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For pleasure











It isn’t possible to love and to part. You will wish that it was.


You can transmute love, ignore it, muddle it, but you can never pull it out of you.


—E. M. FORSTER, A ROOM WITH A VIEW


Initiating slut mode.


—ROBYN, “FEMBOT”
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The Beginning


(Theo’s Version)


The first time I kiss Kit, he tastes like jalapeños and apricots.


We’re drunk enough to be brave. Some guys from the restaurant have thrown a Halloween party at their rental house in Cathedral City, and there is a trash can full of mystery punch, and we’re twenty-two, the age at which trash-can punch sounds genius instead of evil. I did add a few glugs of apricot brandy from the liquor shelf to take the edge off, at least.


For the last four months since Kit moved to Palm Springs and in with me, we’ve been talking Halloween costumes. Slutty M&M’s. Ralph Macchio and the bully from The Karate Kid. Kit came up with Sonny and Cher—he’s Cher, I’m Sonny. He found the perfect slinky silk shift on consignment in LA, even made me lace him into a waist corset before he slipped the dress on, because he’s never met a bit he couldn’t commit to. Not even trash punch could erase the texture of his skin from my fingertips.


After, when we’re eating delivery pizza off our coffee table, Kit decides it’s time to finally talk about it.


We’ve never addressed it, not since he returned to California for college and we slipped into each other’s pockets like we’d never been apart, right to the synced, steady heartbeat of us. Theo-and-Kit, Theo-and-Kit, Theo-and-Kit. It was so easy to find the pulse, we didn’t talk about where it had gone, or why.


Kit looks at me over a stuffed crust with extra jalapeños and asks, “Why didn’t you ever want to go to Oklahoma City?”


Because it’s Oklahoma City, I almost say. But the place was never what mattered; it was the promise. When we were fourteen, a year after Kit’s mom died, his dad decided to move the whole family to New York. Kit and I got out a map and found the midpoint between Rancho Mirage and Brooklyn. Oklahoma City. We promised to meet there every summer, but I always found excuses not to go, and they were never that good.


His brown eyes are so sparkly in the lamplight, framed by his stupid Cher wig, that I tell him the truth, partly: When he left, I realized I’d fallen in love with my best friend when I wasn’t looking. And then he was five hundred miles too far for it to matter, telling me about first dates over the phone, and it hurt too much. Oklahoma City would have broken my heart.


“I’m sorry,” I tell him. “It was shitty of me. I was shitty to you.”


“Oh” is all he says.


“I’m totally over it now,” I say, which is a lie. I’ve never been more under it. I thought living with Kit would be great exposure therapy, that nobody could stay in love with their best friend after watching them scratch their ass through sweatpants. If anything, I love Kit more now. “So you don’t have to worry. I’m not gonna make it weird.”


Kit sets down his slice and studies me, my stick-on mustache, hair braided back to fit under my bowl-cut wig. He bites out a smile, tucks Cher’s hair behind his ear, and says, “I was in love with you too.”


“You—what?”


“Back then, I mean.”


I nod, trying to keep my voice steady. “Right. Back then.”


And he laughs, so I laugh, and I put on Sonny & Cher to cover up how weird mine sounds. We dance around the living room with grease-slicked lips to “I Got You Babe” until my hand brushes Kit’s cinched waist.


I catch the ends of shiny, synthetic hair between my thumb and finger, touch him without touching him. He reaches up and peels off my mustache.


“What if we tried it?” he asks softly. “Just once, to see what it would be like?”


And then I’m in my best friend’s bed, kissing him dizzy. Just to see what it’s like.


At the bottom of my belly, I know this will change me in a permanent way. Maybe it’s wrong, maybe it’s completely fucked up to let him do this when I know how I feel and how he doesn’t, but it’s Kit. Kit loves to make people feel good, and when he buries his face between my legs, I feel good. I feel so good it’s awful.


He’ll laugh about it tomorrow, and every person I take to bed from now on will be fighting his ghost for my attention.


In the morning, the kitchen smells like cinnamon and butter and yeast, and Kit’s at the sink, doing dishes. He’s wearing the apron I bought him when we road-tripped up to the Santa Maria Valley to find out if the barbecue was worth the hype. It says, THIS GUY RUBS HIS OWN MEAT.


The table is set with two plates, steam curling and icing dripping from golden-brown dough. Kit bakes from scratch every weekend, and he’s been in pursuit of the perfect cinnamon roll recipe for years.


I made a lot of promises to myself when I was falling asleep next to him. I would be cool. It was nothing but a laugh. Two old friends hooking up for old times’ sake, pouring one out for the lovestruck kids we used to be.


He smiles at me from the sink, still wearing the bruise I bit into his neck, and I say, “I lied. I never got over it.”


Kit lets out a long breath. He turns off the water. And then he says the most incredible thing he could possibly say.


He says, “Neither did I.”









The End


(Theo’s Version)


There’s a dildo on the luggage carousel.


It’s not my dildo. Not that I didn’t bring one, but Kit would never pack ours so carelessly that it could just flop out of my suitcase and go tumbling through baggage claim. There are rules for these things.


I’m alone in London Heathrow, watching the dildo go round and round. It’s purple, shortish but a perfectly respectable girth. On its fourth rotation, I finally step forward and pull my bag off the belt, but I don’t move toward the exit.


I don’t know where Kit is.


Seven, eight, nine, ten times the dildo goes around before a straight-faced airport employee snaps on some gloves and takes it away in a plastic baggie.


I check the time: thirty-five minutes since Kit walked away. I’m too angry to cry, but I have about half an hour until I come completely, spectacularly unglued. I’ll email the tour company later to explain why we never made it, see if I can get a refund. Right now, I just want to go home.


From the British Airways ticketing line, I watch a nervous young couple approach the lost and found to collect their wayward dildo. They’re in the kind of love worth getting humiliated at baggage claim. They leave together, pink-faced and laughing into each other’s shoulders. How fucking sweet.


I ask the agent behind the counter, “What time is the next nonstop to Los Angeles?”
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“I don’t care if you give me two hundred pounds and a hand job, Trevor, you’re cut off.” I push the crumpled notes back across the bar, smiling sweetly. “Go home. Work on yourself. Your personality is bad, and not in a fun way.”


At last Trevor relents, allowing himself to be hauled toward the pub’s exit by two other West Ham fans as the crowd cheers another goal on the overhead telecast. One of the Spurs lads he was harassing raises his beer in gratitude. I shake my head and toss a towel over my shoulder, ducking down to finish detaching the blown keg.


“It’s always Trevor,” sighs a bartender. “Absolute fucking wet wipe.”


I snort. “Every bar has one.”


The bartender gives me a commiserative wink, then does a double take.


“Hold on. Who’re you?”


“I’m—” I finally get the keg unhooked and drag it out with a grunt. “—Theo.”


“When’d they hire you, then?”


“Oh, he let me behind the bar because I can change a keg.” I jerk my chin toward the sweaty manager doing his damnedest to keep up with orders. It didn’t take much to convince him to accept some free help. “I don’t work here. I don’t even live here. I got off a plane like two hours ago. Hey!” I snap my towel at a Spurs fan trying to climb on top of his barstool. “Come on, man, be smarter.”


The bartender frowns appreciatively.


“Been to London before?”


I grin. “No, but I’ve seen a lot of movies.”


Truthfully, I haven’t been much of anywhere outside California. There was that close call a couple summers ago when Sloane was filming in Berlin and invited me to come live for free in her hotel suite, but—no, I wasn’t ready. I don’t typically trust myself in unfamiliar places or circumstances. I’ve lived in the Coachella Valley almost my entire twenty-eight years, because it has mountains and desert and huge skies and ravens the size of dogs, and because I already know all the ways I can fail there.


But I’m ready now. I think—I know I’m ready. Every muscle in my body has been coiled for weeks as the squares on the calendar went by, ready to spring, to find out what I’m capable of. I love knowing what I’m capable of.


Other than one cataclysmic morning at Heathrow, this is my first time overseas, which is probably why I’ve put myself behind the bar in a crowded pub during a football grudge match. I jumped off the airport train with all of London at my feet, and instead of museums or palaces or Westminster Abbey, I cut a straight path to the nearest pub and elbowed my way into my element. I’m capable of this, mediating bar fights and slamming valves and shouting friendly insults at guys named Trevor, learning the local drinking customs, tasting the regional spirits. I study fauna at their watering hole like it’s National Geographic. I’m the Steve Irwin of having a pint with the lads.


