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      To all those seeking a pause from the real world—may this story be your quiet escape and carry you far away.
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      Nora Bennett was having a moment.

      Wrapped in the silence of her thoughts in her cozy home office, she doodled intricate patterns on a paper on the desk in front of her.

      She was supposed to be writing her latest novel, but the words were not coming … and hadn’t been for a few days. Nora did not want to admit she had a bad case of writer’s block, but it was the truth.

      She doodled some more.

      Through the window, she watched snowflakes twirling and floating around, as if in no hurry to land. When they finally settled gracefully on the ground, bushes, and tree branches, everything looked pristine and untouched. The ultimate winter wonderland.

      She had never figured it out but was certain there must’ve been a psychological explanation for the peace that flowed through her on snowy days. For as long as she could remember, it had been that way.

      Probably one of the biggest reasons was the fact that Jeremy, her beloved late husband, had proposed to her in a memorable snowstorm like this one, at the top of their favorite ski run on Blue Mountain. Down on one knee, as friends of theirs got off the chairlift and gathered around, he had spoken the sweetest words to her. Then he dropped the ring box in the deep, powdery snow, which had turned Nora’s tears of joy into tears of laughter as he dug it out. The tears of joy returned as he tenderly placed the ring on her finger and whispered promises they believed would come true.

      Nora had grown up in northern Ontario, where white winters were the norm, and happy childhood memories always surged back with fresh falling snow. She especially loved a winter storm with big fluffy flakes, and this was the first one this year. Early too. Since it was only mid-November, it would all probably melt in a few days. But she hoped it was a sign of what was to come.

      Chickadees and cardinals were taking turns at the snow-topped bird feeder, while a noisy blue jay squawked its displeasure at the visitors from the apple tree in the corner of the yard. Nora was glad she had filled the feeder earlier in the week. The cardinal was Jeremy’s favorite bird, as well as hers, and she went to the pine sideboard, steps away in the hall, to pick up his binoculars to enjoy the show at the feeder even more.

      Just then, her phone beeped with a text from her daughter Chloe, an artist living in Paris.

      
        
          
            
              
        Chloe: Are you home? I’ve got the most exciting proposition for you and we have to talk about it now! I’m in a meeting but will FaceTime within half an hour. Can you be somewhere to take the call?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Nora: I will be here and can’t wait to talk to you. xo

      

      

      

      

      

      She wondered what the exciting issue might be. Nora never knew what to expect from her exuberant daughter. Chloe had blossomed from a teen who had her share of struggles into a thoughtful, grounded young woman filled with resilience, kindness, and fire. She expressed such passion in her art, and Nora was deeply grateful she had found her path.

      She went back to the window with the binoculars.

      This was her happy place: her garden in the small yard of her grandmother’s 1850s cottage home she had inherited at twenty. Small-town life suited her, and she never regretted returning sixteen years ago with her thirteen-year-old daughter after being widowed the previous year.

      The loss of Jeremy, a true soulmate and best father ever, to a sudden brain aneurysm had been devastating. But he had ensured she and her daughter were taken care of by taking out a generous insurance policy early in their marriage. Nora and Chloe had slowly found healing here in the comfort of the cottage and the closeness to nature. Hiking and skiing became their seasonal obsessions.

      Both agreed they did not miss city life.

      The red-brick, story-and-a-half house had been a weekend escape even before Chloe was born and already provided a comfortable ambiance in those early years. After Jeremy’s passing, mother and daughter shuffled existing furniture around and moved in their favorite early-Canadian pine pieces that Nora and Jeremy had collected at auctions in their first years together.

      Art from their city house filled each room including the van Gogh, a Pissarro, and several Monet prints, bought on her splurge-worthy Paris honeymoon. Chloe’s treasured posters of van Gogh’s sunflowers brightened her bedroom. She had begged for them on her first visit to the Art Gallery of Ontario when she was six.

      Without question, the Christmas trunk had been the first item loaded into the moving van that had brought their possessions from the city. A battered pine blanket box filled with cherished decorations going back to Nora and Jeremy’s childhoods, its unpacking was a tradition every December 1st, after a ceiling-high blue spruce was brought home the weekend before. Its sweet piney aroma always filled the house with a cozy festive vibe.

      Chloe had grown up hearing her mom teasingly referred to by Jeremy as Mrs. Claus. Nora’s devotion to their family traditions made each Christmas special. Year after year, her magic filled the house once the trunk was opened and the tree securely fixed in the living room. The ritual of admiring each of the decorations and placing them on the tree and around the house was almost a religious undertaking. The tissue paper surrounding each one was carefully unwrapped and inevitably Nora told the story of the ornament’s provenance, even though the three of them knew it by heart.

      That seasonal magic was contagious and eagerly embraced. Friends and family gathered for shortbread baking, carol singing and hearty meals year after year.

      Mother and daughter shed tears when they closed the door of the house in the city for the last time. But before long, it felt like the cottage had always been home. Friends and family pitched in to make the transition as seamless as possible. The memories of Jeremy moved in with Nora and Chloe, helping bring comfort as the two became settled.

      Nora and Chloe grieved together, at times weeping in each other’s arms and other times curled up alone in a quiet corner of the house. They talked openly about the pain brought into their lives by the loss of Jeremy. As years passed, there were still tears, but both women knew those tears were firmly rooted deep in their hearts. Expressions of eternal love.

      Nora dedicated herself to being strong and positive for her daughter’s sake. Jeremy’s passing had left such a hole in their lives. More than anything, she’d wanted Chloe to grow up knowing her father was watching over them. His spirit was with them.

