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      I need to end things with Christelle. Victor Deschamps came to that decision in the short time it took to travel from the restaurant where they’d had lunch with his dad to the apartment he owned on Avenue Hoche. Sure, Christelle was pretty enough, but his father’s subtle barbs had hit home. Her language was coarse, and her family flaunted their newly acquired wealth. Ironic coming from his father, these reproaches, since his dad’s money was new as well.

      Nevertheless, there was some truth to his father’s criticisms. Money could buy life’s elegances, but it couldn’t buy elegance itself. It couldn’t buy that confidence that came from old money, old families, sprawling apartments on Boulevard Haussmann, country manors in Normandy. Margaux had all those things. She had them in spades, so he supposed it was no surprise she’d broken up with him. Christelle was fun, but it was never meant to last.

      The conclusion brought Victor relief, but not for long. He would be the one to end things, and Christelle always liked having the upper hand. It wouldn’t be pretty. If only he could hire someone to tell her. Victor arrived at the building and hit the door button to enter, stepping over the metal door frame and walking through the cobblestone entrance that led to the courtyard. The trees in the open space were already beginning to bloom.

      He didn’t expect to see anyone because it was after the lunch hour and, by now, the professionals had returned to their offices on the first floor. So the sight of a brown-haired, disheveled woman crouched in the courtyard made him clench his jaw. They couldn’t have beggars here, and apparently no one thought to ask her to leave. He’d have to deal with this one.

      His impatient strides slowed once he got closer and saw an easel in front of her and a palette in one hand. She didn’t hear him, so he had time to assess her ripped jeans and grubby sweatshirt, the stool she perched on, and the movement through her thin torso as she applied her brush. Her long brown hair that glinted in the sun was tied on top of her head with chopsticks poking through the knot. Of course there would be chopsticks.

      Her appearance didn’t matter, though. The fact that she was here without permission did, and Victor opened his mouth to send her away.

      The painting on the easel in front of her, however, gave him pause. This was not one of those touristy sketches of a Parisian building façade. It was the portrait of a girl, sitting with her hands looped around her bent knees, her face radiating innocence and hope. Separating the girl from the building façade was a jagged green shoot with spring flowers intertwined around the thin branch, up into the girl’s hair, and across the canvas like a wisteria vine. The artist had painted the façade with precision and was clearly trained in realism. There were the four stone steps leading to the mirrored glass entrance, the large beige stones, the white shutters on the tall windows, flanked by black iron grates. It was perfect. Until your eyes were drawn back to the girl’s hopeful expression, and your own hopes skittered off the canvas and up into the sky.

      Okay, that was too fanciful for a man of twenty-eight years—a businessman, and a confirmed bachelor to boot. He needed to say something. Victor stared at the volume of curls, miraculously pinned up by those two chopsticks. The hair was the same texture and color as the girl in the portrait. Was this her?

      “Excusez-moi, mademoiselle. This is private property. Who gave you permission to paint here?”

      The girl turned, and Victor caught his breath when he beheld the same innocence, the same hope, with only a few years to add wisdom to the expression. She didn’t have the worn features he’d expected from someone who looked like they lived on the street. The bones of her face were delicate, her brows perfectly arched, and her nose a cross between imposing and pert. She turned away from him without responding and threaded a thin line of white on one side of her building where the afternoon sun made the stones gleam. Belatedly, he realized she must have had permission from someone to have nearly completed her painting. Unless she snuck in regularly on the off-hours, like now.

      “I live here.” She turned her head again, back straight, and met his gaze over her shoulder. “Monsieur.” Her lush mouth settled in a straight line.

      So the girl was American. Her accent was heavy and not cute like American accents could be. So thick, it was barely understandable. Quite atrocious, in fact. And it explained the outfit, though she was probably more authentic than the teens who wore down the streets of Châtelet-les-Halles with their imitation bohemian-chic. Americans most likely didn’t know any better.

      “Where do you live?” He knew his question sounded accusing, and that he was overstepping his bounds. Except this was his home, and he’d never seen her before.

      “Une chambre de service,” she said. “Attached to apartment number four.” She faced her painting again.

      The chambre de service was a simple room on the top floor that once was used as maid’s quarters. Each apartment in their building had one, except his had been sold separately from the apartment before he purchased it. The number four apartment was owned by a lifelong resident and her no-good grandson. He was a couple years younger than Victor, and as much as Victor was a playboy, and not fit for much except work and partying, according to his father, Lucas was worse. Lucas’s natural expression was an ugly sneer, and the girls on his arm—never the same one—he treated with a condescension bordering on hostility. Victor had no idea what these women saw in Lucas.

