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For my mom, who taught me that love is something you do every day, and my dad, who taught me to work hard and dream big.


Neither of you should ever, ever read this.




 


 


 


 


 


Dear Reader,


Thank you so much for purchasing this book. It is an honour to have people willing to take a chance on me with both their valuable time and their hard-earned money. It is my sincerest hope that in exchange I will provide you with a true escape from the everyday pressures of life. Breaking Love (Book 2 of the Full Hearts series) is a romantic, sexy journey about starting over, taking a leap of faith and finding a family.


Those of you who read my debut novel, Break in Two (Book 1 of the Full Hearts series), have already met Luc, the leading man in this new story. This is not a sequel as such, but rather picks up where Luc left off in Break in Two. All of my novels are stand-alone stories with characters that are featured in the other Full Hearts books.


I hope that you will find yourself lost in Luc and Megan’s story and that you will fall in love with them as much as I have. On the following page is a list of the songs that inspired me as I wrote. I am sharing them with you in the hope that they will enhance your experience of Breaking Love.


Happy reading,


MJ




 


 


 


 


 


Breaking Love Playlist


“These Arms of Mine” by Otis Redding


“Skyscraper” by Demi Lovato


“One Thing” by Finger Eleven


“Stay” by Lisa Loeb


“Fade Into You” by Mazzy Star


“Flowers in December” by Mazzy Star


“Come Away with Me” by Norah Jones


“I Will Be” by Leona Lewis



ONE

London—New Year’s Eve

Rain nightclub exploded with the sounds of champagne corks popping all around as the crowd finished their countdown. As off-key strains of “Auld Lang Syne” filled the room, Luc Chevalier stood silently looking out the window to the balcony, where Claire Hatley and the love of her life, Cole Mitchell, held each other and kissed passionately. It was obvious Cole had just proposed as they embraced and when she stared down at her now-adorned ring finger. Luc felt a little like a voyeur, watching their tender exchange, but he couldn’t look away. Why would anyone ever want to do such a thing? What would it be like to love someone so much that you lost all sense of good judgment and tied yourself down for the rest of your days? He had heard that being in love created the same chemical reaction in one’s brain as heroin, which was the only thing that made sense to him about the whole affair.

His thoughts were interrupted by Simone Pelletier, his long-time friend and assistant, as she handed him a flute of champagne.

“Tiens . . .” she said. “You look lost in thought.” She had noticed him staring at the romantic scene unfolding on the balcony outside.

Luc shook his head as if to clear his thoughts. “I was just thinking we should put tables out there for the warmer months.”

Simone gave him a skeptical look. “Are you sure you aren’t watching the happy couple out there? It looks more like you’re starting to regret not settling down to domestic boredom.”

“You know me much better than that, Simone. I should go check on the kitchen. I want them to bring around more hors d’oeuvres.” Luc gave Simone a quick peck on the cheek and moved briskly away.

Simone’s heart fluttered at his kiss, as it did each time she saw him. She had fallen for him at her job interview six years ago, but the feeling wasn’t reciprocated by her boss. Simone exhaled sharply as she watched his powerful frame make its way through the crowd. In her time as his assistant, she had felt like she had one foot in heaven and one in hell at all times. She was closer to him than any other woman ever would be; he shared his days, dreams and plans with her, but never his bed. She had watched helplessly as he courted other women, falling in and out of lust with them, each time wishing she would be next.

Two years earlier, Simone had gotten extremely drunk at a staff Christmas party and made her move, but Luc had turned her down, saying he would never take advantage of a drunken woman. When they came back to work three days later, she had slunk into the office, fully mortified. Luc had done his best to ease her mind while also managing to make it clear that she was far too important as his assistant and friend to ruin things by becoming lovers. Simone’s heart had cracked at his words, although she managed to laugh it off, making it seem like the other night had been a momentary lapse in judgment brought on by too much wine. She tried to tell herself eventually he would realize they were meant for each other and they would be together forever. But after so many years of pretending she also was anti-marriage, nothing had changed between them. She was starting to lose hope anything ever would.

* * *

A few minutes later as he exited the kitchen, Luc saw Claire and Cole walking to the front door, arms wrapped around each other. Luc was surprised by an unfamiliar feeling creeping over him. He couldn’t quite place it, but he realized it had something to do with not getting what he wanted. This was a new experience for him and not a welcome one at that. Luc knew Claire only slightly, having first met her on a flight from New York to London two months earlier. He had gone out with her only once, and she had left after only a few minutes, having been highly offended by his views on her previous relationship with Cole. Now that relationship was whisking her out the door. As much as he regretted not sleeping with her, he hoped for Claire’s sake things would work out between them.

He needed to distract himself from this unsettling feeling. He was a man who was used to being in control of everything, including his emotions. He was used to feeling one of two ways: satisfied or restless. Most of the time, he was exceedingly gratified by his choices and his success, but there was always an undercurrent of restlessness which he attributed his wealth to. He was always ready for the next challenge, the next conquest, never one to sit back and enjoy his accomplishments but rather ever spurred on to the next challenge.

Luc quickly shifted his thinking to the successful nightclub empire he was building, with Rain as the crown jewel. Of the eight clubs he owned, this one was by far the most profitable. Everything had come together beautifully to create this enormous success. Rain had the right location and the right decor, and he had hired the right people to run it for him. He had learned the hard way, through trial and error, how to make a business thrive. Between his clubs and his real estate holdings, his fortune at age forty-one was large enough for him to have shed any concerns about price tags years ago. He had almost forgotten what it was like to grow up poor.

