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			PART ONE

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Is it him again? ­Adelaide wonders, seeing a figure approach the building. The floor-­length windows are on the grimy side but even so, there’s no mistaking his height, his gait, the way his head twists on his neck as he looks up towards her. She feels a lurch inside, nausea rising. How did he know where to find her? And why won’t he leave her alone?

			She hears him try the door – it’s unlocked – and now he’s in; easy as that. What should she do? This has all escalated at unnerving speed. A couple of months earlier the man was merely a face in the crowd, someone she noticed staring at her in the Prince of Wales from a few tables away. Then she kept seeing him: a lone figure waiting on the same Tube platform, browsing the shops outside her studio, loitering near the bakery where she always buys bread. Coincidence, she told herself, the first time it dawned on her that he seemed to be everywhere she was. Or maybe he was a shy fan, hovering as he built up the confidence to say he admired her work. She did get them, after all. But as time passed and she kept on noticing him – outside a gallery or a theatre, in the same train carriage as her – a creeping sense of dread set in. A conviction that this would surely only get worse.

			So it has proved. Last week, she was upstairs closing the bedroom curtains when she saw him perched on the wall of the house opposite, staring intently in her direction. It felt as if a boundary had been crossed. What does he want with her? ‘That man’s there again,’ she said to Remy, but he merely flung back the bedcovers, revealing his naked body, and said, ‘The only man you need to think about, baby, is right here.’ ­Adelaide is not a woman given easily to scares but it proved hard to sleep that night, wondering who her watcher was, and what he might do next.

			‘Speak to the police,’ Margie urged when ­Adelaide confided in her, but the suggestion seemed too far-­fetched to take seriously.

			‘And say what? They’ll laugh in my face. He hasn’t done anything,’ she protested.

			‘Yet,’ Margie replied darkly. ‘You be careful, Ads. Promise me.’

			That ‘yet’ rings round ­Adelaide’s head with horrible prescience because now he’s here, at remote Little Bower, the place she has always come to get away from everything. Formerly a farm building, it’s become a home from home for her and her closest friends, with this particular room used as shared studio space. It’s a peaceful spot, surrounded by fields and hedgerows, with a meandering stretch of river nearby where she likes to swim on hot days. At night there are owls and bats, the sky darker than she’s ever known it, punctured by the glitter of stars. But the tranquillity of being here alone has now been shattered and her adrenalin surges as she hears footsteps on the stairs. She glances around the room – dusty and messy, paints and brushes littering the surfaces, the radio tootling jazz – and wonders what will happen. How this will end.

			Her heart is beating faster. Take control, she tells herself. Interviewers always describe her as fierce, as if she’s some kind of wild animal; let’s see if she can use that in her favour. Then he appears in the doorway, and a hot rush of fury courses through her.

			‘What on earth,’ she shouts, striding across the room towards him, ‘do you think you are doing here? Answer me immediately!’

			He stops and stares, one hand reaching behind him for the solidity of the door frame as if he has lost his nerve. Good.

			‘Miss Fox,’ he says, then breaks off. She has never heard him speak until now, she realises. Never been so close to him either; he’s always lurked in her peripheral vision, a shadowy figure on the sidelines. He’s in his thirties, she guesses, taking in his rumpled brown hair, the wide-­spaced eyes and large nose, the pockmarked skin on his face. There’s something shabby about him, unkempt. He’s a loser.

			‘What?’ Her eyes blaze. ‘What’s this all about? Because I’m sick of seeing you wherever I go. And I refuse to put up with it any more, do you hear me? This is private property; you are trespassing.’

			‘I . . .’ He is still staring and the effect is unsettling.

			‘Well?’

			He takes a step towards her. Her instinct is to move back, keep her distance, but she forces herself to hold her ground.

			‘Don’t you remember me?’ he asks.

			She has absolutely no idea who he is, what he means. ‘I would like you to leave,’ she commands. ‘Before I telephone the police.’ This last is a bluff, of course. There is no phone here, no means of communication whatsoever when it comes to the rest of the world. This is the way they’ve always preferred it, the way she’s been able to work best. Until today, anyway.

			‘But it’s me,’ he says plaintively. ‘From the gallery.’

			‘What gallery? What are you talking about?’ Her hands curl and uncurl by her sides, adrenalin spiking. She doesn’t like this at all.

			‘We love each other,’ he says simply. He’s even blushing a little as he says the words, his eyes shifting away from hers. ‘­Adelaide, you know we do.’

			He’s deluded, then. And dangerous with it? she wonders, feeling a prickle of vulnerability. Is it too late to grab something as a makeshift weapon?

			‘I’m afraid you’re mistaken,’ she replies as frostily as she can muster. ‘Now, I’m a very busy person as I’m sure you know, so if you don’t mind—’

			‘I just want to be with you,’ he says, edging closer. His eyes are wet and so is his big red mouth. He’s not going to try and kiss her, is he? She takes an involuntary step back. He wouldn’t actually put his hands on her or hurt her. Would he?

			‘Go away,’ she orders, but he continues towards her. He’s smiling, he looks happy, he’s reaching his hands out, his gaze locked on hers. Now she’s really frightened. ‘GO AWAY!’ she yells, and then—

			­Adelaide wakes up with a jerk. The nightmare again. She blinks, registering that Jean-­Paul, her squat brown Staffie, is standing on the pillow beside her, his warm breath on her face. The room takes shape around her – early morning, soft pink light outlining the shutters – and she reaches out to pet his compact muscular body, her heart rate gradually subsiding from its frantic gallop. ‘Thank you, darling,’ she murmurs, taking comfort from his loyalty. She has been plagued by this same nightmare for years now, and it never gets any less terrifying. It’s partly why she wants to get that awful day written down, in the hope that she can finally let it go. What she’d give to be rid of this particular ghost once and for all.

			 

			A short while later, she and Jean-­Paul set out for their usual walk. It’s a golden summer’s morning in Paris, the light glittering from the windows of Place des Vosges as they stump along beneath the linden trees. So much for the image of ­Adelaide being a tough old bird; the public would soon change their minds if they knew what a soft touch she is with Jean-­Paul. He has an excellent diet of choice cuts from the local boucherie, plus he is allowed to sleep on her bed every night (she has had a small ramp made for him to climb up there, now that his ageing legs are less springy than they once were). But he’s worth all of it. She had no idea it was possible to love a dog quite so much.

			This is their daily constitutional: a diagonal stride across the centre of the square, so that Jean-­Paul can make use of the grass there, followed by a slow circuit around the edges. The waiters at the brasserie respectfully bow their heads towards her, occasionally appearing with a sausage for Jean-­Paul, or trying to tempt her to take a seat and enjoy an espresso. ‘Our gift to you, Madame!’ they wheedle even though she always turns them down. She passes the fancy hotel and the galleries, Victor Hugo’s house and all the tourists queuing with their oversized backpacks and loud voices. Sometimes – not so much these days – she might hear her name mentioned. Hey! Isn’t that ­Adelaide Fox? Look! It is her, right? She has also – less flatteringly – heard the follow-­up comments: Wait, she’s still alive? I thought she was dead!

