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Advance Praise for Lost in Paris




“Lost in Paris is as delicious as a fresh, colorful macaron. With vivid descriptions, compelling characters, and a fascinating look into the past, Elizabeth Thompson has created a lovely story guaranteed to take readers on a journey they won’t forget.”


—RaeAnne Thayne, New York Times bestselling author of The Sea Glass Cottage


“In Elizabeth Thompson’s Lost in Paris, the magical French capital comes alive in two timelines a century apart. You’ll find yourself in both modern-day Paris and the 1920s Paris of Hemingway, Fitzgerald, and Picasso, as a powerful story of secrets across the generations unfolds. If you’re a Francophile like I am—or if you’re a fan of Midnight in Paris or Hemingway’s A Moveable Feast—you’ll eat this story up like a fresh baguette straight from a corner boulangerie. A tale of family, heritage, forgiveness, and finding the strength within, Lost in Paris sparkles and shines like the City of Light itself.”


—Kristin Harmel, New York Times bestselling author of The Book of Lost Names


“A luscious, layered story of inheritance, heartbreak, reinvention, and family. I adored this book.”


—Kristan Higgins, New York Times bestselling author of Always the Last to Know


“Lost in Paris has everything I love in a book: the magic of a romantic location, the intrigue of a family mystery, and the nostalgia of another era. An utterly charming read!”


—Julia Kelly, internationally bestselling author of The Whispers of War
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This book is dedicated to Michael for the trips to Paris, for the lunches and flowers you bring to my desk, for your encouragement and the champagne celebrations each step along the way, but mostly for your unconditional love. Also, to Jennifer for allowing us to show you Paris for the first time, and to my father, Jim, who made it possible for us to live in France (and drink champagne).











August 1929


Paris, France


Dear Diary,


In the twilight between sleep and wakefulness, the moment before my lashes fluttered open, I feared it was all a dream.


That I would open my eyes and find myself back in the flat on rue Delambre.


But now that I’m lying atop smooth cotton linens, sunlight streaming through the sheers that cover the tall casement windows, I’m sure it’s real.


I’m in the apartment.


Remnants of my birthday celebration litter the marble-topped nightstand: Leftover cake. The opened bottle of champagne. One empty flute, another half-full. The note on the pillow next to mine reads, Good morning, my love. You looked so beautiful sleeping I hated to wake you. I will see you this evening.


I feel like a queen in this four-poster bed with the fluffy duvet covering my naked body.


It is one of those rare instances in life when everything seems good and right and, dare I say, perfect.


I want to live in this moment forever.


For the first time since moving to Paris, I am finally in the position to write and tell my parents I am doing well.
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December 31, 2018—3:00 p.m.


Bath, England


Clad in OBSTINATE, HEADSTRONG GIRL T-shirts, the “Fitzwillings” laugh and whisper, interrupting my spiel about Sally Lunn’s house. Again.


Since I haven’t said anything particularly scandalous or funny, I pause, giving the six American women, who are part of a Cleveland-based book club, the opportunity to get it out of their collective system before I wrap up my talk.


We’re down to the final two hours of my six-day Ultimate Jane Austen Tour.


I get it.


We’ve digested a whole lot of Jane.


We’ve had our fill of cornices with dentils and symmetrical fenestration and Jane Austen slept here and ate that and promenaded there.


I make a living leading people to worship at the altar of Austen, but frankly, today I’m over her, too.


In approximately one hour and fifty-eight minutes, I will leave my charges to take to the waters at the Thermae Bath Spa. The moment the handoff is complete, I will be on vacation.


For one glorious week, I will binge on take-out curry and back-to-back episodes of Love Island, while lounging in my jammies and feeling smugly superior to the idiots making fools of themselves on national television.


But, I digress.


The Fitzwillings, as they call themselves, are still yammering, and I’m trying not to lose my shit.


I’m weighing my words because I really hate confrontation, when Jerry Sanders, a middle-aged high school English teacher from Wisconsin, says in his teacher voice, “Ladies, is there something you’d like to share with the rest of the group?”


Jerry and the Fitzwillings have been sparring the entire trip. Never mind his bad habit of interjecting into my spiels factoids that are not always correct. He loves to call out everyone who even looks as if they’re contemplating talking over me.


“No, we’re good, Jerry,” says Lucy Fitzwilling. “Thanks, though.”


Jerry bares his teeth at her.


It’s been happening all week. The Fitzwillings get excited about something and start talking. Jerry calls them out. They stop for a while. Then the cycle repeats.


“As I was saying, Sally Lunn’s house is considered the oldest house in Bath, dating back to 1482. Although, Sally didn’t live here until the late 1600s. It’s a good example of medieval-style architecture. Notice the small stones on the façade and how the windows appear undersized when compared to the elegant building behind us?”


As I pause to let everyone turn around and have a look, my smartwatch buzzes with a call. I glance at my wrist even though I can’t talk now.


It’s my mother.


Marla and I have a complicated relationship. Other than an awkward five-minute call on Christmas Day, which I initiated, it’s been several months since we’ve spoken—since I flew back to Orlando for my grandmother’s funeral at the end of summer.


In addition to wishing her a merry Christmas, I called for an update on how things were proceeding with the sale of Gram’s house, which Marla and I jointly inherited and she offered to stage and list. As of last week, she was still sorting through Gram’s possessions and grumbling about the clutter she needed to eliminate before we could even think of putting the house on the market.


I didn’t feel too bad for her, because as compensation for preparing the house, we agreed that she could keep any of the clutter she wanted or pocket the proceeds of anything she sells.


She lives in Orlando. I live in London. That’s the only way it was going to work.