His lifestyle was fast-paced—full of travel, sex, parties and very little sleep; it was a life he never intended to give up. Luc was always going somewhere and rarely stayed more than two weeks at a time at home in Paris. His was not exactly a lifestyle that would allow a long-term relationship to thrive. He had been with a succession of beautiful women but it always ended the same way. Eventually they wanted more than he could give. He wasn’t home enough, he wasn’t attentive enough and once they realized he really didn’t want to get married and have children, they would leave to go find their dreams. He wasn’t a man who was ever going to become transformed into husband material. Luc Chevalier was going to remain unattached; he had yet to meet his match and he doubted her existence. When he did find a woman he admired enough to see on a regular basis, she would inevitably become jealous of all the women he was surrounded by at work, and they would start fighting. It had all grown so predictable that it bored him to tears at times.

* * *

Three hours later, Luc sat alone in his office, sipping a Scotch and regretting that he had given up smoking over a decade ago. He could use a cigarette right now as he pondered his reaction to seeing Claire again. He chalked it up to being tired and having not slept enough recently. Deciding to give up on his attempts at getting paperwork done, he finished his Scotch in one unceremonious gulp and grabbed his long wool coat. He shut his office door behind him and walked across the nightclub to the front door. It now looked like a typhoon had hit—party favours, confetti, napkins and glasses strewn everywhere. A few balloons floated along the floor as he strode past them, creating a breeze. Luc had let the staff go home without cleaning up; they had worked hard and deserved the time off. The considerable mess could be handled the next day. As he stepped into the cold night air and locked up the club, he became aware of how quiet the world seemed. It was the start of a new year and Luc couldn’t shake the uncomfortable feeling that something was about to change.

Boulder, Colorado

Megan Sullivan, having just added another log to the coals, flopped down onto the couch in front of her fireplace. Elliott was now asleep in his bed. He had been fighting to stay awake until midnight but had finally lost the battle and nodded off on the couch. She had carried him up the stairs to his room and tucked him in with his favourite blue teddy bear. Now back in the living room, Megan picked up the bowl of popcorn she had made earlier in the evening and flipped the TV on, looking for something to distract her.

This was the worst time of the day for her—right after Elliott went to sleep. It was when the loneliness would wash over her like a wave during high tide. In the past five and a half years since she had left Ian, this time of day hadn’t gotten easier, and there were times when she was surprised by just how empty she still felt. She and Elliott were better off without him, a fact Ian himself would agree with. His addiction to OxyContin and alcohol had ended not only his marriage but his baseball career as well. What had started as relief for a painful shoulder injury and subsequent surgery had taken over his life, changing it forever. Megan had tried desperately to get him help, but he had spiralled out of control in spite of her best efforts. She had been horrified to discover that no amount of love would fix him. Unless Ian wanted to get better, he never would—and until he did, he wasn’t fit to be a father to their son.

Megan had pushed forward with her life without Ian, raising their son with the help of her mother, Helen. She picked up the phone to call her mother, who was visiting Megan’s older brother, Mark, in Portland.

Her mother answered the phone on the third ring. “Hi, sweetie! Happy new year!”

“Happy new year, Mom. How is Portland?”

“It’s been terrific, except that I miss you and Elliott terribly. I sure wish you had come with me.”

“I know, Mom. I would have loved to have been there, but Mark and Lenna and the kids need to have you all to themselves for a while. We get you all the time.”

“It probably sounds silly, but a week just feels like so long not to see you both. How’s Elliott?”

“He’s fine. I took him tobogganing with a few of the boys from his class today, so that was fun.”

“Any of those boys have single dads?”

Megan groaned. “No, Mom. They are all married, and even if they weren’t, I’m not looking, remember? I’m really, really not looking for a man. I’m starting to worry about your memory because you keep asking me that. We might need to take you in to the doctor to have you checked.”

“Okay, I get it. You want me to back off. A mother can hope, can’t she? I just want to see you happy.”

“Oh, please! You just want more grandkids.”

“Is there anything wrong with that?”

“Yes, and I seriously need you to drop it. Bug Mark and Lenna if you want more grandkids. I’m done. I’ve been burned once and I’m not going to let it happen again.”

“You act like it isn’t even possible for you to find the right man. It’s ridiculous. You are letting one bad apple spoil the bunch. There are plenty of wonderful men out there who would be happy to be with a beautiful girl like you.”

Megan let out a loud sigh. “Mom, can you just let it go already? I’m so sick of this conversation. We’ve been having it for years and you haven’t been able to convince me yet.”

“Is it so wrong for a mother to want to see her daughter happy?”

“I am happy, Mom. Trust me. I have a very full life.”

“Oh, really? Then why are you in your flannel pyjamas already and sitting there alone, watching TV on New Year’s Eve?” Helen asked, not willing to give up yet.

Megan looked down at her plaid PJs. Damn it. “Because I want to be at home watching TV rather than out on some blind date with a guy who is going to text me a photo of his penis while we’re having appetizers.”

“That happened once, Megan, and you need to let it go. That guy was an idiot but that doesn’t mean they all are.”

“You know, Mom, I didn’t call to hear the ‘you need a man’ speech. I called to wish you a happy new year.”

“Alright, I’m sorry. Happy new year, my girl.”

“Love you, even though you make me nuts.”

“I love you, even though you won’t give me more grandkids.”

“I’m hanging up now, Helen.”

“See you in two days.”

“Safe journey, Mom.”

“Good night, sweetie,” Helen said as she hung up.

Megan sighed as she got up and wandered over to the kitchen. She opened a box of Turtles that was sitting on the counter and shoved one into her mouth, followed quickly by another, filling each cheek with gooey chocolate. I couldn’t do that with a man standing in front of me.

Staring out the window at the falling snow, Megan was suddenly overcome with a deep sense of frustration. The snow meant she would have to shovel her large driveway and long sidewalk again the next morning, a chore she hated. It was one thing that always made her feel so single, and not in the independently sexy way her best friend Harper was. Megan was single as the result of a tragedy. Her dream of raising a family and growing old with her husband had been stolen out from under her before she had gotten little more than a taste of it. For the most part, she had managed to forget how she got where she was and instead made the best of the life she had now.

