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Lisa Swann

A Billionaire's Charms

The Complete Series


1. A New Start
"Yum-yum, your cheesecake is scrumptious, Mom," I say, holding out my plate so she’ll serve me another piece.
My mother, in addition to being a gorgeous brunette from whom I was lucky enough to inherit a few snippets of beauty and artistic talent, is a fantastic chef.
"Fortunately, luggage is the only thing that has a weight limit on the plane," my father mumbles in his irresistible deadpan humor.
I make a face at him; he answers me with a mean smile, and my mother seems to tense up when she asks me the question she has already asked me a hundred times in one month.
"You’re on a direct flight, aren’t you?"
I’m not leaving for another two weeks, but my departure seems to be making my mother so worried that she can’t keep from turning this kind of detail into a big deal.
"That’s right, Mom, I take off at 10:30 AM," I say quickly, "but I get the impression all this is making you really nervous and I don’t feel like a teary, uptight goodbye. I’m starting a new life; I’m not going off to war."
Despite her sad look, I can tell my mother obviously wants to make me happy, and that she’s proud of me too – my parents certainly tell me so often enough. Seeing my father glance at me in warning, I take it back:
"Mom, I don’t want you to worry. I’ve planned everything. You know I’m not setting out on an adventure. I’ll have a roof over my head; I’ll be with Saskia. I have professional contacts there, and my visa is only good for six months. It’s not like I’m disappearing forever."
The problem is really quite simple and grows bigger the closer my departure gets: I, Anna Claudel, twenty-five years old, am leaving in two weeks for New York – the Williamsburg neighborhood, Brooklyn, to be precise. I am not going on a vacation; I'm going to start a new life, with my head full of ideas. I’m moving in with my friend Saskia, a born artist, who has secured a place as artist-in-residence with a Brooklyn art gallery: one year of fully funded art projects. As for me, this is my chance to give the big American Dream a try for a period of six months, which hopefully I'll be able extend for another six. While Saskia devotes herself to her artwork, I will perfect my own talents, writing and drawing, and I hope make a place for myself in the world of overseas journalism. In short, nothing but positive stuff, except for my parents’ mixed feelings. Especially my mother’s.
Surprising since she grew up in Philadelphia; she should be happy that I’m going to settle in her homeland – my mother’s American, which explains why I’m naturally bilingual, switching from one language to the other without giving it a thought – and especially happy that I’m going to use some of the talents she passed on to me. My mother has always painted.
When people ask her what she does, she never fails to give "nothing" as her answer. Which invariably annoys my father, because it’s far from the truth. So no, my mother has never worked in the conventional sense of the word, but she has such discipline in her art! As a child, I was fascinated to see her up before the whole family, already in her studio. I really admire her; she succeeds at everything she does, but for some reason she refuses to admit it. So she swears she's happy to just teach classes.
It's from my mother that I got the habit of “sketching” everything, always a notebook within reach. Instead of the “traditional” cosmetic bag, I always have a bag full of supplies in my purse. Charcoal, pencils, watercolors, felt tips… I keep everything handy, and my friends are used to seeing me scribble while we talk. Sometimes the results are pretty funny!
"Anna? Are you going to answer me?" my father asks.
Uh, right then, I was scribbling two female figures hugging each other, a mother and daughter.
Sometimes it’s hard for me to talk, and I know my mother understands that kind of communication. Just like my father understands right away that I wasn’t listening to him – "In the Airhead Family, I pick the daughter!" he says, sighing:
"Have you solved the apartment problem with Saskia?"
"Yes, sure," I say, relieved to be able to reassure them. "The gallery found an apartment with one more room, and I pay the extra over the rent initially planned for Saskia to take an apartment alone. No need for a green card, no hassles with landlords, everything goes through the gallery that’s giving Saskia the residency."
"Well, that’s good," my father mumbles.
"I have my letter of recommendation for the magazine What’s Up and my editor-in-chief assured me she could get me some freelancing at Esquire. But best of all is that the American version of Elle has included a link to my blog on their website. They even talked about it in an issue last month. Which means my site is getting lots more hits!"
My father smiles at my enthusiasm.
"We know you’re going to make it, Anna; we believe in you. Don’t we, Jane?" he says, laying a hand on my mother’s.
I definitely feel like she’s hiding how sad she is, but I’m a big girl, I'll manage!
"Of course, we’re proud of you, dear," she mutters.
I slide my little sketch over to her, to which I’ve added some hearts – a little babyish, for sure, but they speak of the love I have for her. She looks at the sketch and seems touched.
"OK, so my only concern is fitting in Churchill’s trip to the vet before I go," I add to lighten the mood.
My parents look bewildered.
"Churchill?" my father asks.
"Yes, my new cat, the one I adopted when I did my article on pets for singles."
Mom frowns and closes her eyes.
"Did you really need to straddle yourself with an animal when you don’t even know what your life will be like once you get there? Not to mention the paperwork, Anna," she says.
"None at all, no quarantine; my future officemate has a pedigree and all the papers he needs. I’m just keeping my fingers crossed that he doesn’t catch a cold before our departure…"
"I would have thought your main concern would be saying goodbye to Jonathan," my father comments, "but I guess adopting this Churchill character implies that you already consider yourself a confirmed bachelorette in need of a pet companion."
Sly guy, my dad, who picks up on everything…
"Speaking of Jonathan, how’s he doing?" my mother adds.
Basically, Jonathan was my boyfriend for the past two years. To be honest, he was more of a friend than a boyfriend, right from day one. We met at journalism school. His father runs a local daily paper in Scotland, and I liked Jonathan’s sense of humor a lot – his wacky side. Most importantly, I felt that Jonathan "got" me. He was really tolerant of my rather disturbing habits, and especially my capacity to just plunge into another world for hours, during which I alternate between writing and drawing. So the main problem with Jonathan is that he was always a very good buddy and we made the mistake of thinking that this was enough to build a relationship on.
When I think about it, there was never really a flame between us. We became lovers, but it wasn’t ever really passionate. In bed, it was like in life: we got along and laughed a lot, but I’m not sure that’s the ideal place to get the giggles. And above all, Jonathan no longer seemed to "get" me last year, when I started bringing up how I wanted to go and live in the U.S. We even had a bit of a bust-up. That’s when I realized that what he had in mind was a pretty little future for the two of us, with jobs guaranteed by daddy, a house in Scotland, a big wedding, and kids to boot. Might as well just send us straight to the retirement home! Thanks but no thanks.
So gradually, I let Jonathan know that his plans to build those castles in the sky did not have planning permission as far as I was concerned... and that at the end of the day, we would have to go our separate ways.
That's just wishful thinking, I never actually said that… I'm a total coward when it comes to hurting people's feelings!
But I did distance myself, and we discussed all this a lot. But with Jonathan, sometimes I wonder if too any words kill the discussion. After so much talking, the heart of the matter becomes a kind of abstract concept, like in a TV show where the guests debate a topic that they don’t really know much about. To sum things up: two months ago I broke up with Jonathan, but now, two weeks before my departure, Jonathan seems to want to act like our breakup never happened, and keeps hanging on to the wild hope that I won’t leave… It’s all the more painful since I really don’t want to argue and I would sincerely like to keep him in my life as a friend.