      Jeremy continued to be Nora’s loving partner and soulmate in her heart, and she still talked to him about everything. He had been the best reader of the first drafts of her novels and she trusted his comments and critiques. This she missed. She had a supportive writing group she had belonged to for years, but it wasn’t the same as sitting by the fire or out in the garden or snuggled in bed sharing her writing with him. That loss had been another adjustment.

      She wore his favorite silk nightgowns to bed every night. Those intimate memories had not faded. On some nights, she closed her eyes and could sense his hands caressing her, making her feel cherished and loved as he always had. She was convinced it was all she needed.

      They had committed to a date night every two weeks after Chloe was born, and Nora had never stopped that ritual. She chose whichever weekend night she did not have any plans, poured herself a glass of wine, and got cozy with a good book, always trusting Jeremy was with her. Some of those nights didn’t go so well. After repeatedly playing “If the World Was Ending” she would be in a puddle of tears with an empty wine bottle, angry at herself for being unrealistic.

      When Chloe left for art school in Toronto, Nora missed her, but Toronto was less than two hours away and she came home most weekends. Nora felt no regrets about continuing life alone in the town where she had made trusted friends.

      The Girls, as Nora and her friends collectively referred to themselves, were fully invested in all the area had to offer. They appreciated the easygoing small-town atmosphere, with the north-south streets all named after trees and the east-west streets in the oldest part of the village using the numbers one through ten.

      The lively main street, with its nineteenth-century architecture from the busy, long-gone shipbuilding days, offered abundant varieties of bars, cafés, and shopping. The outdoor lifestyle options of skiing, hiking, boating, golf, biking, tennis and the recent addition of even more pickleball courts, meant life was active year-round. Throughout the region there was a vibrant cultural scene of theatre and music, including concerts and a movie festival. Vineyards and craft breweries flourished amidst the farms and apple orchards in the rolling agricultural countryside.

      Life passed by without many glitches until Chloe moved to France. Then Nora began to drink way too much white wine and consumed more chocolate than anyone should. Even though she hiked, played tennis twice a week, and skied in the winter, the pounds piled on. And her self-esteem tanked.

      Her friends gently offered advice and assistance, which Nora carefully ignored. Chloe chided her on video calls and expressed concern. Nora made unkept promises.

      She knew Jeremy would be disappointed but would also be her best champion in her heart when she did start making good decisions. Even that was not enough to get her on the right track at first.

      After a year or so of total lack of self-care, a proliferation of ads about losing weight through online dance programs kept popping up during her scrolling. She knew they were a direct message from Jeremy. Dancing had been their thing. She began with one class a day, and quickly added another because it was so much fun. She was amazed at how the pounds slipped away.  Replacing the white wine with smoothies helped too. It had been a struggle to ditch the chocolate. Truth to tell, she still cheated occasionally.

      Keeping fit, reading, and writing became the driving forces in her life, and she finally turned things around. Volunteering at the library, she took on the task of helping with a memoir class and found it a satisfying endeavour. A few of the group had serious stories to tell and appreciated her assistance as she guided them through the writing process. She was pleased to use her experience to help them.

      And it might have been due to Jeremy that her few attempts at online dating had failed too. No one measured up to him. She knew he would have wanted her to be happy and move on with her life. She had tried … sort of. But it wasn’t long before she gave up on romance with anyone new.

      As Chloe matured and subsequently fell in love in Paris, she had conversations with Nora about finding someone to share her life with again. Nora listened and at times considered it … possibly … might not be a bad idea. But in the end, she always circled back to the same quiet certainty – it simply wasn’t a path she felt called to follow.

      “My girlfriends are the best,” she argued. “We keep each other busy and happy. What more do I need at this stage in my life?”

      The Girls had grown close over the last fifteen or so years. Some had married, some not. Together they skied, played tennis, hiked, volunteered, wined and dined, laughed, talked, and sometimes cried. Life moved smoothly through the years, and one thing Nora gratefully never felt was alone.
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      Her phone rang, startling her from her fixation on the bird feeder. As expected, it was Chloe. Nora was always happy when she received a call from her daughter rather than a text.

      “Hey, Mom! What are you doing?” Chloe paused for a moment and chuckled as she said, “Um … hello? Just a reminder I called you on FaceTime and your video is on!”

      Nora snorted. “Oops! Didn’t notice that.”

      “Obviously,” ChIoe said. “I was staring into your ear!”

      Laughing, Nora held the phone in front of herself and grinned at her daughter. She quickly ran her fingers through her ash-blonde highlighted hair, cropped just below her ears.

      “Gah! Sorry about that! Sorry about my messy hair too. I may not have combed it today. No makeup either,” she said.

      “You look just fine, Mom. You always do … even with bedhead.” Chloe paused for a moment and scrunched her eyes before she said, “Were you writing with music blaring? You kind of have that look.”

      “Well, yes … and no, to answer your question. I have been attempting to write. But it’s not working. I did decide to play some music, but I turned it off when a magical snowstorm began. You know how I feel about the first snowstorm … especially when it’s perfect.”

      Chloe nodded and gave a thumbs-up. “Obvs, you’re still not over your writer’s block! That’s a bummer. And I know how you adore first snowstorms. I can hear you sighing across the Atlantic.”

      “Got that right,” Nora replied. “It’s an absolutely beautiful soft snowfall—so quiet and serene. I’ve been jumping for joy at the window. Literally.”

      “I get the picture,” Chloe said.

      “I’m already fantasizing about getting on the slopes and hope it’s as good a winter as last year. It’s all relative, as we know. I had twenty great ski days last season, so no complaints.”

