
[image: cover]


Praise for Lorraine Brown

‘Fresh, charming and wonderfully escapist’

Beth O’Leary

‘Utterly charming, you’ll be yearning to hotfoot it to Paris!’

Prima

‘A magical modern love story, I’ve fallen head over heels for Paris again!’ 

Helly Acton

‘A wonderfully engaging tale of love and self-discovery’ 

Mike Gayle

‘A charming, romantic read, which gave me a real hankering for croissants!’ 

Sophie Cousens

‘The lovely descriptions made me want to take the first post-lockdown Eurostar to Paris!’

Kate Eberlen

‘A gorgeous, romantic book packed full of joy. I mean, who doesn’t need to be whisked away to Paris’

Laura Pearson

‘Plotted to perfection and teeming with the rich sensory romance of Paris’ 

Kirsty Capes

‘With its sliding doors and picture postcard tour through Paris, The Paris Connection is fresh, funny and just the tonic for dark winter nights’

Zoe Folbigg


For Robbie and Gabriel, my lockdown loves.
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1

Rebecca

I was in the bathroom when the buzzer rang, attempting to apply bright red lipstick properly, with a brush, so that it didn’t end up smeared ghoulishly across my face by the end of the evening. He was six minutes early, which I thought was very inconsiderate. If somebody invited me round for eight, I’d arrive on the dot and not a moment before. Those vital few minutes made all the difference when you were having people over and you wanted everything to be perfect when they arrived.

I gave up on the lipstick and dashed into the bedroom, dousing myself in one more layer of my most expensive perfume and leaving a trail of it behind me as I flitted into the lounge to press play on the Spotify playlist I’d spent literally hours putting together. The melodic beat of London Grammar’s ‘Hey Now’ started up, which I’d thought was a strong first track. Just the right amount of cool without being so hip as to be utterly unbelievable. Tyler might not even be into music and so it wouldn’t matter, but I always thought it best to prepare for every eventuality.

I hurtled down the hallway, smoothing down the fabric of my red midi wrap dress, my bare feet sticking slightly on the parquet floor. The latch felt slippery underneath my fingers as I fumbled with the lock and threw open the door.

‘Oh,’ I said.

It wasn’t the suave, forty-something New Yorker I’d been expecting, but a different guy with sparkly eyes and broad shoulders and a nose that dominated the otherwise softer features of his face and wavy brown hair that was longer at the front than it was at the sides. He was not suave (or forty) and he was wearing a black jersey long-sleeved T-shirt pushed up to the elbows.

‘Hello,’ I said, confused.

‘Sorry to bother you,’ he said.

He seemed a bit stressed, I thought. Now I came to think about it, he did look vaguely familiar, but I couldn’t quite place him. Was he one of the Amazon delivery guys? The new boyfriend of my upstairs neighbour? Nope, it wasn’t coming to me.

‘I’m Jack,’ he explained, pointing over his shoulder. ‘From the flat opposite.’

I noticed he was wearing black joggers that were too short and showed his ankles and white Adidas trainers with no socks. It was an odd ensemble. Most people would look ridicu­lous in it, but remarkably he’d sort of managed to pull it off.

‘Oh, right,’ I said, it finally dawning on me that he was the new guy from across the landing.

‘I moved in a few days ago,’ he added. ‘I’m subletting the flat from a friend for the next six months.’

I knew the friend he meant. Tom something his name was. I’d always thought he was a bit up himself, if I was honest. He had a stunning, waif-like girlfriend with auburn hair and razor-sharp cheekbones who’d wafted up and down the stairs in floaty skirts all summer long, her tan leather sliders clip-clopping noisily on the steps.

‘How long have you lived here?’ asked Jack. ‘Sorry, I didn’t catch your name?’

‘Rebecca,’ I said, stroking my cuff with my thumb. He was friendlier than Tom, I’d give him that. ‘I’ve been here a while. A year and a half or so.’

He nodded. ‘Ah, I see. You know how it all works, then?’

‘Well, the communal hot water doesn’t work, not really,’ I said, immediately warming to my subject. ‘So if you want a bath, you’ll either have to get up at the crack of dawn or do it after ten. And bin day is Tuesday. And don’t slam the lift doors after nine or the woman on the ground floor will kick off. Anything else you need to know?’