I know, it’s horrible to say that to a man when you break up, but it’s true!
To top it all off, my parents love Jonathan, whom they find nice, uncomplicated and stable. Which is true, too! I have a hard time seeing myself explaining to them that my pillow has more of an effect on me than the guy they were already imagining as their son-in-law…
"Jonathan’s fine," I say. "I mean, he’d be even better if I decided not to leave. We’ve already had this discussion a hundred times and I know I’m hurting him, but I think it’s best this way."
My parents nod their heads automatically. I glance at my watch. It’s almost 4 PM. I’m going to have to say goodbye and get back to Paris.
In the foyer, I get my parents' last few recommendations about preparing for my trip, then they hug me tight. We’re rehearsing for what’s going to happen in two weeks at the airport, except there are sure to be more tears then.
I close the gate to the millstone house in the Paris suburbs where I grew up. My parents are on the front doorstep; my father holding my mother by the waist, and they both blow me a kiss with their hands. I send one back the same way and rush away, head down, a lump in my throat, towards to the train station.
In the commuter train, I watch the people and the outside scenery; I sketch a few attitudes and themes, imagining what I’ll see in a few weeks when I take public transportation in New York. My heartbeat picks up and I forget a little of the sadness I feel about leaving my parents behind.
Subway, stairs, street... I come out of the metro at Place des Abbesses and there, a few yards from the entrance to my building, I catch a glimpse of Jonathan standing in front of the door. Seeing me approach, he clumsily hides behind a bouquet of flowers.
Of course, I’m happy to see him. I’m always happy to talk to him. What bugs me is that I’m probably going to have to explain everything again from the beginning…
I lean towards him to give him a peck on each cheek. He looks completely helpless, as if these kisses were going to make him spontaneously combust.
"Nice of you to come by," I say. "I was at my parents’. They send their love. Have you been waiting long?"
"No, no," he lies.
"Want to come up for a cup of tea?" I ask.
"Well, I mean, you know, I’m allergic to cats, and with your new roommate…"
I couldn't have planned this better even if I'd tried…
"So how about coffee at the place on the corner, then?" I say, taking him by the arm and leading him away.
As we walk towards the café, Jonathan’s bouquet gets in the way, so he finally gives it to me, mumbling again.
"Since you’re leaving soon, I thought you might like some flowers before you left," he says.
"Thanks, that’s sweet," I answer absentmindedly.
"It’s not what you think, you know," he adds immediately. "I’m not holding out for anything anymore. I just thought it'd be nice."
Jonathan’s problem is that he’s smart but really emotional. Plus he can always read me like a book, and responds by wearing his heart on his sleeve, though more often than not swearing just the opposite.
At the café, he asks me questions about my move, my plans, the neighborhood I’m going to live in with Saskia, all the things he knows already but needs to hear once more to make my going away seem real. I answer all his questions, I help him confirm our breakup, the fact that we are going to go our separate ways. It’s important to support the other person in a breakup... anyway, that’s what I think.
"You know you'll get a warm welcome if you want to come visit us," I tell him.
But I know what he thinks of Saskia: too rambunctious, too unpredictable, and above all, too pushy with guys.
"Even if you don’t come alone," I add, inwardly giving myself a slap for saying that.
It’s not in very good taste, but I’m sincere. I truly hope he’ll find someone, and I’d be happy to meet that person. For the time being, we say goodbye like old friends. But I’m sure he’ll find a way to come wish me a good trip one last time.
I’ve hardly set foot in the old building I live in before I hear the rather lyrical racket thundering from behind the door on the first floor where my dear friend and neighbor Gauthier lives. I knock on his door before going up to my little apartment on the second floor. Once, twice, four times... obviously with all that noise, he can't hear a thing. I test the knob; the door is unlocked, as usual.
In the living room, the music is so loud that it almost makes me deaf, and it’s hard for me to get oriented. Since I assume that the metallic clanging I hear is not part of Puccini’s score of La Bohème, I head towards the kitchen.
With his back to me, the tall and dark Gauthier directs an imaginary orchestra, holding a wooden spoon with which, from time to time, he lightly whacks the pots and pans hanging from a rack.
"Now there’s an unusual way to wave a baton, Mr. Conductor!" I say to him, practically shouting.
Gauthier turns around in a jerk and answers without missing a musical beat with his wooden spoon:
"You have to be everywhere at once, ma’am, percussion is my forte. Oh wow, you brought me flowers?" he asks, surprised.
"Jonathan gave them to me."
Gauthier makes a little bummed pout and walks past me to turn the volume of the music down a bit.
"By the way, your new roommate does not necessarily have the high-class British elegance that his name would to portend. He meowed, or shall I say, hollered, for at least an hour earlier this afternoon," he says, shaking his spoon in front of my nose.
You just have to get used to Gauthier, that’s how he speaks. He comes out with some well-turned phrases, but sometimes he also says some very detestable things.
"Churchill has to get used to his new home. Have some patience…"
"To his new home but only for two more weeks, right? Want a cup of tea, Anna?"
I shake my head no.
"So how did Sunday lunch with the family go?" Gauthier asks, holding out a bar of dark chocolate that I don’t refuse.
We go into the living room where I tell him about my day, the lunch at my parents’, their questions and concerns, then about running into Jonathan in front of the building. I stare at the ink portrait I drew of Gauthier, with his handsome profile and laughing mouth.
"I’m proud of you too, Anna," my friend says, giving me a quick hug. "I’m glad for you, glad to be joining you and Saskia soon, too. If all goes according to plan, I’ll be in New York in two months. Really, I can’t wait, but I’m even happier that you’ll be taking away your pedigreed, bawling monster along with you. This isn't an animal shelter, goddam it!" he says with his Madame-de-Rothschild tone that I love and that makes us both die laughing.
As soon as I walk into my apartment, the music starts up again louder downstairs. Churchill, my six-month-old British shorthair, who weighs as much as a large grown cat, lies on his back at my feet so I’ll scratch his belly. Then, when he’s had enough, he gets up and begins a tirade of endless meowing aimed at me: the way he's staring at me with his diabolical golden eyes leaves me in no doubt of that.
I think back on the article I wrote: “The male British shorthair is characterized by a strong tendency to modulate his meowing for your attention, so as to give you the genuine impression that he has something to tell you. Recommended for women who feel a need to talk we they come home from the office.” And at the breeder's that I interviewed, this one was so cute, this big ball of fur that a customer had brought back because of an allergy to cat hair…I couldn’t resist.
"What?! This hairy thing set you back eight hundred euros?!" Gauthier had exclaimed when I'd brought the cat home.
"No, I said he was worth eight hundred euros!" I'd retorted.
"You know what? Let’s just sell it and go to the opera every night next week."
Gauthier’s sense of humor is fairly close to my father’s, but more eccentric and definitely noisier.