			‘Not yet, dear,’ she enjoys replying tartly whenever this happens, just to see their expressions afterwards: sometimes awkward and apologetic, other times thrilled.

			No, not yet, she repeats to herself now. Although sometimes she wonders why she bothers to stay alive. Old age – she’ll be eighty before she knows it – is no place for weaklings. For her, the last few years have felt like the Badlands of a life – bleak territory, with precious little to get out of bed for. If it wasn’t for her dog, then . . . She glances down at Jean-­Paul, who has stopped to sniff around a bench with unerring optimism. He once found the remnants of a ham baguette at this particular spot and always makes a point of returning, despite having been disappointed every time since. At least one of them still has a positive outlook on life, she supposes.

			A small girl sidles up. Jean-­Paul is something of a magnet for small girls, not least because ­Adelaide has made him a sparkly collar fashioned with pieces of colourful clear plastic that look like jewels. It is ridiculous but it makes her smile. The girl is dressed in cheap-­looking pink leggings, a T-­shirt with a pattern of yellow flowers and those unattractive white trainers that have flashing lights in the heel. Dreadful.

			‘What is your dog called?’ the child asks in French.

			­Adelaide gives the girl a terrifying glower. ‘He is called “I eat children”,’ she replies sternly and stalks past, but not before she has seen the child’s face crumple. Serves her right. Maybe she’ll think twice about talking to a stranger next time.

			A wail goes up behind her but ­Adelaide does not look back. She is an artist, this is what she has always done: create a moment, impact, drama. Over the years, her work has forced others to see the world in a different light – and if her memoir ever gets off the ground, she’ll one day be doing that in print too.

			She frowns at the thought of this seemingly doomed project. There have been many publishers over the years sniffing around for her stories but she has perpetuated a haughty silence – a woman has her secrets after all. But then six months ago, there came a savage article in Le Monde, in which the journalist basically rubbished her life’s work as infantile and narcissistic. Feeling bruised, she didn’t immediately delete the persuasive email that arrived the same day, by chance, from yet another commissioning editor. We’d love to help you recount your story in your own words, the editor had coaxed. Remy told his side of the tale, but what about yours? Wouldn’t you love to set the record straight?

			Later, as she set about furiously sketching the Le Monde journalist on a torture rack with pencils jabbed into his eyeballs – not so smug now, are you, dear? – she found herself reflecting on the many other revenge fantasies she’s captured in paints or charcoal over the years, how cathartic it has been to dish out vengeance with her brushes. Maybe there could be something in this memoir business after all. A new weapon with which to take down her assailants. The Art of Revenge, she’s calling it in her head, and the title feels satisfyingly apt.

			Her nephew Lucas, a corporate lawyer, has been very helpful with the contract and paperwork so far, and, following a recent redundancy, has rented a flat nearby, so that he can assist with hiring a suitable ghostwriter, as well as sorting through her neglected archive of paintings and associated paperwork. With a bit of luck, they can organise a new exhibition to coincide with the book’s publication – or so they originally hoped. Alas, neither task has proved straightforward. What a lot of Moaning Minnies they have met and discarded so far in the hunt for a decent writer. Carping on about working conditions, dis­agreeing with her about content and focus . . . Good riddance, frankly. They barely deserve to say her name aloud, let alone be entrusted to tell her life story to the waiting world. As for the archive, let’s just say that Lucas has his work cut out for him. A methodical, punctilious person by nature, he couldn’t actually speak for several minutes when first presented with the Belleville rooms stuffed haphazardly with decades’ worth of her art plus heaps of correspondence and other documents. ‘It’ll keep you busy,’ she told him bracingly, kicking a pile of canvases only for them both to start coughing at the resulting dust cloud that swirled into their faces.

			She passes the brasserie – almost home – and Jean-­Paul stops to drink, with his usual splashy gusto, from the metal dog bowl the waiters always leave there. Her bothersome knee is starting to ache, her hip too; this body of hers protesting with each step. ‘Hurry up now,’ she tells the dog, because sometimes she feels as if she will seize up like a rusty old machine if she stops moving for too long. ‘Let’s go home, come along.’

			Home to the quiet apartment, with her memories and her secrets, and the grudges that silently smoulder. But not for much longer, she tells herself, reaching the door and fumbling for her key. Once she has settled on a writer who can actually stay the course, out will come all of those stories, scorching the pages on which they’re told. And after that, nobody will have any doubts about whether or not she is still alive. Because her life – and those who have crossed her – will be all the world is able to talk about.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Sitting on the Eurostar as it starts to glide out of the station – next stop, Paris! – Jess Bright can’t help the feeling that any minute now, a heavy hand will clamp on her shoulder – a train guard, a police officer, even – and she’ll hear the gruff words, ‘Excuse me, madam. You seem to be in the wrong life here.’

			Forty-­seven, and impostor syndrome is still deeply entrenched within her. Cut her in half and you’d probably see the words ‘Not That Good Really’ printed all the way through, as if she’s a stick of Margate rock. She’s a freelance journalist and frazzled single mum of three teenage daughters, nothing special. But today, to everyone’s surprise, Jess is on her way to Paris to meet famous artist ­Adelaide Fox in the hope of writing her memoir. It’s the job of her dreams. Can it really be happening? Astonishingly, it appears so.

			Her lips purse as she remembers her ex-­husband’s reaction to the news last week. ‘No offence, but why do you think she’s asked you?’ he’d mused aloud, when she mentioned the opportunity.

			No offence, David, but why do you think I don’t want to be married to you any more? she’d felt like retaliating. (She didn’t. See how far she has evolved! Besides, she needed to keep him on side so that he’d have the girls while she’s away.) Instead she calmly reminded him how, years earlier, back when Mia was still a twinkle in the womb, Jess had interviewed the reclusive artist for the Sunday newspaper where she worked at the time. ‘And now that she wants a memoir writing, her nephew got in touch to ask if I’d be interested,’ she said. Put that in your pipe and smoke it, David.

			God, she had loved that old job. As a journalist on the Culture team, her life had been a whirl of gallery openings, author interviews and film premieres. She’d had clout, she was making a name for herself. But then she became a mum – first to Mia, then Edie, then Polly – and has been freelance ever since, picking up bits and pieces of work wherever she can. She’s written an advice column in one of the Kent newspapers for years (‘Look on the Bright Side’) plus a parenting column for Glorious, a monthly glossy (‘Mum’s the Word! Dispatches from the Frontline of Motherhood’). Okay, so the Press Industry Awards committee hasn’t exactly been beating a path to her door, but she’s made it work this far. Until a month ago, anyway, when Glorious magazine decided to move to a digital-­only model, shucking off a handful of faithful columnists along the way. No more motherhood dispatches from Jess. (‘Thank God,’ Mia had exclaimed theatrically when Jess broke the news over dinner. ‘I’m sick of people finding that nits story online and calling me Lice Girl.’)