      “And since you are strictly a fair-weather skier now, those must have been picture-perfect days. But as a change of scene, how about Christmas in Paris with a side trip to the vineyards of Provence? That’s what I’m calling about.”

      Nora grinned. “Ha! Any time in Paris sounds good to me. But are you serious? I was just there in June and, um, as we know, you do enjoy your independence and your busy life. Isn’t it a bit soon for me to be there, lurking?”

      “Mom! You don’t lurk! You know Olivier and I love having you visit us. We can hardly keep up with you.”

      Chloe had gone to Paris to study art after graduating from OCAD University at the Art Gallery of Ontario. Her plan to stay for one year turned into two, and then three, before she married her charmingly serious Frenchman, Olivier, and that was that. Nora believed Chloe had made good decisions, as she had never seen her often-temperamental daughter so decidedly happy and content.

      It had been three years since Chloe married Oli. Nora made at least one visit each year and always rented a studio apartment near them, so they all had their privacy.

      “Okay, I just like you to tell me that, so I don’t worry about being an overbearing mother.”

      They stared at each other intensely before bursting into wide smiles. They had always shared the same sense of humor, and Chloe knew how to make Nora laugh without saying a word. Nora looked at her daughter for a moment. Twenty-nine with flawless skin, her long dark hair pulled back in a casual ponytail, flashing a brilliant smile thanks to two years of agonizing braces.

      “Well, moving on,” Chloe said, “here’s why I called! I’m so excited about this! My dear neighbor, Madame Tremblay—Giselle—whom you have met briefly before, is going to Mexico in ten days and staying there for six weeks. I believe it was a sudden decision after she banished her most recent gigolo, although she did not say that to me. It’s me being nosy and gossipy. Her regular dog-sitter just became ill and is hospitalized, so she is frantically looking for someone reliable. She was thrilled when I suggested you might do it. You would stay at her apartment with Atticus, her Doberman pinscher⁠—”

      Nora interrupted with a shriek. “That humongous muscular behemoth who looks like he’s smarter than a person and totally intimidates me?”

      Chloe’s laugh ended in a loud snort. “Okay, I know he has a rather menacing appearance, but he really is a softie. Truly a sweetie pie who loves to snuggle. I’ve spent enough time with him to know. You simply haven’t been around him enough.”

      “But like, right this minute? This week? It means I have to leave … like … in seven days. You know I can’t do that!”

      “Well, yes, that’s what it means. I know you can do it.”

      Chloe was well aware that hasty adventures were definitely not Nora’s thing. She worried about the cost, the weather, and anything else she could dredge up in her imagination. And yet she loved to travel. Whether it was a road trip to cottage country or something which involved an airport departure, once she overcame her concerns, she settled right into the experience.

      Nora asked, “Why don’t you have the dog stay with you while Madame Tremblay is away?”

      “Because, as you might recall, Jezebel cannot tolerate him and creates such a hissy fit whenever he’s at our place. It’s pure jealousy. It simply would not work. And I don’t want him to stay in his apartment all day and have someone drop by only to feed and walk him. He loves company.”

      Now it was Nora’s turn to laugh. Chloe and Oli’s cat was a real piece of work and as spoiled a feline as Nora had ever seen. But still very lovable, at least when Atticus was not in their presence, as Nora had witnessed several times in the past. Jezebel loved to cuddle on Nora’s lap when she visited their apartment.

      There was quiet on the line.

      “And yes, you can do it,” Chloe said, breaking the silence. “Just throw some winter clothes in a bag and get over here. Besides, you’ve been talking about getting another dog. This might help your decision. It’s been five years since Maggie crossed the rainbow bridge.”

      She’s right. I have been considering a rescue dog.

      “Well—” Nora began but was interrupted.

      Chloe turned her phone around to pan the camera over the fabulous view of the Paris skyline through her living room window. Sunshine bathed the magnificent panorama.

      “Doesn’t this tempt you? Just think, Mom. Christmas in the City of Light. How divine would that be? I know you’ve been a Christmas curmudgeon since I left home … but trust me, this will change you back to who you were!”

      Nora’s heart wrenched. She had to admit the Christmas trunk had not been opened since Chloe married. It had been a conscious and painful decision. Christmas without Jeremy had been difficult enough, but she had maintained her festive persona for Chloe’s sake. Together, and with their friends, they had continued the rituals and kept the season meaningful.

      With Chloe absent, though, she’d packed it all away in the trunk. She had encouraged Chloe to stay in France for the festive season each year and celebrate all the wonderful traditions she had heard about with her new family in Provence. It had felt like the right thing to do. She’d wanted her daughter to create her own Christmas magic in her new life.

      And if she was honest with herself, she had thought it would be too difficult to be in the midst of a family Christmas without Jeremy. It was easier to celebrate with her friends, so she could make excuses for being absent when she felt like it.

      “The Christmas lights in Paris are not to be believed.” Chloe babbled on at warp speed. “We haven’t had Christmas together since I married Olivier. Do you realize that? He and I have so many new traditions to share with you, and I know you will love them. And you can work on your projects here… Or better yet, take time off. Give yourself a break.”

      Nora laughed before replying. “Whoa… Take a breath, sweetheart. You do have a point. Christmas in the City of Light would be more than divine, and I may be ready for this now. What fun to see the city lit up ... oh, that tree in Galeries Lafayette ... and hit all the holiday markets. But you know I will have to write while I’m there. That’s what I do … when I’m not blocked.”