However, the snow piling up outside reminded her of that tragedy. It was just one of the small ways that having a husband would have made her life easier. There were lots of things she had learned to manage on her own over the years. Jobs she had no interest in learning but had to do anyway. She had taught herself how to change the oil in her lawn mower and the battery in her car. Each autumn found her shakily climbing a ladder to clean out the gutters. But it was more than that. She no longer had that person with whom to share everything. All of her hopes, dreams, failures and successes were handled alone, as were the joys and burdens of parenthood. She had no one to share her financial worries with, either. Ian worked sporadically as a baseball coach for various minor league teams. He sent some money when he could, but it was never much. They had taken a huge fall—from living the dreams a major league baseball player’s salary afforded them to living a much more humble existence. When Ian did manage to convince someone he could work, his drug addiction ate up much of what he earned, leaving little for him to send to Megan and Elliott.

As she stared out the window, she made a resolution. She would find a way to make enough money in the coming year to hire out some of the jobs she hated doing. Shovelling was first on her list. She had long ago stopped wishing for the companionship of a man, but she could sure as hell pay someone to do all the minor things she couldn’t stand doing anymore. Yes, that would help take the sting out of it a little.

As she bit down into another chocolate, causing caramel to drip over her bottom lip and onto her chin, her mind wandered back to her conversation with her mother. She was completely fed up with everyone she knew trying to set her up or talk her into dating again. If it wasn’t her mom or a friend, it was an insecure married acquaintance who wanted her husband nowhere near Megan, even though Megan was certainly never going to be a threat to anyone’s marriage. She wasn’t interested in dating a single man, let alone starting up with a married one and adding an incredible mound of complications to her already overburdened existence.

On nights like tonight she was still furious at Ian for needing the drugs more than he had needed her and their son. She was sick to death of her mom pressuring her to get married again and have more kids. As much as Megan loved her, it was a conversation she would happily never have again.

Her mom was one to talk, anyway, having had virtually no dating experience herself. She had married Megan’s dad straight out of high school, and they had quickly had three kids. He worked for the post office, and she stayed at home. He had retired at fifty-five and they had spent four years travelling until he died suddenly of a heart attack. In the three years since his death, Helen had made no moves of her own to find love. She busied herself helping Meg with Elliott and volunteering as a literacy coach, insisting that she was too old to start over with a new man.

Megan reached for another chocolate in the now-empty top tray. She had polished it off without noticing.

“Shit,” she muttered as she put the lid back on the box. She decided to leave the bottom tray intact until tomorrow.

She poured herself a glass of red wine and checked to make sure the back door was locked before making her way up to her bedroom, turning off lights as she went. She decided a nice, long hot bath was the way to ring in the new year. Setting the wine glass down on the edge of the tub, she ran the water and added some lavender bath oil, then lit a few candles and switched off the light before getting undressed.

She caught her reflection in the mirror as she walked over to the tub. At thirty-five, she still looked much closer to thirty than forty. She was tall and slender, with angel-blond hair cut just above her shoulders in a classic bob. Her skin was ivory, her face heart-shaped, lending a fullness to her otherwise slender frame. Her body showed hardly any signs of her having had a child, other than a now-faded line across her lower abdomen from the C-section incision. She had been lucky enough not to gain much weight when she was pregnant with Elliott, and her breasts had remained relatively perky. She knew that she was attractive, having received her fair share of male attention since she was a teenager. None of that mattered to her anymore, however. Whatever currency her beauty had earned her as a younger woman was now irrelevant. Megan would just as soon be utterly plain in order to avoid advances from the opposite sex.

Her looks had gotten her into the arms of a major league baseball player; her fun-loving and caring nature had secured her there. In the end, relying on a man to take care of her had ended in disaster. If the experience with Ian had taught her anything, it was to stand on her own two feet, to support herself and to never again rely on someone else to look after her. There was no trace of the carefree, quick-to-laugh woman she once had been. Megan had replaced her with someone strong, independent and hardened.

She had books, wine, baths and BOB, her battery-operated boyfriend, to keep her company. None of them would ever leave the toilet seat up, forget to call when they were out of town or develop a serious drug problem. She had already gone years without a man, and she preferred to keep it that way. As she slid into the soothingly hot water, she felt her frustrations start to dissolve and her body begin to relax. She would find a way to pay for what she wanted from a husband—help around the house. The rest she would leave for women who still believed in fairy tales.



TWO


“What do you think? Does it look a little bit like a cat?”


“Nope. I think you made Mickey Mouse again, Mom,” answered Elliott, who was standing on a stool beside the stove.


Megan stared down at the large pancake in the pan. “I think you’re right, buddy. You know, if you would just ask for Mickey every time, I’d have an almost one-hundred-percent accuracy rate.”


Elliott grinned at his mother. “What would be the fun in that?”


“The fun would be in the feeling of victory I would have at getting it right every time. Now, go rinse the raspberries, already. They’ve been sitting in the sink calling your name for ten minutes now.”


“Okey-dokey. But I get extra syrup because it’s a new year,” Elliott proclaimed as he climbed down and moved his stool to the kitchen sink.


“Since when is that a tradition? Besides, I decided your New Year’s resolution should be to give up sugar.”


“What?! No way! Sugar is my favourite food group. I can’t live without it.” His eyes were wide, showing his distress at the thought.


Megan smiled at him. “That’s because you are exactly like your mother. Alright, extra syrup, but only because you’re going to help me shovel us out of here today.”


The phone rang before Elliott could start complaining. “I’ll get it!”