The cold weaves its way through the fabric of my red wool coat. I tighten my scarf and shove my hands into my pockets. I’ll call her when I get back to London. Or tomorrow. Maybe.


“Jane Austen frequented Sally Lunn’s bakery, which is still famous for its large brioche buns. I hope you’re hungry because we’ll sample them when we have our tea. In the meantime, you might be interested to know Jane mentioned Sally Lunn’s baked goods in a letter to her sister, Cassandra, in 1801. She said, ‘Though, to be sure, the keep of two will be more than of one, I will endeavor to make the difference less by disordering my stomach with Bath buns.’ ”


Two of the Fitzwillings are whispering again. They’re eyeballing Jerry.


I talk louder.


“Based on that quote, we can see that Jane was well acquainted with Sally Lunn’s buns.”


A titter ripples through the group.


“I am, of course, referring to brioche.” More laughter. “It’s been said that our Jane would often keep a stash of Sally’s bakes in her room to supplement the scanty meals served by her aunt Leigh-Perrot, whom Jane and Cassandra visited in Bath.”


The ladies are laughing less subtly now, hardly containing their whispers, and Jerry’s gaze remains trained on them with sniper-like focus.


It’s been a long week. The tour started in London and stretched up to Chatsworth House, famously the location of Darcy’s Pemberley in the 2005 Pride and Prejudice movie. We gave equal time to Lyme Park in Cheshire, the 1995 Pemberley. We’ve made all of the relevant stops along the way as we circled back through Bath on day six.


The women are oblivious to Jerry’s irritation until he says, “Come on, out with it, ladies. Let us all in on the joke. Tell us what’s so funny.”


They fall silent, but Jerry is having none of it.


“Really,” he says. “We want to know what is so damn hilarious that you keep interrupting Hannah.”


“Jerry, it’s fine,” I say. “I think we’ve all had enough architecture. Let’s go have tea. The reservations are listed under Heart to Heart Tours. I’m sure they won’t mind if we’re a little early.”


I hope.


I herd the group toward the restaurant in a desperate attempt to diffuse the situation.


It works.


We step inside and I give the information to the hostess, who, by the grace of God, has our tables ready.


I let the others go first and that’s when I see him. He’s sitting at a table all alone, his head bowed over a folio as he writes.


A navy peacoat and a tartan scarf are draped over the empty chair at the table. He’s wearing a black button-down, dark skinny jeans, and boots. His vibe is rock and roll or some other old-soul creative cool, but the intense way he furrows his brow as he writes makes me think of Mr. Darcy himself. I wonder if the Fitzwillings have noticed him.


My watch buzzes another alert and it makes me jump. He must see the movement out of the corner of his eye because he looks up and catches me staring at him. There’s a flash of recognition on his face and he squints at me.


He looks familiar… vaguely.


Do I know you?


If not, I want to know you.


I scroll through the files in my head. Famous people? No. People I know in Bath? Uh-uh. Other business acquaintances not from Bath? Not that I can remember. Someone from university? No. Guys my roommates have dated or tried to fix me up with? Hardly. People from London? No. Nothing.


It’s as if time has stopped around us and we’re the only ones in the room. Until I realize the hostess is talking to me.


“Right this way, miss,” she says.


I tear my gaze away from his and follow the hostess. In an attempt to center myself, I look at the text on my watch. It’s my mother again.




DID YOU GET MY MESSAGE??? CALL ME NOW! VERY IMPORTANT!!!





I’m not sure if her choice of all caps implies actual importance or impatience.


Either way, I can’t talk to her right now. After we order, some of the Fitzwillings begin peppering me with questions.


“Hannah, how did you get into this line of work?” Lucy asks. “It’s like a dream job. You must have such fun going to work every day.”


I adore my boss, Emma, owner of Heart to Heart. She’s become more of a friend than a boss. I will never be able to repay her for hiring me as a seasonal employee and keeping me on because I desperately needed work. Not only that, she’s given me creative freedom to make the Austen tour what it is today.


It’s not her fault that I feel… stuck. I’m twenty-seven years old. I can move on whenever I want.


“No, seriously,” Lucy presses. “How did you, an American, land a cool job like this? I mean, it allows you to live here and work here, right?”


I nod. “I guess I was lucky.”


The Fitzwillings are distracted by other conversation. I look over at Brooding Darcy. His head is bowed over his folio again and he’s furiously scribbling away. I wonder if I’d imagined our exchange a moment ago.


Then some of the Fitzwillings unleash a clap of laughter over something I missed and he raises his head only to catch me looking at him again.


He levels me with that same unsmiling, unapologetic stare that takes my breath away.


I know I’m not imagining that, but I look away.


After the server delivers our food and beverages, Lucy says, “Hannah, we got interrupted. Tell me how you got the job?”


I sip my tea. “I suppose I didn’t choose this career path as much as I needed a job while I was in college.”


“You went to college here?” Gloria Fitzwilling asks.


“Yes. I fell in love with the UK after doing a summer abroad here during my undergrad in the US. I returned to do my MA in literature at the University of Bristol, about fifteen miles from where we are right now. That’s when Heart to Heart hired me as a seasonal employee. I suppose it was a season that never ended because I’m still here.”


Lucy sighs and dreamily pushes an oversized bite of bun into her mouth. It makes her look like a chipmunk.


“I don’t blame you,” she says around the brioche. “I would so move here if I could. I’d meet a real-life Mr. Darcy and have beautiful Darcy children.”


I slant another surreptitious glance at Brooding Darcy’s table, but it’s empty. Somehow he slipped away and I didn’t notice.


Story of my life.


“Oh my gawd—yes… yes… yes!” Polly Fitzwilling throws her head back and cries out orgasmically. “Darcy children means Darcy sex. Yes, please. I’d never get out of bed.”