      “I know, I know. I get it. But you can ease up a bit, I’m sure. Besides, a change of scene might be just the spark you need to beat the block.”

      “Of course. On another topic, however, I’m not sure I can handle Atticus. The few times I saw him he seemed strong and intimidating.”

      “Mom, you are grasping! He’s just a dog … and actually very well behaved, as I keep telling you.”

      Nora held the phone away and excused herself after she sneezed. “Ah sorry, dear. I didn’t feel that coming.”

      Chloe didn’t miss a beat. “Giselle actually loves the idea of you doing it. She said she would be nervous to have a stranger stay in her apartment, as all sorts of weird things are happening these days: people having parties or stealing things or leaving the place a mess. At least she told me she had read about these problems. But she would be thrilled to have you stay and thought we would all be happy living so close to each other. What do you say?”

      Nora was silent for a moment. “Well, uh … I still don’t speak French very well.”

      Chloe snorted. “Atticus will help you learn. I believe he’s fluent … he-he … Seriously, I think dogs understand pretty much any language. C’mon, Mom, that’s a pretty feeble excuse.”

      “Yeah, you are right.” Nora realized it was a stretch.

      “Oh! There’s more! She wants to pay your airfare!”

      “Not necessary,” Nora said.

      “That’s what I said too. But Giselle said she would have to pay someone way more than your airfare would cost. So, you shouldn’t feel badly about it. She would be insulted if you refused her offer. Her words. The French are like that. Come on! Say you will!”

      “Let me think about it. Madame Tremblay may be a spur-of-the-moment person, but you know I’m not.”

      “Tell me about it,” Chloe muttered. “But as you know, everything always works out. Come! It’ll be fun!”

      Nora had to smile listening to her über-optimistic daughter. She always wondered what she had done right to raise a young woman who always looked on the bright side.

      “Well,” Nora said hesitantly, “if I decide to do it, I will come a few days early so Madame Tremblay—er, Giselle—can introduce me to Atticus and be with us while we hopefully get comfortable with each other.”

      “We have a futon here you can sleep on for a night or two before she leaves. Wait until you see how well-behaved he is. He’s been diligently trained. And you can always hire a dog-walker if you feel unsafe outside with him. Which you won’t. But at least you know you can do it if you have any concerns.”

      “Oh, my dear, dear girl.” Nora looked at Chloe with such love. “How did you become the calm, clear thinker of the two of us?”

      Chloe crossed her eyes and made a silly face. “Sure, sure. But hey! This is excellent. I’ll ask Giselle to email you to organize dates. I’m so excited, and Olivier will be too.”

      The snow had stopped. Nora sat stunned by all that had transpired in her conversation with Chloe. She popped in her earbuds and clicked on her Charles Aznavour playlist. This might be just what I need to get in the mood for Paris.
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      Two days later, Nora took out her suitcase and tentatively began to organize her clothes.

      Madame Tremblay’s call had her slowly turning the corner on her decision.

      “Please call me Giselle,” Chloe’s neighbor had said when she’d phoned earlier in the morning. They chatted for fifteen minutes, during which time Giselle tried to convince Nora that she would fall in love with Atticus. “But take your time to think about it and send me an email tonight with your decision. No rush.”

      No rush! Just a few hours to respond to that charming French accent and delightful personality which made her feel welcome and so needed.

      Then Chloe had texted, and Nora sensed her excitement.

      
        
          
            
              
        Chloe: Giselle just called and said she thought she had persuaded you! I can’t tell you how happy I am.

      

      

      

      

      

      Nora’s mind was not fully made up, but she had to admit she was more drawn to the idea than she expected.  Chloe was right, she had recently considered getting a rescue to replace her dear Wheaten terrier, Maggie, who they’d had for eleven years. Living with a dog again for a while might help her reach a decision. Even if this dog wasn’t fluffy and cuddly.

      As her suitcase filled, she pictured herself wearing the clothes in Paris and her concerns diminished. French women always looked elegant no matter how casual they dressed, but she could hold her own too.

      A few cashmere sweaters, two silk blouses, some camisoles, two pashminas, one suede mid-calf skirt, one little black dress, three pairs of leggings, and two pairs of jeans plus her favorite red dress, casual but swishy, for the holidays. Undies, three silk nightgowns—she did always treat herself when it came to those items, just as Jeremy liked. Shoes, boots, waterproof down jacket.

      “I’ll wear my gorgeous, long leather coat on the plane, so I’ll have it if I need to get dressed up,” she told Chloe.

      She could do this. She would. Maybe. She needed to think about it some more. But still she added things to her suitcase.

      In the past when she’d visited Chloe in Paris, she had easily rented her house for the month. She didn’t have time to advertise it this time on such short notice, but her friends would help spread the word about the vacancy.

      She reminded herself that Paris never failed to be the best experience. It had started when Jeremy suggested the City of Light for their honeymoon. They saved everything they could for a year to make it happen. Ever since that visit she’d been hooked, even though it took Chloe studying there to bring her back.

      She thought about her visits each year since Chloe had first been there as a student. It hadn’t taken long to rediscover how wonderful the city was for walking, with every street and corner offering something special. It might be a shop or a gallery or something as simple as a small detail on a building or a cat sleeping in a window or a curious bit of graffiti. The aromas from cafés, restaurants, and boulangeries were another satisfying story. Exploring on foot allowed Nora to be surrounded by layers of history and architecture, and there were always narrow cobblestone streets to turn down and be transported to another era.

      On every trip, she regretted not having paid enough attention to high school French. Even more so when she listened to Chloe speak so fluently.