He laughed. ‘That was a very thorough introduction, thank you.’

‘I aim to please.’

The next track on my playlist came on. It must be eight by now.

‘Ah, I’ve got a package for you, haven’t I?’ I said, remembering there was a reason this Jack was standing on my doorstep.

‘You have,’ he said, looking relieved. ‘Thanks so much for taking it in.’

I went into the kitchen and opened the cupboard under the sink, pulling out all the stuff I’d shoved in there earlier when I’d been flying about trying to make the flat look like a show home. Sweat prickled on my forehead as I riffled through rolls of bin bags and bottles of washing detergent and the kitchen gadgets (the spiraliser, a salad spinner and was that an avocado slicer?) I’d stuffed in there at various points over the last twelve months because I never used them. But there was one thing missing: Jack’s parcel.

I stood up again, running my hands through my hair. Where the hell was it?

‘Everything all right?’ said Jack, tentatively poking his head round the door frame.

I put my hands on my hips, blowing air up into my fringe, as though that was miraculously going to cool me down.

‘All fine,’ I lied, feeling more flustered by the second.

‘Is there a problem?’ Jack asked. ‘Only I do kind of need it quite urgently.’

‘Nope, no problem,’ I replied, my heart beginning to hammer against my chest. ‘I must have put it in the bedroom for safekeeping.’

Though I absolutely couldn’t remember doing that, but it had to be somewhere in the flat. I could remember signing for it and then … nothing. I strode down the hall, determined to find it. This was awful; I hated letting people down. What would my new neighbour think of me? I liked to make a good first impression and this was basically the opposite of that. I could even picture the package, an A4-sized manila envelope with some documents inside, so why couldn’t I also picture what the fuck I’d done with it?

‘Won’t be a sec!’ I called, flinging open my wardrobe and rooting through it at speed, pushing all my hangers to one end and then the other, feeling like I wanted to scream. There was no sign of it in here. I slammed the wardrobe doors shut again and then grabbed a tissue from the box on my bedside table to dab my no doubt now-very-shiny face.

‘Did you find it?’ Jack called, clearly a bit impatient now.

I couldn’t imagine what was so important that it couldn’t wait until tomorrow. Surely he could see I was in the middle of something?

Trying to compose myself, I walked back out into the hall and stopped dead. Much to my horror, Tyler, dressed in signature head-to-toe Armani, was standing on the doorstep behind a decidedly agitated Jack.

‘Rebecca! There you are!’

For some reason, Tyler’s booming American voice sounded too big and brash for the stairwell of our very modest block of flats. Perhaps it was just because my nerves were jangled.

‘Hello,’ I said, feeling my cheeks burning red, just to add to the attractiveness.

Meanwhile, Jack was looking at me expectantly.

‘Have you got it, then?’ he asked.

I shook my head. ‘I’m really sorry, but—’

‘Oh for god’s sake,’ he said under his breath, rubbing the back of his neck.

‘Well, if it’s that important, you should have made sure you were in to sign for it, shouldn’t you?’ I snapped at him.

Thanks to his terrible timing and his inability to take responsibility for his own stuff, I was now on the back foot before the evening had even begun.

‘Oh, I’m sorry. Was it too much to expect a neighbour to take in a package for me and then to actually be able to find it again?’ he replied sarcastically.

‘Whoa,’ said Tyler. ‘What’s your problem, man?’

Jack swung around to stare at him and then turned back to me with a face like thunder.

‘Listen, if you do by some miracle manage to locate it tonight, no matter what time, please drop it in to me, OK?’ said Jack, looking as though he was about to spontaneously combust.

‘I’m sure I can manage that,’ I replied, prickling with self-righteousness but also feeling a tiny bit guilty. I was usually very on top of things like this and it did sound as though it was something quite important.

