck which way you decide, but shit or get off the pot.”

A snicker came from inside the car. Not soundproof. Oh, and Nicky’s door was still wide open.

Almost as suddenly as she’d arrived, Nicky left. Matt stared after the car. “I needed like, fifteen more seconds of that—the hug, not the dressing-down.”

It was too easy. Words, impossible, but a hug—she slung an arm around his shoulder. An easy gesture that became a lot less easy once she was touching him.

He looked her in the eye as if he’d just remembered she was there. “It’s like we’re stuck in a loop,” he said. “I think I have to beg you to stay or Harry’s just going to run away again. But that would be a terrible reason to be with me.”

“It wouldn’t be the only one,” she said.

“What would be the other ones?” He turned to face her. Holding back, but maybe not for long.

“Because I love you,” she said.

A smile played on his lips, but he wasn’t letting it loose. “You said you weren't ready. You don't want to be a parent, and right this moment, I don't blame you. In fact, I should probably thank you, for being brave enough to end it when I couldn't. To protect them from... more upheaval."

She shook her head. "It wasn't brave. What you did, that was brave.”

“What did I do?”

“You leapt. When Harry came along, and Elise. And in Paris, with me—you probably weren’t ready, not really, not for any of it. But you leapt anyway. Or, you would’ve, if I’d let you.”

***
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MATT FELT EXPOSED. Had she known the whole time? Probably. Was it embarrassing? Not any more. Not while she was looking at him like that. “I probably leapt before I realized that’s what I was doing.”

“And now?” Her voice was so uncertain. She started to pull away. That one-armed embrace was the tether holding him to the earth. He took hold of her waist, touched his head to her forehead. If only the thought could transmit direct into her mind, the absolute everything he felt for this woman.

“Now,” he said, nose to nose.

She touched her cold hand to his cheek and said it again. “I love you.”

“You said it better. You win.”

“Yeah, I do.” She kissed him. Her mouth was warm, so warm against the cold, and soft, savoring—savoring him. She wanted him—and not just him, not for a few hours, in the dark, but all the rest, she wanted it all. She could have it all.

He pulled back. He had to see her properly. See it for the truth.

“What?” She was touching the underside of his jaw, her fingertips toying with his hair.

“I love you,” he said.

She nodded, fast, dozens of tiny nods, biting the inside of her lip.

“I blame The Floor is Lava.”

A laugh burst out of her. “What?”

“You had one foot on the sofa, the other on the kitchen counter, and no one had laughed like that in a week.”

She moved in as if to kiss him again, grazing her lips to his, voice low. “I blame wanking in the shower.”

Lust lurched through him at the memory, and her touch magicked away whatever remained of his mortification. “Then you should know,” he kissed her upper lip, “there’s a direct, causative relationship between the two.” The flash of surprise on her lips tasted like sex, or maybe his memory was filling in the blanks. “Oops.”

“We’re quite good at oops.” She’d snaked her hands inside his coat, cool touch seeping through his sweater and his shirt and making him want rid of every scrap of fabric between them. She found the edge at his belt and curled her fingers against the bare skin of his hip. “Oops.” She kissed him again, tugging him closer.

Somehow—and he couldn’t remember it afterward, so laws were probably broken—he drove them home. To his home. They definitely talked, about Elise’s art show and Harry’s cricket training, but it was a blur. Right up until he closed the front door behind them. Jean pressed him back into it with a kiss that would’ve had them done for public indecency, if she hadn’t saved it for that moment.

Every cell in his body woke up, remembering. This.

She smelled like summer and wine and oxygen. She was pushing back his lapels. He didn’t need to be asked. He threw off his coat and started on hers. Everything else followed and they weren’t even half way up the stairs. He was pressing her into the wall and she was wrapping her leg around his hips, riding his thigh and kissing his neck. She arched and moaned and he caught her mouth. Was she coming already?

“Oops,” she said.

“That’s the kind of oops I can get behind.” He slipped his fingers between her thighs and drew another shudder from her brilliant body.

She touched a kiss to his chest, then tonged his nipple.

“Fuck,” the word slipped from his lips unbidden.

“We should get to the top of these stairs while I’m still able.”

“I’d offer to carry you but Harry’s been making me bowl for him and my arms—I don’t know how you do it.”

“Love of the game or some shit.” She took his hand and led the way.

“Did I mention I love you?” He let her drag him onward and upward, staying just far back enough that she had to tug a little, partly for the excellent view, partly for the sheer thrill of her wanting him. But with it came a strange certainty that he’d follow her basically anywhere. The last time they’d stood in this hallway, they’d been straightening clothes and heading to separate beds and listing all the reasons why. It hadn’t been a long list, not much longer than because Harry and Elise matter most. 