      She’d always experienced a little twinge of guilt that she lived in a country with two official languages and only spoke one. Maybe it was time to change that, and she could use her time in France to practice. She downloaded a “Daily French Lessons” app and vowed to use it.

      As she packed, she felt those sights, sounds, and smells she’d been thinking about, as if they were wrapped around her. More than once, she sat on the edge of her bed and slipped into her thoughts.

      She might not have had good luck falling in love with a man after Jeremy, but she was definitely infatuated with Paris. Walking was her jam, and whenever she was in France, she settled immediately into spending most of her days doing just that. Best of all, she felt perfectly safe and happy on her own there.

      “Mom, you are the perfect flâneuse,” Chloe had said during her mother’s first visit. “The French have this wonderful verb, flâner. It means to wander around, stroll, or browse. A woman is a flâneuse and a man a flâneur.”

      Closing her eyes, Nora could almost smell the intoxicating aromas of freshly baked baguettes, croissants, and pastries wafting through the streets in the earliest morning hours until they were replaced later in the day with the seductive smells of French cuisine: butter, garlic, simmering sauces, and always cheese—strong and pungent or creamy and sweet.

      The air was often rich with the essence of fresh coffee, inviting her to stop at a sidewalk café and sit while French life passed by. Nora smiled at the thought now. She loved to sit sipping a café au lait, feeling like a Parisienne.

      This trip might be just what she needed. She always tried to sound happy and upbeat when she spoke with Chloe, but if she was honest, this year had been a struggle.

      Her freelance copyediting and memoir ghostwriting business was covering costs. That wasn’t the problem. The reality was, lately she’d found it a challenge to tell other people’s stories. She always loved encouraging others to record their histories and appreciated the importance of it. But recently the joy was fading, and she recognized it was due to a general malaise within her.

      Worst of all, she was suffering from a bad case of writer’s block with her latest romance manuscript under her pen name, Belle de Beauvoir. Her own words were somewhat a problem. She struggled to find them recently.

      She hated to admit she felt invisible and irrelevant, like some of her friends expressed and other aging women she often read about. But she did. Thank goodness menopause had finally passed. It seemed after turning fifty there were so many other issues, like knee and hip replacements, other illnesses, and the challenges of dealing with troubled zillennials moving back home or caring for aging parents. She was glad none of those things were in her life at the moment, but it was a toss-up amongst her friends as to whose lives might start to fall apart.

      Loss had become a quiet companion; her parents and several other dear ones were gone. Some mornings it was the first thing to greet her and, in time, it taught her how to love what remained more fiercely.

      Three of her best friends were dealing with challenging health issues. Cancer was the worst, and Nora had spent many hours sitting with her friend, Laura, as she had undergone debilitating chemo treatments. Gloria’s double knee replacement had not gone well; she still struggled to walk without a walker or cane and was in terrible pain. Margie had suddenly developed some kind of neurological problem affecting her balance and was dealing with ongoing tests, scans, and other regular doctor appointments. All three of them were depressed.

      Not to mention the toll the divorces and strained marriages around her exacted on her own sense of happiness.

      And now Nora was feeling low but had refrained from mentioning it to her friends. She went again to see the grief counselor she’d visited in her early years when she’d dealt with Jeremy’s loss. She wondered if that was the problem: on her own, she was doing more grieving than healing.

      The advice she received from the counselor was simple: It might be time to move on from feeling Jeremy’s presence so intensely.

      “It’s been seventeen years, Nora. He will always be in your heart but not beside you every day. You need to look beyond yourself now and recognize being in your fifties presents an exciting new chapter far more positive than you are describing. Jeremy won’t be on this journey. This one is up to you. You need to accept it. All I’m hearing right now are negatives. You’ve told me how Jeremy would have wanted you to be happy. Keep holding on to those words.”

      She’d left the counselor’s office feeling even worse. In the ladies’ washroom, she wiped tearstains from her cheeks. The face looking back at her in the mirror seemed crumpled with anxiety. How could she stop relying on Jeremy’s spirit to keep her happy?

      She tried to follow the counselor’s advice. She read books, listened to podcasts, went out with her friends, and watched Under the Tuscan Sun and A Good Year repeatedly. Nothing worked.

      At the other end of the spectrum from her close friends with problems, her friend Cynthia had sold absolutely everything and moved to a small coastal village in Italy. Her regular emails and photos made Nora question why she herself wasn’t planning an adventure like that. Really, there was nothing holding her back from making a move like Cynthia had. Nothing.

      If only she was impulsive.

      She let out a long sigh as she took a break from packing and went into the kitchen to boil water for tea. Sipping from her favorite china cup and saucer set that once belonged to her mother, she thought some more about her inability to be decisive. Then she called Cynthia.

      “Pronto!” Cynthia answered in a cheery voice.

      After a few minutes of Cynthia entertaining her about her new life and Nora catching Cynthia up on gossip in the Girls’ lives, Nora blurted out her indecision about dog-sitting in Paris.

      “Nor, stop being a worrywart! Biting the bullet and moving here was the best thing I could have done. I was in such a slump after my divorce, as you know. I’ve met interesting people here. Lovely, friendly locals, and a bunch of expats. I wake up happy every day. Of course, I miss the gang, but I bet you will all come to visit. Just do it, my friend! You’re going for six weeks, not forever!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Four


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Five days later, on November 27, Nora was on her way to Paris. Using some of her Aeroplan points, she’d upgraded to Premium Economy. At the airport, she purchased a neck pillow and hoped for a good sleep on the way over.