Jerry slams his hand on the table, making the china cups and saucers rattle. “Of all the inane, vapid nonsense.” His insult halts conversation at our end. A couple of the Fitzwillings grimace, another presses her lips together. Jerry’s wife, Frances, looks embarrassed. Lucy glares at him.


I think the moment will pass, when Lucy says, “Why would you say something so rude, Jerry? We’re just having fun. Lighten up a little bit.”


My face freezes into what I hope is my practiced, pleasant tour guide expression.


Jerry’s face turns red. “You and your friends have been talking through the entire tour. It’s safe to say that I’m not the rude one, you stupid cow.”


“Okay, no—Nope!” I demand. “We’re not going to do this.”


“Yes we are.” Jerry’s chair scrapes the wooden floorboards as he stands and hulks over the table. “I’m sick of their incessant ridiculous babble.”


This is a first. I’ve never had to referee a fight between my charges.


Frances puts a hand on her husband’s arm and mutters, “Jerry, please. Sit down.”


He bellows, “Shut up, Frances.”


The restaurant falls silent. People turn around and stare.


“That’s enough.” My voice is low but firm. “Let’s be respectful of others or they’ll ask us to leave.”


“I’ll make this easy on everyone,” he says. “Frances and I will leave.”


“Jerry, please sit down,” Frances begs. “We haven’t finished our tea.”


“We’re not having tea, Frances. We’re leaving. Now.”


Watching Jerry take Frances by the arm and quick-walk her out of the dining room triggers a memory I’ve tried hard to forget.


It was a hot summer night in Orlando. I was thirteen. It was the last time Marla whisked me away from Gram’s house, where I lived. Marla promised that this time she would make things work. This time, we’d make a life together.


Of course, making it work entailed constantly walking on eggshells around her boyfriend, Ed, because I never knew what would make him fly into a rage. It was usually directed at my mother. But not always.


I stand to walk after Jerry and Frances and try to blink away the memory, but not before the mental soundtrack plays: The sharp crack of fist connecting with bone. Emergency sirens. My mother screaming at me as they wheeled her into the ambulance: This is all your fault, Hannah. This is all on you.


As cold sweat breaks out on the back of my neck, a vague sense of nausea washes over me. It’s been a long time since I thought about that night.


Today’s ill-timed phone call from Marla coupled with Jerry’s anger allowed the memory to seep through the cracks of the wall I’ve built between my childhood and my current life.


Outside, I call after Jerry and his wife. He whirls around to face me. “You need to learn how to keep your tour under control, Ms. Bond.”


This is not a classroom setting where people have to shut up and listen. The women have the right to enjoy the tour in their own way—even if it means giggling and whispering about a fictional character—but pointing that out now won’t help.


“Jerry, come back inside. Let Frances finish her tea—”


“Frances doesn’t want tea, but I want to talk to your supervisor.”


He’s thrusting his cell phone at me, jabbing it into my shoulder. I sidestep, trying to avoid the next blow, but my heel catches an uneven piece of cobblestone and I feel myself going down. As adrenaline begins pinpricking my skin from the inside out, a pair of strong hands grabs my torso and rights me before I hit the ground.


“Hey, buddy, take it easy, there.” The deep male voice is steeped in a Scottish accent. The words are as strong as the hands that saved me. “There’s no reason to shove a lady.”


I know it’s Brooding Darcy before I turn and see him. He’s taller than I realized, and sturdy. Judging by the way he’s scowling down at Jerry, he’s not playing around.


Clearly Jerry realizes it, too, because he takes a couple of steps back.


“This is none of your business,” Jerry says, but his tone isn’t quite as nasty as it was a moment ago.


“It becomes my business when I see a man making an arse of himself roughing up a woman on the street. Do we need to call the police to settle it?”


“No, we’re good here.” Jerry’s voice has a defensive edge. “You can go.”


A crowd of people has stopped to watch.


“No, you’re the one who needs to step away and cool off. I’ll stay right here until you do.” Darcy doesn’t budge, nor does he stop glowering at Jerry, who is clenching his fists and muttering a string of choice words under his breath.


“I don’t need this,” Jerry says. “Come on, Frances.”


I worry about Jerry’s wife, that she will bear the brunt of her husband’s misplaced anger. I’m opening my mouth to say as much, but Darcy beats me to it.


“Lady, you don’t have to go with him.”


Frances raises her chin a notch. “I’m fine.” She sounds annoyed. “I can handle myself.”


She directs the words at me. Like my mother, sometimes people don’t know how to accept help when it’s offered, much less ask for it.


“Frances, I’m here for you if you need anything.”


Her eyes flick from me to Jerry, who is already walking away. She hesitates, and for a moment, I wonder if she’ll defect. Then she turns and follows her husband.


“Yeah, your boss is definitely going to hear from me,” Jerry bellows over his shoulder as he moves down North Parade Passage, then disappears around the corner.


I need to call Emma before he does.


But first, I turn to Darcy, unsure of what to say.


Because what do you say in a moment like this?


Thanks, but I didn’t need to be saved?


What might’ve happened if he hadn’t intervened?


Most of the onlookers have started to disperse, but I’m painfully aware of the handful of stragglers who are still watching curiously, some from the bay window of the Sally Lunn dining room.


I decide on the polite response. “Thank you for your help.”


“You’re American.” His tone is lighter, but his unwavering gaze is still as intense as it was when it was fixed on Jerry. Less angry, more…


More what? I don’t know.


“That I am.” After Jerry’s performance, I brace myself for him to tack on a barb about loud, ugly tourists.


“What exactly happened there?” he says. “If you don’t mind my asking.”


