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TWO ARE HAPPY

CHAPTER I
Greetings Begin from Afar

T

hey were a few steps before the entryway when the
door was flung open. Being deep inside his head,
Benoît hadn’t noticed. However, Danielle did. She watched as
his face went from bland to confused as he became aware of
the woman coming out of the building. She was smiling at
him. His first thought was that she was entertaining some
sport. Amusement, at his expense. She held the contact in
passing. From the depth of the sincere look, he realized the
imagined thought placed in her head had been his projection,
and stumbled taking a step because of it. Innocence. The smile
was only a friendly greeting.
Danielle had observed the shared contact. It was amusing,
thinking her husband could be such a silly sap. With feigned
naivety, she asked, “And what was that about?”
“Hmm?” he said, thoughtlessly. His attention had remained
with the woman, who was now on the sidewalk.
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Having glanced back, she touched at her long straight hair,
pulling it behind an ear. A bit more sway was put into her
motion. The hedge was there. Before disappearing behind it, a
long last look was cast at Benoît. It shifted into a wink at
Danielle before she passed out of view.
Danielle gave him a moment before asking, “Well?”
“What do you mean?”
“What do I mean?” She caught at his arm. “That
connection. That moment you just shared. A 100 watt light
bulb would have provided far less illumination.”
“I have no idea what you are on about.”
She stared at him, looking from one eye to the other. They
stood before the entryway. The wind blew a gust through the
trees hanging over the street. The force of the movement
caught at them.
He said, “Trees are darkening. The Spring leafing is about
done.”
She turned back to him, incredulous. “It’s fine if you don’t
want to answer. Words are not always necessary. Honesty is
though. With me, of course. But also with yourself, Benoît.”
She paused, before adding an afterthought, “I don’t mind. You
know that, right?”
“Yes. You have made your position clear to me.
Repeatedly.”
“Repeatedly? Yeah, OK. I own that. Therapist.” She turned
to the doorbell panel. Names were hand printed beside each
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button, in various illegible script. It was that kind of building,
she thought.
Benoît glanced at the hedge in hope of the woman’s
reappearance. Perhaps she had forgotten something?
“I don’t find his name here.”
“Thierry.”
“There is no ‘Thierry.’”
He turned away from the street with a small
disappointment, and pointed at a button, “Here. This one.”
“There is no name.”
“Yeah. He’s lazy about that. Thinks people will leave him
alone if his name isn’t at the door.”
“Really?” Before he could answer, she pushed at the
button. A shrill buzzing was heard from within the building.
She was about to push it a second time when the intercom
crackled, “Hello?”
“It’s Danielle and Benoît.”
The door buzzed open. She pushed through.
Once inside, she stopped. There were stairs. On the wall, a
few mailboxes. Beyond them, a door.
In a rising tone, she asked, “Where’s the lift?”
“There isn’t one.”
She huffed a breath.
“He’s only on the sixth floor.”
“How many floors are there?”
“Six.”
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She stared.
“There’s less street noise up there.”
An indignant breath before the first step was taken.
“Thierry says the stairs are good exercise. Keeps his fitness
up.”
More steps.
“His flat has a patio.”
Silence.
“Sorry. I hadn’t thought about it. You could have waited at
a café for us.”
“It is fine. I can use the exercise too.”
“What? These buns of steel?” he said, trying to distract her.
“Enjoying the view back there, are you? I’ll have you
know, it takes work to keep the tone,” she said, and proceeded
to land a solid slap upon the tight material.
He touched at her lingering hand, joining the wobble. “The
dress is tight against your nude curves—without any lines. You
showed me. I appreciate.”
“Good that you do.”
The rest of the climb up was silent but for her boots clipclopping upon each tread. His gaze had remained hypnotized
by the rocking motion going on before him.
Her thoughts were on what was going on in his head at that
moment. And what about before, at the door so far below? He
was embarrassed when she pressed him about the encounter.
Was he confused about the overt interest passing from an
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attractive woman, and the reflexive response invoked? Had she
interrupted his processing? Or, was it just the sudden loss of
blood to his brain? Guys.
Reaching the sixth floor, they found the door ajar. Energy
and impulsiveness defined Danielle. She pushed though the
doorway without slowing down. Benoît followed, closing the
door quietly behind.
She called out, singing, “Thierry? We’re here. We’ve
summited.”
From deep inside the flat came a voice, “Back here. Not
quite ready yet.”
She said, quietly, “Why am I not surprised?”
Thierry appeared from a doorway across the room. He was
dressed in a shear robe tied loose. His face was half shaven.
“Please, go out on the patio. Sit. Enjoy. There are spirits in
the sideboard. You know where everything is, Benoît. Help
yourselves. I won’t be long.” He disappeared before they could
greet him.
“Late to his own funeral.”
“Now Danielle, it is his birthday. He can be late if he
wants.”
“Every day is his birthday. We have reservations.”
“They’ll keep. I told them about the occasion when I
booked. He’s known there. They are familiar with his fluid
timing.”
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He steered her out the french doors and onto the patio.
“Would you like something? There are all kinds of apéritive
possibilities. Perhaps a kir?”
“That’s fine. Thank you.”
“Crème de cassis, or de pêche?”
She was looking out beyond the building, and hadn’t heard
him. The view had immediately captured her attention.
Returning with their drinks, he said, “I thought you would
like it made with Pama. That is your favorite.” Their glasses
touched.
After the first sip, she brightened. “Yes, pomegranate
liqueur is best. I am sorry”—sliding closer—“for being