      Things had already worked out better than expected. Gloria’s sister, who lived in Toronto, had jumped at the chance to rent Nora’s house for the six weeks. She was thrilled to be there to help Gloria and spend the holidays out of the city.

      Three days earlier, Chloe had called with an urgent request for Nora to put her ice skates and wool socks in a box and ship them to her. “We’re going to a skating party on New Year’s Eve. No arguing. Just do it.”

      So she had.

      The Girls had taken her out for a bon voyage dinner earlier in the week and been so excited for her. She tried to hold onto those vibes as she sat waiting to board the plane.

      “We want at least one full report a week and daily postings on Instagram.”

      “You are the queen of taking photos, so it shouldn’t be a problem.”

      “Yeah! Pictures of your apartment! And Paris, Chloe and Oli, and the dog.”

      “And hot French guys!”

      “Yes! Lots of hot French guys!”

      There had been a lot of laughs that night, and her friends teased her mercilessly about never being impulsive. She had gone to bed feeling so grateful for each one of those women.

      A few hours into the flight, the attendants served dinner. After a glass of wine with a surprisingly delicious airplane meal of boeuf bourguignon, she settled into her seat, wrapped her shawl around herself, and snuggled into the cozy neck pillow. Here she was, taking a chance for the first time in a long time.

      She hoped she wouldn’t come to second-guess her decision. She had promised Cynthia and the rest of the gang she wouldn’t. And Chloe. And herself. So that was that. Now she needed to relax and enjoy whatever lay ahead. At least she would try.

      Her chat with Cynthia had clinched it. She had been so convincing. “At this stage in our lives, some of us are at a turning point, Nor. Happiness. Satisfaction. New goals. It’s all ahead of us. Who knows how we will move forward? Some of us might be very happy where we are. Change is up to us. Besides, you get to spend six weeks with Chloe!”
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        * * *

      

      Chloe jumped up and down, waving madly as Nora entered the arrivals area.  When Nora reached her, Chloe threw her arms around her mother and they hugged, rocking back and forth with pure joy.

      “Maman! Tu es ici!”

      Nora grinned as she replied, “Oui, ma fille! Me voilà!”

      “Ooh là là,” Chloe said. “Getting right into the Frenchy vibe! Woohoo!”

      They laughed, hugged again, and shared a few more words in French. During their weekly video chats, Chloe often encouraged Nora to learn more words and expressions, and tested her on the things she was learning on her French app too. Nora happily showed off, especially now that her daughter was fully bilingual.

      “I took the Metro here, but we’ll grab a taxi home. C’est plus facile de parler! Easier to talk!” said Chloe.

      Waiting in the taxi line, Nora took a good look at her daughter. How could she be twenty-nine already? Tall and willowy, with hair the color of rich, golden chestnut, halfway down her back, she’d gotten it all from her dad. But she had the same bright blue eyes as Nora.

      Video calls were great, but it was the best thing to be together in the flesh. Nora reached out again and hugged her daughter. Chloe’s hug back sent a joyful frisson right down to her toes.

      The drive was familiar to Nora now. Once they left the airport chaos behind, she soon felt the rhythm of the layered city streets. Before they got to the good part, they had to pass through some unattractive neighborhoods with graffiti-covered buildings and dingy strips of industrial service centers. Then they joined the fast-paced traffic on wider boulevards before turning into the quieter areas that led to Montmartre.

      She squeezed Chloe’s hand, and they grinned at each other as the view changed to the more charming, historical, timeworn buildings that gave the neighborhood its charm.

      “I knew you’d be glad you came,” Chloe said. “We’re going to have such a good time.”

      As the car began the steep climb to Montmartre, curving and twisting, Nora caught a glimpse of the white domes of the Sacré Coeur. They turned onto a cobbled street and passed several cozy cafés and galleries before stopping in front of an unremarkable white limestone, five-story building with a set of slightly battered blue doors.

      Nora’s heart did a little jump at the sight of the residence, which had been built in the early 1880s. Chloe and Olivier had moved into a small flat on the fourth floor. On that same floor, Vincent van Gogh had lived with his brother, Theo, from 1886 to 1887. Her imagination raced whenever she thought about it.

      Nora always rented a small studio nearby when she’d visited Chloe in the past, so to stay in the same building as Chloe—and Vincent—was a thrill.
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        * * *

      

      Her son-in-law Olivier bounded out the double blue doors and greeted Nora with the classic bise, a gentle air kiss on each cheek. “Bienvenue! C’est un grand plaisir de te revoir!”

      Nora caught herself just in time before almost giving him a hug. She always found it unusual not to automatically hug anyone she loved, but she had pretty much adjusted to the fact it was not done in France. However, Olivier reached around to give her a light, almost awkward,  hug and they laughed as Nora said Chloe had taught him well.

      “I’m so happy to see you again too. Such a surprise on such short notice, right?” Nora noted Olivier seemed more handsome each time she visited. She had observed during previous visits that Frenchmen aged very well.

      Olivier chuckled. “Chloe is most impressed with you taking this chance.”

      “So am I,” Nora said, rolling her eyes.

      Chloe led the way up the wide marble staircase to the building’s third floor, which was the fourth floor everywhere else in the world.

      As she always did, Nora admired the elegant wooden apartment doors, each fitted with ornate brass escutcheons surrounding enormous keyholes which were no longer used but never failed to captivate her. They looked like they hid intriguing stories with secrets worth hearing. All the doors now had small modern locks installed elsewhere on the wood. They had no character but provided the necessary security.

      “Just walking down your hallway brings me right back into the romance of France. How I love these doors and keyholes,” Nora exclaimed.