Funny how now that seemed an argument in favor, when then it had been all against.

“You okay?” She was backing into his bedroom. He’d left the bedside lamp on earlier, before going to the art show—a light to come home to, coming home alone. Now it lit up Jean like a halo.

“Only slightly worried this is all a dream.” 

She stopped walking backwards and he caught up, stepping right into her. The soft of her belly gave against his cock, cradling and teasing. “One of the really good dreams.” She ran her hands up over his shoulders and into his hair. “The ones that make me want to stay in bed for a week.”

“Sounds like a plan.” He picked her up. His arms could cop it—in fact here was an excellent argument for more bowling. Harry would be thrilled.

Jean laughed, landing on the bed, and pulled Matt down, catching him in the cradle of her thighs. “Oops,” she said, shifting her hips and finding him.

“Oops,” his voice came in a hoarse whisper, his world narrowing to that tight heat wetting the head of his cock. He reached blindly for the drawer of the nightstand. Kneeling between her thighs, he breathed deep, took in the view of her slick and swollen, breathing heavy, watching him.

“What’s French for oops?” she said.

"Oops, I think."

"Oops is oops?"

"Oui, ma chérie." Her body swallowed him whole. “C’est ça."
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Epilogue
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Jean knelt down on the grass and felt the damp soak through the knee of her pants. "Hold them still Harry." She snatched at the ties, fixing the pads around his legs.

"You should text Dad that he doesn't have to come."

She scoffed and tapped him on the side of his leg. "You're good to go."

"It's the first game. I might not be very good."

"It's everyone's first game of the season." 

He put his gloved hands to his face. 

Jean pulled them down. "I wouldn't put you on first if you weren't ready. You'll be awesome. And next week you'll be more awesome. Go." She pushed him out onto the pitch and turned to see Matt arrive with their coffees.

"No Elise?" Jean took the proffered cup.

"Quelle suprise. He okay?"

"For a second there I thought he was going to vomit on my shoes but nah, he'll be fine.” Jean shepherded the other starting batsman out toward the crease then turned back to Matt. “What’s her excuse?"

"Art, she said. And don't say she's sixteen now because that's not comforting at all."

"I was going to say... sorry, I have nothing."

"She's making out under a desk with some oily-haired kid who's only taking art so that he can look at naked girls and call it homework."

Jean gave him a look. "She's a very responsible sixteen-year-old."

He groaned.

Now was clearly not the time to say the thing she wanted to say.

"What is it?" Matt asked.

"Good coffee," she deflected.

"Did Elise tell you something?"

She shook her head, watching Harry fist-bump the other batsman as if he wasn’t shaking in his pads.

"If she told you in confidence—"

"I wanna move in," Jean blurted out. She felt like she’d just let loose a spin bowl, and she had no idea if Matt would hit it. She held her breath. She watched Harry face the first bowl. He hit it straight to a fielder. Jean said, "I thought you might not ask because you didn't want to push." Harry tapped his bat into the pitch ready for the next ball. Jean went on, "So I thought I would." Officially, she’d been living with Kate. A good portion of her belongings were spread around the apartment, and she slept on the couch when she worked late at the theater, but she was at Matt’s three or four nights a week.

"You want to move in?" Matt sounded a little dazed.

She dared to look at him. "If you want me to."

The smack of the ball called both their attention to the game. A fielder leapt at it—and missed! Harry froze. The other batsman was already half way up the pitch. "Run!" Jean shouted.

He moved, all knobbly elbows and flapping safety pads.

Another fielder dove for the ball.

"Go!" Matt yelled.

"Well done, Harry!" Nicky appeared behind him. Talk about terrible timing. She’d finally found the courage to ask him if she could move in... and queue the ex-wife. Matt looked from Jean to Nicky and back again.

Jean stepped forward, up to the boundary. Harry was about to stop at two runs, she could tell. A fielder picked up the ball then fumbled. Jean knew exactly how he felt.

"Go, Harry! One more!" Jean shouted.

Nicky laughed behind her.

At three runs, Harry stopped, safe and easy. Jean turned to Nicky, "Hi."

She smiled. "Nice day for it."

Matt said, "Hm."

"How was Portugal?" she asked.

"Nice," Jean said, a major understatement. The trip had been heavenly. Long lazy mornings in an enormous hotel bed. Gorgeous sun-soaked days. Endless evenings in colorful eateries. The food, the music, the wine. Not to mention the dizzying nights. They were all on their own for five whole days, one conversation melding into the next, winding back around in a mesmerizing loop. Bliss.