      Victor wasn’t really sure what women saw in him either. Unless it was his money.

      This one was ignoring him, still intent on her work, and her hand moved automatically to capture the sunbeams angling off the stones, silver on top of white.

      “How long have you lived here?” Victor asked.

      “A month,” she replied, and looked at him again, this time with a smile. “And I don’t speak much more French than that, so if you have any more questions for me it will have to be in English.” At least that’s what he thought she said. Her French was abominable.

      “I speak English,” he said. “All educated French people do. Not all Americans who come to our country have managed to learn French, though.”

      “Perhaps they are not unwilling,” she replied, her eyes teasing. “Perhaps they need more time than just a month.”

      Victor was momentarily silenced, struck by the truth of her words and the ungraciousness of his own. Yet she had not taken offense.

      “What’s your painting called?” he asked, as she turned toward it again.

      “April à Paris,” she replied, again with that atrocious accent. He could hear the grin in her voice.

      “I think you mean, ‘Paris en Avril’—it’s a common mistake for English-speakers. April is avril in French.”

      “Yes, but my name is April. So April is April in French too.” Her lips turned up to match her smiling eyes.

      Struck, he blurted out, “A pretty painting to match a pretty girl.”

      Her smile disappeared. “If my painting is ‘pretty’ I have not succeeded.” She frowned at the canvas as he came to stand at her side.

      The crease in her brows made Victor want to reassure her. “It’s more than pretty. I just lack the vocabulary to describe it. I know nothing about art.” He furrowed his brows. “Which probably doesn’t make my compliment worth very much.”

      Her smile flooded back, and the vague point of tension in his chest lifted. “More than pretty is high praise from an art critic. Didn’t you know?” April teased.

      It was her colors, he decided, that made her so physically attractive. Light-brown hair set against pink-hued cheeks, lips as ripe as a peach, blue eyes under long black lashes. She looked like the Snow White princess he’d imagined when his babysitter read the story to him as a child—if you focused on her face and not the grubby clothes.

      “My name is Victor,” he said, surprising himself because he never had to introduce himself to women. They usually asked for his name. And his number. “I live in apartment number three. You can knock if you need anything. It must not be easy to be new in a country where you don’t speak the language.”

      April raised her brows slightly, but the surprise vanished quickly from her face. “Where I don’t speak the language yet.” She pointed her brush at him and he stepped aside, worried she might accidentally flick paint on his jacket. “Thank you, Victor.” She stood and held out her hand, another unexpected move. He’d heard Americans did not have good manners, and he didn’t expect courtesies from Bohemian painters. He looked at her fingers and decided the risk of getting his own smudged in paint wouldn’t be that high.

      “I’d better go,” he said, with some reluctance. “I have work to do.” That last part was not precisely true, but he didn’t mind if she believed it.

      April turned back to her painting. “See you around.”

      She was clearly more interested in her painting than him, and he stared at her profile another moment, feeling strangely dismissed. Then again, he reminded himself, she had every right to paint here, and he would only make a fool of himself if he hung about, protesting her presence. Victor crossed the courtyard toward the entrance, catching a whiff of spring flowers. The scented breeze brushed his cheeks, and he noticed how pretty the sun was, reflecting off the building. It did have a hint of silver in it.

      His eyes adjusted to the dim interior when he entered the carpeted foyer. He was about to take the stairs when he saw Lucas exit the elevator—the good-for-nothing grandson and landlord to the pretty American out there. Victor nodded and gave a curt “bonjour.” Lucas responded in kind before heading out. They never bothered with more than bare civility, not since Lucas had followed one of Victor’s girlfriends all the way to the train station and terrified her so much she broke up with Victor the next day. When the door closed behind Lucas, Victor peered out the glass panes to see how April greeted him. Let’s see whether she’s telling the truth and really does rent their room, he thought.

      They did appear to know each other, but April flinched the minute she saw Lucas. Though she gave him a fleeting smile, her reserve could be felt through the glass. As Lucas leaned in to inspect her painting, April’s eyes focused ahead and met Victor's through the glass door. He’d been caught. Embarrassed, he was about to turn away when Lucas reached out to finger a brown tendril of April’s hair that had come loose from her chignon. She darted away from his hand, lifting her canvas off the easel in one motion before he could touch her, and Lucas backed off.