difficult. Something is going on with me. I don’t have a handle
on it yet. That’s disturbing. But, it is no excuse. Sorry.”
“Always the therapist. Don’t be so hard on yourself. It is
not such a big deal. You are fine, dear. Really.”
“No. I’m not. Let me own this, OK?”
He looked into her eyes. They were smiling, but there was
just the slightest bit of sadness around the edges. She loved
him; that was clear. He began to kiss her lightly on the lips,
which ended with their foreheads touching, eyes closed.
He whispered, “I accept. We need each other.”
“Not just that. We fulfill each other. And because we do, I
will make it up to you.”
The words surfaced as code, bringing an image along.
“Maybe a bit less enthusiastic than last, OK?”
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She reclined, pressing into the couch; her arms draped
along the back. When he didn’t respond, she pulled him in,
playfully laughing, “Aah. Was I too rough with my doggie?”
He relaxed into the sidelong embrace. His head nestled on
her shoulder, as required. Her neck was in need of kissing, so
he did that before rediscovering the shoulder.
Playing a sigh, he said, “Sometimes, my love, your
exuberance is a bit scary.”
“Don’t give me that. I know you. You like it like that. The
progression, tender to rough, gets you off. I didn’t hear the
safe-word once last night. Fess up. Tell me.”
“Wherever you take us, dear, I anticipate my role. I
follow.”
“The good dog you are.”
“My needs are as open to you as yours are to me.”
Those were the words she needed to hear. She took a deep
breath and sighed out, “You know me so well.”
That was true, he did know her. An arm explored to find
her waist. Neck kissing resumed. In response, her posture
melted further. More was opened, beckoning further attention.
She huskily whispered to him, “You like the plan for
Thierry? Wasn’t master clever?”
“The design you and your sister came up with was genius
inspired.”
“She’s taken to you as well. On her next visit, when you
greet each other, I want you to tell her that. Those exact words,
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whispered. I want to watch her take you. You are to do this
with her.” As she spoke, his other hand was led to where it was
required. Her posture adjusted accordingly. “You will know
what’s to be done. Use the time productively. While you two
make me wait, I will enjoy the view.”
“By your command.”
“Well spoken, my love puppy. Don’t tease further. Finish it
now.”
When Thierry managed his entrance, he found the couple
nestled into each other in a slight state of exhausted undress.
They were quietly involved in the sunset colors. His steps had
been silent, not wanting to disturb them immediately. He stood
behind the couch soaking up this new memory of his friends
and the sunset. They remained motionless in their moment
until he spoke. “I do enjoy the light’s fade to black, don’t
you?”
The both jumped, turning to find him there. Danielle
moved to rebutton the dress, but not so much in a rush as to
deprive Thierry an extended view above and below. While her
top was still open, she said with a calm voice, “Birthday Boy!
Don’t you look nice.” She sniffed at the air while the last of
the buttons were done up. “Smells nice, too.”
Standing, Benoît said, “Happy one, Thierry.” They shook
hands.
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Danielle came around the couch and did the cheek kissy
thing. “Nice that you shaved. You have such a handsome face.
It was a shame to hide it behind all that scrubbiness. I like this
much better.”
She had remained close to his face while speaking. Her
breath caressed its nakedness. Unconsciously, he took a step
back. Consciously, she took a step forward.
Benoît recognized the maneuver. He came around the
couch to rescue his friend. His arm found Danielle’s waist and
pulled her into him. She exaggerated the movement, bringing a
moment of unbalanced silliness.
His hand wanted to give her nude ass cheek inside that tight
dress a slap. Insight told him this was a gateway reaction she
had contrived. To frustrate her plan, he said, “Shall we go?
Our table awaits.”
“Restaurant Matthieu?”
With a pout, she said, “Yes, dear. We know your tastes.”
After locking the door and starting down the stairs,
Thierry’s thoughts fluttered otherwhere. He mused about
Claire, who had scurried off just before Danielle and Benoît
rang.
In the early afternoon, she had knocked on his door
complaining of being bored without her partner there.
Josephine had abandoned her: gone out of country for a
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business call with a client. Could she come in? Would he be so
kind as to make her a coffee?
Her appearance today had been a surprise. When they had
met before, he hadn’t the opportunity to talk much with her.
Josephine was always the effusive center of attention. She
would dominate conversation, directing it to her direction. Lots
of interesting ideas bubbled around in her head. It was a
fascinating ride, while they could keep up. Claire and he would
resign to smile at each other as Josephine metaphysically
disappeared off into the distance. It was a secret joke they
shared. Those evenings would end too soon, leaving them
having barely spoken a dozen words in a row to each other.
When the women parted with the customary cheek kisses,
Josephine would move quickly on. It was Claire who would
linger, her hand at his face as she drew away. After the door
closed, the silent house felt vast. He would put extra effort into
the clean-up to delay contact with the awaiting bed—much too
cold and empty with just himself.
On occasion, he had met Claire in passing on the stairs. A
few words were spoken. It was clear both wanted for more, but
there always seemed to be some time pressure driving them
apart.
Today though, it had only been them—the entire luxurious
afternoon. When he opened the door to find Claire standing
there resonating with energy, he knew at that moment they
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were both lost to the other. The realization left him
dumbstruck. It was the artist who whispered in his ear what
was required. The words that followed were uttered
impulsively, as though someone else was speaking. He asked if
she would pose for him.