The whole idea of this trip, when Kit and I first booked it, was exactly that: learning. We used to fantasize about opening a restaurant one day, and one night after our fifth consecutive episode of No Reservations, Kit had the idea. He found a guided European food and wine tour where we could experience the best and richest of flavors, the most storied traditions of breaking bread, the perfect full-senses immersion to inspire our work. The full Bourdain, he said, which made me instantly fall in love with him all over again.


We saved for a year to book it, and then we broke up on the flight, and Kit fucked off to Paris, and I never saw him again. The reservation was nonrefundable. I came home with a broken heart, a travel-sized bottle of fourteen-year whiskey we’d planned to drink at the final stop in Palermo, and a trip voucher valid for forty-eight months. I told myself that, on month forty-seven, I would take the trip by myself, for me. I’ll stand on the beach and drink our whiskey to mark how far I’ve come. To commemorate being finally, completely over Kit.


And here I am, in a pub five minutes from Trafalgar Square, muscling a new keg into position, being incredibly brave and independent and sexy of my own volition.


I can do this. I’m the Crocodile Hunter. I will learn, and I will have fun, and I will take it all back to the Somm at work and my kitchen at home where I come up with my own recipes. I will be my best, most confident, most competent self. I will not cram my stuff into my pack in a big tangled wad every morning or drop my phone in the Arno or leave my ID on an airport toilet paper dispenser (again). And I will not, at any point, wish I was doing it with Kit.


I barely even think of him anymore.


I kick the keg the final inch into place with the toe of my boot, then twist the coupler in and push the lever down.


“Guinness is back!”


When I stand, the manager is watching, his face ruddy and bemused. He pulls a half-pint from the new keg and passes it to me.


“You work in a pub back home?” he asks.


I take a sip. “Something like that.”


“Well,” he says, “you’re welcome to finish the shift. Match’s almost over, but Liverpool’s on at three.”


“At—at three?” My stomach drops. “Is it already—?”


Over a tattered leather booth by the door, a clock shaped like a Scottish terrier declares sixteen minutes to three.


Sixteen minutes until my tour bus leaves for Paris. Sixteen minutes until I lose my last shot at this trip, and a mile of unknown, untested London streets between this pub and the meeting point.


I whip the towel off my shoulder and do the unthinkable: chug my Guinness.


“I’m—eugh.” I suppress a burp that tastes like pure Irish vengeance. “I’m supposed to be at Russell Square in fifteen minutes.”


The manager and bartender exchange a grim look.


“You’d better get your skates on, then,” the manager says.


I hand him my empty glass and scoop up my pack.


“Gentlemen.” I salute. “It’s been an honor.”


And I take off running.
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Someone yanks me back onto the curb just before a black cab clips me.


“Fuck!” I gasp, my life flashing before my eyes. Mostly swimming pools and cocktail shakers and casual sex. Not bad. Not impressive, but not bad. I look up at my savior, a tower of flannel and blond hair. “Forgot which way to look. I promise I’m about to leave the country and none of you will ever see me again.”


The man tilts his head, like a curious boulder.


“Do I look English to you?” he says in an accent that is certainly not English. It’s not Scottish or Irish either, though, so at least I probably haven’t insulted him. Finnish? Norwegian?


“No, you don’t.”


The light changes, and we keep walking in the same direction. This isn’t a meet-cute. Is this a meet-cute? I’m not into beards. I hope it’s not a meet-cute.


“You’re on the food and wine tour too?” the maybe-Norwegian guesses. I take in the pack on his broad back. It’s a big cross-country pack like mine, though mine looks twice as big on me. I may be tall, but I’m not genetically coded to push warships off beaches into the Nordic surf.


“Yeah, I am! Oh my God, I’m so glad I’m not the last one.”


“Yes,” the guy says. “I slept on a hillside last night. Did not think it would take so long to hike back.”


“To London?”


“Yes.”


“You—okay.” I have several questions, but no time. “I’m Theo.”


He grins. “Stig.”


It’s 3:04 when we reach Russell Square, where an older woman with a peppery, no-nonsense haircut is loading the final suitcase into the luggage compartment of what must be our bus.


“Are you needing help with the bags, Orla?” a rich voice calls in a thick Italian accent. A handsome bronze face appears in the doorway of the bus.


“Don’t you worry your pretty head,” the driver, Orla, returns. Her own accent is Irish.


“Do not seduce me unless you mean it,” the man says cheekily before catching sight of us. “Ah! The last two! Meraviglioso!”


As he bounds down the steps, the London gray erupts into steaming Napoli amber. This must be Fabrizio, the man listed as our guide in the email the tour company sent out with all the final information. He’s outrageously good-looking, dark hair waving over the nape of his neck, coarse stubble across his defined jaw artfully blending into the hair at his open collar. He looks made-up, like the guy who gives Kate Winslet her first orgasm in a movie about a divorcée in Sicily.


He flips a page on his clipboard, looking at me.


“You must be Stig Henriksson.”


“Uh—”


He tosses his beautiful head back and laughs. “Joking! Only joking! Ciao, Stig!” He steps up to Stig and kisses the cliff face of his cheek. “And that makes you Theodora!”


And then he’s pulling me in too, drawing his mouth across my cheek.


“Theo.” I rest my hand on his bicep and kiss his cheek, assuming that’s the right thing to do. When he pulls away, he’s smiling.


“Ciao bella, Theodora.” Almost no one calls me Theodora, but I like how it sounds in his mouth. Tay-o-dooora, with the R flipped on its back and the second O drawn out slow and tender, like he’s taking it out for a drink. I wouldn’t mind if this was a meet-cute. “Andiamo!”


Orla slams the luggage compartment.


“Very full, this tour,” Fabrizio tells us onboard. “Maybe a seat in the back? And I have one next to me!”


From beside the driver’s seat, I can see every row of passengers, my companions for the next three weeks. I glance over at Stig—we’re the only ones who came on this trip alone.


Of course. A trip like this is meant to be shared. Float together down the Seine, toast champagne glasses, take windswept photos of each other on a beachside cliff, eat from the same plate and talk for the rest of your lives about that one incomparable bite. Those are the kind of memories built for two to live inside, not one.


I tip my chin up and march down the aisle, leaving the seat for Stig.


I pass two Australian guys shouting with laughter, a pair of older women with matching visors speaking Japanese, a few retired couples, two girls in crop tops, several sets of honeymooners, a Midwestern mom and her bored-looking adult son, until finally, I see it. The very last aisle seat is empty.


I can’t get a good look at the person huddled against the window, but I don’t catch any red flags. They wear a soft-looking T-shirt and faded jeans, and their hair hides their face. They might be sleeping. Or at least pretending to sleep so nobody sits beside them. They probably want a seatmate as much as I do, which is not at all.


I take a breath.


“Hi!” I say in my friendliest voice. “Is this seat taken?”


The person stirs, brushing loose waves of brown hair back from their face. The only warning I get before they turn to face me is a smudge of paint on their left hand, from the first to third knuckle.


I know those hands. They’re always stained the same way, with ink or food dye or watercolor pigment.


Kit looks up, furrows his elegant brow, and says, “Theo?”
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Maybe that cab did hit me.


Maybe I was flattened in a zigzag crosswalk, and afternoon commuters are gathered around saying what a shame such a hot young piece of ass should have to go out as roadkill outside a Boots. Someone at The Sun is drafting a headline—GOOD NIGHT FLOWERDAY! “Theo Flowerday, oldest and most disappointing daughter of Hollywood director power couple Ted and Gloria Flowerday, dead after wandering into traffic, to no one’s surprise.” Maybe everything since has been a dying fever dream, and I’ve arrived in hell, where I’ll be forced to share three weeks of the most sensuous, romantic sights and flavors of Europe with a stranger whose perineum I could describe from memory.


All that seems more likely than the reality that the person seated in the last row is actually Kit.


“You—” I keep staring at him. He keeps being there. My ears are ringing, suddenly. My legs have gone numb. “You’re not here.”


He holds up a hand as if to prove he’s corporeal. “I think I am, though?”


“Why are you here?”


“I have a ticket.”