Churchill keeps up his monologue.
"Yeah, me too, fat cat," I tell him, trying to get him out from between my feet, when my cellphone starts ringing in my purse.
It’s Saskia.
"Hello! What’s up, beautiful? How’d it go with your parents? Wanna go out tonight? I know just where to go."
Let me introduce Saskia, who talks like a quick-shooter, spurting out ten topics a second. My method is to memorize and answer in order, trying to keep up the pace.
"Hello! Just got home. Very well. I’m up for it. Where is it?"
"I’ll tell you later. Let me clean off all the paint I’m covered with, throw on some clothes and makeup, and I’ll be there in a jiff!"
2. On the Town
For Saskia to clean off all the paint she’s covered with could take quite some time. So I take my time, too, to get ready, closely monitored by Churchill. It’s wild how what I do suddenly seems important through the eyes of a big English cat who lounges around doing nothing all day. When I ask him if an outfit looks good – a denim miniskirt, thin cotton leggings with a gray tone-on-tone pattern, a spaghetti-strap tank top, a loose t-shirt that bares my shoulders, and hot pink patent-leather flats – he answers! This animal is better than a Furby!
Almost two hours later, after a shrill doorbell ring, Saskia strides in. You always get the impression she's walking through gale force winds, the way she leans forward like she's cutting a path through solid air.
Saskia, a tall girl barely older than me, approached me four years ago at an exhibition, asking me if she could paint my skin. By which she meant paint on my skin. I said yes. It was a surprising experience; I simultaneously discovered Saskia’s talent and made a friend.
You’d have a hard time finding two people less alike: Saskia is tall and lean, all muscle and legs, whereas I’m more like a china doll, with well-proportioned curves. Saskia's head is adorned with a long blonde mane that she mistreats with wild hairstyles, while my brown shoulder-length hair remains artistically unkempt. She has dark eyes, mine are green with specks of gold. Saskia talks and laughs loudly, makes big gestures and never goes unnoticed, while I try to be as discreet as possible and am always a little uncomfortable when a guy’s curious gaze comes to rest on me. Yet, we have a knack of ending up dressed in the same colors or the same styles, although Saskia always adds her touch of originality. Like tonight, her outfit is barely different from mine but her top has a really low neckline and her multicolored stiletto heels make her easily a head taller than me.
She sets herself down on the stool in front of my drawing table.
"You’ve still got paint in your hair," I point out.
And the perfume she’s wearing is turpentine…
"No big deal, in the dark, no one will see," she answers.
"So, what have you got planned?"
"Well – that's what I’m going to tell you. Something wild happened to me last night."
ONLY wild things happen to her!
"I was doing a performance in a gallery with some kind of wacky musicians who were playing experimental music while I was painting in the dark, dancing, with fluorescent colors. Wild…"
"And?"
"And in the audience, there was this very… how should I put it… very special guy. Tall and dark with glasses and a goatee, super long hair. He came to see me at the end of the performance. He’s American. A bass player. In fact he’s playing with his band tonight at the Duc des Lombards."
She's staring at Churchill, sitting with his back turned to the windowsill, whilst relating to this to me.
"You know, that cat looks like a big furry pear. Are you really bringing him to New York? If he keeps on getting fat like that, he’s going to need a room of his own."
I sigh.
"I’m going to New York with Churchill," I say. "No," I correct myself, "I’m already in New York with Churchill!"
I grab my bag.
"So we’re going to Duc des Lombards, if I got the story straight," I say. "And with no ulterior motives, right? Just to enjoy some music…"
A few metro stops later, we find ourselves at the entrance of the Duc des Lombards. On this warm July night, there are as many customers on the sidewalk terrace as there are inside. A diverse, hip crowd, ranging from young students to a fifty-something producer and his beautiful, pretentious groupies. This showy, stuffy atmosphere is not really my cup of tea. And this kind of syrupy jazz played by middle-aged musicians in a basement concert hall is something I like even less.
I glance at Saskia once inside.
"Don’t tell me this is—"
"No, no," Saskia interrupts, "this isn’t his band. They’re playing right afterwards."
We order a drink, and Saskia drains hers in one gulp before threading her way through the audience to reach the stage just when the next band, the 3 Points Circle, is announced. I stand back, up against a wall, and sip on my fruit juice.
The four musicians get settled on stage. Right away, I see which one my friend is interested in, not really surprised that she's set her sights on the most atypical of the four: a slender, lean guy with powerful arms and hands who plays the bass looking peaceful with a little inner smile. From a distance, I see Saskia’s mane swaying, almost at the guy’s feet…
The music is nice and more rhythmical, compared to the over-rated, derivative mush that the previous group was churning out. It’s a kind of blues rock, a little jazzy, mainly instrumental, with a few vocals by a guitarist who captivates me right away... and there's no way I'm the only one captivated! He's quite simply… charismatic. He doesn’t lay it on thick to attract attention, but there’s no way you can’t see him. Dressed soberly in a black shirt, unbuttoned way down, over what I make out to be a divinely sculpted chest, and a pair of dark slim jeans.
What the… I have to calm down!
He’s the only thing I can see! His face, with its chiseled features and square jaw, his narrow smile when he sings with his eyes closed – pale eyes (blue, green, gray?) – when he looks straight into the crowd, his fairly short but tousled light-brown hair. He moves elegantly; you can tell he's really into his music.
And I'm really into looking at him…
I take a quick survey and notice that I'm not the only one under his spell. Female faces are turned towards him like sunflowers towards the sun, a dreamy smile dancing on their lips. Lost amongst the admirers, I too let myself become enchanted with the same thrilled smile. The band alternates between rhythmical pieces and other more hypnotic, down-tempo ones, during which each musician seems to offer some inspired improv.
Especially the awesome guitarist…
I stay captivated throughout their set. I get goosebumps when the guitarist starts off in a solo, or when he just hums with his welcoming, slightly hoarse voice. I shiver and feel stupid for feeling like he’s speaking to me when he's singing about love. Now there’s a man who makes you want to touch him. He’s most likely an inaccessible, dangerous guy who uses his charm to his advantage. I shake my head. It’s not like I’m some silly teenybopper, but right now I must admit this guy is making me all hot and bothered.
When they disappear from the stage, I scan the room for Saskia, but can't find her. She must have gone to meet up with her bass player backstage. The last thing I want to do is start looking for her, at the risk running into this hot guitarist and making a fool of myself…
The audience fans out and I sit down in the back of the room at a table where I know no one and where I won't be noticed. I have a gift for being discreet and going unnoticed… I take my sketchbook out of my bag and start automatically scribbling until I realize that I’m drawing a portrait of the guitarist from memory, and end up filling a whole page in the pad.
If that’s how it is, might as well let myself go…
I turn the page and “sketch” him standing in the positions engraved in my brain. Then, his face again, his smile, his eyes, his shoulders… I'm getting pretty absorbed by my sketches when a hand comes to rest on my shoulder.
"Are you Saskia’s friend?"