      Victor relaxed. She was in no danger. And he was acting like an idiot. What business did he have watching her talk to other men?

      April packed up her art supplies with that tight smile, her shoulders squared. With a smirk, Lucas dug his hands into his pockets and sauntered to the large wooden door that led to the street. Victor watched it close behind Lucas and turned to leave before April saw him again.

      Mon Dieu. What was I thinking, about to act the hero for a girl I barely know? And an American, no less. He climbed the carpeted steps to his empty apartment. I’m glad she brushed off Lucas, though.
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      “Your eyes are a really pretty light brown.” April leaned forward and painted short lashes, thin strokes that cut into the whites of eyes that jumped off the page. She studied her subject again, who was facing her with his own canvas perched in front of him.

      “You mean a really masculine light brown. That’s because I’m from the part of China where men are extra handsome.” Ben peered around his canvas, face deadpan.

      April laughed. “I’ll take your word for it.”

      They were silent, studying each other, then reproducing what they saw on the canvas. It was Ben’s turn. “What’s that scar from? The one along your hairline.”

      “Not many people notice that.” April paused before explaining, but it was not so much to paint as to formulate the words. “It’s from a car accident that took my mother’s life.” She saw Ben’s face and was quick to do what she always did. “No, it’s okay. I was only six, and I barely remember anything from before then. My dad raised me, and he was an awesome dad.”

      “The scar is tricky,” Ben said. “I’m not sure I have it right. I’ll have to ask Françoise. It’s so subtle you almost miss it, but if you don’t add it, something isn’t right.” He was studying the painting, then her face, with a critical eye.

      “There’s Françoise. You can ask her now.” April was relieved only one other paired portrait class remained before they had to hand in their work. She didn’t like the teacher’s instructions to voice the observations as they painted. It felt too intimate.

      However, she did feel calmer now than when she’d arrived. Painting always did that. Lucas’s advances had felt more threatening than usual this afternoon, and she’d wondered if he was going to let her go when she said she had class. He always managed to approach her in a way that gave the appearance of friendliness, while actually invading her space, and he hadn’t stopped asking her to go out since she signed the rental agreement to his grandmother’s apartment.

      Most chambres de services were bedrooms only, but hers had a skylight and a built-in bathroom with a tiny shower, toilet, and even a kitchenette. April knew she was lucky in her find, but Lucas was nuisance enough to make her rethink her decision about living there. If it had only been that one thing, she would leave. But it had proved much more difficult to get an apartment than she imagined without a steady salary or someone to guarantee she would pay the rent. April didn’t know why Madame Laguerre had been willing to take a chance with her, but it wasn’t something she could easily turn away. She had been homeless for two months before landing this apartment.

      Lucas was someone to watch out for, though. Her instinct told her it was best she not be caught alone with him. April began cleaning her brushes, and her thoughts turned to Victor. The other resident she’d met today for the first time. Whoa. He was dangerous too, but in a different way, with those high cheekbones and Mediterranean skin tone, unfairly paired with hazel-olive eyes. She had rarely seen such perfect features on a man. And I’d better stick to the clinical observation of a painter if I want to remove myself from temptation. The man was good-looking and he knew it.

      Actually, she reasoned, I’m not tempted. I don’t even know what his teeth look like (behind those full lips) because he didn’t smile, not once. The man is so full of himself he’ll have no room in his heart to care about anyone else, and my father loved me too well for me to fall into such a stupid trap. “You find someone who recognizes your value and don’t settle for anything else,” her dad had often said. April scrubbed her brushes harder before realizing she was ruining the horsehair bristles. “Shoot!”

      “Françoise said I’m close. A little more lapis mixed with white will do the trick,” Ben said. “But you’ll have to wait to see it. Coffee?”

      April smiled back at him. Ben had no problem showing his teeth. He smiled all the time. “How about a cheap place to eat?” she said. “I skipped lunch, and coffee is not going to do it for me.”

      Ben’s idea of cheap was not the same as hers. She usually ate at Flunch for her one hot meal a day, but with him it had to be a traditional brasserie. “I didn’t come to France to eat at Flunch,” he said, as they headed down the broad street. “Or McDonalds, so don’t even think about it.”

      “I don’t eat at McDonalds,” she protested. “Well, not often. Just those times when only hot, salty fries will do.” April grinned at his look of disgust. “You really should get more distinguished friends than me.”