			Her daughters might have complained about Jess parcelling up their antics as humorous content on a monthly basis but the column had covered much of the household expenses which, in this post-­separation landscape, was not to be sniffed at. And to be fair, most of her columns were complete confections anyway. She never mentioned Mia’s run of panic attacks before her exams last summer, nor the miserable toxic friendships Edie keeps finding herself trapped in, nor indeed the unpleasant revelation that Polly had been stealing classmates’ belongings for two whole terms back in year six. Whatever – since losing this tent pole of income, she’s profoundly grateful for the serendipity of one Lucas Brockes, nephew of ­Adelaide, emailing about the memoir, and hopefully saving them all from imminent destitution. Would Jess be willing to come to Paris, accommodation provided, to work with ­Adelaide on a memoir, initially on a week’s trial, with the possibility of returning for a month? Hell yes, Lucas.

			It feels as if Fate has given her a lucky break for once. That’s if she’s up to the job, anyway. Writing a serious biography is something of a leap from her mum column and agony aunt page, isn’t it? She can’t help feeling a bit . . . well, rusty, for one thing. Intimidated for another.

			‘Here’s an idea,’ David had said, all those years earlier when she first went on maternity leave. ‘I put my career first, while you take some time out, say for a couple of years, then you can do the same when you’re ready to go back to work, and I’ll support whatever dreams you have.’ He’s a sports journalist, and at the time of this suggestion, was keen to shadow a senior colleague on an Ashes tour in Australia. Keen to bugger off for four weeks while Jess slaved alone for a grizzly three-­month-­old who hated sleeping, more like, but the offer of being able to call in a similar favour for her own ambitions had kept her going. One day she would be able to cash in her promised time, guilt-­free, and work on something really meaningful, she fantasised. A stirring, highbrow novel, perhaps, in contention for numerous literary prizes. An incredible screenplay that would see her wooed by Hollywood directors and mingling with the beautiful people. Or a searing set of journalistic investigations that would change society for the better; her own legacy bequeathed to the world.

			Only it never happened like that. There was always something else more pressing that prevented them from putting Jess’s career front and centre – various issues with the girls, David’s parents becoming ill one after another, the cricket tours abroad he was contractually obliged to go on as his star rose. It’s just not the right time, he would say apologetically, and she’d started to believe, following their separation, that this elusive, mystical ‘right time’ would never happen now. But might this be Jess’s time at last? What if this is the job that turns everything around for her?

			Sipping her coffee as the Kent countryside rushes past the window, she finds herself remembering the promotion she’d once applied for back at the Sunday newspaper, how she’d walked down the corridor after the interview thinking it had gone pretty well only to then remember in a fluster that she’d left her bag behind. Back she’d gone, reaching the interview room just in time to hear her boss Lucinda and the HR woman Maxine discussing her. The thing about Jess, Lucinda had said, is that she’s very lowbrow. Does she have the gravitas to be credible with our readers?

			These words have long since been branded across Jess’s mind, impossible to forget. Imagine, though, if she gets the nod to write ­Adelaide’s memoir and it’s published as a gorgeous, upmarket hardback book. The first chance she gets, she’ll be marching into the Culture office with a personal copy for her old boss. That enough gravitas for you, love? she’ll say, letting it drop from her hands on to Lucinda’s desk with a thud. God, that will be a good, good moment!

			She glances down at her notes, filled with renewed determination. Jess is a grafter: she will work her socks off to make a success of this opportunity. ‘Hard work is your ticket to a good life,’ she is fond of telling her daughters, although, alas, none of them seem to have taken this advice to their hearts yet. Mia would rather be out with a gang of noisy friends (‘her squad’), Edie can (and does) spend hours, literally hours, lying in bed watching YouTube videos, whereas Polly is smart and quick, coasting through homework with the least amount of effort she can get away with. ‘Done!’ she carols, snapping the exercise book shut and tossing it to the floor with evident relief each time.

			Retrieving a pen from her bag, Jess underlines a couple of words in the notes she’s made. ‘­Adelaide Fox? She’s that wild feminist one who was part of a really cool set of female artists, right? Didn’t she smash up her husband’s exhibition in Berlin or something too?’ her friend Becky had summarised when Jess told her about the offer of work.

			There’s so much more to her than that, though. According to Jess’s research, the young ­Adelaide left home and school at sixteen, and moved into a squat with a group of friends, before making a name for herself in her twenties with a groundbreaking show called Work. She went on to become a key figure in the so-­called London Bohemian movement, a collective of women at the forefront of the sixties’ wave of counterculture who became noted conceptual artists, designers and sculptors, mixing in radical underground circles.

			Then come a few gaps in the online versions of her bio­graphy. Jess remembers, from her previous interview research, coming across various rumours about ­Adelaide – tempestuous love affairs, a mysterious child, addictions of one kind or another, and some kind of rift with Margie Flint, a fellow artist; the two of them still apparently estranged all these years later. There’s also a spell in Berlin (a nervous breakdown?) plus the mysterious suicide of a man at a rural house used as a studio by the Bohemians.

			­Adelaide’s been an enigma for decades. Despite the numerous articles and interviews, she’s somehow managed to flit between questions without ever revealing too much. When Jess met her before, she was interesting, sparky company, but very much there to talk about her Tate exhibition and little else. She was initially a little prickly too, upon discovering that the interview would be conducted by a junior writer (Jess) rather than the newspaper’s lead arts correspondent, as promised (Lucinda, who had unfortunately come down with a bout of gastroenteritis). Full disclosure: Jess had used the words ‘coming out of both ends’ when trying to explain why her boss really really couldn’t be there. (In hindsight, this was perhaps rather unsisterly of her, but Lucinda would never know, at least.)

			‘Wow, what a life,’ Becky said, on hearing the stories. ‘You’ve got to do this, Jess. A work trip to Paris, you lucky cow! Watch out, because I might start hating you if this gets any better.’

			Despite Becky’s encouragement, Jess has had a few qualms about going away for so long – what with that boy Zach appearing unexpectedly out of seventeen-­year-­old Mia’s bedroom the other morning (‘God, Mum, we’re just friends, don’t look at me like that!’), and the fact that she recently found a small gold anklet in Polly’s skirt pocket that definitely wasn’t her daughter’s (‘Someone gave it to me, Mum, I’m not lying!’). Strangely enough though, now that she’s on the train, the qualms are melting away, like butter into toast. It will be like revisiting the gap year she spent in Paris post-­university, she thinks happily: the wonderful freedom of doing exactly what she wants in her spare time. Long evening walks through the old streets as the brasseries fill with diners, Sacré-­Coeur gleaming like a beautiful pearl from the dark hillside, lights spangling the Eiffel Tower for a million tourist photos . . .

