
  
    
      
    
  


		
			Chasing Her Scent

			When gorgeous neurosurgeon Sheridan Rousseau walks into Lisette Mouton’s charming little bookstore in Quebec City, she unknowingly holds the key to a mysterious box hidden in a secret room. Upon opening the box, they discover an ancient locket with a photo of Marie Antoinette, a vial of perfume, and an old map.

			Attraction simmers between Lisette and Sheridan, helped along by their scheming assistants, and the clues they discover in the bookstore lead them on a hunt across Canada for buried treasure. Best third date ever. But as the weeks go by, the trail grows cold, and Sheridan wants to return to her waiting patients. Lisette has been walked away from before, and she isn’t letting Sheridan give up the hunt—or, it seems, her too. Will the map to love prove to be the greatest mystery of all?
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            Prologue





	France, 1789

			Margot and Josephine lay together on the hard bed in the dusty hovel. Margot’s hefty breasts heaved as she struggled to catch her breath.

			“You are beautiful,” Josephine murmured. “I love the flush on your body. You look like a woman who has been loved right.”

			“You have a biased opinion,” said Margot.

			“Oui. But I can’t get enough of you.”

			She kissed her way down Margot’s voluptuous body until she came to rest between her legs. The scent of their recent lovemaking was strong, and she tasted Margot’s pleasure as she tenderly licked her pink beauty.

			“Again?” said Margot.

			“Oui,” said Josephine. “Always.”

			She pleased Margot with her mouth and her fingers, wishing she had more ways to show her how much she loved her. Their time together was so special and always so fleeting. Josephine knew she would have to dress and get back to court. Eventually. But not right then. Then, all that mattered was her lover’s naked body and the way they made each other feel.

			When Margot had cried out again, Josephine kissed her way back up until she reached her full, bruised lips so she could share Margot’s special flavor with her.

			As they kissed, Margot’s fingers found Josephine’s center and worked their magic until Josephine pleaded that she had nothing left.changed to 

			“When can we do this again? I don’t want to wait days. I want to see you again tonight,” said Margot.

			“I will try to come back. But I must tend to Her Majesty. Things are very scary for her right now. I must be her strength.”

			“You are my strength, too, my Josephine. Please remember that.”

			“I never forget. Now, help me into my corset, please. I need to get to court.”

			Margot helped Josephine get dressed and kissed her one final time before letting her go.

			“Come back soon,” said Margot. “Please?”

			“I shall do what I can.”

			Later that night, Josephine knocked on Margot’s door. In her free hand, she held a small pouch containing something she couldn’t wait to share with her.

			Margot opened the door wearing a dressing gown.

			“Have you not gotten dressed since this afternoon?” Josephine smiled.

			“I didn’t see the point. I’m so glad you came back. I’ve missed you.”

			She untied her gown and let it fall to the floor.

			“Holy Mary, Mother of God. You take my breath away,” said Josephine.

			“Prove it.”

			Josephine kissed Margot hard on the mouth and walked her back to the bed. She eased her down on it and lay on top of her.

			“Oh, no,” said Margot. “You need to undress first.”

			“Help me.”

			Together, they got Josephine’s layers off, with much kissing and suckling by Margot. They came together, naked, on the bed and kissed for an eternity. Hands roamed, fondled, and probed. They found release with each other as they’d never found before.

			“I should go,” said Josephine. “But first, I have a surprise for you.”

			“Another one? I’m worn out.”

			“No, mon amour. A different surprise. Before I give it to you, I must ask you to swear something.”

			“Why? Just give it to me.”

			“I need you to swear,” repeated Josephine.

			“You’re worrying me.”

			“Swear you’ll guard it with your life.”

			“Josephine… How can I swear that? What is so important even that I must?”

			Josephine crossed the room to the small table and picked up the pouch.

			“Swear, Margot.”

			“What’s in the pouch?”

			“Before I show you, you must swear you’ll let no harm come to it.”

			“Why?” said Margot.

			“You must. Do you swear?”

			“Oui. Fine. I swear.”

			“Close your eyes, mon amour,” said Josephine.

			“Do I need to be scared?”

			“Do you trust me?”

			“Implicitly.” Margot closed her eyes.

			Josephine opened the pouch and took out a diamond tiara. She gently, carefully, placed in on Margot’s head.