“Do you have experience with that?”
She looked at him coyly before responding. “I do! All
right, I will pose for you if you promise to behave yourself—
behave as a gentleman.”
“I don’t know what it means to be a gentleman, but I assure
you, I am a professional.”
“Sure, well, that’s what the last guy said. His glowing
assurances turned out to be mostly pretense though. He was a
bit of a cad.”
“That is not me. You have seen my work.”
“I have!”
She looked at him a moment, evaluating. “Gosh, but aren’t
you the serious one. This is me having a small joke,” she said,
punching at his shoulder. “And just so you know, I did him
anyway. But that”—drawing closer—“was my decision. Gave
him a ‘be careful for what you wish’ one-time encounter.”
Intimately close now. He breathed in the sweetness of her
breath.
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She allowed the moment to linger, enjoying his enjoyment,
before saying, “All right, Mr. Spontaneous? Let’s do this.”
Her flirtation had pushed him out of balance. He moved to
reclaim personal space. His intention had actually been
professional. Blustered, he said, “Great! It will only take a
moment to set up.”
A mischievous grin came to her. Its origin was sourced
from the stimulation effect she was having upon him. Her
intention had been to rattle his cool demeanor, break out of the
passive game ritual they had fallen into.
“On our way,” she thought. “About time.”
He paced the floor, delaying, trying to regain his lost
thoughts. After a few there–and–backs, he said, “All the gear is
in cases. I haven’t unpacked it since the last outing. We’ll only
need a couple lights and the reflector. Yes. Won’t take but a
second. Just hang out on the couch. Relax yourself. Stay
natural.”
He, and the visibly uncomfortable bulge, went into another
room.
While imagining the adjustment necessary, she called to
him, “Not that there’s a hurry. I’ve got all day.”
“I’ve friends coming over in the early evening. They are
taking me out to dinner. It’s my birthday.”
“It is? Well, Happy Birthday, Thierry.”
“Whoops!” was followed by the sound of a case falling
against the floor.
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“You OK in there? Need help?”
“No. It missed my foot. I’ve found everything. My assistant
does a great job packing. It’s me who gets forgetful where
everything is.”
He walked back into the room with a light stand in each
hand. “I couldn’t find the reflector at first. She left me a note,
knowing I wouldn’t remember where things were, and end up
undoing her careful organization.”
Claire smiled serenely at his entrance.
“She’s quite dedicated”—coming around to the front of the
couch—“Oh!” His eyes opened wide. The stands were
reflexively put down.
“Sure you don’t need help?”
Catching himself, he said, “No. Ahem. Really, I got this.
You just continue to relax.”
She cat-stretched, and purred, “Your couch is really
comfortable.”
He smiled briefly, and went back for the rest of the gear.
“Do you have any mineral water? The coffee has left me a
bit thirsty.”
“There’s a crate in the pantry.”
She got up and padded across the room as he came back in.
She turned and asked, “Want some too?”
Trying not to stare. “Sure. Thanks.”
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The reflector was pulled open in its stand. The flash pods
were adjusted. He checked the camera lens before deciding to
give it a quick cleaning.
“Here you go,” she said.
“Put it on the side table over there, please.”
She padded back to the couch and plopped down.
He checked the lights again. And reconfirmed the camera
settings.
Looking at him expectantly, “So how would you like me?”
“Thinking… Ahmm. When I asked you to pose, I didn’t
mean without clothes.”
“Oh! Presumptuous of me. I am a silly girl. So, that really
wasn’t a line?”
“No.”
“You honestly didn’t have some kinky roleplay in mind?
Ulterior motive?”
“No.”
“Do you like how I look?”
He moved the camera to his hip with the lens at her.
“Ahmm, ah, well yeah.” The lights flashed as the shutter
clicked.
“Good. I will pose for you. Josephine will be so envious.
She had wanted you to shoot her since our housewarming
party.”
“When she pressured me into showing albums of my
work?”
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“Yeah. She cajoled until you caved. Believe me, you had
no chance.”
“I had come to that realization.”
“Anyway, her loss at not being the first. Serves her right,
selfish woman, leaving us here alone. And, so bored too!”
“Nice, that playful pouty look. Could you bring your hair
over the shoulder? Drape it long across your chest. You have
such gorgeous hair.”
“How’s that?”
“Great. Turn your hips just a bit more. Yes. Perfect.”
The banter had carried on through the afternoon. The late