I look up towards the male voice that has just spoken to me and… I’m dumbfounded, the marker pointing into space, speechless. It’s him, the guitarist, as if he had just come to life off the pages of my sketchbook.
I have to say something! I have to get my voice back!
"Vous êtes l’amie de Saskia?" he says, repeating his question in French this time, and with a fantastic accent.
I barely manage to spit out “Oui, yes I am,” to make it clear to him that I’m bilingual, yes?!, and I ask him in English where my friend is.
"She’s backstage with us. She asked me to come and get you. Are you coming?"
He got the message and automatically switched back to English, with his slightly raspy voice – and in my mind it translates as the informal, friendly tu in French. English has that advantage, it makes people closer – and now he's standing there, waiting for me, a few inches away. No one could resist a smile like that or refuse his invitation.
"Were you drawing?" he asks, looking down towards my sketchpad.
And at all the portraits of him!
I quickly close the pad on my lap. I can see a little amused grin cross his face, and his eyes shine with killer curiosity.
He saw them! He saw my drawings of him!
I start shaking. I have to get up. Which I do, all of a sudden, forcing myself to speak:
"Right behind you," I say with a determined stride, trying to look not bothered.
I take two steps that my wobbly legs protest whilst he looks on, still amused.
"Aren’t you taking your bag?" he asks me.
Damn! I’m definitely holding my pad and my marker but I left my bag hanging on the back of the chair. I do an abrupt about-face, blushing down to the roots of my hair, and hit a girl holding a glass. She backs up a step, and it’s the domino effect: she runs into one of the guys who was seated at the same table as me, knocks his glass over onto his shirt, the guy leaps up, catches the table as he moves, and all the glasses go tumbling down on the laps of the table's other occupants… and onto my bag, which is now lying on the floor where my empty chair has also tipped over. The victims get mad, raise their voices, and before long everyone understands who started the catastrophe... and the blame comes pouring towards me.
But he intervenes… like my rescuer. He steps in, calms everyone down, puts a soothing hand on the arm of the guy that’s soaked, quietens the indignant chirping of the soiled girls, and offers to buy a round of drinks for everyone at the table. Meanwhile, kneeling on the ground, I wipe my dripping bag as best as I can.
Way to go, Anna! Honestly, if you were trying to come across as an complete idiot and make a total fool of yourself, you couldn’t have done it any better…
Again, his hand comes to rest on my shoulder.
"How're you doing?" he asks me.
"Fine, fine," I stammer as I get up. "It’s no big deal, it’s just a bag anyway... Thanks."
"Come on," he says to me, taking me by the hand and dragging me behind him through the crowd.
My hand in his, it’s almost a mystical experience… as if, suddenly, I was becoming aware of having a body, skin, blood running through my veins. The point where our two hands touch feels like as hot as lava. I swallow and, my legs wobbly, I follow him. But he stops right away and turns around towards me:
"By the way, I’m Dayton. What about you?"
He’s still holding my hand. I feel it hot and electrical against my skin. Once again, I’m at a total loss, as if I were amnesic and had even forgotten my own name. My lips stay closed and he doesn’t take his light-blue eyes off me. He nods his head to the side, smiles slightly and scrunches up his eyebrows.
"Hey, you sure you’re OK?" he asks me.
For god's sake, wake up Anna!
"Yes, yes, it’s just that there’s a lot of noise and people. I’m not too comfortable in this kind of environment."
"Don’t you like concerts?"
"Sure, of course, I do."
My confusion makes him laugh and he tilts his head backwards. My eyes stay riveted on his neck and his mouth, which is partly open.
"I still don’t know your name," he says.
"Anna, my name’s Anna."
"How do you happen to speak English so well, Anna?"
"Uh, my mom’s American, so that pretty much explains it," I mutter like a pupil being questioned.
"Right," he says, smiling at me. "Let’s go meet up with the others in a less noisy place.
We start crossing the room again, hand in hand, me in his wake, letting myself be led by… Dayton. I want this moment to last forever. I feel like I’m nothing but this hand that he is holding in his. He turns around at times, most likely to make sure I haven’t caused another disaster, and he smiles at me. I'm just a rag doll tossed around in the middle of the crowd. People from the audience call out to Dayton from time to time, as they recognize him and want to congratulate him and talk a little, but he doesn’t let go of my hand. I wait patiently, uncomfortably, and can’t keep from noticing that women are giving our hands skeptical looks. I don’t know what to do with myself, but I keep quiet. I still don’t understand what happened between the time I fell under the spell of his appearance on stage and now, now that he is holding my hand. Every time we start on our way again, he gives me another irresistible smile. I’m beginning to feel really hot and short of breath.
We finally make it to the band’s dressing room, and as soon as Dayton opens the door, he's greeted by playful noises of impatience. When I show up behind him, all eyes are on me. Right away, I spot Saskia, who shouts “Twinkle!” at me, which I regret the very second she says it.
"Twinkle?" Dayton asks me, raising his heavenly eyebrows.
“Twinkle” is the administrator login on the blog that I write. No doubt about it, there’s a lot of me in that login name, in what she thinks and the topics she brings up, but I don’t have any of her banter and spontaneity. In any case, not in real life. The proof is that “Twinkle” wouldn’t stay speechless and pale in the face of the handsome male specimen who has just asked me a question.
The bass player – who is standing rather close to my friend – starts humming “Twinkle twinkle little star, how I wonder who you are,” and Dayton, who is still staring at me, bursts out laughing along with all the others.
"No, no, um, it’s really Anna," I say, real fast, glaring at my girlfriend, who has already forgotten her blunder and is now gesturing about something totally different.
Dayton places a hand on the small of my back, still with that same cheeky smile.
He must really be getting a kick out of me… I'm a total buffoon, highly entertaining I'm sure!
"Want me to introduce you?" he says, leaning slightly towards me.
He smells both woody and spicy, and his chest is just a few inches from my hand.
Can he tell he flusters me? I must be crimson-red…
We head towards Saskia and her bass player; it looks like they’re getting along well, and my friend’s cheeriness is always contagious. At least I’m no longer alone with Dayton. While he’s talking to his friend, Saskia rolls her eyes at me to urge me on. I know that in her body language this means: “Go for it! Make the tackle, what are you waiting for?” Except I never tackle!
Dayton takes care of the introductions: Julian, the bass player, who must be magnetic seeing how Saskia is drawn to him, then the drummer and the second guitarist; the latter two are deep in discussion about their plans for the rest of the night. There are other people who come and go in the dressing room, and I am soon a little lonely in my corner, sipping on a fruit juice that Dayton handed me. People are joking, calling out, talking business and music. Some cute hyper girls show up, and the musicians laugh along with them. I don’t really feel comfortable, but I can’t make up my mind to leave. I talk with Julian and Saskia, who is in the process of explaining our impending departure for New York. As soon as we get onto the topic, I start babbling, and now I've launched off into a long description of our future adventure, all the while trying to watch Dayton on the sly, but he catches me off guard several times.