			“Keep those eyes closed.” She picked up the hand mirror and placed it in Margot’s hand. “You may open them now.”

			Margot’s hand flew to her mouth as she took in her reflection.

			“Holy Virgin Mary. Where did you get this?”

			“Where do you think?”

			“It’s not…hers, is it?”

			“Oui. She doesn’t want it lost, so I’m entrusting it in your care. When Her Majesty gets to Vienna, we’ll return it to her somehow. For now, you look divine. Here’s this as well.”

			Margot opened the locket. There was a portrait of the queen wearing the tiara.

			“I need to ask you something,” she said. She stared deep into Josephine’s violet eyes.

			“Anything.”

			“Are the rumors true?”

			“What rumors might those be?” Though Josephine needn’t have inquired. She knew.

			“Are you and Marie lovers? Is that why she gave you these? So you’ll have something to remember her by?”

			“You’re talking nonsense. You are my only lover, Margot. The only one I want or will ever need.”

			“Swear?”

			“On anything and everything holy. Now, swear you’ll protect these.”

			“Oh, my darling Josephine. I will indeed guard these with my life. You needn’t worry.”

			“I knew I could trust you. Now, unfortunately, I must get home. I shall see you soon.”

			“I love you, Josephine.”

			“And I, you.”

			Josephine kissed Margot goodbye and let herself out into the evening. 

			






    
            
Chapter One





			Quebec City, 2024

			“Damn, it’s a dreary day out there.” Lisette shook out her umbrella before letting the door to the bookstore close behind her.

			“Morning, boss. Coffee is just about brewed. Come on in and get warm.”

			Lisette Mouton noticed that Gabby had already lit a fire in the rustic stone fireplace. She was more grateful for her wonderful employee every day.

			“That sounds wonderful. I think I’ll sip some coffee and warm up in front of the fire before I start on the books.”

			“Reading or reconciling?” Gabby laughed.

			“Now, Gabby. You know I’d love nothing more than to curl up in front of the fire with any one of these books. But owning a bookstore comes with responsibilities. Unfortunately. So, I’ll be locked in my office, watching the rain pelt the windows, and reconciling yesterday’s accounting. Then we need to talk about the bookfair in the square. It’s only a few months away. Why don’t you work up a flyer for us to distribute?”

			“Yes, ma’am. I’ll be happy to.”

			“I wish I had time to do it myself,” said Lisette. “But you are such an artist. I know you won’t disappoint. You can do it freehand or on the Mac. Either way is fine.”

			“You got it. What’s the theme again?”

			“The French Revolution.”

			“That’ll be fun. I’m all over it.”

			“Enjoy. I’m taking my coffee to the fire now.”

			Lisette sipped the hot elixir and contemplated life. Approaching forty, she wasn’t getting any younger. She was proud of the fact that she’d owned the bookstore, Librarie De Trésors, for seven years. It had been a dream of hers for as long as she could remember. That was one success story. 

			Translated, it meant the House of Treasure. And it truly was. She made sure to have all the popular current books as well as many classics. Anyone could find a treasure there. Regardless of what they sought.

			Her love life, however, was not a success story. And with three months until she turned forty, she was beginning to wonder if all those long hours at the store neglecting desires and commitments had been worth it. On the best of days, she knew it had. Today was a hard day, though. She couldn’t put her finger on it, but the day just didn’t feel good. And neither did she.

			As she gazed into the flames, she thought of the hidden room she’d discovered below the bookshelves those many years ago. She wondered anew about the golden box that she’d never been able to open. It was locked and appeared that it would only open if she could find a cursive R to match the one on the lock. God knows, she’d tried. Sure, she could have gotten a locksmith to try to get it open, but somehow that seemed disrespectful to whoever had placed it there. 

			There was no point thinking about that now. She didn’t have a cursive R, and she hadn’t been in the room in months. Maybe she’d go in later today. Would that improve her mood? Who knew? At least it was something different than the mundane existence she lived.

			The bells on the front door tinkled and she knew she didn’t need customers seeing her simply sitting in front of the fireplace drinking coffee. She went behind the counter and opened the door to her office.

			Rain pummeled the windows, and the trees she could just make out were bent almost in two from the force of the wind. She had to turn on the light. It was extremely dark in the office, which didn’t help her mood.