			And everyone will manage perfectly well without her for a few days, she reminds herself. Becky has promised to feed Albertine the cat, while the girls will be fine with David. Besides, he’s gone abroad for work enough times, leaving her to cope single-­handedly. She finds herself thinking again of the slog of those weeks alone with a tiny not-­sleeping baby, while he lived his best life in Brisbane. Having an amazing time! he would message periodically and she would feel like throwing her phone out the window. He owes her big-­style.

			Mesdames et messieurs, the train announcer says at that moment. Nous arrivons à Paris maintenant, and a thrill sweeps through her entire body. This is happening. This is really happening!

			 

			Of course, Jess has been to Paris with David and the girls at various times over the years – weekend trips, a Euro Disney break, stopping off for a few days en route to campsites further south – but she’s always been looking after other people on these occasions. Their wants and needs have taken priority – Mickey Mouse winning out over a leisurely Louvre wander, for instance. David’s insistence on them slogging up the steps of the Eiffel Tower in protest against the lift prices, when her preference would have been not only to take said lift, but also to splash out on an overpriced glass of champagne at the top.

			Now look at her, arriving alone in the city, wheeling her case along the platform with a fizz of sheer joy pinballing inside her. Breezing through the ticket barriers and into the station like she’s never been away, images of her twenty-­two-­year-­old self striding alongside her. That had been such a happy period of her life, fresh out of university, determined to enjoy some time abroad before she had to think about anything too grown-­up like finding a proper job. She’d worked a stint in an ice cream shop (who knew it was possible to get sick of ice cream?) then took a job chambermaiding at a glamorous hotel in the chi-­chi 6th arrondissement, close to the Jardin du Luxembourg. She’d fallen in love with Georges, a handsome older man who educated her in all sorts of interesting ways – sexual ways first and foremost, but also by taking her to see opera and ballet at the Palais Garnier, and teaching her about French wine. She’d also hung out in grungy bars with her new friend Pascale, mastered cycling along cobblestoned streets and perfected her French, complete with shrugs and hand gestures.

			As well as having her sign a contract and confidentiality agreement, ­Adelaide’s nephew Lucas has also arranged hotel accommodation for Jess in the Marais district, and she navigates the metro system to emerge at Saint-­Paul. Stepping out from the station, the warmth of the city settles upon her skin as she gazes around to orient herself. It feels like a dream as she takes in the elegant, ivory-­coloured buildings with their shutters and balconies, the canopied cafés and tobacconists, the children’s carousel turning with jaunty music on a central paved area right in front of her. A couple are drinking champagne in long-­stemmed glasses at a bar across the road; cyclists skim by, legs scissoring; women wearing chic trouser suits and sunglasses glide past her, leaving wafts of tuberose perfume in their wake.

			Hello, Paris, you beauty, Jess thinks, momentarily overcome. Even if this only turns out to be a week-­long gig, it feels like the best kind of gift, one she didn’t know she needed until now. Checking the map on her phone, she turns and starts walking.

			The hotel is a charming old building on a quiet street, ten minutes from the metro. There are sprays of pink cherry blossom around the front door – fake ones, obviously, but the effect is very pretty nonetheless. Her room, it turns out, is on the top floor. ‘Madame, I apologise, but the lift, he is not working today,’ the man behind the reception desk says, handing over the key with an expressive flex of his dark eyebrows. He seems determined to speak to her in heavily accented English, even though she has so far spoken only in French to him, and with decent fluency as well, she thought. Also she’s unquestionably a ‘Madame’ now, she realises, and can’t help feeling a pang for her ‘Mademoiselle’ days before telling herself she’s being ridiculous.

			Heaving her case up five flights of ageing, well-­trodden stairs, Jess has broken into a sweat by the time she reaches her room. But then she opens the door, sees the sweet white-­painted attic space with its original oak beams across the ceiling, shutters at the window and tiny en-­suite bathroom, and she forgets her tiredness. She drops her case and hurries to the window, through which she can see a small cobbled square with trees and benches in its centre, plus what looks like a crêperie, boulangerie and brasserie set around its sides. There are Orangina umbrellas outside a café, and she can hear music and voices, children’s laughter, the buzz of a moped nearby . . . It’s perfect, she thinks, almost tearful with a sudden rush of happiness.

			Arrived safely – here’s my view! she messages the girls with a photo from the window. Everything all right back home? Surviving without me?

			BONJOUR PARIS! she messages Becky along with emojis of the French flag, a croissant, baguette, wine bottle and the Eiffel Tower. I made it!

			Then, unable to resist, she sends the photo to her mum, Samantha, as well. Back in Paris for a week-­long commission, interviewing a famous artist! she reports with studied nonchalance. She presses ‘Send’, trying not to cringe at her own neediness. What does it say about her, that she’s in her forties and still angling for approval from her mother? On second thoughts, she’d rather not get into that.

			‘Oh dear,’ Samantha had clucked down the phone when Jess told her she’d lost the ‘Mum’s the Word’ column. ‘It’s such a fickle profession, isn’t it? So precarious!’

			Yes. So fickle and so precarious compared to – ooh, let’s see – medicine: Jess’s brother Owen’s chosen career. ‘My son – he’s a doctor, you know’ has long been Samantha Stanton’s catchphrase; it’s surprising she hasn’t got the words printed on a T-­shirt by now. Golden boy Owen studied for his medicine degree in Newcastle, where he’s been living ever since. Now Dr Stanton, an orthopaedic specialist, he’s married to Deanna, a geriatrician, and they have two little boys. Practically the minute Deanna announced she was pregnant, Jess’s mum was clearing out the house in Gravesend where Owen and Jess had grown up, then putting it on the market in order to follow them up north.

			These days, she lives five minutes from their posh road of big houses, full of doctors and lawyers, on a new-­build estate, where one of the spotless bedrooms is set up as ‘the boys’ room’ and the mantelpiece is a parade of photographs featuring Jake and Ollie, the stars around which her world now orbits. ‘Those little boys have given me a whole new lease of life!’ she’s fond of saying, even to Jess, whose three wonderful daughters barely get a look-­in from Grandma Stanton. Jess is always left feeling as if she’s seven again, and jealous of the shiny bike her brother was given for Christmas. Meanwhile, she’d received a plastic doll with springy nylon hair, and one eye that never closed properly, so that it looked drunk, or as if it was winking sarcastically. Yeah, the wink seemed to say. Bum deal. We both know it, kiddo.

