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      Colin

      If I hear that laugh one more time, I’m going to head up there, kick her door in, and…

      I don’t know. Something tough and mean. Something she’ll remember for a very long time.

      The fact that I can’t come up with anything besides shoving her against the door and putting my mouth to hers is just a testament to how tired I am.

      “Please shut up.” I mutter under my breath, turning over and shoving my pillow over my head. “Shut up, shut up, shut up, you bloody…American.”

      Another laugh, this one more of a throaty guffaw than a giggle. It hits low in my abdomen and makes me want to turn all of this aggression outward. My hands tighten on the pillow and twist until I’m afraid I’ll tear the sodding thing apart.

      “All right!” she screeches, as loud as the pigeons in the bloody courtyard. “Talk soon, okay? Yeah, hun. I’ll call. Yep.”

      Thank God. It’s almost over.

      Except that it isn’t, of course.

      Why do I always fall for the trap of thinking it’s over when she’s still got thirty minutes of nattering left? Every fucking weekend, she talks and talks and talks on the phone, at this ungodly hour. And every weekend, it takes an additional lifetime before she ends the call.

      I’m sure she’s talking to a bloke, with all the sweethearts and honeys and pumpkins. Which is a ludicrous thing to call a human being, by the way. Pumpkin? As an endearment? Might as well call the poor bugger rutabaga or potato, for fuck’s sake. Sure are looking great today, my lovely little asparagus.

      Even when she’s not on the phone, she hums and sings and whistles and she’s always off-key.

      I go still and listen.

      Not a sound. Oh, thank God. Blessed quiet, finally.

      I yawn and stretch, pull the pillow away and relax after a moment’s silence. Is today the day I’ll get enough sleep? The day I won’t walk into the pub feeling like a dried out turd. The day I’ll look out my window and see Paris, a city of beauty and light, instead of the stinking, flat, grey place it’s become.

      Snuggling in, I relax and allow my mind to wander, images of the first time I saw the American easing into my conscious brain.

      Perhaps three or four months back—an unseasonably hot day, I recall—I was checking my letterbox, my back to the building’s front door, when it buzzed and swung open, letting in the sounds and smells of the street. There was a bang and a hiss and possibly the scent of sulfur. I should have known right then not to engage, not even to make eye contact. I should have gone straight up and locked my door. Or packed up my things and left town forever.

      Sadly, given that I own my flat, along with the pub downstairs, that wasn’t an option.

      Instead of all the things I could have done to avoid coming into contact with the lush little blue-eyed monster, I made the mistake of turning.

      She stood, humming under her breath, her pleasantly round silhouette framed in the doorway, like some sort of demonic, frilly fairy cake, looking innocent and lost and sweet, and releasing, like Beelzebub’s brimstone, her own signature scent into the air. Only, instead of the blazing fires of hell, she smelled like sugar and bloody spice.

      “Oh, bonjour,” she said in what was, I’ll admit, an all right accent for a Yank. If a little loud and excitable and bouncy.

      I nodded and waited for her to slowly pass, all the while humming under her breath and dragging an enormous, shiny turquoise suitcase behind her. The damn thing was covered in sparkly stickers.

      But it was the skirt that got me into trouble—or the dress, rather. The perfect poofy, flouncy equivalent to the mouth-watering scent that preceded her. It was nipped in at the waist, strained at the chest, and short enough to give a hint of what I’ll admit is an unbelievably shapely pair of thighs, not to mention the arse above them. Round and wide and high enough to set a pint of lager on.

      I was picturing just that when she turned and caught me looking.

      The way she blinked—as if thoroughly shocked—seemed a bit absurd, given that the woman had to know the effect she had in that dress. Honestly, you don’t wear something that bright or frilly or fitted with the expectation of being ignored, do you? No. No, I don’t think so. It’s illogical.

      So, when she muttered, “Keep it in your pants, mister,” under her breath, clearly thinking I wouldn’t understand, I grinned and asked, “What pants, love?” to which she took issue.