			The books balanced. No surprise there. Gabby was wonderful as the manager of the store. She kept the other employees, all three of them, in line. While Lisette did all the hiring, she left the training in Gabby’s capable hands. Gabby had been at the store for five years now. It didn’t seem possible. Time flew. Gabby had come as a university student looking for a part-time job. They’d hit it off at once and Gabby had been there ever since.

			The bookstore did a thriving business which meant Lisette was able and more than willing to pay Gabby a living wage. The other employees were part-time. Two young women and a young man, Louis, helped run the place. They worked hard and most had become quite good at memorizing authors’ names and their works.

			Louis, a history major, loved that Lisette had many classics there from authors in every corner of the world. Louis’s personal favorite to read and recommend was Le Père Goriot by Balzac. He considered it a great novel that was also a great way to discover French culture. Lisette agreed and loved watching Louis’s face light up when anybody asked for a recommendation from him.

			After Lisette had compiled a list of books she wanted to take to the bookfair, she took the list out into the brightly lit area behind the counter and handed it to Gabby.

			“Check this out, okay? Let me know if you see any we shouldn’t take or if you can add any we need to.”

			“Not a problem.”

			“I heard customers come in a while ago,” said Lisette. “Did they buy anything?”

			“A map of Quebec City. At least that’s something.”

			“Oui. It is indeed.”

			“I’m going to explore the hidden room,” Lisette said. “I’ll be back. If you need me, text.”

			“Will do. May I ask why you’re going there? Did you get an idea for opening the box?”

			“I wish.” Lisette laughed. “I don’t know. I just feel like looking around.”

			“Whatever. You’re the boss.”

			“I am indeed.” Lisette laughed again and went back into her office.

			Her office was decorated in dark woods and green leather. It was comfortable and professional at the same time. Pictures on the walls were of different sights around the famous walled city she called home.

			One wall, however, held no pictures. There was no space for them. The wall was covered by a floor to ceiling bookshelf. She pulled out the French book of fairy tales and the left side of the bookshelf moved forward, revealing a steep set of stairs.

			Lisette grabbed the flashlight from her desk and descended the stairs. She arrived in a dusty room that was just larger than her office. It smelled dank and mildewy. She wished there were windows to air it out, but there were not. There was nothing that would make it visible to the outside world.

			She shined her light around the space, focusing on the pictures on the wall. They were all of the French revolution. Lisette made a mental note to let Gabby know in case she needed fodder for the fliers she was creating. 

			One picture drew Lisette to it, as usual. It was a painting of Marie Antoinette at the guillotine. She wondered anew who built this room and why the fascination with the revolution? And why on earth would anyone want a painting of a guillotine about to fall? It was macabre. Yet it fascinated her.

			The other paintings were of the crowds storming the Bastille and Liberty leading the revolution. There were other, smaller paintings, but those were the main ones. Lisette studied each one carefully hoping to find a clue as to why the room existed.

			She crossed the room to the large, solid wood desk very similar to Louis XVI’s. It had more drawers than his but was quite sturdy. Lisette dusted off the leather high-back chair and sat. She dragged her fingers tenderly over the Holy Bible and another book, too faded to know what it originally was.

			Lisette carefully untied the pack of letters and read them for the umpteenth time.

			My darling Margot,

			I hope you made it to what’s been called New France. I do hope you’ve kept your promise, and everything is safe. I miss you and hope you’re well. Please reply this time.

			Love,

			Josephine

			Who were these women? How old were these letters? The reference to New France made it obvious they were very old. She knew Canada was called that until 1763. She imagined these letters were written around that time.

			She read more letters, all from Josephine. Some of them were clearly replies, others seemed to be pleading for a response. Who was Margot? Why hadn’t she responded? Once again, Lisette promised herself to do some research on them. And what was it Margot was supposed to keep safe? Would Lisette ever get to the bottom of it?

			Finally, she pulled the mysterious gold box close. It was well put together as Lisette could see no hinges. It was a solid box. In the front was what appeared to be a button with a cursive R on it. Was there a signet ring somewhere that opened it? She had tried making a wax stamp of the letter and pressing it to the R, but that had only made a mess. There had to be a way to get it open. She simply hadn’t thought of it yet.