Each time the phone rang, it broke Megan’s heart a little. She knew Elliott was secretly hoping it was his dad, even though he would deny it if she asked. They hadn’t heard from Ian over Christmas, even though he had promised to come up from Florida to see Elliott during the holiday. Megan could tell it wasn’t him as soon as Elliott heard the voice on the other end. She watched as his face fell a little, wishing she hadn’t allowed her son to hold out so much hope that his father would ever be a bigger part of his life.


“Hi, Auntie Harper,” he said, trying to sound enthusiastic. “Where are you today?”


There was a pause, and then Elliott said, “Good. Santa brought me a new toboggan and Lego Hobbit stuff.”


“Thank her for the Wii game,” Megan whispered to her son.


“Oh, my mom said I have to thank you for the Wii game.” He paused again. “Yeah, she is bossy. She says that’s how moms are supposed to be.”


Megan took the phone from him. “Go wash the berries,” she whispered to him. “Hello, Harper! How was your New Year’s Eve extravaganza?”


Harper Young, who had been Megan’s best friend since high school, spoke in her usual lively tone. “It was great until some total asshat lawyer got a little too handsy. Other than that, New Year’s Eve in New York is amazing. How was yours?”


“Pretty quiet, just the way I like it.”


“Liar. You’re trying to convince yourself that you like it quiet. I know better. I saw you as a teenager.”


“Well, I grew up—unlike some people,” Megan replied, cradling the phone against her neck so she could pour another scoop of batter into the pan.


“You didn’t grow up. You got old. You’re like an eighty-year-old in a hot, young body. Which brings me to my New Year’s resolution—to get you laid.”


“Oh, for . . .” Megan wanted to swear but had to censor herself with Elliott in the room. “Seriously, not necessary. Thank you for the offer, though.”


“Oh, it’s happening, lady! You are coming with me to Paris! I’m running a photo shoot there in three weeks and you’re coming with me. Anita Wolfe is shooting. I told her about you and she said to bring you along and she’d be happy to give you a few pointers! Seriously, Megs, you’ll learn a ton watching her!”


“Okay, first of all, you seem to be forgetting I have a child, so I can’t just up and leave for Paris whenever the whim strikes me. Second, I don’t exactly have a lot of money to spend on trips. Third, I’m not a fashion photographer; I do weddings and family stuff, which is completely different.”


“You’re coming. I already talked to your mom. She’s going to stay at your place. It’s only four days. Elliott will be just fine without you. As far as money is concerned, you’re staying in my suite and your flight will be covered because I told the magazine I’m trialling you as my new assistant, so the trip is virtually free. I’ve taken away all of your excuses.”


“You talked to my mom? Harper . . . I really can’t.”


“Meg, you haven’t gone anywhere with me in, like, forever! You always say you will and then you never do. The only time we see each other is when I come to your place. I miss my best friend. Please come. Please, please, please . . .”


Despite Megan’s slight annoyance with her friend, she couldn’t help but smile a little at her perseverance. “Harper, you’re making me feel guilty. I just can’t. Three weeks from now Elliott has a class field trip I volunteered for, and he needs me here.”


“Grandma can come,” Elliott interjected. “You should go have fun, Mom.”


Megan gave her son an exasperated look.


Harper could hear his loud voice and chimed in. “See, even your son has more sense than you. He knows you need a break. Four days and then I promise to deposit you right back into Dullsville.”


“How long of a reprieve will I get from the guilt trips if I agree to come?”


“A year.”


“Two.”


“One and a half, no guilting or trying to get you laid. Pinky swear.”


“No deal. Four days and then you stay off my back about both things for two full years.”


“Oh my God! I can’t believe you agreed to it!” Harper shrieked into the phone.


Elliott heard and started dancing around the kitchen, yelling, “Four days of TV and junk food and staying up late!”


Megan held the phone away from her ear and rolled her eyes at the pair of them.




THREE


Paris—Two Weeks Later


Luc walked into his apartment and tossed his car keys onto the table in the entranceway. He had just gotten home from a long dinner with friends and even though it was late, he was wide awake. He wandered from room to room in his expansive penthouse, trying to find something to do. He was restless in a way that he hadn’t been in years. Somehow, lately his business ventures weren’t holding his interest like they used to. He walked over to the bar in the living room and poured himself a Scotch. Standing by the window, staring out at one of the best views in Paris, he sipped his drink.


He wandered over to his bedroom, taking off his tie and shirt as he walked. He finished undressing and took a long, hot shower, letting the water rush over his muscular body. There was no reason for him to feel dissatisfied with his life. He had everything a man could want—money, power, excitement, women. So why was he feeling so edgy? He towelled off and made his way over to the bed, slipping under the covers completely nude. He decided that the next morning he would schedule a kickboxing session. It had been a few days since he had been to the gym. Exercising always made him feel better.


Maybe he needed to find another woman to be with. It had been a while since he had shared his bed with anyone, and it felt large and empty to him as he tossed and turned. He lay awake for another hour, reminding himself of all the reasons he intended to remain single.


Boulder


Megan rushed to her son’s school to pick him up. She had been at a client’s house, photographing their new baby all afternoon. The baby girl was tiny, having been born three weeks early. Megan had felt a stab of yearning as she picked her up and positioned her in different poses. She would have liked to have had more children, especially a little girl of her own. As she drove, she thought about what her life would have been like if Ian hadn’t gotten injured. Would they still be together? Maybe with more children?


One thing was for certain—they would have more money. As it was, Megan got by, but there wasn’t enough for any extras. As soon as she had realized the extent of Ian’s addiction, she had convinced him to put their large home in Atlanta up for sale. They had split the proceeds and she had moved back to Colorado to be with her family, purchasing a modest home for herself and Elliott. Ian had stayed in Atlanta and ridden out the remainder of his contract before being let go by the ball club.