But now, Matt said nothing. Nicky smirked, like she knew a secret. Was Jean missing a trick? She couldn’t bear the silence, so she filled it: "I took about a million photos. It was gorgeous."

Nicky checked her phone, distracted for a moment, as if she hadn’t heard Jean. "I have to say, I'm impressed. I wasn't convinced you could manage it, but here you are, taking it slow, not eloping or anything stupid like we did. Well done."

Harry was back at the batting end of the pitch.

Nicky took a couple of steps sideways to stand on the boundary line. "Come on, Harry!"

Matt looked at Jean, all apologetic.

Harry hit it hard. That was a Four—had to be—but he ran anyway.

"Training's paying off," Matt said.

"No kidding." Nicky waved to another parent and walked away to talk to them.

Matt sighed. "It is... soon."

"Too soon?" Jean asked.

"It doesn’t feel too soon, but I'm hardly objective."

"If there were a procedures document," she said, and loved how easy it was to make him laugh at himself, “what would it recommend?”

“Procedures documents are for businesses, not relationships. We already abandoned plans A, B and C. Plan D will shortly be sacrificed to the gods of what-the-hell. But I’ve wished you were living with us every day since you weren’t. So.”

She hid her grin behind her coffee cup.

“Tell me the truth—do you feel ready?”

“To be a mom?” She could hear in her own voice the unspoken no. “Were you ready?”

“I thought I was. I had no idea what I was getting into.”

“I guess, because I kind of do know at least some of what I’m getting into, feeling ready is a bit—whatever’s the opposite of ignorance is bliss.”

The smack of the bat on the ball called their attention back to the cricket. Harry was running again.

"I just want you to be sure," Matt said.

"I'm sure."

"Good."

"Are you sure?" She gave him a sideways look.

He nodded furiously, one dimple winking at her, then gave in, snatching a very restrained coffee-flavored kiss. His eyes sparkled with silent laughter.

"Well, that's that then." Jean took a sip of her coffee, like a toast, and yelled, "Come on Harry, hit us a six!"
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What’s Dutch for Damn?
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Kate Shipley had everything she needed: naughty knickers and no expectations.

Well, she definitely had the knickers. And probably far too many clothes for a long weekend, but she wasn't entirely sure what she'd be needing, so she'd brought a little of everything. 

She wheeled it all toward the station exit, feeling nervous excitement froth somewhere under her ribs. She should have done this months ago.

The bright Amsterdam sky was dotted with cotton-ball clouds, and high above those, far, far away, jet trails criss-crossed the blue: people going places much further away. She'd come only from London, no great distance at all, but it felt a long way away now. People all around her spoke a language she couldn't begin to understand.

She couldn't see Johannes. It had been months since they'd met—perhaps she'd forgotten what he looked like. She stopped walking, far enough back from the road that no cars would stop to let her cross, and propped her suitcase on her leg.

He was probably just running late. She twisted the ring on her thumb and told the fluttering pixies in her belly to calm the fuck down. Deep breaths. Eyes open. Appreciate the scenery. If this turned quickly into a dirty weekend, well, this might be her only chance to take in the view.

Mid-rise buildings snaked in wide curves around the canals in both directions, every shade of brown and tan and orange, roof lines disjointed and yet still somehow uniform. The architecture and infrastructure was so different from what she'd grown up with in New Zealand. She'd lived in London for years, visited several cities around Europe, but it still inspired awe—and perhaps a little disbelief that she was here at all, so far from home.

There were bikes, lots of bikes, and boats too. Tourist shops spilled their wares out onto the footpaths: red, white, and blue flags, clogs decorated with windmills, all things orange.

She pulled her phone from her jacket pocket. No messages. She turned on the ringer, checked she had service. She did—hadn't missed anything. Why was she so nervous?

Her sunglasses were still on her head from when she'd left London. That's how short a trip it was. She nudged them down toward her nose, but they caught in a disobedient curl. Her hair hadn't quite decided what color it was: blonde in summer, brown in winter, and all shades of auburn in sunlight. Perhaps it was a fair warning to strangers: she was a chameleon, liable to change to suit her environment. 

What would Johannes want her to be?

What did she want him to be? was the question she must remind herself to ask.

"Kate!" He crossed the road, barely looking at the oncoming traffic, and took hold of both her arms. A kiss for each cheek, and then he pulled back suddenly. "Sorry, force of habit. How was your trip?"

"Fast."