sun brought more color warmth light into the room. A few
more pictures were taken.
Stepping back, he said, “I think that went well. You have a
natural sensibility in front of the lens. A presence.”
“Do I? I hadn’t thought about that.”
“There’s a confidence projected. It shows in how you carry
yourself.”
“Ahh. Now that is something I have thought about. That’s a
stage thing, people watching me. I used to be terrified to the
point that I dreaded going out. It had become a complex. Fear
of making the smallest mistake was interfering with my
performance.”
He had been pacing the room. She reached out for his hand,
stopping him in front of her. “It has taken a lot of work, but I
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think I am getting there. Thank you for the compliment. It was
Josephine’s doing. She would appreciate hearing your
observation.”
She squeezed his fingers before releasing him. He began to
break the gear down, piling it by the wall. While he worked,
she wandered over to the open door; the air felt cool on her
skin. Turning back to him, “I really like your patio. Can we go
out there? Is there time before the friends arrive?”
Her form was silhouetted by the doorway. Striking, he
thought, the awareness of her posture. A short internal struggle
commenced before he could answer. “Sure. The light is
starting to turn. I think it will be a lovely sunset.”
After the gear was put back into their respective cases, he
joined her.
“You are comfortable with your body.”
“My nudity, you mean? Yes. You’d think my parents were
hippies. They weren’t though. Chalk it up as a side effect of
Josephine’s deconditioning program. Sometimes she complains
that maybe it was a little too effective—that my latediscovered nudity predilection boarders on exhibitionism. But,
it works for me. I like the feeling.”
After stretching an arm behind to pillow her head, she
asked, “What about your parents? Did they teach body
shaming?”
“No. They instilled an appreciation of form. I learned the
flow of movement: stillness can be expressive. An entire story
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can be told in the pose of a single frame. This is what I strive
to achieve in my compositions.”
“If I could interrupt a moment before you go off on a
monologue—”
He mouthed the word back.
“—heh–yeah, which I’m sure would be fascinating. I
would be fine if you’d like to join me, remove your clothes, I
mean. Shared nudity makes people equals. It does not mean we
are going to have sex, or something. But that would be OK if
you wanted to. So, don’t be embarrassed if something is
already happening. That would be a compliment.”
She took a visible breath; her eyes flashed. “Right, that’s
out there now. Just thought I would let you know my thoughts,
in case you were unsure.”
“Yeah. Now that we aren’t working, I was thinking it was
rude of me not to have offered you a robe. Me being clothed,
and you remaining not, was awkward. I was trying to work out
the words to not sound creepy.”
“Hah! No. You aren’t creepy. Far from. I was picking up
that you were uncomfortable. So, please.”
“Be right back.”
“Could you bring me some more bubble water, please?”
“K. Just a sec.”
She settled into the view. The big clouds just above the
horizon were glowing bright around the edges. They looked
suspended, as though the sky was a painting.
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“Here you go,” he said, refilling the glasses on the side
table.
“Thanks.” She couldn’t help herself but stare while he
poured out the water. He flashed her a smile and sat, reclining
into the couch.
“Now don’t you feel more comfortable?”
“I do! Inside and out.”
“You caught me staring, sorry. It’s just that, even relaxed it
is, ah…”
“I know. That’s OK. As you said, it is a compliment. Your
curves certainly had an afternoon’s worth of attention from me.
The camera was well aware of your presence. We’ve explored
the large curve begun at your breast, the flow through to your
hips, and continued along your slender legs.”
“Wow! Look what you have done, Mister. Such words of
artistic caress have made me blush. I actually am!” She took
his hand and drew it to her. “I am glad to have provided poses
you could work with. Ah, if only Josephine could see us now.”
“She could, with a camera present, you know.”
“Ooh! Kodak moment! Make it so. Please!”
“Back in a jiff.”
He returned with a small camera mounted on a miniature
tripod.
It was set on timer delay.
“Ready? Let’s do a sultry look for her.”
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“Then a silly one, OK? She is gonna be so jealous.”
“Really?”
“Yes. Jealous of the time missed—that she wasn’t here
with us.”
“Oh. I see.”
“You didn’t think she was jealous, body possessive, did
you?”
“Well, for a moment I wasn’t sure.”