      “I like you,” Ben said. “Come on. This place looks good.” He reached for the brass handle of the door, and she just had time to glance at the menu posted outside the restaurant. Okay, she could have a croque monsieur and salad for eight euros. She could afford that.

      Ben ordered the full menu with appetizer, main dish, and dessert. When he saw what she was having, he chided her. “You said you were hungry.”

      “I am.” April looked at him with wide eyes. “This will fill me right up.”

      “Huh.” His brow crinkled. “Why don’t you let it be my treat?”

      “No, no.” April shook her head. “Thank you, though.” To turn the talk from her financial situation, she said, “Tell me about where you’re from. What’s it like at your house? Did you know I’m planning on going to China next?”

      “You are? You definitely need to go then. There’s no other place like it in the world.” Ben sat back as the waiter brought the first course over. “How could you have forgotten to mention it before?”

      “Oh, in the two weeks we’ve been paired up for the project?” April retorted. “How secretive of me.”

      Ben gave a snort and poured olive oil over his carpaccio. “All right. I’ll tell you about Shanghai, but you tell me when you plan to go to China.”

      “In September,” she replied promptly.

      Ben looked up at that. “So soon?” he asked. “Why?”

      April watched him wade through his appetizer as she nursed the glass of water she held. After taking a sip, she answered him. “I promised my dad. He told me not to commit myself to one style of art until I had studied everywhere, taking elements from each place I studied. My plan is to spend five years living in various continents and taking art classes in one or two different countries per year. I’ll start with China in September for half a year, then move to India for the other half.”

      Ben had finished the appetizer and was mopping up the olive oil and lemon with a piece of bread. He glanced at her. “You can stay with my family for those six months.”

      “I don’t think so, Ben,” she said. “I couldn’t impose on your family like that. But thank you.” The waiter came with her croque monsieur, and April was grateful he hadn’t waited until Ben had his main course, and that the sandwich was huge. “Now tell me about your family.”

      “I’m the only son—”

      “Ah, so that explains it,” April teased and took a large bite of her sandwich.

      “You’re funny,” he retorted. “And I have a younger sister.”

      “Where is she?” April asked, pulling at the cheese and shoving it into her mouth. She wasn’t even trying to be graceful.

      “Jenny’s at home. My parents would never let her go off on her own.”

      April frowned and set down her sandwich. “Don’t tell me your parents are still so traditional.”

      “My parents are traditional, but they’re open-minded, too.” Ben had his hands folded in front of him, and there was something in his expression that made her feel like he was making fun of her.

      “They’re not all that open-minded,” April protested. “I can’t believe they won’t let her travel just because she’s a girl.”

      “They won’t let her travel because she’s eight.” Ben smirked and picked up his cutlery as the waiter set a tartiflette in front of him.

      “Oh.” April felt herself blush.

      “Admit it. You’re prejudiced against Chinese people,” he said without rancor. “You think we oppress women.”

      “I’ll admit I held that prejudice,” April answered, honestly. “I’m surprised your sister is so much younger than you.”

      “I didn’t ask my parents why, and they’re not likely to tell me,” Ben said, grinning through mouthfuls.

      “Of course not.” April laughed. Ben was a touch arrogant, but she liked him. He was fun to be around. “What’s your house like?”

      “Well…” Ben paused. “Have you ever seen pictures of houses in China? My house looks pretty much like those, except it's bigger than most. My dad is one of the top businessmen in Shanghai, and he wouldn’t settle for anything less than the nicest house in the city. The roof tiles are made of traditional red clay, and there’s a veranda that stretches around the entire house. We’re on the edge of the city, and we have a large property with a bamboo wooded area, a pond with golden carp, magnolia trees, and a mixed orchard with different fruit trees.”

      April stopped eating to listen. Ben was painting a picture with his words, and it made her even more excited to see it for herself. “The road that leads to my house has those plane trees that you see on the Paris avenues—you know, with the white mottled bark? We have those on either side of the road that leads to my house. So I don’t feel homesick when I’m in Paris.” He swallowed a sip of wine and added, “It sometimes snows in the winter.”

      “That sounds beautiful,” April said, and picked up the remainder of her sandwich. “It doesn’t seem foreign the way you describe it.”

      “It’s definitely not foreign to me,” Ben replied. “It’s my home. You should come to Shanghai. Why not? It’s a modern city, but there’s still all the Buddhist temples with smoking incense, the Chinese songs, and the thousand-year eggs you’d want for a full cultural experience. And I’ll introduce you to my calligraphy teacher, which is a must if you’re going to study Chinese art.”