      Her mouth dropped open, those plump cheeks went from a pale rose to a dark pink and then her eyes—blimey, those eyes, two massive blueberry saucers—lowered to take in my crotch before rising to meet mine again.

      “You are wearing pants,” she said.

      “Am I?” I’ll admit, it was not my best moment. But she rubbed me the wrong way. Even then, before all the stomping and the early morning laughing and the Punkins and Honeys, some part of me knew the woman was trouble with a capital L for Lucifer.

      Have you seen those pinup paintings from the 1940s? The ones where some adorably clueless bird bends to pick a flower and accidentally drops her knickers in the process? That’s this girl. She’s little and buxom and wide-eyed and looks like a walking, talking Norman Rockwell illustration. Not a real person at all.

      Not to be trusted.

      “You’re English,” she said, to which I replied that no, I was in fact Welsh. I didn’t mention the half French part. Wasn’t her business, was it?

      “Oh. Okay. Well. Bonne journée, sir,” she said, pink-painted lips parting in a perfect, white smile, before she turned with a swish of mahogany hair and a sugary cloud of honey or vanilla or whatever pixy dust perfume her pores emit instead of regular human body odor.

      Feigning interest in a piece of junk mail, I watched her lug her massive suitcase—along with a half a dozen smaller bags—past the lift. She stopped at the bottom of the steep, winding staircase, put a tiny, surprisingly unadorned hand on the railing, and looked up.

      “What floor?” I asked.

      She glanced over her shoulder at me, eyes narrowed. “Why do you want to know?”

      I looked down at her case, which must have weighed a good thirty kilos, glanced at the lift door, and let my gaze return to her. “No reason at all.” I gave her a quick, friendly smile on my way out. “Bonne journée to you, then.”

      Why the hell was I such an absolute git? I couldn’t say. Some instinct, I suppose, telling me that the woman would make my life miserable.

      And how right it was. Just as guilt rises up at the memory, the laughing starts again, jolting me out of that liminal place between waking and slumber.

      Three months I’ve had to suffer through this. Three bloody months.

      Rather than lie here and endure one more minute of it, I force myself to roll out of bed and throw on a pair of tracksuit bottoms.

      That’s it.

      We’re nipping this in the bud. Now.
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        * * *

      

      Jules

      Uh oh. The second I hear the footsteps stomping up to my floor, I know it’s him—Monsieur Grumpy Puss. Le neighbor from hell. The man who, for reasons entirely unknown to me, has hated me since the moment we met in the lobby.

      He was the very first person I met in Paris. Not a good sign, if I were a superstitious sort of person.

      Thankfully, I’m not, because Paris has turned out to be my favorite place. The people, the flutter of excitement every time I walk out the door, my job. Even the streets’ very specific pastry, perfume, and exhaust smell speaks to something in my soul. Which makes my downstairs neighbor the only sour note in a truly memorable stay.

      Solène warned me about this guy when she rented me the apartment, so I know it’s not just me—although it sure feels like it sometimes.

      The man on Floor 5 is difficult, but harmless. It’s literally written out in Solène’s arrival instructions. Ignore him and he’ll ignore you. He hates everyone. Keep the noise down and he’ll leave you be.

      And I’ve done that. I have! I don’t play music out loud, ever. I walk as lightly as I can. Always barefoot. And I try to whisper through most of my calls. But he’s hated me since the moment we met. How many times has he stopped me in the stairs or the front hall or come up to complain? Five? Six?

      Honestly, it feels personal.

      As he nears, I can feel his disapproval through the thick wooden front door and, for reasons I cannot explain, it revs me up, the way it has every time he’s stomped up here.

      Okay, so maybe I can explain it. Because yes he’s an obnoxious, egotistical ass with questionable taste in music—which I sometimes hear and have never once complained about!—but he’s shockingly, disgustingly attractive.

      Which is so totally unfair.

      Why, oh why are the hot ones always assholes?

      And this one takes the cake. In both areas. Unbearably attractive and unfathomably crappy.

      So, of course he’s got a problem with me.

      “I gotta go,” I hiss at the screen.