At one point, I feel him getting close behind me. He stays that way, a few seconds, listening to me talk, as if he can't make up his mind to join in. Then, I feel his breath on the nape of my neck and I stiffen when he whispers:
"I’d really like to see what you draw."
I blush and turn around to face him. Saskia takes the bait.
"I love what Anna draws, it’s really spontaneous, alive, and accurate," she says.
"Oh, I don’t know," I mumble, "they’re just sketches, illustrations for articles… now Saskia – she's the real artist!"
Dayton doesn’t take his eyes off me. I still feel like he's holding something back, as if his thoughts were bothering him. I have a hard time swallowing, there's a lump in my throat. A chill runs through me, making my nipples harden under my thin t-shirt. I fold my arms across my chest and turn to face him.
"So maybe you could tell me more about 'Twinkle?'" he adds, plunging his clear eyes into mine.
Is he aware of the effect he has on me?
I can't stop myself staring at his lips and his roguish half-smile. He obviously gets a kick out of all this, because I can’t help but feel a certain distance too, a kind of reserve in that gaze, as if he were protecting something.
"Let’s go have a drink!" Saskia says to me, hanging on Julian’s arm.
Both musicians take care of arranging the return of their equipment to their hotel, and apparently five very hyper and noisy young women have volunteered their assistance. Meaning I end up on the sidewalk, next to Dayton who, after having said goodbye to his buddies, turns to face me.
"Well, so... it looks like everyone's dropped us," he observes, smiling. "Would you like to go for a walk? It's a really nice evening."
I nod my head before letting out a shy:
"OK, sure."
I have a troubling thought.
I can do nothing but obey him.
3. Paris by Night
Far from the crowd at Duc des Lombards and the post-concert excitement in the dressing room, I find myself for the first time alone with Dayton. Sure, we're not really alone, we're strolling down a street that is still bustling on this warm summer night, but even though he isn’t touching me, like when he was holding my hand an hour ago, his proximity, his body a few inches from mine as we walk slowly, plunges me into an state of unease that must be palpable. I have a lump in my throat and my palms are sweaty. I hold on tight to the strap of my bag.
"Maybe you'd prefer to go home to bed?" he asks me.
"No, no, it’s a good idea to walk for a while," I answer in a weak voice.
"I felt like finding out more about you," he adds, in a tone that sounds embarrassed. "For us to spend some time together."
Hard to refuse such an offer! Might as well admit it, I feel like spending more time with him too. I never would have dreamed of being in such a position: falling under the spell of a super hot musician and attracting his attention. Damn, I still can’t believe what’s happening to me. That doesn’t really make any sense since, in two weeks, I’m taking off for new horizons.
Lost in my thoughts, I stop talking. Since Dayton is quiet too, I turn slowly towards him to watch him as we walk. Maybe he's also wondering what he’s doing here, with a girl incapable of stringing three meaningful sentences together. I discover that he’s watching me too. When he sees my surprise, he smiles at me, embarrassed to be caught in the act.
"We should relax a little, don’t you think, Anna?" he says with an almost child-like smile.
Feeling his gaze glued on me like that, my unease increases. I tug on my skirt, adjust my t-shirt back up on my shoulder, and try to hide my face completely behind three strands of hair. But at same time, I can’t lie to myself: I just want to throw myself at this guy, to put my lips on that smile, to feel his hands lifting my skirt and lowering my t-shirt…
Whoa, I mustn’t get carried away!
Everything that's muddled in my head, and now also in my stomach... and between my legs... is making this whole situation even more difficult to negotiate…
Dayton doesn’t look very comfortable either. My unease must be contagious or killing the mood, I don’t know. He lifts his right hand to run it through his hair. My attention is suddenly drawn by a little detail I hadn’t noticed until then. On the inside of his right arm, a little above his wrist, along the edge of his rolled-up sleeve, there’s a discreet tattoo of a circle with three dots around it.
"What’s that?" I ask, moving my finger closer without touching his skin, as if afraid of getting burnt.
For a second, just a second, his blue eyes darken. He lowers his arm quick so that his shirt hides the tattoo again.
"Like lots of tattoos, it’s an blunder of youth," he answers. "It doesn’t have any particular meaning, it's just a symbol of mystery. It’s also our band’s name."
Of course, how stupid of me, points, not dots, 3 Points Circle… which itself doesn't mean much either…
There is practically no traffic at this time of night. We come across groups of young kids messing around and shouting, couples of all ages walking quickly as one towards a common destination or lingering, arm in arm, to enjoy the night’s warmth.
And us, who are we? A man and a woman who don’t know each other, walking by quietly, occasionally breaking the silence to engage in awkward conversation. Let’s strike that up to the transition between the liveliness of the Duc des Lombards and the calmer streets. After all, he just played with his band; he may just as well feel like some peace and quiet, and just some easy company for a little relaxing stroll… Except that the company he picked, namely me, is completely flustered by his charm…
Dayton has a catlike way of moving, limber but powerful. As we get close to Place du Châtelet, he stops for a second.
"Want to walk along the riverfront?" he asks me, as if the sudden idea of going among strangers was going to break the ice.

As we cross the square, he walks casually, and my brain runs at high speed. Something is happening, here and now; something that I’ve never felt before; a whirlwind that grabs my body and heart, and that only happens in movies that people watch as they stuff themselves with chocolate, on nights when they feel like the whole world’s definitely not a funfair. Yet, since the start of the evening, I feel like I’ve been going from the Ferris wheel to the roller coaster. What’s the deal with this heat throughout my body, this lust for someone’s skin that I hardly know? And the fact that it’s July has nothing to do with any of it.
Along the Seine, we switch directions and head towards the Pont Neuf. There, in this wider, more open area, it’s as if both of us can breathe better.
"So you’re leaving for the States soon?" he asks me.
"Yeah, in two weeks," I answer, smiling, so excited about my plans.
"To settle and work there, is that it?" he adds.
If I get onto the subject, I’m going to go into it at length. In a way, that gives me a way of escaping the sensual tension that he exudes and that his presence is provoking in me. Once I make up my mind to explain my plans to him, I feel like I'm regaining a certain degree of poise.
"Yes, I’m in contact with magazine editors over there. My editor in chief has given me a hand, for sure; she believes in me, I’m lucky. It’s a big step, leaving for New York!" I say with a wide smile.
"Well just talking about it seems to have transformed you," he says, his eyes sparkling with humor. "It’s nice to see such enthusiasm."
For a second, I feel kind of stupid before realizing he’s sincere.
Don’t panic, we’re just talking.
"Really," he goes on, "people seem to take everything for granted these days. There are still things worth getting carried away about, aren't there? In any case, the energy you give off is really motivating."
I’ve still got the frozen smile of the girl who's just happy she’s been understood.
"I mean, you can feel it," he adds, juggling with the words clumsily as we keep strolling, our arms occasionally brushing against each other.
A kind of bonding takes place between us during this laid-back stroll, and without me realizing it, I start talking about myself. Answering his questions, I talk to Dayton about what I’ve done and about all the things I still want to do.