      “I might just do that.” April put her napkin on her empty plate and looked up. “Plus, it would be nice to go someplace I have a friend. Unless—when do you plan to return home?”

      “In August. So yes, I’ll be there.” He gave her a smoldering look. “Maybe we could go as more than friends.”

      April was obliged to laugh. “I don’t think so, Ben. I have enough on my plate without the complexities of romance.”

      Ben shrugged. “It was worth a shot. Since this plate is clean, shall we go? I don’t want the dessert after all.”

      April put her eight euros on the metal tray and said she’d meet him outside while Ben went to the counter to pay with a credit card. On the street in front of the restaurant was a woman, clad in a coat too warm for the season, with a scarf over her hair, sitting with a child and a cardboard sign in front of her that said “j’ai faim, s.v.p.” April thought about her own situation and how lucky she was. Sure, money was tight, but that was only because it was tied up at the moment. She still had six of her father’s paintings to sell, which would earn her enough to accomplish all her travel plans and maybe even put a down payment on a studio when she was done. She had more than enough to spare.

      “Bonjour, madame.” April handed the woman a two-euro coin. “What’s your daughter’s name?” The woman pointed to her lips and shook her head. April smiled, preparing to walk back toward the door, but the woman detained her. She held out a small bundle of fragrant white flowers, tied together with piece of twine.

      “For me?” April asked, touched, though the flowers were already starting to wilt. The woman nodded, and April tucked the bouquet into the buttonhole of her leather jacket. “Thank you.”

      Ben came out the door and looked at the homeless woman, then at April. When she rejoined him, he said, “You really shouldn’t encourage them, you know. They can get help if they want it. They’re just taking advantage of you.”

      April started forward, piqued. “I don’t give because there’s a need. Or—I don’t only give because of a need. I give because it’s the right thing to do. It brings goodness and justice in the world when those who are fortunate share with those who are less fortunate, whether or not they are…worthy.” She curled her fingers in air quotes. “God will sort it all out in the end.”

      “Your money,” Ben said, with a shrug. When he saw April’s displeasure, he put his arm around her shoulders and gave an affectionate squeeze. “Come on. Let’s not fight. Are you coming to the student meeting before class tomorrow?” He stopped to turn down the street to his apartment.

      “It’s my plan,” April said, offense forgotten and with a smile hovering on her lips. “Who can turn down free coffee and croissants?”

      “See you then,” he said, and tipped his hand in salute. April watched him walk away and turned toward her apartment. From an objective point of view, Ben was handsome and fun to be around, and he also had these moments of sweetness. But she wasn’t sure he was a kindred spirit, and she would never settle for less. April’s steps slowed. I hope I don’t find my kindred spirit until I’m done traveling the world, she thought, or he’s going to be eating my dust.

      She punched the code to the wooden door leading to the courtyard, but when she opened the door, the movement was so unexpectedly easy she fell forward. Two strong hands caught her before she pitched to the ground.

      “Easy there,” he said.

      Victor.

      It took a moment for April to catch her breath. “You startled me,” she said, with a nervous laugh. I’ve never met the guy before, and now twice in one day?

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I was in a hurry, and I pulled the door quickly.” Victor’s face slanted into a frown as he studied her, then his eyes drifted down to her chest. Before she could find a coherent thought to express outrage, he said, “You have a muguet.” It sounded like mew-gay.

      “A what?” April asked, her brows wrinkled.

      “Those white flowers. They’re usually given out on the first of May. Where did you get them?”

      “Oh, these.” She looked down and pulled the flowers from her buttonhole, then met his gaze. “I gave some money to a homeless mother and her child, and she handed this to me.”

      “I’m surprised,” he said.

      “That I would give money? I know, I know.” She didn’t want to hear it again. “They could get assistance if they wanted it.”

      “No, not that,” Victor said. “I’m surprised she gave you something back.”

      “They often give something back,” April said, her expression serious. “I mean, not every time. But often. They give their gratitude, a smile, sometimes a piece of food, like a sandwich they think you might want.”

      “Which you don’t,” he said, his face in the form of mock horror. April looked at him in surprise, and he clarified, “You don’t want the sandwich, I mean.”

      She laughed at that, and then she saw it. He smiled. And it was wholly unfair because his gleaming white teeth set in that perfect smile completed the look of perfection. She put her hands on her hips and shook her head.

      “What?” Victor asked, a look of confusion coming over his features.