“Sorry I didn’t make that clear earlier. We aren’t like that.
You good with the camera?”
“Yes. One more picture—you solo. Hold it just like that.
Relaxed, but with that intensity piercing out from your eyes,
right through the lens.”
Click.
“You got it? I’d like more water, please.”
“You are a mermaid, aren’t you? You gave it away from
drinking so much water.”
He picked up her glass and went in. Alone for the moment,
they both recognized their play was quickly approaching the
point of No Return.
She called out, “Being a mermaid would be fun. I would
make a great Siren, don’t you think?”
He came back out and handed her the glass. “The stuff of
legends,” he said. Eyes followed up her arm, along the
shoulder, over chin and lips, to her eyes watching his.
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“Thanks.” A big gulp and the glass was left half full. He
waited for her attention to return.
“Sorry. I was staring at the compliment again. There’s a
reaction. Can you blame me? Ahem… Right. My water
consumption. Yes. I am hot blooded, which means I tend
towards the sweaty side. Thus, my frequent nudity. QED.”
“Frequent, huh?”
“Yeah. Guilty. Guess you should know about that. Hanging
around me and Josephine, you were bound to find out sooner
or later. Now’s the sooner.”
“That explains the coverings on the seats in your flat.”
“Yeah. Josephine keeps us hygienic.”
“So I got a naturist couple living below me.”
“Well, she’s not as impulsively disrobing as me. But, yeah,
you do.”
“I see.”
“We’ve friends as well.”
“Naturally.”
“Clever, Monsieur Artist. But from the look of the
compliment, I am really starting to become quite worried. Is
that a natural reaction others have commented upon?”
While she had been distractedly staring, he had been
looking deeply into her face, orbiting the eyes. He was still
doing that as the conversation took a natural pause. The quiet
washed over them, while he processed. She deferred,
anticipating to receive his advance.
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Suddenly, he said, “I would like to shoot you
professionally. Would you be interested in that?”
“What?!” she exclaimed. Action, not words were what had
been expected. A flush appeared on her chest. It expanded to
her face. There was something obviously happening, but what
was expected had him confused.
Attempting to disguise her surprise, she tried to be silly.
“You mean like me having signed a paper, little stacks of
boring papers would appear regularly—the kind with pale
colors and big numbers upon them?”
Her words flummoxed him. He stammered out, “Something
like that, yes. The arrangement can be flexible. It would be”—
she had taken his hand again and was squeezing it hard—“to
your needs. Ahem, I left the memory cards from the shoot
today by your clothes. On the counter. They are yours.”
Her grip was really starting to hurt.
“You are sweet, Thierry.” She released his hand and drew
back.
He remained looking at her.
After a moment, she realized he was awaiting her response.
“Well!” She sat up on her knees. “Let me think about this.
Hmm… Jazz musician by night. Model extraordinaire by day.
Sounds like a super hero’s CV, doesn’t it?”
He was still quiet.
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“Beauty treatments claimed as business expenses. Even the
epilation!” Her hands roamed, checking status. Satisfied, she
said, “Yeah. I’d like to try that.”
“You have a natural talent before the lens.”
“Stage presence.”
“Ah–ha. Yes. Stage presence.”
“OK. Let’s do this. Bring me the contract now. I want you
to keep the pictures we made today. Help me build a
portfolio.”
He was off the couch and immediately returned with a
clipboard and pen.
The words were read carefully. While she did that, he
looked at her as a woman—her physical beauty. There was a
stirring that became externalized. Before he could check up, it
carried quickly too far. The arousal became obvious.
Still reading, a finger skimming the lines, she said, “It’s
OK. I like your eyes on me.” She glanced at what was present
before her, and then back at the form. “Don’t be embarrassed.
I’m not.”
Her hand flashed, leaving a flowing signature behind. “Fair
enough,” she said, handing the clipboard back to him.
“You honor me, Claire.”
The continued smile was her answer.
A clock in the distance chimed the hour.
She looked at him feigning a frown, “Aww. Pumpkin
time?”
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“Yeah. Sorry.”
“No! Really?! Shit.”
He nodded.
“Well, hey! Thanks for the coffee.” Unwinding her long
legs, she stood. “And the lovely compliment.”
Walking to the door with a pile of clothes in her arms, she
said, “You know, I was serious about that offer, but time went
by too quickly to act on it.”
“Yeah.”