With an overly dramatic sigh, Jack removed himself from my doorway and sloped the few steps across the landing to his own front door, where he proceeded to fumble around trying to open it, first struggling with the top lock and then the bottom. Meanwhile, Tyler was still on the doorstep, all calm and composed, looking like Richard Gere at the end of Pretty Woman. This was so far from the vibe I’d wanted to give off that it was almost comical. I’d wanted to waft to the door in a state of complete serenity, smelling of Jo Malone and with the London Grammar track playingly hauntingly in the background. Now it must be glaringly obvious to him that I wasn’t the supremely organised, together person I pretended to be.

‘You’d better come in,’ I said, ushering Tyler over the threshold, my heart rate slowly returning to something resembling normality.

I could do this; I could get things back on track. I would forget about Jack’s unexpected interruption and enjoy my evening. A drink would help, I thought, eyeing up the expensive-­looking bottle of red Tyler was holding. When he handed it to me, I stared intensely at the label, as though I was some sort of wine connoisseur.

‘This looks nice,’ I said approvingly.

As I stood aside to let Tyler pass, I caught Jack’s eye and quickly looked away. I’d had enough of him for one night. Perhaps it was karma that he was apparently still unable to open his own front door. I tutted as he started throwing himself against it with his shoulder, making a deafening racket that the whole block would probably be able to hear. The doors could be temperamental, but this was absolutely ridiculous.

‘Nice neighbours you’ve got there,’ said Tyler, chuckling to himself.

I closed my door and watched him shrug off his black wool three-quarter-length coat and then uncoil his mustard cashmere scarf. He kept his suit jacket on, which made me feel a bit like I was about to be interviewed for a job.

‘He’s new,’ I said, slightly distracted by the banging and crashing outside.

Seriously, what was wrong with that guy?

‘I love this photograph, by the way,’ said Tyler, peering closely at the framed black and white shot of Catherine Deneuve I’d hung on the wall when we (as in me and my ex) had first moved in. Dan – the ex – had hated it, but it had been the one décor-related thing I hadn’t caved in on. Everything else was pretty much to his taste, which I regretted now, of course, because here I was, living on my own, stuck with his characterless (he’d say minimalist) white walls and boring IKEA furniture. I ran my finger along the bottom of the frame, remembering how excited I’d been when I’d picked it out; how it had felt like an adventure to be decorating our new home together.

‘Can I take your coat?’ I asked, remembering I was supposed to be in hostess mode.

The whole thing with Jack had really shaken me up. How inconsiderate of him to get snippy with me when I’d basically done him a massive favour. I could have refused to sign for his stupid parcel, in which case it would have gone straight back to the depot and he wouldn’t have had it tonight, anyway. Although, in truth, I wasn’t sure he’d be getting it tonight from me either, even if I did find it. I planned to be otherwise engaged.

Tyler waited in the hall while I laid his luxurious clothing items carefully on my bed and then dipped back into the kitchen to grab a box of matches from the cutlery drawer. On the way past, I straightened the two Martini glasses I’d lined up on the side ready, the ingredients carefully placed next to it: tequila, a bottle of triple sec, salt, a bag of limes tipped into a bowl. I hoped it wasn’t too try-hard, but I wanted to give the impression that I was the sort of person who casually threw Margaritas together for myself on a Tuesday evening. I mean, there was no reason why I couldn’t be. That was the beauty of living on your own: you could do what you liked, when you liked, and there was absolutely nobody around to judge you for it.

‘This way,’ I said, beckoning Tyler through to the lounge, moving my copy of Elle Deco about two centimetres to the left so that it was in line with the arm of the sofa.

I lit a candle, glancing out of the window. It was impos­sible not to be nosy when you could pretty much see straight into people’s homes. The woman in the flat opposite and up a floor was eating her dinner, a later one than usual for her, her laptop open in front of her as she slurped forkfuls of what looked like Chinese takeaway into her mouth.

I liked seeing what other people were doing, the lit-up windows of Marlowe Court stacked one on top of the other, each square frame housing something different, a snapshot of somebody’s life. And then, to the right, was the never-­ending blackness of Hampstead Heath. The flats on the top floor of our building had panoramic views of the city, apparently, according to my neighbour, Clive, who seemed to know everything about everybody. I made a mental note to ask him what he knew about Jack. He seemed extremely volatile; I wondered whether Tom had got permission to sublet his place. There was a reason landlords vetted their tenants and got references, wasn’t there?