His tartan scarf is tucked inside his navy peacoat. His dark hair is disheveled and on the longish side but in a sexy way that makes me wonder what he looks like when he wakes up in the morning. I blink away the forward thought.


“I’m a tour guide. It’s the last day of our tour. He took issue with others talking during my spiels and the way I handled it. Apparently, he thought I could’ve done a better job. He’s off to inform my boss. Which means I need to call her before he does.”


I’m caught in the tractor beam of his gaze. Ridiculous, but it totally takes away my breath. My heart thuds against my ribs like a bird trying to break free and soar.


He looks like he wants to say something, but instead, he shakes his head.


“Right, you’d best make that call.” He glances at his watch. “And I’d best be on my way or I’ll miss my train.”


“Thanks again.”


“Happy to be of service. Take good care of yourself.”


That voice. It’s as rich as butterscotch and twice as sweet. As I watch him walk away, I’m thinking I could curl up in that brogue and live a happy life.


That’s when I realize I didn’t even ask his name.


I open my mouth to call after him, but he’s already too far away.


A light snow starts to fall as he’s swallowed up by crowds of revelers peering into shop-front windows brimming with holly and ivy and the last of the holiday cheer.


If the Fitzwillings wanted to find Mr. Darcy on this trip, they missed their chance. I want to smile at the thought, but more pressing matters consume me.


Before going back inside, I call Emma, but I get her voicemail. “Em, it’s Hannah. I have a situation. It’s not life-or-death, just… an incident that happened a moment ago. Call me when you get a chance.”


In the meantime, I go back inside and apologize to the manager of the Sally Lunn House for the spectacle in the dining room.


I realize that I should make a contingency plan just in case Jerry shows up at Thermae Bath Spa and tries to cause trouble for the ladies. Guys like that are usually all bark, so he probably won’t. But you never know. Before Jerry, I’d never had a person on my tour stomp away in a huff.


Heads turn as I walk back to the table, but I focus my energies on my remaining ten charges.


“I’m sorry about that, folks.”


“Oh, Hannah!” Tears flood Lucy’s eyes. “No, I’m the one who’s sorry. I didn’t mean for things to go that way. We were only having fun. What in the world is wrong with that man?”


“It’s okay. It was his choice to leave. Please don’t worry.” What else can I say?


As if by divine intervention, my phone vibrates with an incoming call.


“I apologize, but I have to take this. I’ll be right back.”


I answer before I get outside so Emma’s call doesn’t sail over to voicemail.


“Hey, Em, thanks for getting back to me so fast. Hold on a moment while I go outside. I’m in Sally Lunn’s.”


The silence on the other end of the line lasts long enough for me to wonder if the call has been disconnected.


And then I wish it had been.


“No, Hannah, it’s not Emma. This is your mother. Why haven’t you called me back? I’m in London at Heathrow Airport and I need you to come pick me up.”











February 1927


London, England


Dear Diary,


Mum popped in for a visit today.


She made no pretense of what she thought of my new Eton crop hairdo.


In true Constance Braithwaite fashion, she gasped and grabbed a hunk of my hair, going on and on about how I’d ruined my beauty. How no man would want me now because I looked like a boy.


I wanted to tell her the Eton crop was a statement about a woman’s self-confidence, and that confidence, in turn, accentuated femininity.


Instead, I murmured that it was just hair. It would grow back.


Lorgnette in hand, Mum moved her disapproving eyes to my chemise, which I’d made myself out of remnant fabric my boss let me take home. I love the loose, straight drop-waist skirt that falls just below my knees. I’d paired it with stockings and laced-up oxford shoes.


The look was inspired by a Coco Chanel design I saw in Vogue magazine.


As Mum inspected me, I did a twirl and asked her if she liked my frock. A cheeky move, I know, but I refused to stand there and let her berate me. Her nostrils flared as if she smelled something bad.


Her reaction made me wish I’d worn the golf knickers and tie I had finished sewing last week. Paired with argyle socks, the unfeminine ensemble would’ve made Mum apoplectic.


I would have wasted my breath if I’d tried to explain that Chanel has liberated women by taking inspiration from men’s clothing, which is so much more comfortable and convenient than the restraining styles of the past. Instead, I told her that wealthy women these days pay a lot of money to dress down, and soon, I intend to capitalize on it.


Money is a language she understands.


All she did was shake her head and say she knew my move from Bristol to London would lead to my ruin. The way I looked today was proof.


Then she announced that Allister Hutcheon, the widower undertaker back home, was looking for a wife and had been asking about me.


When I pointed out that Allister Hutcheon was closer to Dad’s age than mine, Mum sucked her teeth. She said I was too old for this nonsense. It was time to leave this foolishness behind and return to Bristol while my face was still fair and my virtue was intact. In other words, while I was still marriageable.


I don’t need a husband to take care of me and certainly not old Allister Hutcheon. I was so incensed I removed myself to the kitchen and started brewing tea to give myself a moment to calm down.


Everything considered, I’ve done well for myself. I’ve made good decisions and enough money to support myself. I’ve even managed to stash a little under the mattress.


I’d planned to tell Mum during her visit today that I was indeed leaving London, but not to return to Bristol. The way our talk was going, it was clear that I needed to break the news sooner rather than later.


When the tea was ready, I brought it out and blurted the news before my courage could escape me. I informed her I was moving to Paris with my friend Helen to apprentice in the atelier of Coco Chanel.


Mum scooted her chair away from the table. I’ll never forget the shriek of wood scraping wood. Nor the way she looked at me with fury in her blue eyes. She gathered her handbag and told me that unless I returned to Bristol with her, I needn’t come home ever again. I would not be welcome.


Once she left and her ultimatum settled in, a future life in Bristol flashed before my eyes—the regret of not going to Paris as I wasted away in spinsterhood or, I shudder to think, marriage to Allister Hutcheon.