			Her phone buzzed, startling her. When her heart had slowed down to a normal beat, she checked it. Gabby needed her. She went back up the stairs, replaced the book on nursery rhymes, and left her office to see what Gabby needed.

			Sheridan Rousseau hurried down the Rue Saint-Jean, wanting to get out of the rain.

			“Wait, Dr. Rousseau,” Sarah, called. “I can’t keep up.”

			Sheridan stopped and waited for her assistant to catch up to her. Sarah was five foot four inches, where Sheridan was an even six feet. Her strides were long and confident, and she felt sorry for Sarah. However, she was getting drenched in the deluge and wanted to find a place to escape the weather.

			“There’s a bookstore.” Sarah pointed to a shop a few doors down. “Maybe they have coffee. We can warm up and relax for a few minutes.”

			Sheridan’s stomach growled. She needed food, but respite from the storm would also be nice.

			“Great. Come on.”

			Sheridan opened the door and let Sarah enter first. When Sheridan closed the door behind them, she inhaled deeply and was greeted by the scents of fresh coffee and books. Two of her favorite things.

			She followed the smell of the coffee to the counter along the back wall. There were two pots of coffee there, as well as some pastries. Bingo. 

			“You are a genius,” she said. “This was a most excellent suggestion.”

			Sarah blushed a little and smiled.

			“I try,” she said.

			They helped themselves to coffee and Sheridan took two pastries and they headed to the left where there was an expanse of books. Slowly, Sheridan took in all the categories of books: mystery, fiction, nonfiction, historical romance, medical.

			“I’m going to look at the medical books,” she said.

			“Of course, you are.” Sarah laughed. “I’ll be in the historical romance section.”

			Sheridan found an older version of an anatomy book and was sitting in an overstuffed chair reading it.

			“Ah, the intellectual type, eh?”

			She glanced up to see a petite brunette with pools of chocolate for eyes standing there. The woman was a beauty, which offset her annoyance at being interrupted.

			“I’m Lisette. I own this bookstore,” the woman said.

			Sheridan stood and towered over the gorgeous woman.

			“I’m Sheridan.” She offered her hand.

			“Ah. An American?”

			“Yes. Your accent is unique though. Somewhat French, but I can’t put my finger on it.”

			“I’m a native here. So, you hear a Quebec accent.”

			“It’s very nice.”

			“Thank you. Now, please sit down. Be comfortable. I didn’t mean to take so much of your time,” said Lisette.

			“No apology necessary. It’s a pleasure to meet you. Please, pull up a chair and join me.”

			Lisette eyed a large, overstuffed chair a few shelves over.

			“Wait here,” said Sheridan. “I’ll get it.”

			Years of working out came in handy as Sheridan picked up the chair and brought it next to hers. She was careful not to put them too close together. Although she was sorely tempted to. She wanted to touch this Lisette woman. She craved physical contact from her. It was at precisely that moment she realized that her dedication to her profession as a neurosurgeon had denied her pleasures she deserved.

			“I’m impressed. Smart and strong? Two very attractive qualities.” Lisette blushed. Sheridan wondered if she was flirting with her. If so, was Sheridan brave enough to flirt back? Did she even remember how?

			Once seated, Sheridan decided to start slowly. She was infinitely curious about Lisette, and even wanted to ask her out, but what did she know of her? Nothing. Just that she was stunningly beautiful with a voice that could melt a glacier.

			“How long have you owned this place?” Sheridan said.

			“Seven years now. I saved and saved and still couldn’t afford it until I was thirty-three.”

			So she was forty. Only three years Sheridan’s junior. Perfect. Perfect for what? Sheridan asked herself. Why was she so smitten?

			“What brings you to Quebec City?” Lisette said.

			“I am here for a conference at the university. It starts tomorrow. Sarah and I decided to get acquainted with the city today before the heavens opened up.” She didn’t miss the slight frown on Lisette’s face and hurried to add, “Sarah is my assistant.”

			Relief shown on Lisette’s features. They continued talking with Lisette inquiring about what Sheridan did for a living and sharing stories of growing up in the walled city where neighbors still looked out for each other.

			“It’s an American saying, no? It takes a village to raise a child? Well, that’s how it was growing up here. The whole neighborhood looked out for each other.”

			“I’d love that. You’re lucky.”