‘So Hampstead is lovely,’ said Tyler, who had picked up the trendy coffee-table book I’d dug out from the back of a cupboard earlier and had positioned in a prime spot. ‘All those cool little pubs. And I love your cute cobbled streets.’

I made approving noises to show I agreed with him. I knew I was lucky to be living in such a beautiful, leafy part of London where the average house cost several million pounds and where you passed some actor or musician or other practically every time you popped to the shops. It was crazily pretty Dan used to say, plus he loved telling people at his pretentious city firm that he lived in Hampstead because he thought they’d assume he was loaded. But what I loved about it was all the green, right here on my doorstep. The wildness of the heath that changed with the seasons; the ponds I hadn’t yet dared to swim in; the Georgian cottages laced with fragrant, lilac wisteria in the spring.

‘Did you get the Northern line up?’ I asked.

Tyler laughed, clearly thinking this was an outrageous suggestion. ‘I caught a black cab.’

‘Don’t do the tube, then?’

‘I’d rather be above ground. It’s not the cleanest down there, right?’ he said, turning his nose up.

There was nothing wrong with the tube, nothing at all. I loved rattling along on it, especially if I got a spot standing near the doors and could feel the rush of warm air blasting out of the tunnel and through the windows. Admittedly, it wasn’t quite so pleasant at rush hour, but you couldn’t have it all. Anyway, we couldn’t all afford to jump in taxis whenever we felt like it, could we?

‘Can I interest you in a Margarita?’ I asked, putting his misguided opinion of the London Underground system aside for now.

He put the book down and moved towards me, sliding his hands over my hips.

I laughed nervously. I’d had too much to drink the first time I’d slept with him a month or so ago, which had meant that for once I’d just let go and had done exactly what I wanted without thinking about the consequences. It felt very different now I was stone-cold sober and in my own living room.

‘I really want to kiss you again,’ said Tyler.

‘You do?’ I asked, my voice barely audible.

‘I find you so attractive,’ he said breathily.

Did he?

I closed my eyes as his lips pressed against mine. From the little I remembered, I’d quite liked it last time.

Just as I was getting into it, an ambulance on its way down the hill to the Royal Free set off its ominous, wailing siren and I flinched. It was something I always did, a sort of primal reaction that took me right back to being seven years old again.

Tyler stopped what he was doing and pulled back, looking worried. He probably thought he’d done something wrong.

‘You OK?’ he asked.

I nodded reassuringly, kissing him again to avoid any more questions.

Clearly taking this as a sign of my enthusiasm, he propelled me across the room and pressed me up against the wall so that I was wedged in between the bookshelf and the fireplace. Quite turned on by this manly display of confidence, I undid the buttons of his pale pink shirt, helping him take it off. This was good. I was doing what I’d promised myself I would do: I was mostly forgetting about the past and, while I’d been getting ready for my date with Tyler, I had not thought about Dan at all for what felt like the first time since he’d left.

‘This is probably a very bad idea,’ said Tyler in a gravelly voice, simultaneously untying my dress and sliding it off my shoulders.

‘I know it is,’ I replied, suspecting that this was precisely what had attracted us to each other in the first place.

It felt good to be doing something I shouldn’t for once. In my (slightly biased) opinion, I was one hundred per cent making progress.
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Jack

I groaned, grappling with the stupid front door which, for some fucking bizarre reason, was refusing to open. God only knows why a third-floor flat in one of the most exclusive areas of London required multiple locks so stiff that you had to use brute force to turn the key.

At last: success!

I flung myself inside, shutting the door behind me with a frustrated flick of my heel. I dropped my bag on the floor and kicked off my trainers, massively pissed off about my run-in with my incompetent, charmless neighbour. How could she lose my package in a flat this size?

I marched barefoot into the bathroom, turning on the hot water, letting it run without the plug in. If Rebecca was right – and, oh, I bet she just loved being right – there was probably no chance of a hot bath until much later, but it would be extremely satisfying to prove her wrong.

In the bedroom, I tore off my T-shirt, wrinkling up my nose at the stench of stale beer, an unavoidable aroma, unfortunately, when you worked in a pub. I consoled myself by imagining how much worse it would have been back in the days when everyone smoked inside. I’d have been risking my health, basically, and for what? To serve overpriced wine to a bunch of rich twats, that’s what.