With that, my choice was crystal clear.
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December 31, 2018—5:00 p.m.


Bath Spa railway station


Two hours later, I’ve deposited the group at Thermae Bath Spa. There was no sign of Jerry and Frances. When I spoke to Emma, she hadn’t heard from them, either.


I’d wager that Jerry will simmer all the way back to Wisconsin, where he will fire off a nasty letter to Emma. He may ask for a refund, but that will likely be the end of it.


A cold wind whips around me as I make my way to the Bath train station. British weather is so different from what I grew up with in Florida. Not only does it get much colder in the UK, but there’s also fog that descends from out of nowhere and seeps into your bones. Lit by the streetlamps, the misty air shimmers as it couples with the darkness that has fallen around me. It cloaks the evening in a melancholy blue that transports me back to my childhood.


When I was a little girl, “the blue hour” made me wistful and homesick for my mother, who was never there, even on the rare occasion that she was present.


The icy wind cuts through me, and I’m transported back to those nights when I felt hollow and abandoned.


Marla, why are you in London?


When we spoke earlier, she didn’t get a chance to explain because Emma beeped in. I told Marla I had to take the call. I did manage to say that I couldn’t pick her up. I was out of town working. Because I am.


I didn’t mention that I’d be home tonight.


To buy myself some time, I texted that she should check in at the Holiday Inn at Camden Lock until we can meet up. It’s affordable and an easy five-minute walk to my flat.


The thought of having her that close, even for a holiday, gives me pause.


Without the Atlantic between us, there is no buffer to keep us from colliding. Just Marla and me, face-to-face, forced to figure out what to do with each other before she inevitably floats out of my life like a balloon let loose from its tether.


But for whatever reason, she’s here, and there’s nothing I can do about it now.


As I settle into my seat on the train, all I want to do is sleep during the hour-and-forty-five-minute trip from Bath to Paddington station. But my watch buzzes a text alert.


In the split second before I look, I decide that if it’s my mother, I will take off the watch and stash it in my purse.


But it’s not her; it’s a group text from my flatmates Cressida and Tallulah.




Cressida: What time will you be home, Han?


Me: On the train now. Should be home 7:30-ish.


Cressida: I have a man for you tonight…





I can virtually hear her voice singing those frightful words.




Me: No thank you.


Cressida: Come on, Han. Zed wants to meet you.





Cressida’s blind date track record is horrendous, and a guy with a name like Zed doesn’t bode well for improvement. Thank goodness Tallulah chimes in.




Tallulah: What are you wearing to Jemma’s party?


Me: Flannel pajamas and fuzzy socks.


Tallulah: Sexy.


Cressida: Not sexy. Don’t encourage her. I refuse to let her end the year wearing fuzzy socks. She’d probably stoop to binge-watching Love Island if we left her to her own devices.


Tallulah: Right. We will save her from herself.


Me: What’s wrong with Love Island?


Cressida: We will leave her in Zed’s very capable, very large hands.


Me: Hello? Don’t talk about me like I’m not here.


Cressida: Okay then. We’ll leave you in Zed’s care. Did I mention his large hands?


Me: Zed? What kind of guy is named Zed? Sounds like a movie villain.


Cressida: No, he’s hot. You want to meet him.


Me: Introduce him to Tallulah.


Tallulah: Tallulah already has a date.


Cressida: Oops g2g. Doorbell.





Cressida’s skills for fixing me up on blind dates can be summed up in three words—well, six, really: The Quitter, The Sniffer, and The Stiffer. In order of appearance and offending record.


The Quitter took me to play tennis and then got mad when I beat him.


The Sniffer had a foot fetish.


I kid you not. A foot fetish.


I should’ve caught on earlier than I did because this dude knew way too much about women’s shoes than is acceptable for a straight guy. After I excused myself to the kitchen and came back with a bottle of wine, I caught him sniffing my black pump.


Surely that kind of lightning couldn’t strike twice. Could it?


Oh yes, it could.


Matt was an emergency room doctor whom Cressida met when she thought she’d broken her ankle. Since she was dating someone, she couldn’t wait to introduce us.


Everything started out fine. Matt was prompt and courteous. He’d made a reservation for us at Lumiere and ordered a nice bottle of wine and an array of appetizers for us to share, insisting that I hadn’t lived until I’d tried caviar on toast points.


The conversation was flowing—as was the wine—and I thought, Good job, good taste, no obvious anger issues, not a single mention of ladies’ shoes. I could like this guy.


As he finished his entree—he’d ordered filet and lobster for our mains—he got a call on his cell.


“I’m sorry,” he said as he left the table. “It’s the hospital. I have to take this.”


Five minutes later, he texted.




Listen, love, I’m terribly sorry, but I’ve been called out on an emergency. Time is of the essence. If you could take care of the tab, I’ll make it up to you.





Even before I saw the bottom line on the bill, I knew my one nearly maxed-out credit card couldn’t handle the damage we’d racked up.


I swallowed my pride and texted him back.




Matt, I’m sorry, but I didn’t bring enough money to cover the bill. I’m happy to pay for my part, but could you call the restaurant and give them a credit card number for your half?





He didn’t respond. To make a long, ugly story short, Cressida had to come bail me out. She insisted on paying the entire bill and buying me a drink at the Gilded Lion, a pub down the street from Lumiere, to make up for it.


As we elbowed our way through the crowd, who did I see bellied up to the bar holding court with a pint and twin blondes? Dr. Matthew Brewer. There’s no way he could’ve made it across town in London traffic, tended to his emergency, and gotten back to the pub in that amount of time.