      Once inside the tiny but bright apartment, Olivier put Nora’s suitcase next to the futon with a wry grin. “Your palatial space for three days.”

      “And look, Mom! We found this great privacy screen at a vide-grenier last weekend.”

      “It’s perfect,” Nora said. “I want to go to some of those flea markets while I’m here.”

      “Oh, we will, no doubt about that! And look…” Chloe added. “Jezebel is already settled on your futon to welcome you.”

      They laughed as Nora curtsied to the fluffy feline and sat down beside her, giving her a scratch on the head. Jezebel immediately climbed on her lap and began to purr.

      “Of course, she believes you have come specifically to see her,” said Chloe.

      Nora settled back into some overstuffed cushions. She looked around with a satisfied smile at the rustic exposed wooden beams and stone walls. “You did a fabulous job stripping those beams. I love the effect. I’m quite happy to snuggle with Jez for a while if you two have work to do.”

      “We’re good for now, and if you aren’t tired, Mom,” Chloe said, “we thought we would dash over to Le Moulin for your first lunch. After all, it’s kind of a tradition when you arrive. N’est-ce pas?”

      Olivier chimed in his support for the suggestion. “On y va!”

      “Oh, you two are adorable. Of course, it’s a tradition. I slept most of the way over, so I’m in good shape and I am hungry. Breakfast on the plane was not edible. Can you believe they had no croissants? On Air France? Allez zou!”
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      Le Moulin de la Galette was a short walk down the street. The weather was mild and the sun shone brightly on the busy sidewalk. It was the kind of day that brought people out for the simple pleasure of enjoying the outdoors.

      “This would be a spring day at home. It’s hard to believe Christmas will soon be here,” Nora commented as they strolled along.

      “It’s turned into a perfect day to welcome you, Mom,” Chloe said. “But don’t get your hopes up. We had very cold temperatures last week and they’re predicting more to come. Maybe you’ll get snow here too … to give you a sense of home.”

      Nora laughed. “I would love to see snow in Paris. But there’s no way anything would ever make me feel totally at home here. I always want to be excited about Paris vibes in every way.”

      “A true Paris romantic,” Olivier said. “Pourquoi pas?”

      The entrance to the bistro was topped by one of the two remaining original windmills in Montmartre. Nora insisted on taking a few photos of them in front of the landmark. “Get used to it!” she warned, her eyes dancing..

      Chloe nodded with a shrug. “C’est la vie avec Maman.” She had grown up the subject of endless photos.

      Built in the early 1700s and one time a mill which ground flour, the iconic structure had also been a guinguette or tavern for drinking and dancing, a music-hall, and open-air café. For the last few decades, it had been a popular bistro with two terraces where celebrity watching was part of the fun.

      “Mmmm, they’ve not lost their touch in the kitchen,” Nora exclaimed as she swirled a plump escargot in garlic butter before popping it in her mouth. The baguette that came with her meal soaked up the butter in a way that made it…

      “Orgasmic,” Chloe murmured. They all nodded and conversation paused for a moment, except for satisfying sighs and hums as they enjoyed the food. Nora followed that course with traditional coq au vin and, when she finished, sat back with a satisfied smile while they all shared a selection of cheeses.

      “Ah, I am back in France. I can’t tell you how good this feels.”

      The café’s cosy atmosphere was festive as some of the staff hung garlands of evergreen boughs over the bar and others brought out boxes of decorations. Chloe told Nora they were beginning a competition that very day with some of the other bistros and bars.

      Nora laughed. “You know what it’s like at home. Christmas decorations have been up since Halloween in all the shops.”

      “They wait until December first to get started in France. Much more civilized,” said Chloe.

      “La Fête de Noël is serious in Paris!” Olivier said as they all raised their glasses. “We can’t wait until you see how the city lights up for the season.”

      Conversation was lively as the two young artists spoke about their latest work. For the past months, they had been collaborating on pieces about Paris life for an exhibit in the gallery in Nice owned by Olivier’s father, Pierre.

      Chloe described the work like this. “We feel the collection reflects a contrast of energy and vision—bold color palettes, impulsive textures as we captured cityscapes, and the energy of different arrondisements.”

      Olivier added, “For this exhibit, we tried to straddle abstraction and emotional realism. In other words, we hope we balance abstract with real, honest emotions.”

      Nora hoped she would understand the meaning of their work once she saw it. It sounded complex.

      But when they showed her photos of a few paintings, she was overwhelmed. Their work looked real and honest. She felt pulled in by the light and texture seen even in the photos.  Her heart filled with pride for both of them.

      Nora was also pleased to see how well Chloe and Olivier complemented each other as they related stories of their daily lives with relish and affection. Each time she visited in the three years since the wedding, Nora felt such motherly satisfaction to be in their company and see their relationship continue to flourish.
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        * * *

      

      Several glasses of wine fueled the conversation and laughter. It was midafternoon when they left the bistro and Nora had begun to experience the fog of jet lag.

      “I knew that was lunch and dinner I was eating, and I am stuffed. I’ll have nothing more to eat today, thank you very much. But I can’t go to sleep yet. I’m going to walk around and stop in a few galleries to keep myself awake.”

      “Bonne ideé,” Chloe said, and Olivier agreed. “We will be at our studio for a few hours. Keep us posted on your whereabouts.”

      Nora laughed. “Pas souci! No problem! I’ll be fine and then I’ll crash after a long soak in your glorious tub.”

      “Sounds like a good plan, Mom. Oh, by the way, your skates arrived. I kept forgetting to tell you. You might even want to use them before New Year’s, as there are lots of skating rinks at the Christmas markets.”