“So do I. They—they gave me a voucher, but I—”


“Me too, I—”


“—never got around to—”


“—didn’t want it to go to waste, so—”


In some cobwebby corner of my brain, I must have known we had the same vouchers with the same expiration dates, but I never imagined that somehow we would—we would—


“Please tell me,” I say, shutting my eyes, “we didn’t book the same fucking tour.”


The bus jerks into drive, and my knees buckle—half of me lands in the empty seat, the other half in Kit’s lap. My backpack swings around and smashes squarely into Kit’s face.


Into the hair behind my ear, voice thick and muffled and gently amused, Kit says, “So you’re still mad at me, then.”


I swear, clawing toward my own seat. Kit’s eyes are scrunched shut, his hand clamped over his nose.


“Orla’s got a lead foot. Are you—?”


“I’m fine,” Kit says, “but don’t panic when I show you.”


“Show me wh—” He removes his hand to reveal an absolutely spectacular nosebleed. “Jesus!”


“It’s okay!” Blood dribbles out of his left nostril, already pooling in the hollow of his Cupid’s bow. “It’s not as bad as it looks.”


“It looks pretty fucking bad, Kit!”


“My nose just does this now.” He sneezes out few tiny red bubbles. “It’ll stop in a second.”


Now. Now, as in there was once a then, in which we were in love and I knew what his nose did and didn’t do.


When someone is your best friend for sixteen years, your boyfriend for two, and your first and only love, it’s not easy to edit them from your life, but I’ve done it. Everything that could be erased or deactivated or deleted has been: every number blocked, every Polaroid and souvenir T-shirt packed away in cardboard boxes in one of Sloane’s spare closets. I’ve curated my own life to know nothing about his, not his job or his haircut or whether he ever finished pastry school in Paris. I’m pretty sure he does still live in Paris, but until this moment, he could have joined the Navy and had an arm bitten off by a shark for all I knew.


If I do think about Kit, in the fantasy I don’t have, because I don’t think about him enough to have a specific fantasy scenario, we’re colliding at the door of a restaurant in Manhattan. He’s on a date, and I’m on invitation to sample the wine list, and whatever tragic artist he’s with gets bonked in the head by the door when he sees me in my bespoke suit and knows I’ve finally made it, that I have a fulfilling career and an endless parade of lovers, that I’ve gotten my shit so comprehensively together I’ll never need him or anyone else ever again. And I don’t even notice him.


In real life, people are staring.


“I’m okay, Birgitte!” Kit says with a little wave at the retirees across the aisle. He’s already befriended some elderly Swedes.


It’s never like this in my head, like I’m the same old catastrophe he couldn’t put up with anymore. He’s supposed to see that I’m somebody now. A brave new Theo, in control of every situation. The damn Crocodile Hunter.


I untie the bandana from my neck.


“Come here,” I say, wetting the cloth with water from my pack.


“It’s really fine,” Kit insists. “It’s already stopping.”


“Then let me clean you up.”


Kit’s expression flickers, somewhere between cautious hope and the queasy, trapped look of a man being charged by a grizzly.


“Okay.”


I reach for him from the right, but he turns his face to the left. I go to reach from the left, but he corrects too fast and turns his face to the right. We miss each other two more times before I clamp a hand around his chin and tilt his jaw directly toward me.


Our eyes lock, both of us caught by surprise.


Bad move. Steve Irwin never went around grabbing crocodiles by their handsome little jaws. At least, none that he’d had sex with.


“Hold still,” I say, refusing to look away first. Kit blinks slowly, then nods.


I dab away the blood, aware with every second that I’ve made a grave miscalculation. From this position, I have no choice but to study his face and all the ways it has and hasn’t changed from twenty-four to twenty-eight. Mostly he looks the same, just a bit more mature and defined. He has the same architectural cheekbones and curious eyebrows, the same soft mouth, the same lash-fringed brown eyes with that familiar flung-open brightness they’ve held since we were kids. The most noticeable difference is the slightest curve to the statue-straight nose from my memory, which I’m pretty sure is not my fault.


He’s looking at me, and I wonder if he’s doing the same. I’ve changed more than he has. No more makeup, unrulier brows, more freckles. A few years back, I stopped trying to make all the disparate features of my face work together the way I thought they were supposed to and started appreciating each individual piece. My wide mouth and its upturned corners, the angles of my jaw and cheeks, my slightly oversized nose. I love the way I look now, but I don’t know if Kit will. Not that I care.


I release him and tuck my hand under my leg before it can do anything else stupid.


“Huh, you were right,” I say. “It did stop. That was fast.”


“I broke my nose a couple years ago,” Kit tells me. “It bleeds easy now, just not for long.”


A weird spark of loss swirls up, like when Kit and I would watch a show together and I would find out he’d skipped ahead without me. Like I should have known this, somehow.


I don’t ask. We sit a foot apart, a bandana full of his blood in my hand as the bus trundles past the white plaster rows of Notting Hill Gate. I’m trying to remember the tour destinations I was so excited about this morning, Bordeaux and Barcelona and Rome, but Kit’s hair keeps falling into his eyes.


“Your hair is shorter,” Kit says in a strange, neutral voice.


“Yours is longer,” I point out.


“We almost have—”


“The same haircut.”


Kit exhales a sound between sigh and a laugh, and I have to grit my teeth to keep from screaming.


This is supposed to be my Saturn return voyage of self-realization. And now I’ll have Kit in every frame, doing nauseating Kit things. Charming old Swedes, waxing poetic about sfogliatella, fondling the foliage, summiting Tuscan hills in the glow of dusk, smelling like—is that lavender? Still?


“This is unbelievable,” Kit says, shaking his head like I’m an acquaintance he ran into at Trader Joe’s and not the lifelong love he abandoned at an airport in a foreign country. “How are you?”


“Good,” I tell him. “Really, really good, until about, oh”—I check the time—“fifteen minutes ago.”


Kit takes this in stride. “Sure. That’s good.”


“And you? You look . . . healthy.”


“Yeah, more or less intact,” Kit says with an enigmatic smirk that makes me wish my pack had hit him harder. “I’m—”


Fabrizio’s romance-novel voice croons over the bus’s PA system.


“Ciao a tutti ragazzi! How are you today? Good? Yes, good! If you do not know, my name is Fabrizio, and I am your guide for the next three weeks, and I am very happy to be sharing with you the flavors of France, Spain, and Italy—and yes, the sights, also!”


And in that moment, Kit does something unfathomable: he pulls a paperback out of his backpack, opens to a marked page, and starts reading. As if we weren’t in the middle of our first conversation in four years. As if the only remarkable thing about our two-hour ride from London to Dover is that it must be passed with a book. I just got kicked through the doors of my own personal haunted nightmare mansion, and Kit is reading A Room with a View.


The pages are yellowed at the edges, like he got preoccupied with his chic Parisian life and left it in a windowsill for a few months. I’m less interesting to him than a book he forgot he had.


Fabrizio tells us about his childhood in his parents’ restaurant in Naples, explaining that we meet in London because it’s an English-speaking tour, but the tour won’t officially begin until tomorrow morning in Paris. We’re pulling off at Dover to see the cliffs before sunset and then pushing on to Paris for two days in the City of Lights.


He moves on to the story of his most memorable night in London, when a bottle-wielding bartender chased him from a pub for making out with his girlfriend (“My favorite girl in England, so nice for kissing, but we could not be together. Allergic to garlic!”). The bus is eating from the palm of his hand.


I’m barely listening. I’m gripping my knees with both hands, staring straight ahead at the seat in front of me. Not wondering what kitchen Kit has been baking in, not feeling his weight in the air he displaces, not waiting for him to turn his page so I know he’s not just pretending to read. He never looked back before. I shouldn’t be surprised.


Kit turns a page.


If he’s fine, I’m fine.
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In the movie, you never see the cliffs in color.


The 1944 Irene Dunne film is all I know of Dover. The one about an American girl who marries an English baronet in World War I. I can’t remember when I saw it—probably when Este was small, because our parents thought anything filmed before 1960 was age-appropriate entertainment for babies. Near the beginning, Irene stands on the deck of a ship and gazes tearfully over the sea at the white chalk cliffs of Dover.


In real life, there are a lot more sheep, and the cliffs’ grassy tops are too green even for Technicolor. The land curves and sways and breathes with the wind and then suddenly, it stops. The rolling English hillside hits some sharp, immediate edge, and where there should be more hills, there’s only a straight, tooth-white, three-hundred-foot drop to the blue sea below.