"Good, isn't it?" He was tall and broad-shouldered, built like a lumberjack, minus the plaid. He wore a brown leather jacket over a dark gray tee-shirt, torn jeans, and bed-hair. Just the kind of disheveled that made her think of disheveling him even more. He was, in every way, opposite to Lucinda, the immaculate set-painter Kate had fallen head over heels for during rehearsals for The Winter's Tale. Christmas had indeed been merry and bright, and January unseasonably warm in Kate's apartment, but the end had been inevitable—or so it seemed now, looking back.

"It's meant to rain later, believe it or not." Johannes looked up at the clear sky. "So, I thought we could go to the cat boat. Jean said you liked cats." 

He pointed the way they'd walk, and Kate kept in step. "What is a cat boat?"

"An animal sanctuary."

"On a boat?"

"Welcome to Amsterdam." He gave a wicked grin. "But it's open for a couple of hours, if you want to eat first."

"No, let's beat the rain. I'm intrigued." They set off, Kate dragging her case along behind her.

Johannes nodded to the case. "I can take that."

"Nah, all good. I got it. What else did Jean tell you about me?" Jean was a good friend, but they'd been close since puberty; Jean knew too much.

"She said I shouldn't take you to the theater."

"What?" The wheel of Kate's bag caught on a cobblestone. "No, actually, that's fair. I'm the worst."

"In what way?"

"I can't switch off work-brain. I'm—yeah, no. Wise woman." 

They walked half a block in silence, Kate vaguely regretting not letting him take her case, Johannes occasionally catching her eye, smiling and warm, eager to please.

"I should have got a locker at the station." Kate resisted the urge to ask what else Jean had said.

"The apartment isn't far."

"I thought it was your apartment."

"It is. I just haven't lived there for so long, it feels..." he trailed off.

"Like home's somewhere else?"

"Like it's someone else's home. I've been renting it out and people leave behind things they don't want any more—a couch, a book shelf, a big ugly floor cushion which is just too comfortable to give up."

Kate rather liked the idea of sinking into the embrace of an enormous cushion. On her own, or with company. She was sorely in need of this holiday. Tired, truth be told. And not overflowing with enthusiasm for sightseeing, but a boat of cats was something else. Something rather closer to floor-cushion-comfort than tourist-trippy-trappy. "My landlord won't let me have a cat."

"Jean said that. How is Jean?"

"Loved-up. Unbearable." Okay, so perhaps the unbearable bit was less to do with Jean's happiness, and more to do with Kate's bittersweet memories. At Christmas they'd both been single-but-starting-something. Now, they seemed a world apart. Jean wasn't smug. Wasn't doing anything really wrong at all. But she was in love, and bliss was written all over her face. "She's good."

"Good. And you, how have you been?" Johannes said.

"Busy with shows. No, it's been good. Good busy." No time to think, to over-analyze and deconstruct and relive what went wrong with Lucinda. "But I definitely need a break."

"Here we are." Johannes pointed to a barge below them on the canal, and then to the stairs leading down to it. "Ladies first." He lifted her bag, so she was luggage-free and suddenly, strangely, lighter. She could hear a faint meowing already. This was the perfect start to her holiday: an abundance of felines.

"Can we just..." Kate found her footing on the boat.

"Go right in, that's what the sign says."

"I did try to learn a bit of Dutch on the train."

"I bet you have an amazing memory—learning all those scripts, and in old English too."

"I think that bit of my brain might be on holiday." 

She pushed open the door. A woman, seated behind a desk, said something cheery and guttural. Johannes answered in Dutch then switched, with enviable ease, to English. "Is it busy today?"

"Not very."

"Go ahead." Johannes nodded to Kate to lead the way.

She nudged her way through another door, careful in case a cat was nearby. Johannes stayed close behind her, a gentle, solid presence.

There were cats everywhere—up on carpeted towers, curled in baskets, on climbing ramps, and perched on ledges. A tiny mottled mystery-kitty curled around Kate's ankle and she crouched to stroke its silky fur. "Aren't you the sweetest thing?"

"I like to think so," Johannes answered, then chuckled.

"Oh, this is perfect. If you'd asked me what I wanted to do, I never would have even thought..."

"It's a badly-kept secret, but still kind of a secret."

"It's brilliant." She stood up as her first feline friend of the day wandered away. Her gaze fell on a midnight black beast, all fur and shiny hypnotic eyes. "That is the pouffiest cat I have ever seen."

"Pouffiest?"

"Pouffy, like a pouffe."

"A foot-rest."

"More puff than pouffe, perhaps."

"Puff, like smoke? Puffiest?" he seemed to be trying out the word.