“You poor guy. Look at the state I’ve left you in. That’s
gonna be a distraction all evening long if you leave it like that.
Tell you what. If you are not too tired when you come back in,
why don’t you give my door a knock on your way up the
stairs? I’m up late.”
“Of course.”
“You will, won’t you, scruffy?” She ran the back of her
hand across his cheek hair. “Yeah, you will. Now go take care
of yourself before your friends arrive.”
She took a step out the door, but then turned and kissed
him on the lips. “Till then, I’ll be thinking about you. You
should think about me. Ciao!”
She turned and disappeared, trotting down the stairs. There
was the sound of her door opening and closing.
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Following Danielle and Benoît down the stairs, Thierry
mused about Claire. It would not be fair to say it was her fault
he wasn’t ready when his friends arrived. That was all his
doing. What had started out as a spontaneous modeling session
had progressed until he had to put the camera down. The
suggestive poses made her intentions clear. Without Josephine
there as a distraction, the energy between them continued to
build. When they parted, she had told him to think of her. He
did, before disappearing into thoughts of what they had yet to
share. And, was she at that moment perhaps acting upon the
same? The possibility consumed him.
After thoughts became release, he prepared to act upon the
next suggestion: to shave off the beard scruff. The pain was a
distraction that brought an idea, a suspicion that she had
orchestrated their roleplay. That there wasn’t time to
consummate the eventuality almost seemed a move in the
game. If he wasn’t already going out with friends, perhaps
there would have been an appointment demand upon her that
introduced the postponement. Was there any possible option of
free-will that ended with him not knocking on her door later
tonight? He thought not. It was a perfect storm they left each
other with when she scurried off just before Danielle and
Benoît rang. The razor’s action began to reveal detail of a
hidden face.
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The chief released the trigger, extinguishing the torch. The
boiling sugar relaxed into the crispy hard firmness of Crème
Brûlée. One was placed before each patron.
Folding up the tray-stand, the man moved to depart.
Thierry touched at the arm of his smock. “Thank you,
Matthieu. The menu was spectacular.”
“It is my pleasure to cook for you, Thierry. For you all,” he
said, gesturing. “And the ambiance? The pictures. You like?”
“I like the matting. They did a fine job in the accenting.”
“It is just framing from a local shop. Otherwise?”
“Concerning the content? It would be vain for me to
comment upon that.”
“They are your photographs.”
“Are they all photos?” Danielle asked. “I thought some
were paintings. There is such a surreal air to them.”
Benoît, “‘Such can be the mood when one’s muse captures
imagination.’ That’s what you told me, right Thierry?”
Thierry smiled briefly at his friend before turning back to
the chief. “Matthieu, I will perhaps have some new shots for
you. My friends have given me a stay at a spa in the Alps.
Perhaps the air will prove inspirational. Something unexpected,
the result.”
Danielle’s hand found Benoît’s thigh. She squeezed fingers
into his flesh. He adjusted himself in an attempt to relieve the
sudden pressure.
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Moving to depart, Matthieu said, “We will all benefit from
their thoughtful gift. I look forward to the review of this new
series. Now please, enjoy your Brûlée.”
They each cracked the sugar crust with a spoon back,
opening the dessert.
Thierry, “That really was a thoughtful gift. So expensive. I
know of the Chamonix–Mont Blanc region. But Hotel Clair de
Lune au Soleil, I am not familiar with. ‘Moonlight in the sun?’
What kind of spa is that?”
She said, “It’s a cross between Roman and Irish.”
“You have been there?”
“A friend has. She really liked it. Found it rejuvenating.
Came back looking like years of stress had melted away.”
“Yes, that must have been nice. Though, it is the high
mountain air I’m looking forward to. Misty mornings. Might
there be standing water? A lake nearby, perhaps? I must do
research.” His eyes became glazed as thoughts explored in the
distance.
She watched the transition, fascinated. Turning to Benoît,
her grip explored further; in response, his seat stiffened. He
looked nervously around the restaurant. An elderly lady smiled
back at him. A companion looked up to follow her glance.
Speaking to the absent man, Danielle said, “Don’t know,
Thierry. It’s the Alps. Always something to explore, I’m sure.
Something old,”—Benoît gasped—“something new. I have
expectations.”