It would be such a gorgeous view if Kit wasn’t in it. A taste of what’s to come, I guess.


I’m walking with the two Australians by default. Everyone has split into pairs, even Stig and Fabrizio, although Stig looks like he’s regretting it. Part of Fabrizio’s job is making sure none of us get lost, so to be easier to find, he carries a telescopic pole stuck up the ass of a little stuffed Pinocchio puppet. (The puppet, he explains, is because Pinocchio is an Italian story, and he’s Italian, and also, “some Italians do not mind so much from behind—joke! A joke!”) And so Fabrizio and Stig lead the group down the trail, Stig with the gait of an Alpine hiker on a short leash and a puppet getting cheerfully penetrated three and a half feet above his head.


Shortly behind them is Kit, wearing the same leather and canvas sling bag he’s owned since we were fourteen, and then the rest of the group, and finally, the Australians and me.


“It’s Florence for me,” I tell them when they ask what destination I’m most looking forward to. “They’ll have the best wine. And the best collection of butts carved out of marble.”


“Ah, you’ve never been to Spain, have you?” says the blond, whose name is Calum. “There’s nothing like Spanish vermouth, it’ll change your life.”


“You’ve never been to Spain!” says the ginger, whose name is also Calum.


“I went to Bilbao with you, two years ago,” Blond Calum argues.


“No, you didn’t!”


“Yes, I did, you just don’t remember because you were off your tits for three days straight. I was the one who found you when you went off to sleep with the cows.”


While they’re cheerfully arguing, I take the opportunity to text Sloane without Kit six inches from my screen.


tell me, I type, why the fuck kit fairfield is here.


There’s a weird taste in my mouth. I don’t know the last time I typed those letters in that order. I can’t stand to look at them, so I put my eyes on the horizon, where I can just make out France in the distance.


Kit always dreamed about returning to France, ever since his family moved to the States when he was eight. He was born outside of Lyon to a French mom and an American dad, bilingual from birth, and whenever he got bored, his dual citizenship was waiting behind break-in-case-of-emergency glass. I should have seen it coming.


I remember the day the kitchen phone rang at Timo. It had been three days since Kit left me at Heathrow, and I’d taken back-to-back doubles to avoid being alone in our apartment. I heard the shift manager say Kit’s name—I’d set him up with a part-time gig helping with desserts and doughs on weekends—and then I heard him tell the pastry chef that Kit had called in to quit because he was moving to Paris.


That was how I found out. All our lives together, and he didn’t even tell me himself.


I marched into the walk-in and screamed at a bin of potatoes, then clocked out early to put Kit’s shit in boxes. I pulled his baking pans out of the kitchen drawers and his clothes out of our closet and his plants out of the windowsills. I blocked his number and texted his sister that his stuff was ready to be picked up, because I wasn’t paying to ship it to France, not when I had Kit’s half of the rent to cover.


With time, the anger subsided into the sort of lazy, funny grudge you joke about. If a friend asks me what Kit’s up to these days, I’ll say fuck if I know, and we’ll laugh. But he wasn’t wrong earlier. I am still angry.


“Hey, Theo,” Ginger Calum says.


I blink back to Dover.


“Yeah?”


“Anyone ever tell you, you look just like that bird from the Beatles movie that came out last year? The one who played George’s girl in the sixties? Joan something?”


Fuck. Not this, not now.


“Sloane.” I hoped on this side of the Atlantic people would be slower to put it together. “Sloane Flowerday.”


“That’s the one!” Blond Calum says. “You could be her! Or the other one, doesn’t she have a sister who’s an actress? What’s her name?”


“Este.”


“Yeah! Wow, if they had a sister who was normal, you could be her. Like the third Hemsworth brother.”


My jaw clenches for more than one reason. “I get that a lot.”


I turn away, squinting at the sun while the Calums debate which of my little sisters is hotter.


“Hey, Theo?”


Kit has appeared in front of us, salty breeze swirling his hair around his face, hands tucked politely into his pockets. He looks like a hero from one of his romantic paperbacks on the way to ravish someone in a field of violets. I’m already exhausted.


“Can I talk to you for a second?”


Oh, he wants to talk now.


He leads us out of earshot, to a small outcropping through a gap in the trail’s wooden fence. From here, I can see the sheep grazing near the castle, and I wish more than anything I could be one of them. Not a care in the world, no struggling freelance gigs or famous relatives, no fraught reunions with exes who fucked your life up so much you had to make a new one. Just grass.


Kit arranges himself atop a small boulder, crossing an ankle over his knee. I wait for him to say something, to start apologizing for what happened between us, to act like it happened at all. He doesn’t.


“What did you want to talk about?” I finally ask.


“Oh,” Kit says. “I didn’t. I just—I overheard.”


He overheard.


This isn’t about us. It’s about Kit saving me from strangers asking questions about my family, knowing better than anyone how that makes me feel. And now I have to stand here and receive his annoying fucking empathy.


“Am I supposed to thank you?”


“What?” Kit says. “No, I just didn’t want those guys to say anything weird to you about Este or Sloane.”


I shrug. “People say plenty of things to me all the time.”


“I’m sure they do,” Kit says. “I just felt—”


“Bad for me, yeah, I got that,” I say, “but here’s the thing. You stopped being part of my life. So you don’t get to jump in when you feel like it now.”


Kit touches a finger to his lips. “Okay.”


“I mean,” I go on, anger spiking in my chest, “if you wanted to look out for me, I can think of a few times you could have deigned to speak to me the past few years.”


“Theo.”


“In fact, if you’re gonna say anything to me now, how about”—I put on an imitation of Kit’s musical voice, complete with the faintest hint of a French accent, once lost but now brought back from the dead by Paris—“‘Theo, I’m so sorry about everything, I really fucked you over, that was pretty shitty.’”


“Theo.”


“‘I never should have left y—’ Are you laughing? Seriously?”


“It’s—”


Something wooly nudges my thigh.


“That,” Kit says.


That is a stout white sheep, who has apparently escaped the castle flock. The bell around her neck suggests this isn’t her first jailbreak.


“Oh,” I say. She stares up at me with her watery black eyes and prods me again with her nose. The bell rattles. “Hi.”


“I was trying to tell you,” Kit says.


I pat her fluffy head like she’s a dog. She bleats approvingly.


“As I was saying—”


The sheep butts my leg, harder now.


“Hey! Okay, okay.” I try to pet her, but she ducks and butts me again. “Really?”


“Baa,” she replies.


“The point is—ow—you can’t just act like I’m the same and you’re the same and everything’s fine, because—”


“Baa!”


“—because it’s not.”


Kit’s face is serious, even as the sheep clamps her teeth around the hem of my overalls.


“I’m not the same,” he concedes. “And I’m sure you’re not. And I would have liked to talk to you, but, Theo, what part of blocking my number was supposed to make me think that was welcome?”


I look down at the sheep in time to see her cough up a clump of grass on my boots. Nearly missed my bus, almost hit by a car, committed assault and battery, heard a man call my little sister “a top sort,” regurgitated on by a sheep, and now trapped with my ex, who is making an inconveniently good point.


“I am sorry,” Kit says. “For all of it.”


Kit was born with a sincere face. He means everything he says, and he looks like it.


When I look at him, I believe he really is sorry. Not that it’s enough, but it is at least true.


“And I’m sorry if I overstepped,” he says. “Old habits.”


I think of Kit, age eleven, plucking a bee stinger out of my foot. Kit, age twenty-three, waking me up when I overslept for work.


He opens his little bag, and the sheep finally turns her attention from me, eyeing Kit curiously as he shakes a few orange bits from a foil pouch into his palm.


“Hi, beautiful,” he says in his softest voice. “Would you like to leave poor Theo alone and have a snack?”


She plods over and starts eating out of his hand, as happy and gentle as a lamb.


“Dried apricots,” he tells me.


Against my own wishes, my jaw unclenches. Maybe, if I’m being honest, I needed Kit away from me because it’s so hard to stay mad in his presence. Anger doesn’t like to hang around him.


“Look,” I say. “You being here—this isn’t the trip I had in mind.”


“Me neither,” he says, still feeding the sheep.


“But this is important to me, okay?” I say. “So I’m going to do it.”


“Yeah, of course it is. You should.” He’s nodding, still horribly sincere. “I was thinking, if you’re uncomfortable, I could . . . hop off in Paris? Stay home?”


So he is still in Paris.