      “Nothing,” she replied. Nothing she could share anyway. “But you were running late, so I won’t keep you.”

      He reached for the door handle. “Bye, April,” he said.

      She was already walking toward the courtyard and lifted her hand. “Bye, Victor.”
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      “Mishou.” Victor let himself into his grandmother’s apartment and looked around. “Mishou?” He called again and knew a minute of panic before he heard her rumbling around in the kitchen.

      “Victor, I’m in here.” She came out carrying an old porcelain water pitcher that she brought to the table. “Oh, you brought me flowers encore. And yellow tulips, my favorite. You’re always so thoughtful.”

      “It’s not that hard to bring you tulips, Mishou. What I wish is that you would let me move you into an apartment closer to mine. One that has more space.” He looked around. “And more light.”

      “What do I need with more space?” she asked with a shrug, the age-old argument. “My friends are here, and I would be lonely if I moved to another apartment. I promise to let you know if I need help. I’m not so foolish an old woman as to forget I’m no longer young.”

      “No, you are wise.” Victor kissed her cheeks. “You are also important to me, which is why I keep bringing it up.”

      Mishou patted his cheek and proceeded to the hutch that held the collection of vases. “My dear boy, please get me that smooth glass vase on the top shelf. It’s perfect for tulips.” Victor obliged and went to fill it with water. “You’ve made paupiettes de veau,” he called out from the kitchen when he spotted the tiny wrapped bundles of veal. “My favorite.”

      When they were seated at the table, the entrée of grated carrots and Dijon mustard dressing nearly finished, his grandmother touched his arm. “So, Victor. What have you been keeping busy at lately? Did you buy the company you were looking at? That international consulting firm?”

      “Yes, although I didn’t need to do much to close the deal. I’d already chosen who the members of the board would be, and Richard is handling the paperwork as usual. There’s not really much left for me to do.”

      Mishou studied him, her gaze thoughtful. She never missed anything. “You said you were interested in trying out management for once. And this consulting firm—it was something you thought you could do. Have you changed your mind?” She reached for Victor’s empty plate and served him a helping of rice and veal, giving him time to answer.

      He had thought about it. He even had a window of time before he needed to choose a director for the firm, so he had time to consider himself for the role. But Victor knew that would be a mistake. He was good at acquisitions. Management? He wasn’t so sure, and he wasn’t about to claim a position at the helm of a multi-billion-dollar public company where his every move would be scrutinized by competitors around the world. He could just picture them plotting a hostile takeover while he blundered about. Maybe his own father would be the one to spearhead it. Victor cringed.

      Plus, he had to admit, after leading the company up to this exciting stage where they’d acquired smaller firms in major cities around the world, all under the umbrella of Brunex Consulting, he couldn’t step back from his visionary role only to get bogged down with the minute details of management. Not when the acquisitions he’d lined up would make this company his greatest achievement yet.

      “I’m not sure I’m fit for management,” he said, at last. “I would have to give it two years, and I’m not sure I want to commit to stopping all other business just to focus on this one branch. I might lose my edge.”

      “Or you might find you’re not as good at it as you thought.” Victor shot his grandmother a look, and she laughed softly. “No, that is not my own opinion on the matter. I think you will do splendidly as a manager.”

      Mishou sighed and, picking up her fork, continued. “You’re still so afraid of failing after all these years, my boy. It’s okay to fail. It’s not okay to go through life having only the most superficial shot at it. Life is meant to be lived, mon chou. You’re meant to embrace it and give all to life and love, even if that means getting hurt from time to time. Your mother understood that better than anyone. Even though her marriage to your father was not what she’d hoped, she never regretted it for an instant because it gave her you.” She patted Victor’s hand. “It will hurt a lot more in the end if you keep putting up walls to protect yourself.”

      Victor was used to his grandmother’s idea of pleasant dinner conversation. It always went more or less along the same lines. Always hurting a little, but he didn’t mind because it was a cleansing sort of hurt. It was the one time in the week where there was no superficiality. No hiding behind façades. He even looked forward to it. This depth wasn’t something he could produce on his own. His grandmother was the magic ingredient in their relationship.

      “How is your friend Christelle?”

      Victor didn’t answer right away. He unwound the string from the veal and put it to the side of his plate. “I’m going to end things.”

      “Of course that relationship couldn’t last,” Mishou said, kindly. “I saw that right away.”

      “You’ve never even met her!”