JEFF HAYES

26

GREETINGS BEGIN

FROM

AFAR

TWO ARE HAPPY

His way was made up the stairs. The fifth floor found him
standing before the neighbors’ door. From inside came a faint
sound of music. The tune wasn’t familiar. Something
progressive. Jazz-like, but different. The progression refused to
end up as expected. After listening for a while, he sighed, not
wanting to disturb the delicate music. He knocked on the door.
A few notes carried further before the sound stopped. But for
his breathing, the stairwell was silent. It became even more so
when the light timer clicked off. Now it was silent and dark.
Reflexively, his hand waved toward the pale orange glow of
the light switch; however, he stopped short of pressing at it.
The absolute black was seductive. Better to remain sightless.
But the orange was actually providing some illumination,
though dim. So, technically…
And then the door opened.
“There is Thierry, standing in the dark. Enter, please. Join
me in the light.”
“Hello, Claire.”
They did the cheek kissy thing, which almost seemed a bit
odd, but for the reflex.
“Before you wonder. Yes. I have been nude since the
unasked–for–disrobed modeling session, but for the etiquette
demands of a brief journey out—supplies did require
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replenishing. An unavoidable interruption. Told you how I
am.”
“Yes. You did. Sorry, did I catch you in the shower?”
She dabbed at herself with a small towel. “Sweaty. I was
practicing this run in preparation for the next gig. There’s a
tendency to kinda get lost. Were you waiting long?”
“No, no. I had just knocked. You came right away.”
“Ah good… Want to see my studio?” Without waiting for
an answer, she led him through the flat and into a side room.
“It’s small, but functional.”
He followed into a room which really wasn’t that small.
The walls and ceiling were layered with sound deadening
acoustic panels. The floor was soft and squishy; it was covered
with a woven carpet. Shoes and socks had been taken off at the
door. The floor texture felt soothing.
“This is what I wanted to show you. See?” She pointed to a
shelf fixture protruding from the wall. On it was what looked
like an ordinary lava lamp. The melted wax was flowing in
hypnotic shapes like such lamps do.
“When someone knocks at the door, or buzzes at the
entrance, the light strobes: on and off, you know? It makes a
rising wind-chime noise too. Otherwise, I would be clueless.
This room is pretty much soundproof, no matter how hard
somebody knocked.”
“Clever.”
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“Yeah. Pretty cool. Josephine made that for me after
friends refused to visit if it wasn’t arranged for her to be here.
She is clever at inventing things. As handy with duct tape as
she is beautiful.
“Sometimes I still play dumb and ignore the lamp. I can be
frustrating like that, just so you know, ” she said, touching his
fingertips. “But not tonight. I was expecting your knock at my
door. Get my reference—wink–wink, nudge–nudge.”
The touch expanded into his palm. “My, after that
distracting afternoon, what an impossible time trying to
concentrate. Took such a while. Had to have a discussion with
an old friend, or two…”
She stroked his arm. “That was more innuendo, in case I
was being too unclear.”
He shifted his footing in response. Trying to maintain eye
contact, he said, “At the door I could just barely make out there
was sound coming from inside. The tune you were playing was
wonderful. Some fusion? I hadn’t heard anything like it
before.”
“Disappointing if you had known it because I just made it
up. A brand-new construct.”
She released him. “Close the door. I’ll play the ending for
you.”
Sitting with the guitar, she looked expectantly at him
before saying, “Now I’m still cleaning it up, so there might be
some roughness. But the structure is about right.”
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He sat on a high stool. After he settled, she began to play.
From the first cord the tone had a loud, full presence.
She continued to look at him. A smile flashed and then
faded neutral as her eyes glazed over. The playing progressed.
He found her sightless stare unnerving and looked instead at
her fingers working the fret board. Then her other hand,
playing pick-less, bare fingers against metal strings. The
intonation was fascinating. It pulled him in. Colors appeared.
Definition formed around each cycle.
Suddenly, she rested, leaning back. The piece was finished.
Beads of sweat had formed on her skin.
There was silence. It reminded him of the stairwell’s dark.
“You are the first to hear that. I made a recording earlier,
but it hasn’t been sent to the band mates. Thought I might want
to fiddle around a bit more; however, I think I’ll leave it.”
“That was really wonderful, Claire. The color carried me
away.”
“Thank you,” she said, standing. “I’m really sweaty.
Usually there’s a fan in here, but it was bothering me earlier,
so I put it out. There’s always one on me on stage. Mermaid,
right?”
She wiped the guitar and stood it on a free stand. “There’s
a connection between us. You feel it too.” He was looking at
the other guitars when she came up behind, encircling him.
“Hmm…” she cooed. His arms layered hers.
She asked, “Practical question first, OK?”
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“A–huh.”
“STI check current?”
“Oh. That question.”
“That is important. Josephine and I are checked regularly.
If you aren’t, we’ll have to wait. I know a clinic where you can
get it done tomorrow.”
“It is OK. Had my check-up recently. I am safe with my
partners. Also, I am snipped.”
“Good to know. I don’t usually fluid bond, but…” Her
hand explored down. “Jeez. This is gonna take some getting
used to. I am kinda small. Be patient. Josephine is—”
“Gonna be so jealous.”
“Exactly. Come, you. Shower with me. I want to wash the
sticky off.”
He turned and met her kiss.
Taking his hand, she led him out of the studio. The
swaying of her long straight hair was a delight. It tickled at his
arm.
Looking back over her shoulder, she said, “And please, do
lose the clothes, Birthday Boy. You are permitted, naturally.”