Even worse, he means this too. It shows not only on his face but in the set of his shoulders, the plaintive tilt of his chin.


He really isn’t the same. Something has firmed up, like the center of a crème brûlée that was sloshy custard the last time I saw it. He seems . . . completed, somehow. The Kit I knew was restless and hungry. This person is steady, self-sustained.


This new Kit thinks he’s doing me a favor. He thinks he can handle this, and I can’t.


Fucking Sheep Boy over here wants to be the bigger person.


“No, that’s stupid,” I say. “Don’t do that.”


He blinks. “Why not?”


“Because we both paid for our own ticket,” I point out. “And besides, I don’t know anyone else on this tour. Do you?”


Kit shakes his head.


“So, if anything happens, at least we’ll have . . .” What’s a noncommittal way to describe what we are to each other? “Someone who knows our blood type, or whatever.”


Kit considers that. The sheep licks his palm.


“Are you saying you want to be friends?”


“I’m saying I didn’t fly across the world to feel weird and bad for three weeks. I came to drink champagne and eat cannelloni until I throw up. So, we could try . . . peacefully coexisting.”


Kit tucks the inside of his cheek between his back teeth, hollowing it out prettily.


“I’d like that.”


“And maybe we don’t have to talk about everything that happened,” I say. “Maybe we just get through it. And then it’s done.”


After a long moment, Kit holds out the hand not covered in sheep saliva.


“Okay,” he says. “As long as that’s what you want.”


I take his hand in mine, and we shake on it.


“AB positive,” Kit says. My blood type.


“O negative,” I say back. His.


“Baa,” says the sheep.
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I’ve learned a lot from taking the Court of Master Sommeliers certification exam three times. Most important: I have a naturally gifted nose.


When I’m sweating in front of stone-faced judges for a blind tasting, the faint distinction between fennel and anise calms me down. When Timo closes for the night, and the dishwashers are scraping forty-two-dollar hand-stuffed tortellini into the trash, and the chef sommelier sets down a glass of white and tells me to identify it, I can clock the spiciness of a grape grown in red slate soils or the airiness of a sandy coast.


Some of that is practice—sniffing produce, licking rocks on mountain hikes, a Rocky Balboa training montage through every botanical garden in Southern California—but you can’t teach instinct. I didn’t have to be taught to match the note of white pepper in the chef’s new special to a bottle of Aglianico, or to concoct a gimlet that tastes like a bride’s memory of her mother’s perfume. My nose just tells me. When I’m uncertain, or intimidated, or worried I’m about to fuck something up, I can count on that.


So, I prop open the window of my single room in Paris, close my eyes, and take a deep breath. Notes: dark roast coffee, fresh bread from the café down the street, garden aromas of foxglove and elderberry, sulfur from the igneous rock in the cobblestones, car exhaust and ivy and cigarette smoke.


My heart rate slows. My fists unclench. I open my eyes to see Montmartre’s rosy bricks and slate mansard roofs, the city splayed at the foot of the hill.


I can do this. It’ll be fun. It’s a morning pastry tour through Paris, not The fucking Hague. It doesn’t matter that Kit literally left me to study Parisian pastry. It doesn’t matter that I once whispered to the universe, I don’t ever want to know how Kit is doing, I’d rather imagine him sitting alone in an empty room forever, and instead the universe has answered with a live-action role-play of Kit’s daily life, starring Kit.


“I’m in Paris,” I say, pulling on light wash jeans and a boxy linen button-up. “I’m in Paris,” I say, checking the mirror, thankful for short, effortless shag haircuts. “I’m in Paris,” I say on my way out, like if I say it enough, it’ll stop feeling so weird and big.


I’m here. I’m unbothered. I’m peacefully coexisting. I look great, I smell nice, and I’m going to eat my weight in chou à la crème.


Kit appears as I’m waiting for the jangly old elevator.


I’m surprised to see a creature of comfort like Kit in our tiny Montmartre hostel when he has his own pied-à-terre a few miles away, but he has always loved committing to a bit. He’s probably all juiced up to play tourist. Tasting everything like it’s the first time, falling in love all over again, aesthetically jerking himself off.


“Morning,” he says with a small smile.


“Morning,” I say.


I note his drapey linen shirt and pale blue trousers. Then I look down at myself and try not to swear out loud.


“We’re wearing—” he begins.


“—the same outfit,” I conclude. “You know what? I’m gonna take the stairs.”
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“Mark your name off, love, so I know I’ve not left anyone behind,” Orla says as she thrusts a clipboard at me.


I draw a check next to Flowerday, Theodora, take my seat in the last row, and pull out my phone. Sloane’s texted, We just got new pages and Lincoln has twice as many lines now. He’s definitely fucking the director. How’s Kit?


Last night, she called between shoots and demanded to hear everything. The Kit subject is tricky with my sisters: They’ve known him as long as they can remember, and he’s, well, Kit. Even after everything, I know they only stopped speaking to him and his siblings out of loyalty to me, and we were the only exception to Sloane’s opinion that love is a waste of time. She might actually be enjoying this.


oh, you know, I reply, he’s kit. Then, have you considered also fucking the director?


Not every problem can be solved by sleeping with it, Sloane replies.


not with that attitude.


I see Kit coming and move to the window seat before he has the chance to magnanimously offer it to me.


“I was going to tell you to take the window,” Kit says as he sits down, “since it’s your first time in Paris.”


I force myself to smile.


“How do you know I haven’t been to Paris since the last time we saw each other?”


“I don’t,” Kit concedes. “Have you?”


I fold my arms. “No. But I could have.”


Orla takes us to our local guide by way of a scenic tour. We careen around the wide, lawless circle of the Arc de Triomphe and down the Champs-Élysées to the gardens that fringe the Louvre, then over the silver-green Seine and around the island that holds Notre-Dame. It’s a nearly cloudless August morning, and the sun glitters on the golden dome of Les Invalides. Fabrizio tells us how Napoleon divided Paris into arrondissements, this pretty grid of uniform limestone and slate. Everything is peach and lilac and cream, except for the gardens, which are riotously green.


When we arrive at the park across from Le Bon Marché, a woman is waiting at the carousel in the chic, all-black ensemble of someone who’d prefer to be anywhere but next to a children’s amusement ride. Her lavender hair is cut in a severe chin-length bob, and she’s petite, but her boots add a few inches. She eyes Fabrizio’s puppet on a stick with long-suffering distaste and gamely accepts an air-kiss from him, even when one of Pinocchio’s dangling feet kicks her smooth, stern forehead.


“Group, this is Maxine!” Fabrizio says. “She is a pastry chef here in Paris! She leads our Parisian pastry tour since last year. Knows the best pâtisseries, orders the best for us. Maxine, will you introduce yourself?”


“I’m Maxine,” Maxine says with finality, and Kit stifles a laugh.


“Okay!” Fabrizio claps his hands. “Andiamo!”


Maxine leads us out of the park and to a small corner shop with a simple black sign declaring HUGO & VICTOR.


“This,” Maxine says, in brusque English, “is where we begin. My favorite pâtisserie in Paris.”


The pâtisserie is so small that we can only squeeze inside in shifts, but it smells heavenly. One section is all house-made chocolates in boxes made to look like Victor Hugo hardcovers. Another is dedicated to artisanal marshmallows. Glass cases hold pavlova clouds topped with split figs, bubbles of sunshine-yellow yuzu cheesecake, and precise triangles of tarts—grapefruit, lime, apple and caramel, tonka bean, passionfruit. Maxine orders a mountain of pastries, and at the sidewalk tables outside, she floats around telling us about everything.


“These are called financiers,” she says of a small loaf-shaped almond cake, explaining that some say their name comes from their ability to hold shape for hours in the pockets of Parisian stockbrokers. “And this—could you—” She gestures.


And Kit, who’s closest, takes the financier and swaps her a tube-shaped pastry with a golden crust and a kiss of icing sugar at its peak. It kind of looks like a dick.


“Merci,” she says. “This is my favorite brioche in Paris. Will you?”


At her polite cue, Kit carefully cuts the brioche open to reveal bouncy, round air bubbles and a pocket of raspberry compote.


“Parfait, mon cher,” she says to him. He smiles, pleased to have pleased her. Teacher’s pet. “The typical brioche you buy from the store is a loaf, yes? This is brioche mousseline. It is traditionally baked in a cylinder mold or even a tin can, and it has twice as much butter as most brioche. A rich man’s brioche. You will taste—”


Someone at another table interrupts, calling out a question for Maxine. Kit murmurs something to her in French, and when she nods, Kit trots off.