      “Is it him again? Le Jerk?” Nana stage whispers back. Over my past five months here, our calls have taken on the quiet, hurried, guilt-infused feel of sessions in the confessional. It would be funny if it weren’t so annoying.

      “Yep. Better face the music!” I can’t explain the hint of glee in my voice.

      “Don’t hang up yet. Let me look at him. Give him a piece of my mind.”

      “No, Nana, I can’t risk it. You’ll go into cardiac arrest the moment you see his ugly mug.” I don’t know why I keep down-playing the man’s looks.

      “Tell him what a woman my age can do to little boys who bully and fat-shame their beautiful, smart, hard-working, gorgeous, amazingly kind and⁠—”

      “Okay, Nana.” I roll my eyes. “It’s fine. You don’t need to⁠—”

      He’s pounding at the door. The entire floor shakes with it. In all fairness, the wood floor’s such a mess it shakes if you sneeze in this place, but given that I’m paying almost no rent here, I can’t complain.

      I’ll leave that to Le Grumpy Jackass. Or, in this case, Jacques-Ass.

      “What the tarnation is he doing?” yells Nana, craning her neck as if she’ll see better that way. “Is he trying to break the door down? You tell him⁠—”

      “Love you, Nana. Bye!”

      I end the call, take a deep breath, and stalk to the door.

      Then, because he may be rude, but that doesn’t mean I have to be, I take a deep, calming breath and paste a curious and, hopefully, friendly smile on my face.

      Slowly, carefully, I turn the three locks, one at a time, ease open the door, and use every bit of my willpower to stand my ground at the sight of him.

      Because he’s gorgeous, yes: dark and brooding, with wide, rounded shoulders I easily picture myself digging my nails into, messy, soft-looking brown hair I can just feel between my fingers, and a constant five o’clock shadow I imagine scraping the insides of my thighs. But the man is dangerous, too, and at this moment, angry as a hornet.

      Also, he’s shirtless and wearing low-slung, leave nothing to the imagination sweats. I can’t look. I won’t.

      “Hey there, neighbor,” I say in the voice I used when I worked at that daycare center in Lima. It’s a calm, soothing voice. A kind voice, geared towards hyper kids and overbearing parents alike. Darn it, though. It’s awful hard to keep my eyes above that angular clavicle and the scattering of wiry-looking hair below it. “Something wrong?”

      “Yes, something’s wrong.” I spend way too much running over his accent in my head. Over and over. "I can’t sleep.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.” I do my best to placate. I really do. I mean, he’s not scary per se, but he is big and muscular and breathing fire, so it’s definitely the smart thing to do.

      Don’t look down. Don’t do it. And don’t imagine that voice calling you a dirty girl and telling you to kneel and⁠—

      Oh geez, what is it about this guy that makes me like this? Yes, I’m attracted to the occasional man, but this level of physical interest is excessive.

      Though I try my hardest not to notice, my peripheral vision gives me a healthy serving of dark curls, two thick, ridiculously defined pecs and…oh, crap. The abs, the happy trail, the…

      He clears his throat and I blink back to reality.

      “You need to keep your voice down.”

      “My voice?” I blink up at him, a little dizzy from my proximity to all this skin.

      “On the phone. You’re too damn loud.”

      “Am I? Oh, God. I’m so sorry.” Okay, he’s right. I can be loud. And the floors are paper thin. That said, “I’ve been whispering!”

      “It’s your laugh.” My laugh? Oh, that lands low and hard, way below the belt. “It’s so bloody…”

      “What’s wrong with the way I laugh?” Despite my effort to sound strong and self-assured, hurt seeps into my voice.

      “Annoying.”

      Ooof. Okay.

      But wait, people like my laugh. They say it’s catching. They try to get me going just so they can hear it and laugh with me. Or at me or whatever. I don’t mind either way.

      There’s this old man who comes to the chocolate shop every morning for the express purpose of getting me to laugh. Monsieur Astruc in his bowtie and jacket shuffles into the shop, slow, his back bent nearly double and buys a tiny box of pistachio macarons, then tells the same joke every morning. And every morning, I giggle. I can’t help it. He’s delightful.