			The girls haven’t replied – maybe David has taken them out for Nando’s and the cinema for the latest Marvel film, and they’re all wishing they lived with him year-­round, rather than boring old Mum. They are still collectively finding their way as a family with separated parents, and it hasn’t been easy. After the whole Bella business, Jess tried her hardest to make the broken marriage work, to keep them together, but in doing so, felt her own self-­respect leaking away. She couldn’t sleep, felt like she was going mad, burst into tears at regular intervals. Then, last May, two weeks short of them having been together for twenty years, she made the decision that their relationship had malingered for so long, it was now beyond resuscitation. David had cried into his hands and promised he would change but they both knew he wasn’t capable. The girls still resent her for breaking up the family – ‘God, Mum, sabotage my GCSEs, why don’t you?’ Mia had griped bitterly at the time, while Edie responded to every nag or criticism with a shrill ‘I’m from a broken home, back off!’ for what felt like months on end. It wracks Jess with guilt every single day but she stands by her decision nevertheless. It’s better this way.

			Perched on the bed, staring at an unchanged phone screen, she has a sudden moment of clarity. This isn’t what her Paris trip is about, is it? It’s four in the afternoon and she isn’t due to meet ­Adelaide until tomorrow morning; the rest of the day is entirely her own. First on the agenda: a quick wash to freshen up, she decides. A change of clothes. And then she will redo her lipstick, spritz her wrists with perfume, and venture into the sunny streets she’ll be calling home for the next week. Longer, if she plays her cards right. She’ll sip an espresso and watch the world go by, while enjoying some leisurely deliberation over which restaurant to dine in later on.

			That’s more like it. The Paris adventure starts here.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			­Adelaide waits in the living room of her apartment, seated on her damson-­coloured velvet Louis XVI-style sofa. This room overlooks the square, with two huge windows that allow the morning light to stream in, and it’s a grand space, designed to impress, with its marble fireplace, crystal chandeliers, antique furniture and large gilded mirrors.

			The doorbell rings at ten o’clock exactly, followed by the heavy tread of Marie-­Thérèse, the housekeeper, as she trudges to answer it. Marie-­Thérèse is a dreary sort of person, with bad skin and a permanent cold. If she was named in homage to Picasso’s charismatic, athletic muse, then it has been the most disastrous misnomer of all time. She has been with ­Adelaide six weeks so far and her presence is slightly repellent, but she cleans fastidiously (even the light bulbs have been dusted) and she is yet to break anything, which is more than can be said for some of her predecessors. For the time being, she’s staying.

			A knock sounds at the living room door moments later, and Jean-­Paul’s small triangular ears prick up from where he is curled up on the floor near her feet.

			‘Entrez,’ says ­Adelaide. Here we go.

			Please let this one work out, she thinks as the door opens. ­Adelaide approves of very few people as a rule, but she approved highly of Jessica when they originally met, finding her a serious, thoughtful person who knew a great deal about art. Not one of the many idiot writers she has come across since then who only have banal questions for her, and who fixate on ­Adelaide’s relationship with Remy. Is it any wonder she has shunned the press for so long?

			In comes Marie-­Thérèse mumbling an introduction, and ­Adelaide asks for a tray of coffee to be brought. Behind her comes another woman, wearing a rather cheap-­looking olive green belted shirt dress and wedge sandals, toting a large black bag on her shoulder. But this isn’t Jessica ­Martindale, the ­eloquent, fiercely intelligent former New Yorker writer, ­Adelaide registers, frowning uncertainly. Not unless she has had ­dramatic corrective surgery, anyway. Which begs the ­question: who is this?

			‘Hello again,’ says the new arrival, sounding nervous but determined. She has long brown hair tied back in a ponytail, and her eyes shine as she gazes around. ­Adelaide’s heart sinks as she pictures Jessica Martindale with her silver pixie-­cut, the piercing blue eyes behind rimless glasses, the multitude of knuckle-­duster rings on every finger. This woman before her is a gauche schoolgirl by comparison. Could she be Jessica’s assistant who has arrived before her, perhaps? It’s not a stretch to imagine Martindale with an entourage, she supposes.

			‘Gosh,’ the creature is saying, slack-­jawed, ‘what a beautiful room this—’

			She gets no further because Jean-­Paul is up on his feet, barking. He sometimes takes violent dislikes to people for no apparent reason, although on the whole he is a good judge of character. Maybe he was expecting Jessica Martindale too.

			‘Thank you,’ ­Adelaide tells him sternly. This is generally enough to silence him, although not today – on he continues, charging towards the woman, who stumbles back in alarm with a nervous cry, one ankle twisting in those ridiculous sandals. Oh dear. She is not a dog person, then – this gets worse by the minute. By contrast, ­Adelaide remembers Jessica Martindale, two glasses of champagne down in their previous interview, getting out her phone to show pictures of her whippet. But this woman said ‘Hello again’, didn’t she? she realises belatedly. So they have met on some occasion, presumably – but when?

			‘Jean-­Paul, that is enough!’ ­Adelaide tells him, frustrated both by the dog and her own slow-­churning brain. ‘Come here this minute.’

			He gives a final defiant bark before reluctantly turning back towards her. The woman meanwhile hovers at a distance, no longer quite so smiley. ‘Sorry, I—’

			‘Are you scared of dogs? He’s never bitten anyone,’ ­Adelaide interrupts, unable to resist adding, ‘Not yet, anyway.’ It’s the badness in her, she is fully aware of it; the dark streak in her that responds gleefully to other people’s discomfort. Can’t you just be nice? her mother would plead despairingly when ­Adelaide was a little girl. But is there a nice way to ask, I’m sorry but who are you? Because heaven help her, she can’t come up with one.

			‘It’s not that I’m scared of dogs,’ the wrong Jessica is saying now, without a great deal of conviction. ‘More that . . . Well, I’ve always had cats, so . . .’ She trails off, possibly because of the contempt on ­Adelaide’s face. Bloody cat people. Picasso, Warhol, Dalí . . . all renowned cat-­lovers, and, if the stories are to be believed, absolute arseholes, the lot of them. And you can quote her on that, she thinks, patting Jean-­Paul as he sinks to the floor beside her once more, huffing a sigh.

			­Adelaide beckons the other woman over. ‘Come and sit down. And take no notice of Jean-­Paul, he’s a big softie really, like all Staffies.’

			With a wary glance at the big softie, Jessica lowers herself on to the armchair ­Adelaide is indicating. Then in tramps adenoidal Marie-­Thérèse, thud thud thud, with a tray of tea and coffee things, and there is some fussing around of pouring, and stirring in milk, giving ­Adelaide time to think. If this woman was Martindale’s assistant, you’d think she’d have mentioned her boss by now. She’d have said Jessica will be joining us in twenty minutes or something, wouldn’t she? Besides, she isn’t glamorous enough to be working for Jessica Martindale. So they’re back to the old question – who is she? Feeling increasingly desperate, ­Adelaide hunts through her memory, back to the conversation when she and Lucas had discussed which writer to try next.