The part I’m most ashamed of—more than a blind date stiffing me with the check—is that I said nothing to him. I didn’t present him with the $468.37 bill. I didn’t grab his pint and pour it over his head and caution the twins who were hanging on his every word, even though I wanted to, because the thought of causing a scene paralyzed me.


Instead, I said to Cressida before she could spot him, “It’s crowded in here. Let’s go somewhere else where we can breathe.”


Did I mention I’m not big on confrontation?











March 1927


Paris, France


Dear Diary,


Helen and I arrived at the tiny flat we rented on the rue du Cardinal Lemoine. I’m sad to say it is not at all what we expected. It’s horrible.


In the dark, we climbed a set of rickety wooden steps outside the main house to the top floor. After ducking through a small door, we had to ignite a kerosene lantern for light. A rodent—or perhaps it was a feral cat—hissed at us as it ran for cover. I wanted to leave, but we had no other place to go. We looked around and saw that the space amounted to nothing more than a small attic room about a quarter of the size of the flat we’d rented in London. This place was drafty and damp and smelled foul—of frying onions and the remnants of an animal that might have died in the walls or under the creaky floorboards. Possibly of relation to the one who greeted us? There was no kitchen, no running water. Just two twin-sized straw-stuffed mattresses atop rusty frames, pushed against separate walls, and a dresser. The landlord has passed off a closet as a loo, but in reality, it’s no more than an espace de rangement with a bucket.


By the time our ferry crossed from Dover to Calais and the train carried us to Paris, it was after midnight when we knocked on the door of our landlord, Monsieur Arpin. His wife directed us to the apartment and said her husband would call on us tomorrow to collect the rent and make sure we were comfortable.


Comfortable we are not, but I’m happy we don’t have to discuss terms tonight. I’m at once bone-weary and a bundle of nerves over my interview at Mademoiselle Chanel’s atelier in the morning.


I will write tomorrow, hopefully with good news and a clearer vision of what the future holds. Now, sleep.













Three [image: ]



December 31, 2018—7:30 p.m.


London, England


After the train pulls into Paddington station, it takes me another thirty minutes via bus and a short walk from the Camden station stop to get home. I find the flat lit up like the West End.


Even our red lacquered front door seems to glow. I’m putting my key into the lock when I hear laughter through the closed doors and windows.


Someone turns on music. It sounds like a party.


I sigh, crushed by the weight of obligatory socialization even before I enter the flat. I remind myself that it’s New Year’s Eve. Just because I’m worn out doesn’t mean the rest of the world has to tiptoe around me.


Plus, if Cressida and T have friends over, there’s a chance I can fly under the radar and sit out Jemma’s soirée after all. So bring on the pre-party. The more the merrier.


I let myself in, hang my coat in the hall closet, and toe out of my boots. That’s when I hear her voice over the music.


Oh my God, no. Please tell me she’s not here. She doesn’t even have my address.


Does she?


“Mom?” I say when I walk into the lounge. “What are you doing here?”


Someone turns down the music.


She jumps up and moves toward me with the agility of a much younger woman.


She’s wearing sunglasses. Huge tomato-red plastic frames that clash with her crimson lipstick and auburn hair. The gold quarter-size interlocking c’s on the sides of her glasses scream to the world that they’re Chanel, but there’s something slightly off about them. I’d wager they’re knockoffs.


But the spicy-fruity-floral tang of her trademark Coco perfume is 100 percent authentic. She’s worn it for years. It mixes with the aroma of the once-fresh Christmas tree that’s been languishing in the corner.


“Oh, Hannah! You have the nicest friends. After the cab dropped me off, Cressida and Taboola let me come in and they’ve been taking such good care of me.”


“Taboola? Mom, her name is Tallulah.”


My roommates erupt in fits of laughter. I’m seething.


You’re drunk. And you got my mother, the alcoholic, drunk. Or did she forget to tell you about that?


“Oh, sorry. My bad.” Marla laughs and dismisses the blunder with a wave of her hand. “They’ve been simply delightful. They opened a bottle of champagne, and we’re all getting in the spirit for tonight’s party. I am so happy that we’ll get to ring in the New Year together. I really think it’s the start of good things.”


Marla throws her arms around me, gives me a squeeze, and sets me free. She’s too thin, but she still manages to be larger-than-life. Her energy commands attention and draws people to her.


Her long hair falls in rope curls over her shoulders and down her back. She’s wearing black leather pants and a sheer black nylon blouse that showcases the lacy black bra underneath. It’s just this side of indecent, yet she manages to pull it off.


She’s put her own touch on the ensemble with a statement necklace, dangling earrings, and several bangle bracelets on each arm. In true Marla fashion, when it comes to makeup, accessories, and fragrance, more is always… more.


I feel frumpy in my khaki cargo pants and red uniform polo shirt with the Heart to Heart logo of two interlocking hearts embroidered over my left breast. Usually, I love wearing a uniform because it takes all the guesswork out of packing for the six-day tours. The pants and shirts stay wrinkle-free. Since I walk an average of 125,000 steps during a tour, cute shoes are out of the question.


“Where’s Don?”


Don is Marla’s fiancé. I met him at Gram’s funeral. My gaze searches the lounge for evidence of him—a suitcase, a coat, all the air being sucked out of the room—but there’s nothing.


Marla’s mouth flattens into a line. She pushes her frames up onto the bridge of her nose with her index finger. “I left him, Hannah. I called off the wedding.”


She squares her shoulders, lifts her chin as if convincing herself that it was the right thing to do. But she’s not fooling me.


“I’m a single woman now.”


Marla hates to be alone, but I’d be flattering myself if I thought she’d run to me for comfort. Her usual MO is to have another man lined up before cutting the old Joe loose.