“I can answer that for you!”


Maxine’s pretty lips quirk into a smile as she describes the process of brioche dough, and I squint from her to Kit, suspicious.


Kit has this thing—we used to call it his “condition”—where he accidentally makes people fall in love with him. He never knew he was doing it. He just happened to be born with the face of a fancy little god-prince and a way of approaching every interaction with total, sincere interest. Attempting a casual flirt with him is like trying to discuss the weather with the sun.


If my first experience in Paris is Maxine falling for Kit right in front of my dick brioche, I might jump in the Seine.


We carry on through the 6th and 7th Arrondissements, visiting pâtisseries and boulangeries and chocolateries. My thumbs almost can’t keep up with the notes on my phone. At a narrow chocolate shop lined with antique cigarette machines, Maxine hands out paper cones of creamy one-hundred-percent dark chocolate. At a sleek pâtisserie owned by a famed French chef, we try glass-smooth cakes shaped like mangoes and hazelnuts and, my favorite, a complex olive oil cake in the shape of a green olive.


I try to focus on flavors, but it’s hard to ignore how Kit travels the streets of Paris like he was born in them. It’s one thing to share someone’s life and then find yourself spectating on it, and another to watch him live the dream he left you for. He buys groceries here. He picks up loaves of bread and makes plans for lunch. While the rest of us are gawking at the Eiffel Tower, he’s ducking back into a pâtisserie to chat with the head chef like an old friend. If he ever stands on these cobbles and thinks of his life with me, he probably considers it quaint. Small, cute, a bit embarrassing.


Our penultimate stop is a macaron shop, and we sit in the square around Fontaine Saint-Sulpice passing them around, tasting flavors so much bigger than their delicate packages: banana and acai, lychee with raspberry and rose, yuzu with wasabi and candied grapefruit.


I’m looking at the fountain, inventing names for the saints inside the niches—St. Edna the Indignant, patron saint of stabbing your ex with a chocolate spoon because you’ve been cast as quaint backstory—when someone says, “You look really familiar.”


It’s one of the two twentysomething girls I noticed when I first boarded the bus, the shorter one with shiny black hair. I’m gathering that she and her friend are some kind of travel influencers.


“I don’t think we’ve met before,” I tell her, praying I’m not already two for two on getting clocked as a Flowerday.


“No, I think we have,” she says. “You were making drinks at the Coachella after-party at the Saguaro, right? The bar that was, like, in a big van?”


I blink a few times, amazed. I was hired for that party. One thing about a freelance mobile bar in a Volkswagen Microbus is, influencers love it. I’d hoped one of them would book me for another job, but no one seemed to remember me.


“You were there?”


“Oh my God, yes!” She turns to her friend, a beachy blonde in a micro-cropped sweater-vest and cargo pants. “Ko! I was right!”


The blonde pauses her scroll through her phone to regard me for one blank second over her skinny sunglasses.


“You made the best Bloody Mary I’ve ever had in my life,” she says in complete monotone. “I would literally kill for you.”


“That’s Dakota,” the first girl says. “I’m Montana.”


I instantly love this. Did they come as a combo pack?


“I’m Theo.”


“Theo! You’re so cool!” Montana says. “Who’s your brand partner? Do they rent that van out?”


“Oh, just me,” I say. “The bus is mine. I got it secondhand and converted it.”


“Wow, slay,” she says. “Listen, I go to a lot of parties with a lot of open bars, and you are literally so talented. That blood orange margarita, with the peppers? You should be doing, like, Bella Hadid’s birthday or something. Why aren’t you in LA?”


“Thank you, wow,” I say, meaning it. “But it’s honestly just a side hustle. Weddings, parties, catering on weekends. I have a regular job at a restaurant in Palm Springs.”


“I was telling Dakota—”


Over Montana’s shoulder, I notice Kit talking to Fabrizio. His voice separates from the chatter and drifts to my ears.


“—that’s what I think, at least,” he says.


“You know so much about the French pastry,” Fabrizio says. “How is this?”


“I’m a pâtissier at a hotel in the First Arrondissement,” Kit says. “I actually graduated from École Desjardins with Maxine.”


“Oh! You know our Maxine!”


“I know her very well. I told her she should apply to be a local guide when the spot opened up. She might not show it, but she loves doing this.”


“Finally, I can thank someone for sending Maxine to us!” Fabrizio says. “She is a goddess.”


“Isn’t she?” I can hear the smile in his voice. The way he used to sound when he talked about me.


The morning shifts into focus. I never needed to worry about Maxine falling in love with Kit. Maxine and Kit are already in love. Their eyes probably met over a tart, and Maxine knew her life was about to turn to gold dust and candied petals, and now purple hairs cling to Kit’s shower curtain, and—


“—so anyway, now he’s on house arrest,” Montana is saying.


I snap back to our conversation.


“Sorry, who?”


“The guy who did Bella Hadid’s last birthday,” Montana says. “So there’s an opening, if you want me to ask my friend who knows her friend?”


“That’s—really generous!” I hedge, unsure how to tell Montana that I prefer to avoid the celebrity circuit without telling her why. “But—what do you do? Travel content, right?”


As we walk to our last stop, Montana tells me about getting paid in sponsorships to eat crab legs in Bali and make out with scuba instructors on international waters. She’s deeply cool, and she thinks I’m cool. I hold my chin a little higher, like I did yesterday when I heard there was a keg I could change.


Afternoon light spreads like caramel down Boulevard Saint-Germain, burnishing the flowers that drip from silk café canopies. At the head of the group, Kit and Maxine glide in step under a brown sugar sun. He plucks down a blossom and tucks it into the side pocket of her bag, a secret to find later. This is part of peacefully coexisting with your ex, I guess: watching them move on with someone else. Watching them find love in the city that was too much for you.


I may not be in love in Paris, but I’m not backstory either. I can tell the difference between an Austrian Riesling and an Australian Riesling by smell alone. I bought a bus that didn’t run and turned it into a bar. I make the best Bloody Mary in California, excluding one guy with an ankle monitor.


Paris can’t make me feel small, and neither can Kit. Not again.
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Dinner is a traditional seven-course affair in a basement brasserie near the Eiffel Tower, secreted away from tourists. The whole thing is leather and velvet and aged wood, dusty chandelier light glinting off oil paintings and yellowed photographs in baroque frames, heavy air simmering with butter and marjoram. The kind of place where Tony Bourdain would camp out with a bottle of Burgundy and a pack of Reds. I wasn’t sure I’d ever eat again after all that pastry, but suddenly I’m starving.


In the back, tables have been pushed into two long fifteen-tops for us. Maxine has joined us at Fabrizio’s insistence, and by some cruel whim of the pastry gods, she’s squeezed in next to me. Kit takes a chair several seats down and across and is immediately enveloped into conversation with Ginger Calum.


When your parents are director-producers and your godfather is Russell Crowe, it’s rare to meet someone who intimidates you. Maxine, though—Maxine, with her orchid-and-moss perfume and permanently unimpressed expression—is intimidating. We’re sitting hip to hip, but she doesn’t seem aware of me at all. She’s scrutinizing her hair in the back of her soup spoon.


Thankfully, I grew up with Sloane Flowerday. My little sister was twelve the first time she sent script notes so harsh the screenwriter left LA altogether. I can handle an ice queen with an expensive manicure.


“Hi,” I say to Maxine. “I’m Theo.”


“Yes, I know,” she says, turning to me at last. Her tone gives nothing away.


“Right. I heard you and Kit went to pastry school together.”


“We did.”


“That’s so cool,” I say. “How did you meet?”


“Introduction to Dacquoise.”


She’s giving me nothing. I prop my elbow on the table and lean my chin against my fist.


“Dacquoise . . . the one with the layers of hazelnut and almond meringue, right?”


Maxine lifts her chin. Packed in like this, her face is inches from mine. She really is pretty in a Shirley Jackson sort of way, like she lives in a haunted mirror. If she didn’t belong to Kit, I’d be making a move to smear her perfect mauve lipstick, but it’ll be enough to get her to like me.


“You were paying attention.”


“You’re a great teacher.”


She takes a long look at me, like I’ve earned a proper assessment. Then she nods once, as if satisfied, and says, “Now I understand.”