She knew it was pointless to think about what could have been. Nothing was going to change what had happened. Ian had been a hard drinker before his injury and it was possible they wouldn’t have made it anyway. As she stopped in front of the school, she saw her little boy’s face light up. He waved enthusiastically at her, not seeming to be at all upset that she was a few minutes late. She grinned back at him and all her self-pity dissolved in an instant.


* * *


That night as she stared into her closet, a sudden sense of dread came over Megan. She realized she had nothing to wear that would allow her to fit in with the fashion-conscious Parisians. She was going to stick out like a sore thumb—or rather, a frumpy one. There was no way she could justify new clothes for just a short trip. Her entire wardrobe had been purchased to be comfortable and functional. She had a classic style, but it was on a tight budget and was far too casual for Paris. Her closet consisted mainly of black shirts and jeans. She definitely didn’t have the right shoes, boots or coats to wear, and her only purse looked tattered to her as she stared down at it on her bed. She normally didn’t give much thought to what she wore, but now that she was going to the fashion capital of the world, her heart sank at the thought of how out of place she was going to feel.


Shit, she thought, I do not want to do this.


She was second-guessing her decision to even go to France in the first place. In the week before her trip, in addition to packing, she needed to stock up on food for her mom and Elliott, clean the house and make sure the laundry was done, and find a neighbour to shovel the driveway. It was a week’s worth of work just to go on a trip for four nights. At the moment, it seemed like a bit too much. She decided to go to bed early and tackle the wardrobe issue after a good night’s sleep.


Paris—One Week Later


Megan walked down the long hall to the arrivals area at Charles de Gaulle Airport, pulling her suitcase behind her, finally allowing a little flicker of excitement to start building inside her. She knew that Harper would be here to greet her, having insisted on taking time away from her meetings at the Paris office. Even though Harper had tried to brush it off as no big deal, Megan knew that as a fashion director stationed at Style’s head office in New York, her friend’s time when she was here was precious. As she scanned the waiting crowd, she spotted Harper rushing over with her arms open. Megan broke into a huge grin at seeing her best friend, and the two gave each other a long hug.


“Oh, I missed my friend,” Harper said as she pulled back from Megan. She was the picture of sophistication in her black riding boots and fitted tan pants. She wore a short black-velvet riding jacket and her auburn hair fell in curls down her back. She was as tall as Megan but with generous curves accented by her choice of clothing.


Megan felt horribly underdressed in her best jeans, scuffed low-heeled boots and old wool coat. “I missed you too. God, look at you. You are so fashion-forward compared to my fashion-flawed. I am not going to fit in here very well, am I?”


Harper grabbed Megan’s arm with both hands and squealed in delight. “Oh, yes you are! Our first stop is the Style office. I have to go pick up the wardrobe for the shoot. We’re going shopping in Style’s closet, only it is so much better because it’s free and the world’s best will be there to dress you.”


“I’m size eight, Harper, not size zero. Nothing there is going to fit me.”


“You’re a six, not an eight—none of your clothes fit you properly. It doesn’t matter anyway. They have lots of sizes for celebrity shoots. This is going to be the most fun ever!” Harper linked arms with Megan and they started walking to the exit.


* * *


Four hours later, they arrived at the hotel. Megan was too exhilarated by her new wardrobe to feel any exhaustion from the long trip. Harper had managed to sneak her five new outfits, complete with coats, purses, jewellery and footwear. As they stepped out of the cab, Megan felt like a new woman in a full-length, dark red wool coat; black, wide-leg pants; and a sexy pair of pointed-toe, high-heeled black boots. She wore a chunky gold necklace and her hands were cozy in long, ruched black lambskin gloves.


Everyone at Style had been incredibly kind to Megan. Harper had even managed to find a new set of hard-sided luggage for her, left over from a shoot several weeks earlier. They had managed to cram it with Megan’s new clothes as well as most of what she had brought from home. Harper had given Megan’s well-worn purse, suitcase and carry-on to an intern to dispose of. She had practically screamed with disgust when she saw the ratty white cotton briefs and beige bra Megan had packed.


“What. The. Fuck. Are. These?” she asked, holding up a pair of panties with one finger, as if they were diseased.


“Put those back!” Megan hissed. “They’re very comfortable.”


“And they’re garbage. Our next stop is to get you some good lingerie, my friend. Matching, lacy, underwire, push-up, sexy stuff. You’re going to feel like a whole new woman.”


After a stop at an upscale lingerie shop, they made their way to the hotel. As Megan looked up at the tall old hotel, she realized Harper had been right. It was as though the world was full of possibilities again. Today, Megan was no longer just an ordinary single mom with another average day to look forward to. She was a young, sexy woman in Paris, of all places! For once in her life, she had the right wardrobe and she had four luxurious days to be whoever she wanted to be—four days without any responsibilities whatsoever, and she intended to make them count.


Once they were inside, the hotel manager met them at the elevator. He turned to Harper. “Bonjour, Mademoiselle Young. You will let me know if you need anything.”


“As always. Thank you.” She smiled.


When they got into the elevator, Megan turned to her friend. “He knows you by name. Did you ever imagine you’d have this life when we were in Mr. Dumphrey’s math class?”


“Honey, that’s all I did in his class. That’s why I barely passed tenth grade.” Harper laughed.


“Well, my friend, you have arrived and I can tell you that this whole life is a world apart from mine. We aren’t even on the same planet, as far as I can tell,” Megan replied with a smile.


As they walked down the long hall to Harper’s suite, Megan couldn’t help but savour the feeling of the incredibly plush carpet that lined the corridor. Excitement built in her, anticipation at what the room would be like if the hall had such a sense of grandeur. “So, what’s on the agenda tonight?”