      “I didn’t need to.” His grandmother raised her brows. “Any young lady who throws herself at a gentleman before she’s had a chance to see beyond his wealth…”

      “It wasn’t like that, Mishou,” he said, although it was a little like that. Her words confirmed his decision, though, and it brought him comfort. Just because another relationship didn’t work out didn’t necessarily mean it was all his fault.

      As if she could read his mind, his grandmother said, “Listen. I have two pieces of advice for you.” Victor shook his head with a grin, and she pointed a softly gnarled finger in his face. “Don’t go looking for love. Let it drop into your hands like the heavy blossom of a fragrant peony.” Mishou had always been a poet. “Love is not an acquisition like one of those companies of yours. It must come to you naturally. Unexpectedly. That’s how you know it will last.”

      “Like how you met Grandpa at the bakery?” he asked, his eyes alight. Victor knew once he got her started on that subject, all attention would be off him.

      Mishou sighed. “Oh, mon Fredéric. He was so handsome. Dapper, even. He never went to that boulangerie, except on that day because he was supposed to meet his date. A nice little woman—”

      “Who never showed,” Victor finished with a smile. “And once he got a look at you, he forgot all about anyone else.”

      Mishou’s eyes went dreamy. “He never stood a chance. I had quite the figure in my day, you know.” Suddenly, she laughed. “You’ve changed the subject, you naughty boy. But yes, let love find you.”

      An image flashed before Victor's eyes. April. Falling into his arms when he opened the door, a flower in her buttonhole. Just like the heavy blossom of a peony. He thought of her sparkling blue eyes and taffy-colored hair, her gleaming curls pulled back, and wondered what her hair would look like down on her shoulders. A chance meeting, he convinced himself before pushing the vision aside. That sort of thing was ridiculous.

      Victor put his focus firmly on his meal. “What’s the second piece of advice?”

      With a sly smile, his grandmother asked, “What do you think the second thing is?”

      “Taking risks,” he answered, without missing a beat. “I should take risks in my professional life, as well as my personal life.”

      “Oh, you know how to take risks,” Mishou said, surprising him a little. “Every acquisition is a bit of a risk. What you haven’t yet dared to do is risk everything you have because you’re so sure the prize is worth it. Sometimes it’s only when you’re stripped of everything you have—your possessions, your position, your heart—that you can see what you value in life. Being willing to risk it all, especially your heart. That’s the risk you need to take.”

      Victor had a sudden and overwhelming urge to cry, which, of course, he would not do. Instead, he continued to shovel food in his mouth and chew, looking straight ahead. He had come close to finding himself when he was with Margaux. Being with her and her family, whose heritage was anchored and secure. That prize had filled every empty crevice of his being. Or at least that was how he’d felt.

      But then she left him.

      Mishou patted his hand again after he’d finished his plate in silence. “I bought some éclairs.”
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        * * *

      

      Ben wasn’t at the art studio today. April didn’t know why, but fortunately the class was taking a break from the portrait painting to work on charcoal sketches of movement and she would not need him. There was an empty seat next to a girl named Penelope, one of the few French students in this school geared toward foreigners because the classes were mainly taught in English. Her first impression of Penelope hadn’t been one of an overly warm person. Whether this was the typical French personality or simply Penelope’s own style, April didn’t know.

      “Is this seat taken?” April asked her.

      Penelope shook her head, her eyes on the sketchpad before her.

      April sat down and took out her own blank pad to begin sketching the model, who posed in the front of the room, only to change positions each minute. After examining the model’s overall physique, April quickly captured the movement with expert strokes, and at the end of the second sketch, Penelope stopped her work and leaned over.

      “You’re quick,” Penelope said. “I’ve not been able to study it fast enough to get that much detail.”

      “I’ve been studying this my whole life. My father was an artist, and he taught me from an early age.” April continued drawing, her eyes darting from the figure to her page.

      Penelope went back to sketching, but April could see her looking over at her work from time to time. April was accustomed to the attention. She’d worked hard at honing her skill, and though she did have natural talent, it helped that her father had her drawing from the moment she could hold a crayon.  If she had a gift, it was her job to grow it and use it well.

      “Excuse me, class.” Françoise called everyone to attention, and April noticed for the first time her teacher was not alone. An older gentleman had made his way into the studio and was examining the students’ paintings, one by one, that were hanging on the shelves nailed into the walls. He turned to face the class and put his hands behind his back, looking like a benevolent father.