			“Oh, Sheridan, was your childhood not magical?”

			Sheridan didn’t feel like discussing her childhood, having been raised by a single, alcoholic father.

			“America is not as quaint at Quebec City, I’m afraid.”

			“So I’ve heard.”

			Sarah walked up then.

			“Dr. Rousseau? Are you ready for lunch? I know you were hungry earlier.”

			“Oh, if you two are going to lunch, I have the perfect recommendation for you,” said Lisette.

			“Oh, Lisette, this is my assistant, Sarah. Sarah, this is Lisette. She owns the bookstore.”

			“How cool! This place is amazing,” said Sarah.

			Sheridan wanted Sarah to disappear again, but she had to admit the pastries hadn’t done much to fill her up and lunch appealed.

			“You were recommending a place for us to eat?” Sheridan said.

			“Oui. You need to check out Cochon Dingue. It has delicious, authentic French food.”

			“That sounds fantastic.” Sheridan wasn’t actually being truthful. Outside of crepes, she had no idea what French food even was. “Would you like to join us?”

			“I wouldn’t want to intrude.”

			“No intrusion at all,” Sheridan said.

			“Actually,” Sarah said. “I’m really into this book I found. You two go on ahead. I’ll be there a little later. I’m not all that hungry, but I know Sheridan is famished.”

			“Are you sure?” said Lisette. “I don’t mean for you not to come.”

			“I’m sure. You two go. Have fun. Educate Sheridan on another culture.”

			Sheridan laughed.

			“Thanks, Sarah. Come on, Lisette. Lead the way.”

			






    
            
Chapter Two





			The rain had slowed to a drizzle, but still Sheridan gladly held an umbrella for the two of them as they walked down the street to the restaurant. The menu was in French, so Sheridan had to ask Lisette to translate. Lisette didn’t seem to mind as she read each item and described them in English.

			“It all sounds so good. What do you recommend?” said Sheridan.

			“This or this.” Lisette pointed to two items.

			Sheridan thought about it and finally told Lisette what she wanted and asked her to order for her. Lisette politely agreed with a smile that warmed Sheridan to her core.

			They chatted amicably and sipped white wine until the food arrived, then Sheridan dug in. She was starving and absolutely loving her meal. She managed to come up for air after a few minutes.

			“This is delicious,” she said. “How is yours?”

			“Absolutely wonderful.”

			“I’m sorry I’ve been so focused on devouring lunch rather than you. I don’t mean to be rude.”

			“You’re not.” Lisette laughed. “I love a woman who enjoys good food.”

			“And this is the best.”

			“It’s not as good as home cooked,” said Lisette. “But I agree, it’s very good.”

			“Don’t tell me you cook on top of owning your own bookstore? When do you have the time?”

			“I make the time. Not often, I must confess. But Gabby is a highly capable manager, so if I want to cook a decent dinner, she lets me leave early so I can do that.”

			“I’d love to taste a home cooked French meal,” said Sheridan.

			“Then come for dinner tonight.”

			“Are you serious?” Sheridan couldn’t believe her ears. Was Lisette inviting her to her house? What could that mean? She could only hope it meant more than the words said.

			“Sure. I mean, if you don’t find me too forward. I’d love to cook for you.”

			“That sounds amazing. Where? What time?”

			“Well, this lunch will stay with us for a while. So, let’s say seven?”

			“Perfect.”

			“And may I have your phone?” Lisette said.

			Sheridan handed over her phone.

			“I’ve entered my phone number and address. I can have Gabby pick you up, though, if you’d like.”

			Sheridan’s heart sunk.

			“Will Gabby be joining us?”

			“Oh, no.” Lisette laughed. “But I know she’d happily give you a ride if need be. There are plenty of taxis in the city, but the drivers don’t all speak English very well.”

			“I appreciate it, but I’ll take my chance with the taxi.”

			Lisette beamed at her and Sheridan’s breath caught. She was gorgeous. Fucking gorgeous. And she had invited her to her house for dinner. Sheridan began making plans to skip the conference the next day.

			“I should get back to the store, unfortunately,” said Lisette. “I need to make sure Gabby is okay and that Louis showed up for his shift. Then, I’ll leave to go shopping and get started on dinner.”

			“Can I give you some money for the ingredients?”