Before I can ask what, the waiters arrive with our first course, and the tables explode with oohs of delighted surprise. A silver tray appears between us: burgundy snails the size of plums, overflowing with garlicky green parsley butter. Two more waiters bring the wine pairing, and I clock the label—champagne, Ulysse Collin, Les Maillons. A low whistle escapes my lips.


“Hm?” Maxine inquires as she picks up a snail with a tiny set of tongs.


“That’s a three-hundred-fifty-dollar starter wine.”


Course after course spills from the kitchen, followed always by new wines. After we’ve loosened the snails from their shells and sopped up the buttery persillade, out come platters of roasted sea bream with beurre blanc sauce and charred lemons. A straw-colored Muscadet splashes into my glass, followed by a Châteauneuf-du-Pape to go with the coq au vin.


At the end of the table, Kit is the prince of dinner. He laughs as Ginger Calum does his best impression of the bream’s googly eyes and makes sure the Swedes try the brandy-glazed carrots. He switches effortlessly to French for the waitress and leans in smiling when she whispers her answer in his ear. He loosens the buttons of his shirt. Fabrizio starts affectionately addressing him as “Professore” and begs him to explain the physics of a domed mousse we tasted earlier. He pulls out a pocket sketch pad to draw a diagram.


I drain my glass and turn to Maxine.


“Your accent—is it Canadian?”


“Montreal, originally,” she says. “I grew up speaking English and French.”


“Oh, like Kit. The bilingual part, not the Canadian part.”


“Yes.” She moves her glass in a little circle to swirl her wine. “Although I don’t miss the continent as much as Kit does.”


That I doubt. It doesn’t seem like Kit cares if the continent lives or dies.


“What do you think of the wine?”


“I have been known to enjoy a Châteauneuf-du-Pape moment,” she says primly.


“Oh, me too, especially with a gigot d’agneau.”


“Mmm. There’s something in it that brings out the herbs in a stew, but I can’t remember what the French call it.”


“The garrigue,” I say. “The flavor you get when you grow grapes in the southern part of the Rhône Valley, because of all the sage and lavender and rosemary down there.”


“That’s the one.” She considers me, politely ignoring the champignon that bounces off my plate and under the table. “Where did you learn these things?”


I could flex, if I wanted. Tell her I spent the last ten years working all the way up from busser to assistant sommelier at Timo, the only Michelin-starred restaurant in Palm Springs. But there’s a new ember of curiosity in her eyes, and she’s the kind of woman who’ll only take your hand after you’ve laid it open before her.


So I say, “Kit probably mentioned my family to you, right?”


Her lashes twitch. “I know of them.”


Of course she does. I’m the unfamous Hemsworth.


“And did you know when I was seventeen, I almost killed my dad’s Best Picture campaign because the cops raided one of my house parties and TMZ reported it?”


“I was in Canada at the time,” Maxine says neutrally. “But I’m sure it’s a good story.”


I smile.


I tell her how Este and Sloane both started getting steady work around the time I started high school, which meant my parents were usually either on their own sets or my sisters’. Kit was in New York, and I was alone in a house with a pool and eight bedrooms and a wine cellar. So, I threw myself a fifteenth birthday party.


Nobody cared much about Theo Flowerday, but everyone likes the kid from the famous family with the unchaperoned party mansion. I’d wanted to feel special. Like I had something to offer of my own. So, I made myself the house-party king of Palm Valley Prep, a magician with my parents’ credit card and a fake ID. My big trick? I could make any drink on demand.


It didn’t matter that I spent hours studying cocktail books instead of SAT prep, or that when I missed my family, I’d go to the cellar and look up every varietal and appellation from wherever they were shooting. What mattered was, you had to be at my parties, and my parties had to have me.


“So, yeah,” I finish. “Plus, I work at a restaurant and handle the wine there.”


Maxine delicately places her empty glass on the tablecloth, concealing my gravy stain.


“I was alone a lot too, at that age.”


Over the next course of salad and a dewy Sancerre, Maxine casually explains that her parents died when she was fifteen and left her and her older sister to raise three younger brothers in a secluded mansion on the edge of Montreal.


She tells it like a morbidly funny children’s story. Two teenage girls managing an estate, chasing geese out of the garden so they wouldn’t hunt her youngest brother, fending off overly helpful aunts and uncles. She talks about learning to bake the family recipes—both the Japanese and the French Canadian ones—for the boys, who in turn forced her to go to pastry school. I don’t tell her I’m sorry. I do ask follow-up questions about the geese, which seems to make her like me more.


I wave over more wine, and we keep talking. About Maxine’s favorite things to bake (fussy breads), about my thoughts as a first-time visitor to Paris (great wine, big fan of the eating-croissants-outdoors industrial complex), about Fabrizio (yes, he’s always like that). The cheese course arrives with a nice-ass Pomerol, and it’s this wine that finally pushes me over the edge into drunk. I stumble through an explanation of Bordeaux’s vintage report until Maxine says, “It’s important to me that you know you sound like an ass,” and I laugh so hard that wine almost comes out my nose.


As I’m wiping my chin, I find Kit watching us like he’s not sure what we’re up to and even less sure he wants to find out.


Maxine raises her glass to him. “Theo and I are friends now!”


Kit replies, “That’s what I’m worried about!”


But the look on his face isn’t displeasure. It’s something a lot more pinkish and complicated.


I give him a real smile, the first he’s gotten from me since before we boarded that plane four years ago. He touches his palm to his heart, then slips away again.


This is my opening to ask Maxine about Kit. What his new friends are like, what he likes to do around the city, if he’s still in search of the perfect cinnamon roll. Instead, I concentrate on my cheese plate.


I’m finishing the Pont l’Évêque when Maxine says, “Oh God, he’s flirting with the waiter.”


Across the table, Kit is talking to the waiter refilling his water. The smile on his lips is soft, intrigued, like he’s just noticed the waiter is hot and is curious how he missed it. He murmurs something, and the waiter misses Kit’s glass entirely and has to run off for a towel.


“I don’t know,” I say. “That’s just how Kit is.”


“Please.” Maxine rolls her eyes. She doesn’t seem jealous, more like fondly exasperated. “Do you know how deliberately you have to flirt to get your water refilled in Paris?”


Except, Kit never knew what he was doing. He was deliberate in a lot of things, but never, what? Seduction?


“He does that a lot?”


“You mean Kit?” Maxine arches a brow. “The Sex God of École Desjardins?”


I nearly spit out my wine again. “The—what?”


“Oh, only the most annoying thing about him,” she says. “He had everyone he wanted. It was like a rite of passage in our year to have one glorious night with Kit and then be in love with him for a week. I know three different men who thought they were straight until him.”


“That’s,” I reply, “something.”


Now the dessert course is coming out, and I’m confronting the idea of Kit distributing life-changing orgasms to his entire pastry school class.


Of the thoughts I don’t have about Kit, the memory of what he’s like in bed is one I keep inside a steel-reinforced vault. I was born a dumb, hot, horny creature who will abandon all reason if I think too long about the kind of sex we used to have, so I don’t. Not an inch of skin, not a flash of pink tongue, not one hot, slutty breath on the side of my neck.


I’m not about to start now. If Kit has become some kind of minor sex celebrity, that’s none of my business.


The waiter returns to mop up the spill, but Kit takes the towel and insists on doing it himself, which only flusters the waiter more. He backs into a waitress and gets a citron tart smashed into his shirt before beating another retreat.


“Get off your knees, man,” Maxine says in a low voice. “Have some dignity.”


I make sure to laugh at the right time.
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After Fabrizio has pressed kisses to the cheeks of every waiter, we gather on the street. Maxine steps away to pull a silver cigarette case from her purse and light up.


“Theo.”


Kit is waiting for me, half lit by the orange streetlight glow.


Longer hair suits him. It curls at his collar and kisses the highest points of his cheeks with a languid grace all his own. I wonder hopefully if it irritates him when he’s baking, if he has to tie it back to get it out of his face.


He holds out a small paper shopping bag he’s been carrying since the afternoon.


“It seemed like this one was your favorite,” he says. “I thought you should have one to yourself, in case you’re not in Paris again for a while.”


Inside is a shiny olive oil cake, packed tidily in a ribbon-tied box.


“Did I get the right one?” he asks, and I realize I’ve been staring into the bag in stunned silence for five full seconds.


“Yeah, you did,” I say. “How did you know?”