Which begs the question, why is she here? And why the hell couldn’t it have waited until tomorrow? Or next year?


Before I can ask, Cressida fills the silence. “Hannah, you never told us your mother was so fun. And so lovely.”


Marla answers for me. “You’re sweet and your home is fabulous. You girls must be doing well for yourselves.” As she turns in a slow circle to take in the flat, I glance around the living room and try to see it through her eyes.


The sleek furniture, the expensive art, the Persian rugs on the parquet floors.


She’s right. It’s a great place. I totally lucked out when Cressida, whom I’d met at university, asked me to move into the empty bedroom when her former second roommate got promoted and moved to Dubai.


Under normal circumstances, I could never afford a place like this on my salary. None of us could. The townhome belongs to Cressida’s family and what I pay in rent basically covers my share of the utilities.


I swear if Marla does anything to jeopardize my living arrangement, I’ll never speak to her again.


Oh wait. We don’t really speak to begin with.


“They put my bags in your room. I hope that’s okay. It’ll be like a slumber party, Hannah.”


Marla smiles, but I know that behind those sunglasses, her eyes are daring me to throw her out.


“I wish I would’ve known that you were coming,” I say, pausing for an apology or an explanation, then filling the awkward silence when it doesn’t come.


“I guess you can stay with us tonight. Then we’ll find a nice hotel for the rest of your visit. I only have a full-sized bed, and you know I don’t sleep well with others.”


Marla raises a brow. I hold my breath, waiting for her to make a wisecrack about that being my problem. How maybe if I loosened up a bit, let myself have fun for a change, my bed wouldn’t be quite so empty.


“How long are you in town?” I ask.


“That depends.”


“On what?”


She hesitates, and I can tell she’s holding something back.


“Okay, two, three nights max. Who knows if I can even find a room, with the holiday. If I do, it will probably cost a fortune. I promise I won’t be too much of an imposition.”


Cressida and Tallulah are watching us as if we are the cast of a dysfunctional mother-daughter reality show. Like it’s the calm before the storm when one of us flips a table or yanks out the other’s hair extensions.


No extensions for me, that’s for sure, but Marla might have some. Her hair looks a little too perfect after the flight from Florida.


There’s no denying that my mother’s still a natural beauty underneath all the accessories. Her flawless ivory skin, bone structure, and willowy figure have opened doors for her throughout the years from modeling jobs to wealthy boyfriends to general preferential treatment.


It’s her curse and her blessing. If I’m perfectly honest, I can’t help but be a little jealous.


I did not inherit her delicate looks. I like to imagine that I got my nose that’s a little too big and my lips that are a little too full from my father, though I’ve never met him. Marla swears she doesn’t know who he is. When I was younger and would ask about him, she would say, “Oh, Hannah, don’t ask so many questions.” As I got older, she added, “It was a crazy time in my life. There were lots of men.” As if that was supposed to sate my curiosity.


“Two or three nights?” I ask, snapping back to the present. “You show up and expect us to accommodate you? And on New Year’s Eve no less!”


“Oh, come on, Hannah. Surely you can take pity on your ol’ mum and put up with me for a couple of nights?”


When I don’t answer, she laughs. “Your roomies said it would be fine. Didn’t you, girls?”


Cressida and T smile but say nothing. It’s not the show of support Marla was expecting, and I thank God her fun-mom act doesn’t have them completely bamboozled.


That’s what I love about my friends. They may not always have the best judgment—case in point, the holy trinity of bad blind dates—but they have good intentions always and my back when it matters.


“Are you en route to somewhere?” I ask, unmoved. There’s no way she wouldn’t have mentioned this transatlantic trip when we spoke last week, unless she had an ulterior motive. “Surely you didn’t fly to London to surprise me on New Year’s Eve.”


Marla purses her lips. She glances at Cressida and T, who are trying really hard to look like they’re not listening. Cressida is flipping through a magazine and T is scrolling through her phone.


“I’m glad you brought that up,” Marla says. “Why don’t we go somewhere we can talk and I’ll fill you in?”


“Or we can give you two some time,” Cressida offers. “I need to pick up a bottle of something to take to Jemma’s tonight. T, why don’t you come and help me pick it out?”


“That’s a great idea,” T says a little too enthusiastically.


“No, really, you don’t have to leave,” I insist. The subtext is please don’t go. Don’t leave me alone with her.


She’s not a serial killer or anything—don’t get me wrong—but she is an emotional vampire, and having Cressida and Tallu here is much-needed moral support.


“No, it’s fine, really,” Cressida says as she makes her way toward the foyer. “I’d rather pick it up now than wait until later.”


“We’ll be back in twenty or so,” T says. “That should give you girls time to catch up.”


They’re out the door and then it’s just the two of us. My mother and me, staring at each other. Or at least me staring at her bug-eyed sunglasses.


Suddenly, the room feels very cold.


“What is going on, Marla?”


“Why don’t we have something to drink?” she says.


“You’re drinking again.” My voice is flat. A statement, not a question.


She winces and looks wounded. “No, I’m not drinking alcohol, if that’s what you’re insinuating. Though most people do believe it’s bad luck if you don’t ring in the New Year with a toast.”


The way I remember it, it was always bad luck when she drank. Alcohol landed her in jail and then kept her away after she was released.


“I was suggesting that we share a spot of tea,” she says.


I raise my chin, refusing to let her relegate me to the role of disapproving parental figure, even though our roles have always been reversed. When Gram was alive, she did her best to shelter me from my mother. She let me have as much of a normal childhood as possible, but there was nothing she could do on the occasions when Marla would swoop in and take me away.