			“Nonsense. I’m happy to buy them and prepare a meal. It won’t be a heavy meal. I promise. But I hope you’ll enjoy it.”

			“I’m sure I will. I’ll bring the wine. Red or white?”

			“White, please.”

			“Will you tell me what we’re having?” said Sheridan.

			“No, I will not. It shall be a delicious surprise.”

			“Fair enough.” Sheridan laughed. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d enjoyed herself this much. She was thoroughly enthralled by Lisette. And she wanted to spend every moment possible with her.

			They walked back to the bookstore. The rain had stopped, and the sun was trying to fight through the clouds. 

			“We may get a decent evening, after all,” Lisette said.

			“It will be more than a decent evening. Of this, I’m sure.”

			“No pressure, eh?”

			“None. Okay, I need to find Sarah and let her know my plans. I’ll see you at seven?”

			“Sounds good. See you then.”

			Lisette walked over to the counter where several customers were checking out. Louis was charming them while he rung up their sales. Gabby was nowhere to be seen. Lisette needed to find her. She sent her a text. Gabby answered immediately that she was in the children’s section.

			Lisette walked into the small alcove that held children’s books, as well as stuffed animals, and a track with cars for the children to play on. There were several small picnic tables in the alcove, as well. Perfect for kiddos to sit and read.

			Gabby was there, taking books off the tables and replacing them where they belonged.

			“Gabby, were we busy while I was out?”

			“Somewhat. Nothing we couldn’t handle. It was the two families with like six or seven kids that came through here like a tornado.”

			“I see. Let me help you.”

			Gabby looked at Lisette then.

			“I’ve got this.” She grinned. “You look happy. How was your date?”

			Lisette felt the heat rise to her cheeks.

			“It was wonderful. And I’m making dinner for her tonight. So, I’ll be leaving now. I have my phone with me if you need me.”

			“I won’t. But I’m worried. What do you know about this American? Is it safe to invite her to your place? What if she’s a crazy person?”

			Lisette laughed. 

			“She’s not. Trust me.”

			“You look happy. Really happy. I’m. happy for you. But I worry.”

			“I promise I’ll text you if things go sideways.”

			“I hope you’ll call the police first, then text me.”

			Lisette laughed again.

			“I appreciate your concern, but I assure you, I won’t need the police.”

			“I feel like I should vet her first,” said Gabby.

			“No need. She’s a doctor. She’s sweet. She’s amazing.”

			“She says she’s a doctor. But how do we know?”

			“I’ve already googled her.” She showed her phone to Gabby. “See? Her picture doesn’t do her justice, but it’s clearly her.”

			“Fair enough,” said Gabby. “Just be careful.”

			“Careful is my middle name.”

			“Well, at least that much is true.”

			“Okay. I’m heading out. I’ll see you in the morning.”

			“Text me if you’re going to be late or I’ll worry.”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			Lisette hummed to herself as she walked through the farmer’s market and the fish market and picked up what she’d need for dinner. She walked back to the bookstore and got her car from the parking lot in the back. After stashing her goodies in the back seat, she drove home.

			She spent the afternoon chopping herbs and preparing the souffle. Next, she mixed the smoked salmon with cream cheese, Dijon mustard, horseradish, and lemon and placed it in the refrigerator to cool.

			Everything was ready to put in the oven or serve by five thirty, so she quickly picked up and vacuumed. Then, she took a hot shower and dressed in a long sage skirt and a white peasant blouse. She examined herself in the mirror and was happy with the woman who smiled back at her. She slipped on her favorite pair of Birkenstocks and called herself ready.

			It was six forty-five and her nerves finally kicked into high gear. What the hell was she doing, anyway? For one thing, Gabby was absolutely right. She didn’t know Sheridan from Adam’s house cat. And, more importantly, perhaps, she didn’t know if Sheridan played on her team.

			Though Sheridan was tall, thin, with somewhat broad shoulders. She wore her dark hair short. She looked like a lesbian. And she certainly had Lisette’s gaydar pinging. If she wasn’t queer, well, Lisette would be disappointed, but at least she’d have made a new friend.

			Not that a new friend would ease the aching between her legs that had roared to life when Sheridan had stood to introduce herself. But it had been so long, Lisette wasn’t sure she’d remember what to do in bed with a handsome woman. She needed to cool her train of thought. Nobody said anything about sex. Sheridan was coming for dinner. That was it.