Kate scratched the fluffy creature behind the ears, then smoothed out the thick coat. "You are the most pouffy pouffiness in the known universe."

"Pouffiness." The cat nosed Johannes' hand.

"He likes you."

"I'm a regular customer."

"Perhaps this lad likes the lads."

"How can you tell he's a he?"

"Aye, that's the question. What are your preferred pronouns, Sir Pouffiness?"

Johannes laughed, breathy and close enough that she felt the breeze of it in her hair.

The cat stretched out towards him.

"He's a terrible flirt."

Johannes gave the eager cat a gentle stroke. Kate watched his hands, careful and strong, dark and calloused in places. He fixed and sold bikes for a living—a man who was good with his hands.

***
[image: image]


JOHANNES WATCHED KATE from the far side of the room. He wasn't in any hurry. Timing seemed to be his nemesis in relationships, so he hung back. She was contentedly curling the backs of her fingers against the neck of a silvery queen of a cat.

He had a happy tabby to pat and, to tell the truth, was waiting for Kate's signal. A moment later, she turned, caught him staring, and cocked her head to the side. "Best thing ever."

He took a mock-bow. "Take as long as you want."

"I think I'm cat-sated." She nodded to the door.

Outside, up on the side of the canal, the day had grown warmer, more humid. Kate rolled up her coat and stuffed it into the outside pocket of her suitcase.

"Cold drink?" Johannes shrugged out of his own jacket.

"Can I ditch my bag first?"

"Of course."

They were only a couple of blocks from his place. His apartment. No, it still didn’t feel real. He'd been back for weeks, but some part of his psyche was still convinced this was an extended visit.

The entrance wasn't very grand, but there was something about this apartment that he'd always liked. It seemed so humble, but then, when you stepped into the main room, it stretched wide and made itself open and light.

Bringing Kate here cast a kind of spell on the place, made it feel more like it was truly his. The collection of odd furnishings seemed like an intentional aesthetic as soon as Kate, in all her mismatched brilliance, stepped inside. She was colorful and fluid like one of Van Gogh's landscapes, a yellow sky inviting him into her warmth.

"It's not what I was expecting." She walked ahead, past the kitchenette, toward the balcony doors, then turned back to face him. "What a great space."

"Only one bedroom, but," he shrugged, "plenty of room to..." What was he doing? Why—why would he bring up sleeping arrangements this early in the day?

"I see what you mean."

He followed her gaze to the floor cushion, gray green and amorphous like a giant booger in the middle of the floor.

She touched the back of it. “Soft, though."

"Every time I think I'll get rid of it, the thing wins me over with its comfort."

"I dated a guy like that once," Kate smirked, then sat herself down in the middle of the cushion. "Yep, just like this. Am I stuck now?"

"Probably."

"You'll have to haul me out." Kate offered up her hand.

Johannes strode over, ever-so-slightly tempted to kneel and, rather than pulling her out, let her pull him in. Going out for a drink wasn't really necessary. There were drinks here. Food too, though nothing spectacular. He'd stocked up in case she surprised him, tore his clothes off and didn't want to leave the house all weekend. Best to be prepared, either way, he'd thought.

Either way. He didn't mind, or so he kept telling himself. She was a friend of a friend, they got on well, why not spend a long weekend holiday-making? The possibility of sex was there, ever present between them, but that was just chemistry. A prospect, but certainly not a promise.

She gripped his hand and leapt up, her knees grazing his. It was a jolt of awareness. Proximity. Heat. She kept hold of his hand between them, though he loosened his grasp. He'd been aware of this before. It shouldn't come as a surprise. He had felt it the first time they'd met, sharing a pub table with Jean, bumping knees and elbows. On the train home she'd sat opposite him in the almost empty subway car and lifted her feet to meet his, sole to sole. But that was it. Nothing had happened. 

"Thanks for having me," Kate said. "It's really... it's just great."

He held an answer in his mouth, but it didn't come to anything. Maybe this was his problem—this was why nothing had happened before—because he froze at the key moment.

"Shall we?" she lifted their hands. "My treat."

"Well, in that case, let's find someplace nice." He had flawless timing so long as he was clowning around, apparently.

"Hah!" Her laugh the way it lit up her face. The curve of her open lips, bright and full and expressive. He wanted to see her taste a really hoppy pilsner, see her reaction. He wanted to watch her face flicker with surprise, with awe, with hunger and desire. He wanted to see how that mystical mouth moved when she was excited. He wanted to tease her, see her eyes light with frustration and need, see her face slacken in bliss, contort with pleasure.

"You coming?" She was waiting by the door.
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