He glances away, up at a flower box in a window across the street.


“Lucky guess.”


As if waiting for her cue, Maxine appears and links her arm through his, and now I understand. She probably takes note of what guests like on her tours, and she slipped him a hint. This is a couple gift. A conciliatory treat. An olive-cake olive branch.


“Thank you,” I say to them, resolving not to feel pitied. “I heard the Calums and some of the others are going out for another drink, are you guys coming?”


Maxine takes a drag and exhales a cloud of smoke that smells like tobacco and lotus and high-end weed. She smokes hand-rolled herbal spliffs. Jesus, she’s so fucking chic. I can’t even remember to charge my vape.


“Darling, I just worked a full day,” she says. “I’m putting myself to bed.”


“Are you walking back to the flat?” Kit asks her. The flat, not your flat.


“It’s a nice night for it, don’t you think?”


“I’ll walk you,” he announces, like I’m stupid. Obviously he’s going home with her to their apartment, so they can put each other to bed. We can be adults about it. “Maybe tomorrow night, Theo?”


“Sure,” I agree. I put on my most suggestive grin. “Have a nice walk!”


Kit gives me a weird look, but they turn and leave together.


“Theo!” shouts Blond Calum as I watch them disappear arm in arm around the corner. “You with us?”


“Nah,” I decide in the moment. “I’m gonna go see the Tower.”


I set off on my own, across the street and through the wide green lawn at the foot of the Eiffel Tower, past amorous couples and teenagers with cheap champagne and guys selling light-up rubber balls that bounce thirty feet in the air. It’s five minutes to eleven, which means five minutes until the lights on the Tower sparkle.


It’s funny. I’ve seen this tower on so many screens, I assumed it’d be underwhelming in real life. None of those establishing wide shots capture how complicated it is up close, all the flourishes and arches and curlicues and starbursts of intersecting ironwork. It’s not so bad being romanced by something familiar.


Sloane answers my video call on the second ring.


“Oh, hello,” she drawls in a Katharine Hepburn voice. “I do hope you received my latest telegram.”


“Sorry, I was trying to reach my sister, but I must have dialed the Titanic.”


“The director thinks I should try more of a Transatlantic accent. I’ve been practicing.”


“By God, I think you’ve got it.”


“Yes, I believe I do,” she agrees. “How’s Paris?”


“Well, Kit and his hot girlfriend gave me a cake. Also I drank a lot of wine and now I might have to pee in a bush under the Eiffel Tower.”


Sloane drops the accent and sighs, “Oh, Theo.”


“I know,” I say. I flip the camera to show her my view. “But look, it’s sparkling.”


[image: ]


I briefly consider staying in my room the next morning.


I have a few concerns, based on my track record. I’m concerned I might get pickpocketed because I’m not paying attention on the metro and wind up hopelessly lost with no way to find my way back. Maybe all the beautiful, feminine Parisian women might glare at me on the street, and not in a sexy way. I could discover I was right four years ago when I believed I couldn’t handle a city like this, that I belong in my familiar valley and the closest I should ever get to the wide, curious world is the label on a bottle.


And then I think of how many things I’ll never taste or smell, and I put on my boots.


I hike up to Sacré-Cœur to see its glistening white scallops and sit on the steps where John Wick died, then climb back down to gawk at the Palais Garnier. I ramble the old stone paths along the banks of the Seine, poking around secret corners and watching day drinkers on floating wine bars. Everything is different here, in small details I never thought of as changeable before, but I find the city easier to navigate than expected, and I don’t even embarrass myself when I order coffee and a croissant.


I’m beginning to suspect that a flirtatious smile and a genuine love of food and drink might get me anywhere.


The tour meets back up for lunch on a gourmet sightseeing cruise on the Seine, and I talk to Fabrizio for an hour about spaghetti Westerns while licking caviar off a spoon. We’re served an Irouleguy Blanc so carefully sculpted, I write down built like Swayze in 1989 in my notes. I’m in such a good mood, I don’t care when my eyes meet Kit’s across the dining room. I don’t even think about his pity cake or new relationship. In fact, I decide I’d be more concerned if Kit wasn’t dating anyone. He’s so good at it, it would be a waste for him to stay single forever, like Meryl Streep quitting movies.


I, personally, am single by choice, not lack of opportunity. I get plenty of opportunities. At my last wedding gig, I pulled a bridesmaid and a groomsman, and we gave one another so many opportunities that I had to have Gatorade for breakfast.


For the evening, we have tickets for the Moulin Rouge dinner cabaret, so I change into the nicest outfit I packed, a sleeveless black linen jumpsuit that plunges down my chest in a deep V. I turn in the mirror, pleased with the clean, subtle lines of my chest. I look good, strong, androgynous. Like someone who’s not afraid of this city and never has been.


My luck runs out under a glittering chandelier. Inside the theater, the space arches in lush, carpeted tiers with crisp white linens and lamps with opulent silk shades on endless tables. We’ve been divided into tables of six and eight, and as Fabrizio hands us off to our maître d’, I realize who I’m seated with.


“Hello again,” Kit says.


I bite the inside of my cheek. “Hi.”


He does clean up nicely. Or, he’s always clean, always neatly groomed and preternaturally fresh-smelling, but he knows how to make himself look like art. A cream linen shirt with a Cuban collar and delicate accents of embroidered flowers, tapered trousers cinched at his narrow waist, some of his hair twisted back into—did he braid it? Did he sit in his little room and lovingly braid his hair like he used to braid his sister’s?


To add insult to injury, dinner comes with one bottle of champagne for every two people, and we have to share.


Across the table, Blond Calum eyes his champagne. “What, no absinthe? We don’t get to meet the green fairy?”


“I reckon Kylie Minogue was booked tonight,” Ginger Calum says.


Kit and I let out identical, simultaneous laughs. Both Calums look at us with eyebrows raised.


“Got that one, did ya?” Ginger Calum says. “Most Americans I’ve met don’t even know who Kylie Minogue is.”


“Heathens,” Blond Calum adds.


“We’re—” Kit says. “I’m a massive Moulin Rouge fan. It was my favorite movie growing up.”


I’ve been trying not to think about it, Kit at thirteen, obsessed with a high-camp, high-saturation tragedy about forbidden love and dying of consumption. He’s always been so completely himself.


“Once,” I say, “in the eighth grade, he made me watch it four times in one night.”


“I didn’t make you,” Kit teases, and then he flinches, like he doesn’t know if this is allowed. His voice softens as he adds, “You were the one who wanted to learn every word of ‘Elephant Love Medley.’”


“And you were a full-grown adult when you convinced me to do it with you at someone else’s karaoke birthday.”


“Crikey,” Ginger Calum says. “That’ll kill the party.”


“Oh, tanked it,” I say.


“Very poorly reviewed,” Kit agrees, beginning to smile.


“We pulled it out, though, with—”


“‘Can’t Stop Loving You,’” we finish at the same time.


Our eyes meet, and I feel my mouth slipping into a smile. God, we got some mileage out of that song. So many nights in smoky bars or house parties, the two of us laughing into squawky microphones over an instrumental track. I haven’t been able to think of it in years, but strangely, it doesn’t hurt the same right now.


“Phil Collins,” Blond Calum says with a sage nod. “Good lad.”


“Good lad,” I agree.


When the lights go down and the curtain rises on the luminous heart-shaped stage, I remind myself not to get sappy. I don’t watch Kit’s reactions from the corner of my eye. I choose the loveliest dancer on stage, and I focus only on her. It helps.


But it doesn’t prepare me for the way Kit catches my elbow as we stand for the final bow. I find him gazing at me, golden in the chandelier glow.


“Do you still want to make up for last night?” he says under the cheers of the audience.


“What?”


“When I couldn’t go out with you,” he says. “Do you want to have that drink now? My favorite bar is around the corner, if you want to see it.”


It’s the fault of nostalgia, of my surprisingly successful morning, of blurry memories of Ewan McGregor’s earnest belting and Kit spinning me under a disco ball, that I hear myself say, “Yeah, why not?”
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We head off from the Moulin Rouge’s red windmill, down the wide Boulevard de Clichy, past sex shop after topless bar after sex shop. Girls grasp their heaving bosoms in portraits over shop fronts full of mannequins in lacy red chemises. Flashing displays advertise vibrators in every imaginable shape and size, and some I’ve never even thought to imagine.
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