“We’re going to hit a club tonight for a work thing I have to go to. Should be fun. Loads of hot guys. I thought you might want to rest first. Maybe we can order some room service for dinner and chill for a while?” Harper unlocked the double doors to the suite and pulled one of Megan’s suitcases inside.


Megan grinned. “I’m up for the party but I have no intention of resting. Now that I’m here, I think I should make the most of it. Really have some fun.”


“Well, look at you! Ms. Responsibility has done a one-eighty to Party Girl! I love it! Come on, let’s put your things in your room.”


Megan was too busy gawking at the incredible room to respond to what her friend was saying. “Wow! Do you get this suite each time you come to Paris?”


“I used to, but not anymore. Budgets have tightened up big time. I had to pull a few strings for this. I wanted to give you the full glamour experience.”


The suite was bright and airy, with an expansive living room in the centre and French doors leading out to a large balcony. Classic French furnishings, including a white couch, loveseat and chairs, were scattered throughout the room, creating several seating areas. A round dining table sat in the corner with a huge bouquet of flowers on top. Two hallways flanked the entrance, each leading to a bedroom with its own ensuite. Oversized bouquets of white flowers could be found in each room.


“Oh my God, Harper! This is too much. I mean, I love it—it is complete luxury—but you really didn’t have to go to such trouble, seriously,” Megan exclaimed as they deposited her bags in what was to be her bedroom.


“Honestly, it was no big deal. Just a little sweet talking when I checked in last night and a couple of tiny favours for the hotel manager.”


When they reached the living room again, Megan wandered over to the balcony doors to admire the view. “Ack! You can see the Eiffel Tower from here! I’m really here! In friggin’ Paris! With you!”


“I know! I’ve been as giddy as a schoolgirl for days, knowing you were coming,” Harper replied, matching her friend’s enthusiasm. Grabbing a bottle of champagne from the mini-bar, Harper held it up. “Shall we?”


“I believe we shall,” Megan answered, clapping her hands with delight.


Two hours later, the pair were sitting at the dining table, eating supper and giggling hysterically.


“God, I’ve missed you, Megan,” Harper said, after she finally recovered from their latest bout of laughter.


“I’ve missed you too,” Megan answered. “I can’t remember the last time I laughed this hard. I bet it was when you came to visit in the summer.”


“Me too. I just never get this silly with my new friends. They just aren’t the same, somehow,” Harper said. As she spoke, her cellphone buzzed. “Speaking of new friends, I think we should start getting ready. I wish we could hang out here, but I have to put in an appearance tonight.”


Megan wrinkled her nose. “Should I really go with you? I could just stay here and hit the sack early.”


“Are you kidding me? No way! It’ll be fun, I promise.”


“It’s just that it’s a work function for you and I don’t want you to feel like you have to babysit me all night.”


“I will be happy to have you with me! Besides, I could never live with myself if I let you miss out on all the men!” Harper gave her a wide-eyed grin.


“I am NOT interested in the guys, so give it up already,” Megan responded.


“Oh, fuuucck! Don’t go all dull on me now.”


“Hey, I’m here to dance and drink and laugh and fully enjoy not being responsible for anyone, but I really don’t need to bone some stranger while I’m here.”


“Yeah, you do!”


“Oh, fuck off!” Megan exclaimed, pushing Harper playfully on the arm as they stood to get ready.


“Oh, you’re so going to get laid while you are here. That’s a promise!” Harper laughed as she walked down the hall to her room.


“Am not! So forget about it already!” Megan called back to her.


Megan opened the new suitcases and selected a sleeveless, black, jersey-knit minidress with an asymmetrical neckline that showed off her shoulders and willowy arms. She tossed it on the bed and quickly took a shower, then dried her hair. She put it up in a twist at the back, leaving a few pieces framing her face. A minute later, Harper walked in, fully dressed and ready to go.


“You’re fast!” Megan exclaimed.


“You learn to be when you’re in my line of work. Let me do your makeup,” Harper said, holding up her cosmetics case.


“Okay, thanks.” Megan smiled at her friend.


She sat on the bed while Harper worked on her quietly, paying careful attention to every detail.


“You really are beautiful, Meg,” she commented. “You totally could have been a model if you had wanted.”


Megan rolled her eyes. “Sure, sure.”


“I’m serious. I know what I’m talking about. You’re gorgeous and you have a smokin’ hot bod too.”


Megan shrugged. “I know. I’m the shit.” The pair giggled at her tongue-in-cheek response.


“Okay, time for the big reveal. Go look in the mirror!” Harper watched excitedly as her friend turned to see herself.


“Wow! How did you do that? I look hot!” Megan turned back to her friend, her face shining with pride. “I never knew I could wear red lipstick. I thought I’d look like a clown.”


Harper handed her the lipstick, then started to pack up her makeup case. “You just need the right shade. Keep it.”


“Well, I’ll use it for tonight, anyway.” Megan dropped it into the clutch she had been given earlier in the day, then looked up at her friend. “Harper, thank you so much for this trip and the clothes and the luggage. I hate to admit you were right, but I really did need this. It’s been a long time since I’ve treated myself to more than a good book and some cheap wine,” Megan said as she put her cellphone into her clutch.


Harper put her arm around her friend and gave her a squeeze. “I know, sweetie. If anyone needs to be spoiled, it’s you. You’ve worked so hard being everything for Elliott for the past seven years. You need to find Megan the woman again, not just Megan the mom.”


“I do,” she agreed. “Now let’s see if she’s at whatever club we’re going to!”




FOUR


They breezed past the line of chilly hopefuls waiting outside the door of Cloud, one of the hottest clubs in Paris. The doorman smiled at Harper. “Mademoiselle Young, lovely to see you again. I believe you will find your friends in the VIP room.”