      So, for reasons I only half understand, it somehow actually hurts that ole’ Grumpo here comes up and tears apart one thing about me that I know for a fact isn’t awful. It feels personal and mean and…

      Hold on. This isn’t about me and my laugh at all, is it? I do everything I can to keep the volume down when I’m in the apartment. I take off my shoes the second I get in, whisper on the phone, and sit as soon as I can. Anything to keep him from pounding on the ceiling of his apartment. No, no. This is about him being fat-phobic and misogynistic. The man’s acted like garbage since I called him out for scowling at my ass my very first day in Paris.

      He’s got a thing against women, at least women who look like me.

      Sure, it’s a big butt. Get over it! If I’ve got no problem with the size of my behind, I don’t see how he can possibly find it offensive. It’s a butt, for crying out. The butt I was born with. The fact that people—okay, men—think it’s okay to judge and leer and make all kinds of unsolicited, sizeist comments about my body is astounding to me.

      So, yeah, forgive me if I ignore his nonsense complaints and objectify Le Jerk for a moment. He’s clearly okay with that kind of thing.

      The way he’s glaring down at me now, like he’d burn holes through me with those eyes if he could, just reinforces my belief that this is about more than just an early morning noise complaint.

      This is his problem, not mine. The man wants war? Well, maybe it’s time I gave it to him.

      Sucking in a deep, steadying breath, I rack my brain for something that’ll take him down a peg. Something big, huge. A single phrase that will cut him to the quick.

      Without thinking it through, I open my mouth and ask, “Have you considered calling the Guinness Book people?”

      Oh no. What am I doing?

      A moment of silence and then, “What?”

      “You’re, like, the angriest man on earth or something.”

      “I’m not.” How can he possibly sound so surprised? Offended. He has to have an inkling of how grumpy he is.

      “You’re literally telling me not to laugh. Who does that?”

      His scowl deepens. “Your cackling keeps me up.”

      Cackling? It shouldn’t bug me that he says this. It shouldn’t, but it does, a little. “That’s the building’s fault, not mine.”

      “How so?” The landing’s worn wood floor creaks under his feet.

      Everything in this building scrapes and ticks and drips and creaks. Even when it’s quiet, it’s loud. At night, I hear the elevator’s high-pitched squeal from my bed, which is behind two walls. From up here on the 6th—and last—floor, I can tell when Madame Christen on two takes her tiny dog for a walk by the tinkling of its collar. Sure, he lives right below me, but even so, the fact that he can isolate my voice from the cacophony is almost unbelievable.

      “I hear you moving around, too, you know. And you’re right under me.”

      Under me. Crap. Why does that sound so sexual?

      “You hear me?” His dark eyes narrow. “I doubt that.”

      I shake my head, kind of shocked at how awful he is. “Oh, you don’t believe me? Great. Well, let’s see. There was Scarface last Monday. Right?”

      He jolts like I’ve hit him. “How can you possibly know that?”

      “You’re not listening to me. Pay attention, big guy. I heard it,” I tell him. “Every word.”

      “Oh, really?” He folds insanely thick arms over his chest and leans against my doorframe, giving my ratty T-shirt and shorts a quick, dismissive up and down look. “Give me one line,” he says in the exact tone of voice I imagine him telling me to open my mouth and⁠—

      Oh my God, shut it down. Shut it down, Jules!

      “One? Okay.” I focus back in. “How about, Say hello to my little friend. At the end, when he mows down a bunch of guys. Or, hey. I’ve got another.” I launch into a pretty decent Al Pacino imitation. “I’m Tony Montana! You eff with me, you effin’ with the best.”

      It’s possible a shadow of a smile crosses his face. Although, it’s probably an angry tick pulling at his mouth. Totally involuntary. I’d be willing to bet his lips haven’t seen anything resembling humor in a decade.

      “All right, then.” He shifts against the doorframe, like he’s settling in for the long haul, nearly filling it in the process. “What did I watch Sunday?”

      “Sunday?” I consider for a few seconds. “Trick question.” I feel a thrill of triumph as I step closer. “You weren’t here Sunday.”