			‘It’s a long shot because she’ll no doubt be busy, but there was that Jessica woman who wrote a piece when I was promoting the Darkness show,’ she’d said. It was early evening, the weekend before last, and Lucas had come over, bearing boxes of Vietnamese takeaway food, so that they could plan a new strategy.

			‘Jessica . . .’ he muttered, typing quickly into his laptop. ‘You mean the feature in—’

			Her memory stutters a little at this point because now she’s wondering if he did really say the New Yorker or if she just assumed he did, because that was what she was expecting. She was feeling tired, she remembers. Somewhat dull around the edges because the wretched tremors in her hands had started up again and she’d knocked back a large brandy in the hope that it might help. (Wishful thinking, sadly.) She was possibly distracted too because they were in the dining room and Jean-­Paul always has a good old roll on his favourite scratchy rug there, his tan back arching with delight. There is precious little to smile about in the world most days, ­Adelaide feels, but a joyfully rolling dog gets her every time.

			Is this the mistake? she wonders now, hysteria rising. That they’ve inadvertently invited the wrong Jessica here to Paris because ­Adelaide was too busy gazing fondly at her dog’s contortions to pay proper attention to the conversation? Oh dear.

			By now, the two of them are settled with their drinks and the other woman – the mysterious wrong Jessica – is waiting expectantly.

			‘So – welcome,’ ­Adelaide says eventually. She’ll have to go through the motions for the time being, she supposes. Although there is something vaguely familiar about her, now that she looks again. Those earnest brown eyes, the apple cheeks . . . a bell is ringing in her distant memory although she can’t quite locate any further details. But presumably Jessica has written about her in the past (Hello again), and done a good enough job that she is on Lucas’s database.

			‘Jessica, isn’t it?’ she ventures, gambling that her guesswork is correct. ‘Your journey was all right yesterday, I take it? The hotel suitable?’

			She’s only asking to be polite, not particularly caring either way, but Jessica – who doesn’t dispute the name – is suddenly falling over herself to praise the hotel and how generous ­Adelaide has been, her cheeks flushing pink as if chastising herself for not saying so already. Oh heavens, she does seem jittery, fiddling with a bangle on her wrist, crossing and uncrossing her legs at the ankle. The bell continues to ring in a dim corner of ­Adelaide’s brain – yes, she did this before, didn’t she? An initial nervousness – there was some problem at the start of the interview, she recalls. Something that put the younger woman on edge for a while. It’ll come to her.

			She holds up her hand because Jessica is still wittering. ‘That’s fine. I’m glad everything’s all right. Now – shall we begin?’ The minutes are slipping by, and she has neither the time nor the patience for small talk. Just wait until she speaks to Lucas about this.

			‘Of course.’ Jessica digs into her bag, retrieving a laptop, notebook and pen. She also gets out her phone and holds it in mid-­air. ‘Are you all right with me recording these sessions?’

			‘Absolutely,’ ­Adelaide replies. ‘As I will be too.’ She narrows her eyes at the woman to underline her point. You might seem a sweet little thing, but you are still a journalist, and I know better than to trust your sort. She fumbles to set her own phone recording, her hands starting their usual trembling in the process. Damn it.

			Jessica doesn’t seem to notice at least. She appears more confident now that she has the accoutrements of work around her; more at ease. ­Adelaide was always the same. Put her in front of a microphone and she’d freeze; give her a paintbrush and it was like a piece of armour behind which she was safe. Not that there’s been much paintbrush-­holding since her stupid ageing body started playing tricks on her.

			‘So. How would you like to do this?’ Jessica asks. ‘I’m imagining you have ideas about structure and tone . . . We could construct the narrative around particularly significant works of yours, perhaps, or places you’ve lived or worked, or . . .’

			‘As this is a trial period,’ ­Adelaide interrupts, ‘I suggest I talk to you about my early years, then you can write that up as your sample chapter. Yes?’ Chances are, Wrong Jessica won’t have to bother her head about the book’s structure because she won’t be writing it, she thinks, wondering how quickly they can get Jessica Martindale over here instead.

			Jessica nods meekly. ‘Yes, of course.’ Then her face changes from one of earnestness to beaming warmth. ‘Really – thank you for asking me here. This is my dream job,’ she goes on, ‘and I’m ready to give my absolute all to make this book a massive success for you. I know that last time we met, it was to talk about the Tate exhibition, and it was pretty much business only, so it’s a complete thrill to be trusted with your life story. Consider me on board with whatever works best for you!’ She stops herself, blushes. ‘That’s if I pass the trial period, of course.’

			The Tate exhibition – ahh yes. ­Adelaide’s last launch in London. She had a whole week of exhausting TV, radio and press interviews in the run-­up to the grand opening – never again, she vowed at the time. She vaguely remembers meeting Jessica now, in a chilly hotel, all overstuffed couches and obsequious waiting staff. In fact, the memories are rushing back with gratifying fullness, not least Jessica’s rather shady tale-­telling, regarding her boss suffering some revolting gastric complaint. The resulting write-­up was pretty nice though. No tricks, no behind-­the-­hand bitching, as there has been so many times before, especially if the writer in question is a jealous, insecure man.

			‘Thank you,’ she says stiffly. ‘If you’re ready, then let’s make a start. My childhood. Well . . .’ She pauses as a series of images flash through her mind. The East End bomb sites she and her brothers played amidst. The rural Pickering summers, collecting warm eggs from her grandmother’s softly clucking hens. The chalk-­smelling schoolroom, the hot itchy misery of measles, the thrill of leaving home, finding her tribe, the art school years. Plus other, secret things she has never publicly divulged: the flush of her little brother’s hurt face as he turned away from her that final time. Her dad walloping her mum so hard she ricocheted off the door and back. The sensation of her fingers curling around a matchbox, with the devil in her ear, urging her to wreak revenge . . .

			Oh Lord. Something awful has just come back to her. Her launch at the Tate: a big glamorous affair, with camera flashes and foaming champagne and head-­cocked critics scribbling notes as they gazed at the canvases. Also the pale, skinny woman in a cream trouser suit hurrying up to introduce herself, the correspondent from the Sunday newspaper who had originally been rostered in to interview her. Lindsay something? Louisa? Full of grovelling apologies she had been, anyway, the most dreadful kind of arse-­kisser. And ­Adelaide . . . Oh goodness. She’d been several sheets to the wind by then, giddy on the gorgeousness of the exhibition, flattered by the compliments that had rung so gloriously in her ears all night. There was no excuse for what she’d said though.

			There’s a small, polite cough from Jessica at that moment. ‘It must be hard to know where to begin,’ she says. ‘But your stories don’t have to be in any kind of chronological order at this point – I can work that out when I edit. Maybe start by telling me about your parents?’