			The doorbell rang at precisely seven o’clock. Lisette smoothed imaginary wrinkles out of her skirt and answered the door. There stood a vision she would never forget.

			Sheridan was wearing black trousers, a gray blazer with a lavender shirt, and a skinny black tie. She looked delectable. She handed Lisette some flowers and Lisette snapped out of her mesmerized state and invited Sheridan in.

			“The house smells fantastic. Have you been cooking all afternoon?” said Sheridan.

			“Not all afternoon. Not really. I just hope it tastes as good as it smells.”

			“I’m sure it will. By the way, you look marvelous.”

			“Thank you. You cleaned up quite nicely yourself. That shirt really brings out your eyes. What color is that exactly?” Lisette said.

			“The shirt? Or my eyes?” Sheridan teased her.

			“Your eyes, goofball. They’re almost purple.”

			“They are violet,” Sheridan said. “But they tend to shift shades depending on what I’m wearing.”

			“Yes. I see that. Well, they’re beautiful, whatever they are.” Lisette blushed after realizing what she’d blurted out.

			“Thanks. They work. That’s all I can ask for.”

			“Come on into the kitchen and please pour the wine. I’ll take the souffle out. You’re welcome to help yourself to the salmon rillettes.”

			“The what?”

			Lisette laughed. 

			“The salmon spread on the crostini.”

			“Is that what this is?” Sheridan pointed to the pink dip looking thing.

			“Indeed. Here. Allow me to demonstrate.” Lisette spread some of the salmon mixture onto the crispy crostini. She placed the tip of it in Sheridan’s mouth. “Try this.”

			Sheridan took a bite and immediately let out an appreciative “Mm.”

			“Ah, so you like?” 

			“Yes, ma’am. Very much.”

			“Good. This is only the appetizer. Please enjoy.”

			Lisette took the souffle out of the oven and carried it to the table with oven mitts so Sheridan could see it in all its beauty. She was quite proud of how it turned out and was careful not to let it sink.

			“That looks amazing,” said Sheridan.

			“Thank you. It won’t last, so please serve up. I’ll be right back.”

			Lisette took a moment to compose herself in the kitchen. Her heart was hammering, and she could barely breathe. These sensations hadn’t happened to her in years. On one hand, she wanted to enjoy them. On the other, she had no clue if Sheridan was even remotely interested. She wanted to believe she was. Why else would she have come to dinner? Maybe she was just a friendly tourist?

			When she got back to the table, she saw that the souffle had fallen slightly and that Sheridan hadn’t served it yet.

			“You didn’t serve up?” she said.

			“I don’t know how to serve souffle. I’m sorry. I’ve heard of it but have never had it.”

			“No apologies necessary. Allow me.”

			Lisette stood next to Sheridan’s chair. Dangerously close to Sheridan. So close she could feel the heat radiating off her. She took the long spoon and scooped out a helping for Sheridan. She placed it on her plate.

			“Enjoy.” Her voice was shaky, and she hoped Sheridan hadn’t noticed.

			Lisette had also set asparagus on the table, but neither of them touched it. They enjoyed several helpings of the souffle and had started on their second bottle of wine when Sheridan leaned back in her chair.

			“No more. Oh, my God, was that delicious. But I’m afraid I can’t eat another bite.”

			“It’s okay. I’m in the same boat. Would you like a cognac by the fire?”

			“That would be wonderful.” Sheridan began clearing the table.

			“Oh, please. Leave those. I’ll get them.”

			“Nonsense. It’s the least I can do. You get the cognac, okay?”

			She carried everything to the kitchen while Lisette poured two cognacs from her crystal decanter.

			“That’s enough,” she called from the living room. “Come join me, please.”

			They sat on the couch in silence and sipped the amber liquid.

			“That was an amazing dinner,” said Sheridan. “And now this? This is heaven.”

			“Why do I hear a ‘but’?”

			“I’m afraid it’s getting late. And I do have a conference to attend tomorrow. I’d forgotten I’m speaking, or it wouldn’t really matter. I can’t speak to a group while I’m exhausted or hungover.”

			Lisette laughed.

			“No. That wouldn’t do at all.”