      “Hm,” is his only response and, for reasons I can’t explain, it infuriates me, but it also makes me pay closer attention to that mouth and, let me tell you about the man’s mouth. It’s sort of lush when he’s not sneering. And sort of pouty in a way that doesn’t go with the rest of him. At all. It doesn’t curve up, but when he’s not actively being hateful, it’s maybe…sweet-looking? Almost. “Last week?”

      “The Thing.” I’m enjoying the way his irritation grows with every correct answer I throw out. “Oh, Inception, too. That’s a good one. Before then, let’s see.” I tick them off on my fingers as I go. “Die Hard. Speed! One and two, which is a questionable choice. One’s a classic. Without Keanu, Two is… You know what? I could go on, but I’ve got better things to do.” Like shower, get dressed, go to work, serve chocolates to delightful little elderly men who like the way I laugh.

      “Good.” He bends until his face is almost level with mine and his voice comes out low and menacing. “Do them quietly.”

      Or what? I just barely refrain from asking. He’s close enough that I feel the heat from his breath, the tension in his half-clothed body. The cold air coming up the stairs has turned my nipples into two sharp points that he’d definitely notice if he looked down.

      My breathing’s shaky, my body buzzing from this confrontation like I’ve run up all six flights—or lugged my suitcase up them, the way I did that first day. When the jerk somehow forgot to mention that there was a perfectly good—if tiny—elevator right there for me to use.

      Okay, good is an exaggeration, but at least the thing works. Most of the time. Well, occasionally.

      Any normal person would’ve stopped me and pointed it out. But not Le Jerk. Oh, no, he’s way too brooding and angry for that. He’s the kind of misogynistic jackass who probably feeds on the blood of puppies, cancels Christmas for kids, and pipes the sounds of crying babies into his earbuds to get to sleep at night. Watching a woman struggle up half a dozen floors with a five-ton suitcase is probably just a mise en bouche.

      I mean, what kind of assface stomps upstairs at 5 a.m. on Christmas Eve to complain about someone’s laugh, for God’s sake? I drag in a deep breath, hating how his warm, sleepy smell curls low in my belly. “You know what you are?”

      His gaze skates down—to my lips? To my breasts?—and I swear he grows an extra inch or two. “What am I?”

      “Well, it’s…” I pretend to look at a watch that doesn’t exist. “Oh, look, the day before Christmas and you’re up here, the sad, lonely old guy with⁠—”

      “Old?”

      Ignoring him, I carry on, my pulse quickening as I go. “—nothing better to do than harass your neighbor. So I guess that makes you just like Ebeneezer Scrooge, doesn’t it?”

      His face goes dark and thunderous as he bends closer, bringing us, for a weird, breathless second, dangerously close to kissing distance. Suddenly, all that cold, angry animosity heats the air between us and I wonder, has this all just been foreplay? Has every second of this exchange, from the moment he stomped up here in nothing but those loose, low-slung joggers led to this moment? Is this some messed-up, Grinchy, British version of first base?

      I swear he’s as nervous or aware or excited as I am when he tilts his head and starts to shift that last inch, just as I press up to my tiptoes to meet him, closer, closer, until⁠—

      “Hé ho!” We jump apart. “Putain, ca va, oui!” someone yells from a few floors down. It’s Madame Christen, the elderly woman on floor two, with the tiny dog and the one shoe taller than the other. She complains constantly. “On essaye de dormir là,” she shrieks, which I guess I can’t blame her for, given that it is very early on Christmas Eve and people should be able to sleep in.

      Another door opens and a man’s voice calls out, with humor, rather than anger, “Ouais! Il y a des hôtels pour ça.” It takes me a second to realize it’s the French equivalent of someone shouting, Get a room!

      I gasp and the grump steps back onto the landing, his eyes wide and shocked for a split second before his features settle into his usual resting jerk face.

      “Just…keep it down.” He gives me a final blue-eyed glare and spins toward the stairs.

      Being my usual mature self, I search for something to say before he’s gone, open my mouth and hiss, “No, you keep it down.”

      I’m good at comebacks like that.
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