			­Adelaide reaches down to pat Jean-­Paul, trying to reorient herself here, in this room, rather than back in the Tate, needlessly humiliating Jess’s boss. ‘Ahh yes, I heard you had come down with something ghastly,’ she had replied to her (Lilian? Lorraine?). Something in the woman’s pretty, simpering face had reminded her of Coco, which perhaps explained the cruelty behind her next words. ‘I’m surprised you’re wearing cream, to be honest, given what I was told,’ she’d gone on. ‘Exploding out of both ends, wasn’t it?’

			The woman (Lucille? Lucinda, that’s it) had gulped in a shocked breath before pasting on an artificial smile, eyes glittering with embarrassment, or anger perhaps. Tears, even, now that ­Adelaide thinks back. She hopes – belatedly – that there were no repercussions for the writer now sitting in front of her. Oops. Is this karma, finally coming to punish her for her sins? Has Jessica arrived gunning for a hatchet job out of revenge?

			‘My parents, yes,’ she says hastily. ‘Robert and Geraldine Brockes.’ And then she’s off, her composure gradually returning as she skims light-­heartedly over her dad’s fiery temper and her mum’s monumental mood swings, retelling the funniest, most charming stories about her brothers. With one thing and another, she hasn’t yet made up her mind about this Jessica, even though, given what she’s just remembered, she probably owes her one. Nevertheless, ­Adelaide won’t be revealing anything remotely personal yet. Her secrets will have to wait.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			That afternoon, as Jess leaves ­Adelaide’s intimidatingly grand apartment, it feels nigh on impossible to give herself a ‘Look on the Bright Side’ pep talk. She can’t think of a single positive to take from the experience. First there was the dog rushing at her, and her embarrassing, startled reaction, and then – worse – the ‘who the hell are you?’ look on ­Adelaide’s face that greeted her. It wasn’t as if Jess had been expecting a matey reunion or anything, but the total blankness was unnerving, to say the least. Plus there was ­Adelaide herself – stand-­offish and hard to warm to. Her hair, now the colour of pewter, is cut in a forbidding crop, and her very nature seems forbidding. Several times when Jess dared to probe a little deeper into an anecdote, it was as if the older woman closed right up, a mask appearing on her face. None of your business, the mask said.

			Fine, if this was an interview, 1,500 words to feature online or in print. They could stick to paddling in the shallow waters, avoid any murkier depths. But for a memoir, surely the whole point is to elaborate, to reveal more of oneself? And yet Jess feels as if she spent the entire day trying in vain to weasel out further information. ‘Can you tell me about a couple of objects in your childhood bedroom?’ she’d asked, hoping for some background details with which she could conjure a scene. ‘What did the kitchen look like? Is there a smell you associate with that time? What did you wear for school? Did you have a best friend? Did you already love drawing by then?’

			It proved hard work, the proverbial blood from a stone. But it begs the question: what is ­Adelaide keeping from her? It’s not as if Jess can go spilling any confidentialities, what with the stringent contract she had to sign. Maybe ­Adelaide’ll loosen up over the coming days, once they’ve re-­established a connection. Christ, she hopes so.

			Still, silver lining: it’s only just two o’clock and she’s already been released for the day. She should type up the morning’s recordings while everything is fresh in her head, she supposes. Only . . . Her footsteps slow as she approaches the hotel and she reflects on how roasting her sweet little attic room will be right now. Then she recalls the small square in the street beyond, how cheering it had been to explore the night before; the very nice glass of wine she’d treated herself to in the brasserie, the delicious moules frites. Sod it, it’s been ages since breakfast and ­Adelaide didn’t offer her lunch. She’s starving and dispirited, and willing to bet that the brasserie does a knockout croque-­monsieur, one that doesn’t skimp on the cheese. Work can wait.

			Brasserie Les Amours is pretty busy when she arrives, but she’s pleased to see a couple of outdoor tables are still free, and makes a beeline for one with a good view of the square. Sinking into her seat, enjoying the sunshine on her face and arms, she is greeted moments later by a white-­aproned waiter who sets down a basket of delicious-­looking bread and a tall glass bottle of cold water with a murmured ‘Madame’. She can already feel the incremental return of her equilibrium, the lessening of the morning’s disappointments. Any new job has its challenges on a first day, she reminds herself. And she can surely cope with a barking dog and a rude boss if this is the flipside: late lunch in a gorgeous Parisian square, sparrows twittering about through the dappled light, the city at her fingertips. She exhales slowly and nibbles a piece of bread. Of course she can manage, she tells herself bracingly. Especially when the bread tastes this good.

			‘Madame? You are ready to order?’ The waiter is back by her table, insanely handsome with his slicked-­back dark hair, humorous brown eyes and white even teeth. He’s half her age sadly, but it’s still nice to admire another’s beauty.

			She orders a croque-­monsieur in French, although, like the hotel manager the day before, the waiter replies in English. ‘A salad with that, Madame? Some fries?’ He notices her hesitation and winks. ‘They are very good fries,’ he murmurs, as if they are in league together. ‘Famously good.’

			It’s silly but she’s blushing like a twenty-­year-­old. ‘Well, in that case,’ she hears herself reply. ‘I’m absolutely saying yes to famously good fries. Les frites célèbres!’ she adds. ‘Merci, monsieur.’

			She settles back in her seat, sunglasses on, and watches the world go by, like just another cool Frenchwoman with her life under control. Two young women – students? – sail past on bikes with folders and books stuffed into their baskets, legs lean and tanned beneath denim shorts. A white-­haired man in a tired brown suit drinks coffee outside the nearby crêperie, raising a gnarled hand in greeting when he catches Jess’s gaze. A wasp buzzes around, perhaps lured in by the soft drinks on the neighbouring table where a woman is trying to placate the baby on her shoulder while two small children bicker peevishly.

			The wasp buzzes closer and she swats at it, only to swipe too vigorously and accidentally knock her glass of water to the ground, where it explodes in a smash of glittering shards. Oh God! So much for being a cool Frenchwoman, she groans, scrabbling around trying to pick up the larger pieces of broken glass, her sunglasses falling off her face and clattering to the cobbles in the process. As if that’s not enough, she hears a male voice saying her name in the next moment – ‘What do you mean, the wrong Jessica?’ – and promptly bangs her head against the table leg, turning to see who it is.

			She just catches a glimpse of a tall dark-­haired man striding past, phone to his ear, before registering a strange wetness on her hand. Dizziness engulfs her as she sees two crimson splats on the cobbles below; she’s never been good with blood.

			Do not faint, she tells herself, cringing as she notices that the older man across the road is rising to his feet, apparently in concern for her. She’s somehow managed to turn the calm moment into a drama, gifting herself a starring role that is about as unchic and unsophisticated as you can get. This is not the Jess-­in-­Paris scenario of her daydreams.