I let myself go and even end up being funny and spontaneous, as if I'd forgotten that I was talking to a superb male specimen. I cover everything: my friendship with Saskia – her role in my plans and the way she stimulates me; Gauthier – how supportive he is and how he makes me laugh, as well as the likelihood that he'll come visit in New York; my parents – who are a little overprotective but love me so much – and my mother’s talent for painting; the cat I just adopted; “Twinkle’s” blog…
It’s ridiculous, why am I telling him all that? He must think I’m out of my mind…
I tell him everything! I joke as I tell Dayton stories that make him laugh. During our conversation, I become my blog’s “Twinkle” a little; which almost never happens to me in real life – not with other people anyway.
I almost completely forget to ask him about his life, and every time I’m overcome with guilt and ask him a question he avoids it and changes the subject back to me. And here I am talking and telling all my secrets, but I can't shake the thought I was definitely not raised to be so rude and monopolize the topic of conversation! But the night, Dayton’s eyes, his attention, the way he keeps me going every time with another thoughtful question, as if he constantly wants to know more about me – it all that makes me feel like I can tell him everything, whereas a few minutes earlier just looking at him made my legs wobbly.
A continuous flow of words comes out of my mouth and, most likely, a lot of nonsense, but Dayton is enjoying himself; he laughs. Now here I am explaining, without really succeeding, that drawing and writing allow me to express what I can’t say.
Oops, I’m getting confused there, aren’t I?
Dayton stops on the sidewalk and stares at me gently and deeply, which automatically makes my heart start racing.
"I don’t want to embarrass you, or give you the impression that I’m insisting," he says to me, taking what seems like a ton of precautions, "but I’d really like to see what you draw. I saw you had a sketchpad with you, earlier."
Here we go again; I don’t know what to do with myself. Red starts spreading through my cheeks and I feel a hot flush coming on.
"It’s not that I don’t want to show you the sketches in my pad, it’s just that when I was drawing, I didn’t think I’d end up having to show them to you. And it’s a little… personal, I mean… private."
I'm digging myself a hole, and now Dayton is smiling down at me with a bemused expression.
"And basically," I continue, "during the concert I was mainly drawing you, just like that, based on what I saw. I’m not sure that it’s worth being seen, that’s all."
"I didn’t think it would be so embarrassing for you, since you were drawing surrounded by people in the audience... sorry," he says, laying his hand on my arm.
My voice gets away from me again. His touch is like a spell that paralyzes me.
Oh who cares, it’ll all be done and long forgotten by tomorrow!
I take the plunge and dig in my bag to find my sketchpad. I flip through it to find my quick sketches of Dayton. Details that surely say a lot about the way I was looking at him and how taken with him I was. Sketches of his head turned to the side and the nape of his neck, his smile, his closed eyes, the tilt of his face, his unbuttoned shirt, his eyes, his hands.
He takes the pad from my hands with a questioning look, as if to ask my permission, and I nod, strangely unafraid. He studies the sketches in silence before looking up, a serious look on his face.
"These are really sensual drawings, Anna," he says.
My god, if he had any idea of half the things that have gone through my head since I first laid eyes on him…
"The way you see me is just – wow. I mean wouldn’t have thought… To be honest, I’m not used to being seen like that," he says with a little embarrassed laugh.
"Ah," I say, "and so how do people see you?"
I want to find out more about him. He's been listening to me ever since we left Duc des Lombards. But, like all the other times I asked him questions, Dayton eludes this one too and turns to face the Seine and the lights on the other bank, as if this were just the right time to contemplate the scenery!
Right then, my brain does a kind of quick update, involving a wild pileup of several questions: what is this all about? How is it going to end? Am I not a little naive and stupid to have thought that this gorgeous, attractive guy, who must appeal to every woman on earth, could be interested in me? Is there any possibility that he might be attracted to me like I’m attracted to him? Does he feel the same butterflies in his stomach and confusion?
"You look really pretty like that, deep in thought, Anna," he whispers in my ear.
I emerge from my thoughts to see him smiling. His eyes are surveying me softly. It’s strange how he radiates tenderness and incredible sensuality at the same time. He lifts his hand, starts to caress my cheek. It seems as if… then it’s like he changes his mind; his hand drops, but the intention is there, creating tension between us. My whole body is on alert; a chill comes over me and we exchange a deep gaze, which says more than the interrupted caress.
I realize that I’ve become less tense as the hours have gone by with Dayton. This night, which promises to be sleepless, has ended up making me feel like I'm floating on clouds. It’s unexpected, supernatural. I should stop asking myself about the reality of this situation. I wish this walk could last forever.
"Is nighttime as magical in New York?" I ask, with no ulterior motive, just because this wonderful moment makes me think out loud.
"Who knows? Maybe we’ll have the chance to take another walk under the stars?" He answers in the same dreamy tone. After all, dreams are where I live most of the time.
I turn to face him. His head tilted, he studies my face as if trying to read my mind with his eyes, then he turns away. My thoughts are most likely too confusing for him to read.
We draw nearer to the Pont des Arts, overloaded with the padlocks that lovers affix to it to symbolize their love, and he starts humming as he points to the sky… at the moon, still visible in the dawn’s light. Then he sings like a crooner:
"Fly me to the moon
Let me play among the stars
Let me see what spring is like
On Jupiter and Mars"
He takes my hand, and the supernatural effect he has on me is confirmed. An electrical charge goes up my arm and invades my whole body. For a couple of seconds he doesn’t say a word, his blue eyes fixed on mine and an almost imperceptible smile on his slender lips. As if he were asking himself a silent question. Maybe the same one I am.
For god's sake, I don’t understand a thing…
He drags me onto the bridge and I’m like a paralyzed toy he’s tugging behind him. In spite of everything, I let out a little thrilled giggle. You’d think we were in a musical… His warm voice becomes more playful, as he takes me in his arms to whisk me up in a slow dance. He sings Sinatra, leaning close to my face:
"In other words, hold my hand
In other words, baby, kiss me"
With a silly, dreamy smile, I melt inside. I sense his breath close to my mouth, I smell his spicy scent, I feel the heat off his skin. I close my eyes…
But he lets go suddenly, and I see him bolt to the other end of the bridge with the elegance of a jaguar. I stay there, my arms dangling. From a distance, I watch him call out to a passerby. I hear a conversation that I can't quite make out, then, very quickly, he trots back towards me, bright-eyed and smiling. He laughs to himself, and that laugh is incredibly sexy. I feel like I could do anything right now… I now see he’s holding at least a couple dozen roses.
"The poor guy was going to go home without having sold a single rose!" he blurts out, stopping in front of me. "I wanted you to fall asleep among all these flowers," he adds more calmly, handing them to me.
My arms full of roses, my heart pounding, I simply whisper: “Thanks,” even though I want to tell him that no one has ever done that for me before, that it’s a little crazy but I like it, that it overwhelms me, that his laugh and his eyes drive me crazy. But I just lean forward a little and I kiss him on the cheek, very close to the corner of his mouth.