			“So, I’ll say good night and thank you for a very lovely evening.”

			“I’ll walk you to the door.”

			“May I come to the bookstore to see you tomorrow?”

			“I’d like that,” said Lisette.

			“As would I.”

			They stood at the door in silence until a honk broke through the moment.

			“Ah, my taxi is here,” said Sheridan. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

			She leaned in slowly, deliberately. Lisette’s heart raced and her breath caught. Sheridan kissed her cheek. The heat coursed through Lisette. She looked into Sheridan’s eyes, begging for more.

			“Good night, Lisette.”

			“Good night.”

			She watched Sheridan until the taxi drove off. She closed the door and squeezed her legs together to ease the throbbing. She had it bad.

			






    
            
Chapter Three





			Sheridan woke to the shrill sound of her phone ringing. She checked the time. Seven thirty. She must have turned off her alarm. She saw it was Sarah calling.

			“Hey, Sarah,” she said.

			“Thank God you’re awake. I thought we were meeting for breakfast at seven fifteen. I knocked on your door and you didn’t answer. Are you okay?”

			“I am. I just overslept.”

			“The conference starts at eight.”

			“I’m aware,” said Sheridan. “You go on. I need to take a shower and get ready. I’ll be there by nine. I don’t speak until ten anyway.”

			“Okay. I have your presentation with me. Text me when you get there.”

			“Will do. Thanks, Sarah.”

			Sheridan let out a heavy sigh. She needed to get a move on, and she so wasn’t feeling it. As she stood in the shower, she allowed her mind to drift back to the events of the previous evening. It had been perfect. The only thing that would have made it better would have been if she’d woken up in Lisette’s bed. There was something about Lisette that spoke to Sheridan on a very basic level. Sheridan was deeply attracted to her. It had been years since Sheridan felt the urges she was feeling now. 

			As she dried off, she asked herself what she knew about Lisette. Nothing, really. She owned a bookstore and made a mean souffle. She could be a closet serial killer for all Sheridan knew. She smiled to herself. No. Lisette was sweet and kind and honorable. When Sheridan recalled the look in her eyes after she’d kissed her cheek, the ache in her belly was real. She knew Lisette had wanted more. She just hoped she’d have the opportunity to do more while she was there.

			It was eight fifty-five when the taxi dropped Sheridan at the university. She found the lecture hall and was finally able to spot Sarah in the crowd. She made her way to her. Sarah handed her the slides that would accompany Sheridan’s presentation.

			Sheridan took them and excused herself to find an empty classroom where she could review her notes on her MacBook. After a half hour of review, she felt ready to take on the attendees. She would enlighten them on the most recent breakthroughs in neurosurgery. She was excited and couldn’t wait to begin.

			The crowd got to their feet when Sheridan concluded her presentation. She thanked them all and assured them she’d be at the presenters’ table Friday evening if anyone had questions. She also wrote her email address on the board, just in case.

			“You were amazing,” Sarah said. “Like, oh my God, you blew them away.”

			“That was the plan. I couldn’t have done it without your help.”

			“You’re too kind.”

			“With your skills and my brains, we’re unstoppable.”

			“Yes, we are,” said Sarah. “Now, did you want to hear any other speakers?”

			“Not particularly.”

			“What about food? You missed breakfast. You must be starving.”

			“That I am. Let’s get some lunch. But, first, we need to drop all this off at the hotel.”

			“We can get lunch in the dining room.”

			“Actually,” said Sheridan. “I’d very much like to go visit Lisette.”

			“The woman from the bookstore?”

			“The very one.”

			“Dr. Rousseau, please be careful. You can’t fall for someone who lives in another country.”

			“While I appreciate your concern, Sarah,” said Sheridan, “it may be entirely too late.”

			“Wow.”

			“Don’t sound so disappointed. There are worse women to fall for than a bookstore owner in Quebec City. And who knows? We’re only here for a few weeks anyway.”

			“Forgive me, ma’am, but you don’t strike me as the type who has a fling.”

			“I’m not. Let’s just go see her. She may have already forgotten about me.”

			“As if,” said Sarah.

			“You know.” Sheridan was getting tired of Sarah’s doomsaying. “You don’t have to go to the bookstore with me. You could have listened to more speakers. Or you could explore the city on your own.”
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