      Nora was surprised to learn that. “You never know,” she said. “Let’s see how I settle in.”

      “For sure,” Chloe said, giving her a hug. “We’ll see you in the morning.”

      “Thank you for that magnificent déjeuner, and don’t worry, I know my way around. I’m going to stop at the next terrace I come to and have an espresso for an extra shot of energy. I’ve been practicing getting used to it so I can really feel French. ”
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        * * *

      

      The next café terrace was only a short walk away. Café des Deux Moulins was featured in the movie Amélie, and Nora ordered an espresso now. Sitting in the shade of the building, she wrapped the blanket hanging over the back of her chair around her legs. She wasn’t cold but liked the cozy feeling.

      The espresso was hot and strong. The jolt of caffeine hit Nora in minutes and she was soon ready to continue exploring. She left some money on the small plastic dish the waiter had placed on the table when he brought her coffee. Paying the bill like this in France was something she thought was brilliant. Just leave your cash and go.

      Walking up a narrow cobblestone street, the white domes of the Sacré Coeur came into view. As she arrived in the busy atmosphere of Place du Tertre, she spotted several inviting cafés and promised she would check them out on her future strolls. Even in the cold weather, artists were painting at their easels and encouraging people to stop and sit for a portrait.

      She continued to the steps of the Sacré Coeur, and at the top she stopped to drink in the expansive view over the city. Taking several photos, she chuckled, thinking how many she already had from previous trips. The view was one of those shots she took year after year … just because.

      She wasn’t certain exactly what it was that made the slate rooftops of Paris such an iconic visual. Through the years she had heard artists describe how the cool blueish-grey tone of the slate and matte texture scattered light differently during the day. She liked how Olivier had once told her the angled mansards, crooked chimneys, and weathered tiles created a visual signature of the city.  Seeing this from above was almost an emotional experience to her. She understood how so many painters were inspired by the expansive vista, particularly in the late 1800s, when van Gogh lived here. She closed her eyes and pictured them: Toulouse-Lautrec, Modigliani, Monet, Degas, van Gogh, Gaugin, Cezanne, Pissarro.

      The thought that she now lived near the same space as Vincent van Gogh and his brother, Theo, was becoming an obsession. But why not? The fact was simply too special to ignore.

      The brothers’ apartment was one over from Chloe and Olivier’s, on the other side of Giselle Tremblay. They told Nora it was privately owned and had been empty for some time. No one seemed to know why it wasn’t occupied.

      “Not even Giselle knows!” Chloe had said. “And she knows everything!”

      When she found a spot to rest, Nora allowed herself a few fantasies about Vincent living in the neighborhood. She pictured him painting feverishly in the golden light of late afternoon, like it was now. She wondered if he always wore a hat in Montmartre, as he was so often pictured, or was that more in Provence? And did he always smoke as he painted? She remembered reading about him saying he sometimes spent his last money on tobacco rather than food.

      The warm sun washed over her as she sat on the stairs watching and enjoying the stories that played out among the colorful characters, excited tourists, and blasé locals wandering about. No doubt there were a few pickpockets in the mix, but she hadn’t spotted any today.

      She walked down the stairs and over to 62 Boulevard de Clichy. There, all that remained of the famous Café du Tambourin was a plaque on the wall by the entrance. It stated how artists including Vincent had frequented the bar in the 1800s.

      Nora stood there, recalling how she and Jeremy had rushed to find the café on their honeymoon and how sad they felt to learn it had closed and gone bankrupt in 1887. They had laughed at not doing better research before their trip and wandered down the street to another bar for a glass of wine.

      She felt stalled in a bittersweet moment of emotional limbo, a state not unknown to her. Thinking of Jeremy often brought it on. She pushed herself to get going and took the stairs back up the hill.

      As she slowly climbed, she contemplated how she might be influenced by the fact she was staying next door to where Vincent had lived. Before she’d left for Paris, she had fantasized about writing a story based on Vincent’s affair with a bar waitress and considered it might be the answer to her writer’s block.

      Recording some ideas on her phone, as she often did when it came to her writing, she promised herself to do some serious thinking about it once she was settled with Atticus.

      After she returned to Chloe and Oli’s apartment, Nora checked about their arrival time. She assured Chloe there was no need to rush home to her, since she was heading to bed after her bath and most definitely was not interested in anything to eat.

      When the bathtub was filled almost to the top, Nora added a drop of lavender essential oil, at Chloe’s earlier insistence. “It’ll help you sleep, Mom. Trust me,” her daughter had said.

      Nora sank into the water up to her neck with a deep sigh. Having a long soak had been her best way to relax for her entire life. Feeling calmed by the warmth and fragrance of the water, she was filled with gratitude to be back in Paris and that Chloe had made it happen.

      She told Jeremy all about her thoughts and emotions since she had arrived. Memories of their honeymoon filtered into her head, and she promised to visit all their favorite places during her stay. As she had done each previous visit.

      But this time she would have company. She hoped she and Atticus would get along. She hadn’t admitted to Chloe that she was still a bit nervous about living with a Doberman. She had googled a lot of information about the breed and everything indicated that even though they were sleek and muscular, they were also gentle and sensitive. She was hopeful.

      The next morning at nine o’clock, she and Chloe had a rendezvous scheduled with Giselle and her dog. Nora banished the thought for now, her concerns about Atticus still simmering. Instead, she let herself linger in the moments of her first day, quietly grateful, and aware that a long-dormant happiness was beginning to stir.
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