Before Marla went to jail, Gram didn’t have legal custody, because she didn’t want to put me through the court battle. When my mother would come around, she always seemed so earnest, swearing that she’d cleaned up her act and the only way she could prove herself was if we gave her a chance. She’d always manage to make us feel like the bad guys—me for not wanting to go with her and Gram for trying to protect me. That was vintage Marla: deflect and play the victim.


“It would’ve been nice if you’d let me know you were coming,” I say.


“I tried. You weren’t picking up my calls.”


“I mean before you landed in London. You could’ve mentioned it when we spoke last week.”


Marla does a full-body shrug and sighs like I’m being unreasonable.


“When we spoke about Gram’s house last week, I had no idea I’d be here.”


“How could you not have known? People don’t just fly to London on a whim.”


Well, most people who aren’t Marla need time to plan.


I move into the kitchen and put on the kettle. She follows and parks herself on one of the stools at the marble-topped island.


An empty bottle of champagne and three glasses litter the island’s otherwise tidy surface. And she said she wasn’t drinking.


At least it was only one bottle split three ways.


I busy myself measuring loose Darjeeling tea into a white ceramic teapot, and grab a small yellow-and-blue creamer pitcher from the refrigerator. I can feel her gaze on me in the quiet. I’m surprised she hasn’t filled the silence, which has stretched on for a while now.


“Please take off your sunglasses. I can’t see your eyes.”


I turn and look at her, arms crossed.


After a few beats, she slides off the glasses to reveal the purple-red remnants of a black eye that even her heavy makeup can’t cover.


“What the hell? What happened to your eye?”


She touches it gingerly, then cups her hand around it as if shielding it from my scrutiny.


“How did you hurt your eye?” I ask.


“I ran into a door.”


“Really?”


At Gram’s funeral, I remember noticing a bruise on her leg and seeing Don pinch her arm in the church when they were having a quiet disagreement. I know she’s lying about the door. But the teakettle is whistling. I remove it from the burner and pour the water into the teapot.


“Aren’t you fancy?” I know she’s trying to change the subject. “I usually drink Lipton.”


We sit in silence again until the tea has steeped. I pour it into the mugs and slide one in front of her. Her cup says, THERE IS NOTHING LIKE STAYING AT HOME FOR REAL COMFORT—JANE AUSTEN.


It’s a quote from Emma.


Marla squints her blue eyes. Her lips move as she reads. “Is this from your work? That tour thing you do?”


“A couple who took my Jane Austen tour last year gave it to me as a thank-you gift. You must have hit the door pretty hard for your eye to bruise like that. Did you have it checked by a doctor?”


“Don’t be ridiculous.” She blows on her tea and takes a noisy slurp.


“Did Don hit you?”


She sits perfectly still for a long moment before her face crumples, and she nods. “That’s why I called off the engagement.”


She won’t look me in the eyes. Head bowed over her cup, she blows on her tea and slurps again.


“Is that why you came to London?”


“One of the reasons. Hannah, I need your help.”


Her words are quiet but matter-of-fact. They lack the usual melodrama she uses when she’s trying to convince others of how trying her life is. “I can’t go back to Orlando. I’m afraid Don will kill me.”


And cue the theatrics.


“You can’t move in here.” I realize how utterly cold I sound. “I’m sorry. The town house doesn’t belong to me. It belongs to Cressida’s family.”


I start to tell her that I could never find another place like this for the rent I’m paying, but then I realize that would only make Marla more determined to stay.


“I’m not asking to move in with you.”


Marla swallows hard, then studies the mug again.


“They must really love you to give you a gift like this.”


I sip my tea, unsure of what to say.


“No, seriously,” Marla presses. “I’ll bet you’re really good at what you do.”


“I try.”


“You’re so smart, Hannah. I think you got that from your grandma. It must skip a generation.” She holds her mug with both palms, as if warming her hands.


I fight the urge to fill the silence, to ask her about the other reasons she’s here.


She said Don was one of the reasons.


Since Gram is gone, maybe this is the only place she could go to get away from him. I don’t know if she’s being dramatic about him wanting to kill her. He certainly left a mark on her face. That’s not something to test.


“You can stay for one night. One. Not a moment longer.”


Tomorrow, I will find her a hotel room and personally move her bags if I have to.


“Thank you, Hannah.” She’s tearing up. “Oh, thank you.”


I half expect her to fling her arm over her forehead and succumb to a case of the vapors.


But suddenly, she sets down her tea.


“Hang on,” she says. “I have something to show you. I’ll be right back.”


“I’ll be right here.”


She ignores my sarcasm and returns a moment later clutching a large manila envelope. She sits down, puts it on the island, and places her clasped hands on top of it.


I take the bait. “What’s that?”


She hands it to me. “This is the other reason I’m here. Open it.”











March 1927


Paris, France


Dear Diary,


The interview was a disaster.


I was so full of hope when I set out this morning toward Mademoiselle Chanel’s atelier at 31 rue Cambon to meet Madame Jeanneau, who had responded to my query for a position.


In her letter, she had instructed me to use the steps that led to the back door. I had paused at the top of the stairs when I heard a clatter behind me. A woman pushed past me, threw open the door, and raced into a workroom.


Right in front of everyone, a stern old crone reprimanded the poor, breathless woman, whose name, I learned, was Brigitte. Apparently she was late for work again. Brigitte pleaded with the woman, whom she addressed as Madame Jeanneau. Alas, it was futile, because Madame dismissed her on the spot, saying her services were no longer needed.


Next, Madame Jeanneau turned her ire on me and bellowed, “What do you want?”


I raised my chin, hoping to look more confident than I felt, and told her my name and that I had an appointment to interview for a job. I did not want to celebrate poor Brigitte’s misfortune, but I couldn’t help but feel hopeful since clearly there was an available position.
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