			‘Madame? You are okay?’

			She’s not sure what’s more mortifying – that she’s trashed the brasserie’s glassware, forced an octogenarian from his seat in alarm, or that the sexy waiter is now crouching beside her, so close she can smell his peppery cologne.

			‘I am so sorry – je suis désolée!’ she cries as he presses a clean napkin to her bleeding hand and helps her back into her chair.

			‘Not at all! It was an accident, I am sure.’ He has brought a dustpan and brush and sweeps up the broken pieces, then glances her way with a humorously waggling eyebrow. ‘I think? Or maybe you hate that glass and want to destroy it? Stupid, bad glass!’

			Despite everything, she laughs. ‘Stupid, bad person,’ she corrects him, pointing at herself.

			‘Not at all, Madame. Not at all.’ He gestures to where she has taken over pressing the napkin to her bloodied hand. ‘One moment and I will be back to look at that.’

			She sits there trying to gather herself, then thinks to glance across at the crêperie, where she sees the man in the brown suit still gazing in her direction. Even at this distance, the tilt of his head conveys worry. Seeing her look, he holds up a thumb with a questioning expression, and she smiles weakly, nodding. Honestly, she should just accept that she will never pass as a cool person, full stop. The only consolation is that she is far from home and won’t ever have to see any of these people again.

			The waiter reappears, complete with first aid kit, and sits at the table opposite her. ‘May I?’ he asks, pointing at her hand.

			She nods, taking a deep breath as he peels away the bloody napkin and begins to gently clean it. ‘You will not die,’ he informs her solemnly and she gulps a laugh that’s almost a sob. ‘No hospital for you today, Madame.’

			‘Thank you,’ she says, feeling like a child again as he tears open a plaster then sticks it carefully into place.

			‘Voilà. Okay? Ahh, and look, here is your food arriving.’

			A second waiter has appeared, setting down a bronze, oozing croque-­monsieur, along with a metal beaker of golden fries. The first waiter takes another glass from an empty table nearby and fills it with water. ‘Everything will be okay now, I think, yes?’ he says, one of his gorgeous eyebrows raised. She nods appreciatively, breathing in the smell of her lunch, and he gives a little bow, before leaving her to it.

			The croque is fantastically cheesy, the chips perfectly cooked. For a few moments, she refuses to think about anything else while she tucks in. Everything will be okay now, I think, yes? she hears the waiter say in her head once more, his conviction touching. And for the moment at least, he’s right. She’s in Paris, after all. The sun is shining. The elderly man in the brown suit gets up from his table, waving at her before embarking on a slow trudge across the square. She waves back, already feeling better. She’s the luckiest woman in the world, she tells herself.

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			After her restorative cheese toastie and chips – somehow it sounds way more sophisticated when you call it croque-­monsieur et frites – Jess spends the rest of the afternoon back at the hotel, transcribing her recorded conversation. Even now, with many interviews under her belt, the sound of her own voice makes her cringe, and especially so this time, hearing the nervous wobble in her first few questions. It’s dissatisfying too, listening again to how ­Adelaide parries any difficult subjects with a practised air, closing the door time after time. Meanwhile, there’s Jess politely accepting the conversational dead ends instead of challenging them. A better journalist would have pushed harder at the brick wall, she tells herself with a sigh. A better journalist wouldn’t have let herself get so rattled by the glamour, the dog, ­Adelaide’s perma-­frown.

			There’s also the fact that they have completely different personalities. Unlike Jess, ­Adelaide seems . . . well, pretty dour, to be frank. Bitter. On hearing about her rambunctious, noisy East End childhood, Jess had thought wistfully of her own quieter upbringing and said, ‘That must have been lovely and cosy, so many of you in the family,’ only for ­Adelaide to stare at her as if she were mad. ‘Cosy?’ she repeated witheringly. ‘There was no central heating back then, Jessica. We couldn’t even afford firewood half the time.’ Jess had gulped, feeling misunderstood. ‘I just meant . . .’ but ­Adelaide was shaking her head. ‘It wasn’t cosy,’ she said flatly, as if that was the end of it.

			Still, there’s plenty of time for them to get to know each other better, she reminds herself. They have sessions together every weekday, and then, on Friday afternoon, Jess will go home, finish her sample chapter and deliver it by the close of this weekend. Hopefully she can write something that’s good enough to clinch her the gig – and if that means avoiding romanticising ­Adelaide’s life with words like ‘cosy’, then game on.

			When she next looks up from her laptop and notepad, it’s seven o’clock and her eyes are starting to ache. She needs some fresh air and sustenance, she thinks, stretching as she rises from her small desk. Having changed into a pretty top and cropped trousers, she heads down the many flights of stairs once more.

			‘Bonsoir, monsieur,’ she calls to the man on reception in passing, only for him to reply with ‘Good evening, Madame.’ She’ll keep working on him, she vows, smiling to herself.

			Outside in the Marais, the tropical afternoon has become a balmy evening. The buildings are the colour of pale honey as the sun sinks lower in the sky, and the streets are bustling with couples, families, and groups of friends seeking out bars and restaurants, entertainment for the night ahead. Jess feels her worries lift as she wends her way towards the river and absorbs the light-­hearted mood around her. She crosses Pont des Arts then strolls along the Left Bank beneath the trees, remembering an evening when she’d walked hand in hand down here with Georges. He had taken her first to an exhibition at the Palais des expositions des Beaux-­Arts, followed by dinner at Les Deux Magots, a former hangout for luminaries such as Joyce, Sartre and Picasso. ‘And now – us, too!’ he’d said, raising his glass of red wine with a wink, apparently enjoying her starstruck expression.

			Oh, Georges. Tall handsome Georges, with his sculpted jaw and sexy accent. Aged twenty-­eight to her unworldly twenty-­two, he had seemed like a real man compared to the immature student-­types she’d dated before. Of all the iconic places to meet a gorgeous Frenchman, they’d first struck up conversation while browsing the shelves of Shakespeare and Company, the famous bookshop, not far from here. A good-­tempered discussion about whether or not Hemingway was a dick (conclusion: yes) led to his suggestion of a drink, and then . . . Well, by then she was already hooked, and drowning in his expressive brown eyes.

			Like an idiot, she glances around hopefully, on the off-­chance that he might be walking towards her now, their destinies colliding once more. In all the years since, she has never dated anyone as cultured or as attractive or as plain old masculine as Georges. Is he still here in the city? she wonders, with a pang for her youth, and his too. He has probably married a stunning Frenchwoman who gives him blow jobs whenever he tilts an eyebrow at her. Jess can imagine their chic flat in an achingly cool district, with art on the walls and masses of bohemian friends who drop in for intellectual conversation. Well, good luck to him.
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