“Perfect! Thanks!” She flashed him a killer smile as they walked in the front door.


“Even the bouncers know you?” Megan inquired under her breath as they shrugged off their coats and gave them to the coat-check girl.


“Only here. The owner is an old friend,” Harper answered. Leaning closer, she spoke into Megan’s ear. “Now remember, no male models, okay? They make horrible lovers. They never stop posing.”


“What? Oh my God, that’s hilarious!” Megan put her hand to her mouth to cover her loud laugh.


When she had recovered from the mental image, she touched Harper on the arm. “Listen, I might flirt a little just to see if I’ve still got it, but I’m really not going to sleep with anyone.”


“Oh, you will. And I just figured out who,” Harper replied firmly.


Megan’s gaze followed Harper’s eyes. Across the room at the bar stood the most impossibly handsome, impeccably dressed man she had ever seen. He had dark, medium-length textured hair that had a sexy just-out-of-bed look, chiselled cheekbones and a strong jaw. Megan couldn’t help but stare as he laughed at something the petite, sophisticated-looking woman beside him was saying in his ear. He had a wide smile with perfect teeth and lips that would make a woman want to feel them all over her body.


“That’s Luc Chevalier. He is perfect for you. Come on,” Harper said, dragging Megan by the arm in his direction.


Megan found herself wanting to protest but was unable to. Her common sense was being overridden at the moment by her need to see Luc up close. Part of her had to see if a man so good-looking could actually exist. A remix of “Royals” by Lorde was playing as they pushed their way through the crowd to him. Megan’s heart was suddenly racing and she realized she had no idea even what to say to a man anymore.


As they got near, Megan noticed the short, black-haired woman beside him stiffen as she took in the sight of Harper heading for them. Megan managed to wriggle her arm free so she could approach them on her own. As soon as she did, she realized it was a mistake. They were walking far too quickly for Megan’s limited skills with heels as high as she was wearing. She tripped, flinging her arms out to stop herself. Her hands, then her face, landed squarely on Luc’s chest.


He looked down in surprise, reacting quickly and grabbing her elbows to pull her up.


“Oh shit! I’m so sorry about that,” Megan muttered, her face burning with humiliation. “Did anyone else see that cat run in front of me just then?”


Luc laughed, surprised at her quick wit, still holding her up. “I saw it, yes. It was very fast. I don’t know how all these damn cats keep getting in here,” he replied as he locked eyes with her. He was immediately struck by her beauty. Her eyes were a brilliant green, light in the centre with dark green rims. Her light blond hair was done up with a few pieces framing her flawless ivory face; her full lips were painted the perfect shade of red. Her skin felt buttery and smooth and a little bit cool to the touch. He held her arms for much longer than he had intended to. She blushed as she looked back at him.


“Are you alright?” he asked, trying to recover from her awe-inspiring smile.


Megan nodded as her smile faded a bit. Sweet Jesus, this man could peel off my panties with just his voice. “I’m fine. Just a little embarrassed. Thank you for breaking my fall.”


Her hands were still resting on his hard chest, refusing to move, even though she kept telling them to. She took in the sight of his broad shoulders and muscular build up close. He hadn’t even budged when her full weight hit him. He was rock solid under that suit. This man was not just swoon-worthy, he was who every Hollywood producer tried to recreate in any romantic film ever made about a Frenchman. Up close he was even hotter than from across the room, and he smelled like all kinds of sexy.


“Anytime,” he replied, giving Megan a smile that made her mouth come very close to dropping open.


The moment was interrupted by Harper. “Luc Chevalier, meet Megan Sullivan, my best friend in the whole world.”


Luc reluctantly let go of Megan’s arms and turned. “Harper, my dear, it’s wonderful to see you.” He kissed Harper lightly on both cheeks.


He turned to face Megan, locking eyes with her but speaking to Harper again. “Harper, I must admit I’m more than a little annoyed with you for keeping Megan a secret from me for so long.”


“That’s completely on her, Luc,” Harper replied distractedly, looking down as she adjusted her boobs in her low-cut dress. “I’ve tried to get her to Paris many times before but this is the first time she’s taken me up on it.”


“We will have to make sure it isn’t the last,” Luc replied, tilting his head a little as he appraised Megan’s expression.


Finally the petite woman beside him spoke up. “Oh, Luc! There’s lipstick on your shirt.”


They all looked down and noticed a crimson stain on his shirt.


Megan’s face turned bright red again. “Oh, I am so sorry about that. If we could get some club soda on that right away, I could scrub it out.”


Luc gave her a devilish grin. ‘Well now, Megan Sullivan, I’ve never had a woman try that line to get me out of my clothes. I’m tempted to go along with this to see where it will go.”


Megan’s cheeks flushed a deeper red and she gave an embarrassed laugh. The woman beside him rolled her eyes and excused herself, walking away.


“That was Simone. She doesn’t like me very much,” Harper said to Megan.


“I don’t think she’ll be my biggest fan either,” Megan replied into Harper’s ear.


Luc ignored their comments and grinned at them. “Ladies, what are you drinking this evening?”


“Surprise us!” Harper replied, then turned to Megan. “I trust Luc’s opinion completely. He always seems to know what I want better than I do.”


Luc turned to the bartender behind him, speaking in French. When he turned back a moment later, he was holding three glasses of champagne.


“We are celebrating Megan’s arrival, no?”


“Yes, we are!” Harper exclaimed.


Megan took a glass from him, letting her finger graze over his for a second as she did. A tingling feeling went through her entire body at the touch of his skin. Fucking Harper, she thought. I want to rip this guy’s clothes off and I’ve only been in France for seven hours.