Something like surprise and desire lights up his eyes, then he makes an about-face in behavior, acting all cagey again.
Please, no!
"It’s late, Anna – or early, depending on how you look at it," he says. "You must be tired and so am I. I’m leaving in three days; my Parisian schedule is a little… busy. I’m going to hail you a cab."
I’m confused. I know something happened, I felt it and so did he, I saw it in his eyes! So what was it?! He has too much to do? I’m not good enough? My life is going to change in a few weeks? So many things could explain the sudden distance that he puts between us, and yet, there’s something else, it must be something else…
We walk slowly towards the Pont Neuf. My arms are full of roses. Dayton stays just inches away from me, his hands in his pockets. I don’t dare say a thing, and he seems to want to fill the uncomfortable silence by talking about the concert. Suddenly, he sees a taxi and starts running to get the driver’s attention. I stand still on the sidewalk.
No, this can’t end here…
Dayton talks with the driver. I see him slip the driver some bills for my ride home as I come closer. Dayton opens the back door for me, but I freeze before getting in.
"Dayton," I say, a lump in my throat.
But I lose my voice when he takes my face in his hands. It seems to last an age, his eyes in mine without me understanding what his look means. Then, he leans his face towards me and his lips touch mine. For a long time. His mouth seems not to want to let go. With my eyes closed, I savor the burning, passionate contact that Dayton seems to control. Then he steps back slowly and without a word, sits me down on the backseat without breaking eye contact. Then he closes the door.
The taxi takes off, and when I turn around to get one last look at Dayton, he's already walking away in the opposite direction.
4. That Obscure Object of Desire
I definitely think the driver wanted to chat during the ride, but I got stuck somewhere between being sad and amazed. A blank. Just a first name, maybe.
Dayton…
And a huge question mark surrounding this man, this supernatural occurrence and the night I just spent by his side.
I get home ready to go to bed when the city is getting ready to get up and go to work. My profession has to have at least a few perks…
I stagger ahead on automatic pilot, Churchill under foot, to my room where I pull off my clothes, just leaving on my panties, and roll myself up in my sheets. I stroke my big cat affectionately but absent-mindedly, hoping that his purring will wind up lulling me to sleep, but my lips are still burning from Dayton’s kiss, and there’s nothing before my eyes except his face, his clear-eyed gaze and his smile. His gentle voice continues to echo inside me.
Did all that really happen?
Still, I didn’t invent anything. He said things to me, that I was pretty, that he was touched by my drawings. He let me know that I didn’t leave him indifferent, and that romantic dance on the Pont des Arts, the flowers and that kiss! Everything is jumbled up in my head. My body is all hot, and at the same time I feel like crying. Churchill purrs, and gives me a kind look. I end up falling asleep without realizing it.
However, my sleep doesn’t last long. Napping in the daytime has never been my thing, and the night’s excitement won’t let go of me. Four hours later, I open my eyes. I’m hungry, need a shower, and I’m already counting the minutes that have gone by since Dayton closed the taxi’s door. It’s already a thing of the past, what a horrible thought!
"He must spend nights like that in every city, huh? An admirer in every port! Pleasant encounters that help him unwind after his concerts and reassure himself that women like him, or something like that… Anyway, there’s no point thinking about him… Right?" I say out loud.
Churchill lets out a funny sound – his version of a meow.
"I’ll get over it, you know… After all, you don’t get to experience something like that every day!"
My roommate lies down like a dog who wants to be scratched.
"You know what, I could just eat you up," I say, picking him up and taking him into the kitchen… where I feed both of us, a bowl of cereal for me and kibbles for him.
I switch on the electric kettle and head for the shower to clear my head. Then I settled down at my desk with a mug of tea. It’s 11 AM I have an appointment this afternoon with my editor-in-chief, Claire Courtevel, to debrief her about my feature on pets for singles. Usually, with internet I shouldn't need to go see her, but Claire likes meeting up with the journalists she works with on a regular basis. It’s even more motivating since she always has good advice and supports the originality of my work.
Between now and then, I’m definitely planning on posting a new article and a few illustrations on my “Twinkle in Paris” blog, soon to become “Twinkle in New York”! My texts can be accessed in both English and French. The first draft depends on my mood, but in the past few weeks, I’ve been writing in English first, a way of getting into the swing of things for my future life.
I proofread the most recent article I posted, entitled The new man of the house… or almost illustrated with a watercolor sketch depicting my fat, sandy-colored British shorthair, comfortably lounging in a club chair, holding a cigar.
I cover just about every topic on my blog, which is supposed to be representative of a young Parisian woman’s hectic – or not so hectic – life. They range from appointments at the beautician’s to musings about relationships between lovers, friends or coworkers. Or I discus movies, shoes or the latest sports car driving course I attended as research for an article. In fact, there's a whole bunch of stories. In the end, I just use my life as a foundation and change things around. I water it down or embellish it, or often make things humorous that actually weren’t at the time. Above all, I try not to take myself too seriously – but without being trivial. I think that’s why lots of my readers identify with what I talk about. In any case, I never forget that “Twinkle” is an imaginary character!
The topic of the day obviously has to be dealt with. I’d like to forget my blog’s light, playful tone to expound endlessly on my night with Dayton… but recounting those hours more flippantly will no doubt be better medicine for my wounded heart. Churchill struts by me with his little stuffed octopus in his mouth, like a hunting dog. Good – we're clearly both getting down to business.
An hour and a half later, I’ve finished my article, which has let me relive those magical hours spent with Dayton, with hardly any embellishments. It’s an experience that any woman would love to go through. I entitled the post I dreamed a dream and sketched a picture depicting a character waltzing with a super sexy guy on the Pont des Arts at sunrise… Almost the truth… To stick with the tone of the blog, I conclude with this sentence:
“What a surprising man, capable of buying every last rose from a vendor at dawn to cover me with them, his caressing hands pressing fragrant and purring (!) petals to my face… up to the moment when I wake up, my head buried under my British roommate clamoring for his ration of kibbles. A dream?”
I translate it fast, post it all on the blog, and stay lost in thought at my desk, submerged in memories of Dayton. I sigh.
When I hear noise downstairs, I tap a couple of times with my heels on the floor, which is quickly answered back with two taps. Meaning Gauthier is free for a little visit. I look at the time: lunchtime. I grab two or three things from my icebox, go down the stairs to the apartment below, and enter without knocking.
My buddy is sitting at his desk in the middle of a bunch of documents, since he works from home too. He manages the contracts and promotion for several Parisian artists – all men, all young. Each one of them has a particular characteristic that Gauthier has fallen head over heels for: the voice of a certain storyteller, the body of a dancer, the hands of an actor. Because he plans on promoting some of his young and promising “protégés” in the U.S. and unearthing other French talent in New York, he’ll be joining us in a few months.
Gauthier gets up to welcome me.
"One of us didn't get much sleep, and that ain't me!" he says.
"I did get a little," I answer, not particularly unconvincingly.