      “I’m happy to introduce to you my art teacher, Mr. Chambourd, a respected maître at the École des Beaux-Arts in Paris and a member of the Académie,” Françoise said. “He runs a studio there and has decided to honor us with his presence and, I suppose, to see how his former pupil is doing in carrying on his instructions.” Mr. Chambourd didn’t look like he could be very much older than April’s art teacher. “Now, I shall give you the fruitless advice to carry on as if he were not here.” Everyone laughed.

      The advice was indeed in vain, because as much as April attempted to continue her sketch uninterrupted, she couldn’t help but risk surreptitious glances to where the maître was to see whether he was looking at her own completed painting, April à Paris. Finally, he did stand in front of it, even picked it up to look at it more closely, then put it down without a word and moved to the next one. April felt her heart sink.

      “I wonder what he’s doing here,” Penelope whispered, deciding, it seemed, to let down her reserve and take April into her confidence. “He’s very well-known in France. He’s part of the Académie, and it’s a huge deal that he’s here.”

      April opened her eyes at that. “I’ve not heard of him. I can’t imagine why he’s here, but I do hope he sees something he likes.” She smiled at Penelope. “Look. I think he’s examining your painting, isn’t he?”

      Penelope craned her head, then sank down. “He is. I feel sick.”

      “No, don’t,” April said. “It’s very good. Your attention to lines and contrasts is amazing.”

      “Ah, merci.” Then, as if the words were pulled from her, Penelope added, “I’ve noticed your work too and admit to being a little jealous.”

      April laughed and shook her head. “No need.” A movement at the door caught her eye. “Who is that, do you think?” A young man, whose hair had not been recently trimmed but whose clothes were tailor-made, leaned against the doorframe looking completely at ease, though he was standing in front of a room full of strangers.

      “Oh.” Penelope’s voice shot up a pitch, causing April to turn to her. Penelope’s face lit up as she soaked in the sight of the newcomer. That she knew him, or at least recognized him, was evident. “That’s Arthur. He’s my…he’s my friend. Part of our circle of friends, though he’s the latest addition and has only been a member of our group for the last year.” Penelope leaned in. “He’s a brilliant artist. Unbelievable. He must have accompanied Mr. Chambourd, although if he knew of it in advance, he didn’t tell me.”

      Biting her lip, Penelope stood and seemed to gather her confidence around her like a cloak. It was an unusual look for Penelope, this need to garner her courage because, as much as April had found her a bit cold in the weeks she had known her—until today, that is—Penelope had always appeared supremely confident.

      Penelope walked toward Arthur at the door, and April watched as he stood upright and smiled. A seductive smile, she thought. As if he knows what it’s capable of. The feelings Penelope had for him, that were so patent when she and April had been talking, now disappeared, and the face she held up for him to kiss was nonchalant. Penelope spoke to him for a few minutes, nodding her head toward Mr. Chambourd.

      April was impressed. She would need to learn how to be that relaxed with men. As it was, she was completely transparent. Though she’d been told she was pretty, and didn’t appear to be all that bad when she looked in the mirror, there were never any men falling over themselves to ask her out—at least not anyone appealing. French women had a reputation for exuding self-confidence around men, and now April could see it was true.

      Mr. Chambourd came to the doorway, all the while talking to the art teacher. After they’d kissed each other’s cheeks in farewell—what April had learned was called “les bises,” and which they pronounced, lay beez—Arthur then introduced Mr. Chambourd to Penelope. They spoke for another minute before the guests took their leave.

      Penelope returned to April’s side. “You have no idea what a huge thing it is for him to come visit our school. Arthur is in his atelier at the École des Beaux-Arts. I am so starstruck right now.”

      April turned to her in wonder. “If you are, you haven’t shown it very much. You were completely natural up there.”

      “Ha.” Penelope said. “That’s in the genes. We French women can hide what we feel as easily as we can breathe.”

      “Lucky for you,” April said. “I wear my heart on my sleeve, and it doesn’t always serve me well.”

      Penelope studied her face. “You blush easily, don’t you?”

      “Mmhmm.” April gave a nod. “No matter how hard I try, I can’t hide what I’m thinking.”

      Penelope picked up her sketchpad. “It’s not very practical, I’ll admit,” she said. “Other women will despise you for it, considering it a weakness. But the women who are sincere? The true friends? They will like you the better for it.” She looked at the empty doorway and appeared lost in thought. Her feelings for Arthur were perfectly clear to April, but she wondered if he had any idea.

      French women could indeed hide what they were feeling if they wanted to, and that was a mixed blessing.
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