She downed the entire glass, trying to extinguish the lust that was heating her up. All the champagne did was make things worse as she looked up into Luc’s deep brown eyes. He was taller than she was with her heels on, which would put him at just over six feet. Other than the lipstick on his chest, he was dressed to perfection in a black European-cut suit and a crisp white dress shirt, unbuttoned at the top to give him a slightly casual look. Megan could see that he was older than she was, but not by much.


Luc wore an amused expression as he watched her, almost as though he could read her mind. Turning, he grabbed the bottle of champagne the bartender had left on the bar and filled her glass again without asking if she wanted more.


Megan took a sip, then said, “Luc, I missed your last name when Harper introduced us.”


“Chevalier. It is French for knight.”


Something about his response made Megan laugh far too loudly in spite of herself.


Luc looked taken aback for a moment. “Why is that funny to you?”


“I’m sorry. It’s a great name. Really. And it must work on the ladies.”


“But not you?”


“Nothing works on me,” she responded, taking another swig of champagne.


Luc was about to say something when Harper decided to make her exit. “I haven’t made it over to the VIP room. I better go check in with everyone.”


“Sure, let’s go,” Megan replied, realizing she would be smart to get away from this man immediately.


She turned to Luc. “Thank you for the drinks, Monsieur Chevalier. It was lovely to meet you.”


Luc gave her a slight nod and smiled at her as the pair turned away. He watched her make her way through the crowd; she moved with a surprising amount of grace for someone who was so clearly inexperienced in heels. He gazed at her ass and her long, lean legs as she disappeared around the corner, forcing himself not to follow her. How could a woman like that insist she was through with men? She was absolutely beautiful and utterly unconcerned with impressing him. She had even laughed at him. Luc was not a man who was used to such a reaction from women. He was used to standing back and letting women try to impress him. Megan had turned the tables on him and he wasn’t entirely sure he liked it.


An hour later, Luc stood on the second level of the club, leaning on the railing, staring down at the dance floor. He watched Megan as she moved to the beat of “Neon Lights” with Harper and some of her colleagues. They ignored the several men trying to dance with them; these attentions caused Luc’s blood to heat up with a sense of urgency. His gaze fell onto Megan’s hands as she moved them slowly down over her hips and let them glide over her outer thighs. Her short black dress skimmed her form perfectly, showing off her figure without being tawdry. She laughed with Harper, the two of them affecting the sexy moves of music videos, but the effect was the same as if Megan had meant them seriously. Luc could feel his body responding as he watched her. He ran a finger along his lips absentmindedly as he thought about what was under that dress of hers. He had a sudden urge to clear the club of everyone but her.


Luc didn’t notice a pair of eyes narrowing as they fixed on him from the main floor of the club. Simone grabbed the arm of a waitress who was passing by, asking her to tell Luc that he was needed in his office.


* * *


Two hours later, Megan and Harper left the dance floor to go get more drinks. By now, Megan was far past tipsy. She realized she was drunk as she walked purposefully toward the bar. Each drink had allowed the carefree, wild Megan to emerge a little more. It was safe for her tonight to give the ever-vigilant, unyieldingly responsible woman a much-needed rest.


“Let’s get a rum and Coke for old time’s sake!” she called into her friend’s ear. “I am hammered!”


“Good! I’m glad I’m not the only one!” Harper hollered back, teetering a bit in her heels.


When they reached the bar, Harper ordered. The bartender started to get their drinks, then looked up. He made eye contact with someone behind them for a moment and then looked back at Harper. “I’m going to get you water instead. Boss’s orders.”


“What?” Harper asked indignantly. “Who? Luc? Where is that fucker?”


The bartender just shrugged and pushed the glasses of water in her direction, then stepped over to help the next patron. Harper looked around wildly, trying to spot Luc. Just then, Megan felt a hand rest gently on her waist, causing her to jerk in surprise. There was that delicious smell again. Luc was standing dangerously close behind her, with his head leaning toward hers.


“I’m glad to see you’re having fun. Be careful, though. There are a lot of men here who would like to take you home tonight.” He held his mouth to her ear so she could hear him in spite of his low tone.


“Oh yeah? Are you one of them?” She turned, her body brushing against his as she gave him a hard stare. She had completely lost all inhibitions after her last drink.


“Of course I am, but not like this. You are too drunk now. When I have you, you will be sober.”


“When you have me? That’s incredibly presumptuous!” Megan tried to level him with an annoyed look. It had no effect on him.


“I don’t think so,” he replied, gazing down at her lips.


Harper looked over, spotted Luc and pointed her finger at him. Her words slurred together. “Hey, you asshole! You don’t get to decide when we’ve had enough to drink. We are independent, grown-up women!”


Luc smiled at her. “I do get to decide. This is my bar. Besides, I would hate to see you vomit on those beautiful heels of yours.”


Harper looked down at her shoes, completely distracted for a moment. “They are lovely, aren’t they?”


Suddenly realizing what Luc had just done, Harper turned her face back to him. “Hey! That is not going to work, Luc. Now quit acting like my dad and let them serve us another drink, already.”


She looked over at Megan. “He’s all bossy and parental, just like you. I told you he was perfect for you!” She wagged her finger in her friend’s face as she wrinkled her nose and laughed.


Megan pursed her lips and gave Harper the wide-eyed look that was the silent version of “shut the hell up.”


“You did, did you?” Luc asked, looking amused.


Megan interjected. “What she thinks is really irrelevant. You are not at all perfect for me.”


“Why is that?” he asked, looking surprised.


Megan over-pronounced her words, trying to appear sober. “It’s not personal. You smell incredible, and I know you’re hiding a rock-hard body under all those expensive clothes, and you’re probably some type of sex god, but there really is no perfect man for me out there.”


“This is confusing. You’re obviously attracted to me—which is, of course, how it should be—but you don’t want to be with me? How is that possible?” he asked with a teasing grin.
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