"Not only did you hardly catch a wink, but judging from the face you’re making, you’ve got something super-exciting to tell me," he adds.
"Um... as it happens... Yesss!"
Gauthier isn’t my friend for nothing, he knows me well!
While we nibble, I tell him about my night with Dayton, hoping that Gauthier will reassure me about the chance of me seeing my rock star again; not to mention my friend’s very rational, cautious side.
"I understand how you’re shaken up by last night, Anna, who wouldn’t be? But this guy seems a little weird to me. He puts on the big 'American in Paris' show for you, then drops you like a hot potato without saying a word when he kisses you goodbye… To be honest, I wonder if he wasn’t kind of making fun of you."
I pout.
"But, for sure, I’d love for the hunk with the great pecs to call you back," he goes on, putting his hand on mine to comfort me. "I’d love for him to whisk you off into a whirlwind of love, and all that. But I especially want you to be happy, Anna… and I’m afraid you’re going to be disappointed."
"I know," I answer, nodding my head, "I thought about that, too. It’s best if I don’t get my hopes up. You’re right, he should’ve at least let me know he wanted to see me again, especially since I’m leaving for New York in two weeks. But he didn’t…"
"Well!" Gauthier says. "I’d say all this excitement calls for some chocolate and a little cup of coffee."
I go back up to my apartment to get ready for my appointment with Claire Courtevel. I check my emails and take a quick look at my blog to see if there's any feedback from my readers. I figure I’ve fired up a bunch of romantic dreams. If they only knew…
As a matter fact, there are already a few comments, barely two hours later. Some make me smile:
“Oh, no, I fell for it!!!”
Me too…
“Let us KEEP ON dreaming, Twinkle!”
Believe me, I’d love to!
And then I stop at this one, obviously someone’s first visit to the blog:
“It wasn’t a dream…”, signed by the login name PontDesArts.
My heart starts pounding; I feel faint just sitting there. That’s quite an assertion, for someone who's never read the blog before!
I catch myself imagining what I dare not hope… but no, it’s impossible! Dayton clearly told me his Parisian schedule was really busy. I have a hard time imagining him stalking me on internet… Still, it wouldn’t be too complicated to track me down. I told him about the blog, he knows my login… No, no and no – it’s just another one of those virtual flirts who sensed my romantic Achilles' heel. It wouldn’t be the first…
I break the rule I made for myself about not contacting my readers directly, precisely to avoid things getting out of hand, and I click on his login to access his email address and send him a message:
“Well one thing's for sure – it was definitely just my cat that I woke up to.”
To keep myself from making a fool of myself, I decide to stop there and wait for an answer. The comment was made just minutes ago.
I wait, but nothing… The spark of hope that lit up in me a few minutes ago is swiftly snuffed out. But then a new comment from PontDesArts pops up on my blog:
“It was the roses that were supposed to spend the night with you.”
It could only be him! Couldn’t it? Right? Damn, it’s time to leave for my appointment! I grab my bag and almost step on Churchill taking a nap on his back in front of the door.
– Come on, move, fatso, stuff is happening here! I say, exasperated.
I head out fast, without even dropping back in at Gauthier’s to tell him the latest twist. The subway is packed. I get the feeling I’m going to be late. Stuck between two tourists, I pull out my cellphone. I have to talk to Saskia right away! Three rings and she picks up:
"Anna, hold on, I’m in the middle of a negotiation, I’ll call you back," she blurts out before hanging up.
I didn’t even have time to talk to her about Dayton. This is all so frustrating!
I’m barely five minutes late, but Claire Courtevel looks annoyed. The truth is she always looks like that, so there no sense in taking it to heart. It goes with her very businesslike outfits, à la women’s magazine – meaning marginally more colorful than charcoal gray.
"Anna, at last!" she says as I walk in.
"Hi Claire," I say, sitting down right away and taking out my notebook – with Claire, it’s better not to waste time on courtesies.
Strangely enough, I really like this slightly crabby, attractive woman. I’ve learned to accept her abrupt manner, I think it does me good. It's like a point of reference for my life, which doesn’t really have a structure – or even rules. Despite the way she acts, Claire has always supported me and believes in me. I have genuine respect for her.
"Right, well, your feature on pets wasn’t bad at all, Anna," she starts out, shuffling through papers on her desk. "You pulled it off well. It’s well documented... both serious and light in tone... it's lively and packed with information. On top of that, your illustrations are great…"
Too many compliments, there must be a catch…
"You just need to add a little exoticness and luxury, you know," she adds, looking up from her papers at me.
"Um… exoticness and luxury," I repeat, taking notes, without understanding what she’s getting at.
"Well, I mean, you know… some uncommon animals or lizards that cost an arm and a leg, an interview with someone who sells that kind of thing and some singleton totally hooked on that kind of beasty…"
I look at her goggle-eyed.
"And then do me some illustrations of it. In the same style."
I’m still speechless.
"And by the way, the deadline is pretty close. It’s tomorrow, early afternoon, can you handle that?"
Never say no to Claire!
"OK," I answer as I stand up. "So I better get to it then."
When I’m about to go out the door, Claire calls out:
"Oh and Anna... you did a good job. I always forward your stuff to the New York office. Great work, seriously."
I give her a little smile of thanks.
Back out on the street, I check my cellphone. Saskia tried to reach me, so I call her back.
"Where are you now?" I ask her as soon as she picks up.
"Not far from La Madeleine, why?"
"Because I really have to talk to you. I’ll be there in twenty minutes, can you wait?"
"Sure, sure, don’t worry, I'm busy here. I’ve got equipment and a permit to scribble on a storefront that’s being remodeled.
My friend is like that. Even if everyone – me first and foremost! – acknowledges the worthiness of her work, she has a very playful vision of her short-lived street performances. Personally, I would never dare call what she does “scribbling”!
Saskia gives me the address, and twenty minutes later I locate her, working in front of a boutique under construction.
"What are you painting?" I ask her.
"A nude. A woman. It’s a men’s clothing store," she answers. "As for you, my dear, I’d say something major went down last night, or am I mistaken?" she adds.
"How do you know that?"
"Because: something happened to me too, and this morning I heard Julian call his buddy Dayton in his hotel room. And Dayton apparently told him he had spent the night with you and that he got back at dawn… So?"
"Well yes, we spent the night together, but not the way you think! We talked!"
I recount the whole “Dayton” adventure while she goes on hand-painting the billboard.
"Wow, that’s totally wild!" she exclaims. "What do you plan on doing about it?"
"Uh, wait until he answers my message, I suppose."
"No, come on! I’ve got a better idea! Wait…"
She dips her brush into the paint one last time to write in big letters under the naked woman: “Make love, not ads,” then wipes her hands on her already-dirty denim skirt, puts the three tubes of acrylic paint into her bag, and takes off in her usual stride along the sidewalk. I turn around to contemplate her artwork on the billboard. It’s short-lived art, poetic graffiti, and I admire my friend for her capacity to create that way, in a flash, on the spot, anywhere.
"Follow me!" she shouts out.
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