Just as I pulled my joggers down, I thought I heard something. I stood still, tuning into the tinkling sound, eventually realising it was the faint trill of my phone.

I raced into the hall with my trousers around my ankles, falling dramatically to my knees to unzip my bag and yanking out my phone.

‘Shit,’ I said, glancing at the caller ID and grappling with the handset; there was no way I could miss this. ‘Chad!’ I answered, standing up so fast I got protein floaters. I ruffled my hair, trying to get my head together. ‘What’s up, man?’

For reasons I’d never quite understood, whenever I spoke to Chad, I had that feeling you get when you’ve been sent to the headmaster’s office (which happened fairly often, much to my parents’ disgust). You know, that sense of waiting anxiously in a deathly quiet corridor, adrenaline pumping, knowing you’re about to get a massive bollocking? I didn’t think this was how you were supposed to feel about your theatrical agent – my tutors at drama school had tried to insist that agents worked for us, that they needed us. It was a nice thought, but for me it had always felt as though the opposite was true. Chad was the ringmaster in our relationship (if you could even call it a relationship) and I was the desperate, sometimes-pathetic puppet.

‘There’s been a change of venue for your casting tomorrow,’ barked Chad, sounding angry at me for presumably absolutely no reason. ‘Got a pen?’

‘Yep,’ I lied, whirling fruitlessly around, as though I was going to find a random pen on the floor of my hallway. I waddled into the bedroom, flinging open the drawer of my bedside table, relieved when my fingers finally closed around the plastic casing of a dodgy-looking biro. I scooped my trousers over my heels and ran back into the hall in my pants, grabbed my script out of my bag and hooked my phone between my shoulder and my ear. ‘Ready when you are!’ I said, scribbling wildly in the corner of the page until the biro came to life, revealing a blob of scratchy blue ink.

Chad reeled off an address in Soho and I wrote it down, my stomach already churning over how much was at stake tomorrow. This job was a big deal. Not that Chad cared. Pep talks were definitely not his thing. I supposed that was the downside of having a ‘superstar’ agent: there was a hierarchy amongst Chad’s clients and I was clearly right at the bottom of it, which didn’t sit particularly well with me. I’d worked out that now and again I actually did need some reassurance, although it pained me to say it, because I liked to think of myself as a very un-needy person in general. In any case, there was nothing reassuring about Chad. I had the distinct impression that he thought he was doing me a massive favour by representing me. He had his A-list clients to make him loads of money in commission; he didn’t need me for that. In fact, I was pretty sure he didn’t think he needed me full stop.

‘And don’t be late,’ sniped Chad. ‘They’re squeezing you in as it is.’

‘When am I ever late for anything?’ I said, on the defensive.

I had my faults, but tardiness was not one of them. Actually, that wasn’t strictly true, I was late for absolutely everything else, but never, ever for a casting. My career had been, and would always be, my number-one priority – when I had an audition, nothing could stop me getting there. Once, I’d had to abandon a gridlocked Uber in Waterloo and sprint full-throttle to London Bridge. I nearly keeled over on arrival, but at least I’d been on time. Naturally, I hadn’t got the part; they were after a slick Jamie Dornan type, not some heaving, sweaty mess, but still, you couldn’t win them all.

‘Did you get the opening scenes I sent?’

I pinched the top of my nose. ‘Not yet. I missed the delivery and now my neighbour can’t find them.’

I knew Chad was rolling his eyes. He pretty much did that every time I spoke to him, so it was nothing new.

‘Well, make sure you get them. I went to great lengths to secure them for you, I’ll have you know.’

‘Sure.’

Did he really need to say that? Since I’d been the one asking if I could get hold of the scenes that came before the one I was reading so that I could put my lines in context, didn’t he think I’d do everything I could to get hold of the bloody things? And as far as great lengths go, he’d probably just snapped at his permanently-anxious assistant to sort it out, anyway.

‘Wear something that gives an impression of the character,’ instructed Chad.

‘Yeah, sure, I thought I’d wear the—’

‘Are you off page?’

‘Um, not quite. Not yet.’

Chad sighed. ‘They’re seeing some big names for this, Jack, remember that.’

I cleared my throat. ‘Like who? Can you say?’

Chad reeled off an intimidating list of actors who were up for the same role.

Fuck. I wished I hadn’t bothered asking.

‘Great,’ I said, swallowing hard. ‘I’m on it, Chad. Got a good feeling about this.’

Chad, who’d heard it all before, ended the call without so much as a goodbye and I went into the lounge and flopped onto the sofa in my boxers, feeling all kinds of exhausted. It might have been the eight-hour shift at the pub I’d just done, or the fact I’d been up working on the script until one in the morning. But, most likely, it was because I got like this when I had a casting for a job I desperately wanted. I could actually physically feel the pressure of it building up inside my brain. I put everything I had into every role I went for, obviously, for financial reasons if nothing else, even if it was a crappy commercial for dog food, or that multivitamin ad I did where they’d sprayed me bright orange from head to toe. But this? This was different. This was big time. Netflix. Twelve-episode drama. Recurring role. I’d have money for the first time in my life if I got this job, more money that I’d know what to do with. I’d be in a quality TV series with a brilliant script that could even win awards if it was as good on screen as it looked on the page. I could meet Chad’s eye without feeling like a massive failure. And I could chirpily inform my parents that, actually, they’d been wrong about me all along and that – ta-da! – I wasn’t the complete fuck-up they thought I was.

I put my hands behind my head, looking up at the ceiling, mesmerised by the way the bulb was swinging backwards and forwards inside its shade. My upstairs neighbour – presumed female, although I’d never actually met her – was dancing around to her Ed Sheeran album again, the jolly piping of ‘Galway Girl’ filtering through the floorboards. I’d always hated that song with a passion, especially the stupid lyrics about having ‘Jamie as a chaser, Jack for the fun’. I already felt like a laughing stock half the time, without smug Sheeran drumming it into me, too.

After a while, I took my script out to the kitchen, deciding I ought to eat despite feeling a bit sick after Chad’s call. I’d have an easy dinner, then I’d run my lines a few more times, and then I’d let it go. Trust the work and all that. Focus on staying calm more than anything, because although being nervous could give you the energy required to deliver a decent performance, what was not helpful was the sort of debilitating, nausea-inducing variety of nerves I’d had on occasion. Like at my drama school showcase when I’d known Chad was coming specifically to see me. It worked out all right in the end, I supposed, given that Chad had taken me on, but the lead-up to it had been most unpleasant and I’d constantly been on the verge of throwing up for about a week beforehand. I shook the memory away.

I opened the kitchen cupboards, my eyes flicking left and right across shelves bearing items as diverse as Batchelors bacon-­flavoured Super Noodles and Waitrose sliced arti­choke hearts, trying to work out what – if anything – I fancied or, more importantly, what I could actually conjure up with this mishmash. Eventually giving into the lure of comfort food, I pulled out a tin of baked beans and poured them into a saucepan, turning the ring up to maximum because I was impatient like that.

I laid my script out next to me on the worktop, resting my elbows on the fake-granite surface and mumbling dialogue under my breath, only pausing to glance at the page if I couldn’t remember what came next, which appeared to be happening with disturbing regularity. I sighed, telling myself that it would go in eventually. So what if it took me ten times longer than everyone else to learn stuff? As long as I got there in the end, nobody would be any the wiser, would they?

I practised my lines over and over again while my beans bubbled away on the hob. I bet Rebecca was serving up something pretentious and fussy across the hall. She looked like someone who hosted sophisticated, soulless dinner ­parties and got an ego boost out of impressing her guests with her culinary skills. She probably had a three-course gourmet meal on the go. I reckoned that was her style. Starter, main and dessert. She wouldn’t be making beans on toast, that was for sure, because her smarmy American boyfriend would probably run a mile if she did. And heaven forbid if he spotted a pack of Super Noodles!

I was just about to pop some sourdough in the toaster when I remembered I’d left the water running and legged it into the bathroom. If there had been any hot water in the first place, there wasn’t going to be now, was there? At least I hadn’t left the bloody plug in and flooded the place.
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