JEFF HAYES

31

GREETINGS BEGIN

FROM

AFAR

TWO ARE HAPPY

CHAPTER II
A Serpentine Way

I

t was early in the morning. The sun had yet to rise
above the taller peaks to illuminate the shorter ones.
The way up the mountain was drawn-out. Thierry was feeling
sick from the continuous switchbacks of the serpentine road. If
the pace was kept slow enough, he reasoned, and there weren’t
many curves left, the hotel could be reached without having to
pull over. At least he hoped so. There hadn’t been a choice in
the matter anyway; no reasonable possibility of pulling off had
presented itself. The way continued steep as did the seemingly
endless curves. Occasionally there was guard rail, but it
appeared too feeble to restrain even a bicycle. He checked that
thought. Not good, considering his present state of health. He
directed instead to focus upon the road ahead, and not the
depths below.
A car came up behind. Amazingly, it was the first. He
watched in the mirror. It was fast approaching. Closer and
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closer. A horrible thought: did the driver not see? They would
crash and both plunge off the mountain. His attention had
remained in the mirror and not upon the approaching curve
switchback. The sudden road edge woke him to the reality of
the situation. Brakes were jabbed at, almost bringing the car to
a stop. How the driver avoided rear-ending him was a test of
their reflex. The awkward turn was managed. He accelerated
slowly.
The thought at the bottom of the incline resurfaced, “How
on this narrow road was a bus to pass? That would be an
amazing feat.”
Though the wind was freezing cold, the car’s windows had
remained down to hear the toot warning a bus would give
before entering a corner. None had been encountered, which
had him suspicious one was due just about now.
The car behind prowled to pass, but the road remained too
narrow for their vehicle to overtake. They settled in tightly
behind.
“There is no need to intimidate me,” Thierry said to the too
large image in the mirror. “Upon the first opportunity I will
turn out, for sure.”
That last corner had spooked him. Carrying on, only quick
glances were given to the car. Behind their opaque windshield,
the driver remained nondescript, beyond being of little
patience.
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On a signpost up ahead, the hotel’s name came into view,
Clair de Lune au Soleil.
“‘Moonlight in the Sun,’ here I come,” he sighed.
After a final curve, the entrance sideroad came up. It was
cut through a vertical wall of rock. He indicated and had a last
quick look at the car behind. The turn was managed, though he
had to downshift twice, almost stalling the motor on the grade.
The road split into upper and lower parking. He chose the
upper as that seemed closer to the hotel. The building loomed
above. It was a modern construction pretending to be old. The
façade was of local rock. Perhaps the same rock which had
been removed to make way for the parking, and the road up.
Instantly, the mistake was realized. The upper lot was full.
He drove the lanes back and forth, about ready to give up. But
as luck would have it, near the front entrance, a car’s backup
lights came on. They pulled out, and he pulled in. However,
the joy of his perceived good fortune was short lived. After
switching off the motor, a realization came. He would have to
exhale to squeeze between the cars to make it around back to
the trunk.
The bags were in disarray. They had been thrown together
in haste. Benoît had been over last night to see him off. Really,
his friend was there to make sure he actually did go. Only the
photography cases had been packed beforehand. His assistant
had seen to that. Benoît pulled a suitcase down from the closet
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and began to fill it up. Thierry emptied it, complaining that
none of the clothes were what he wore anymore. Even the
toothbrush had been wrong. It was an old worn out one; he had
been meaning to throw it away. A new one was needed, which
required a thorough search of drawer after drawer—some
repeatedly. The rummaging continued on at length. In the
meanwhile, Benoît had given up. He retired to the couch with a
strong drink. Once the friend was gone, the packing proceeded
without further delay.
During the drive, Thierry had stopped several times to reinventory the photography equipment. The nagging worry that
a critical component had been forgotten could not be satisfied.
A note from the assistant was discovered. It was written in her
beautifully flowing hand. He admired the balance of the script,
tracing it with a finger. After several passes, the magic was
debased by the reading of the words. They told: remain calm—
don’t panic—nothing has been forgotten. He imagined hearing
them spoken with her soothing voice. There was that ever
present wry smile upon her face.
Her attitude was inspirational to his work. Should he have
asked her along for this trip? She surely would have been
thrilled to have been included, though there might have been
some stress—innocently unintentional. Their relationship had
remained professionally asexual. Passion was exhausted in
their shared work. Both seemed satisfied with how this
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partnership had organically self-assembled. Probably for the
better not to risk extended time together at such a place. After
further musing, the note was replaced so he could later imagine
finding it for the first time; he had done this before with her
mementos.
A picture slipped out of the lid pocket. It was of Claire,
from that first afternoon, one of his favorites. She must have
put it in the case after they got back from her gig early
yesterday morning. The hour they had gotten in had him
exhausted. In contrast, she had been totally wired, which is the
state he’s come to expect after a show. She was teasing him on
the drive home, saying he was a naughty boy to be away from
her; he was going to be left in a state of utter exhaustion that
would require days of intensive spa-ing to recover from.
Soreness would keep her in mind—a reminder to him not to be
so distracted by all that nude flesh as to forget hers. He had
assured her that could never happen. She had assured him she
wasn’t going to take any chances. And after they arrived at his
flat, she was good to her word.
Repacking the kit in the trunk before the hotel, sore
muscles served in reminder—an adjustment also proved
necessary.

Séverine was late leaving work. That’s how it was. One
trivial thing begat another trivial thing, begat another. Before it
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had begun, the day was gone, lost to interruptions. But the
morning’s planned tasks remained untouched.
“Such is my life,” she complained. “Always the crush
before a holiday.”
Holiday! Was she crazy? How could the time off be
afforded?
The manager grinned at her when she tried to duck out,
waving for her from the conference room. On the other side of
a glass wall, at the end of a long table, he stood beside a tech
who was sweating over a laptop.
“Remember, I am letting you off on the condition that you
remain accessible were we to have any issues that require to be
sorted out before your return.”
His convoluted words gave her pause at the doorway. She
stared at him blank-faced.
He continued, “Come in. We’ve got this brand new laptop
all loaded up for you, don’t we?”
No response.
“Don’t we?” He bumped at the seated man.
The tech nodded affirmative as he pushed back from the
table. He said simply, “Done,” and left the room.
“Credentials and all. Everything you will need”—she was
about to shut him down, but thought better of it—“were we to
need your, shall we say, diligent expertise.”
Instead of what she had wanted to say, she suppressed
herself. “Fine. Whatever.”
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Closing the lid and sliding it into a bag, she started out the
door, mumbling, “The weight of a burden is more than a sum
of its parts.”
He called after her, “Please check your mail, at least daily.
Have a nice holiday. Take advantage of the spa facility. I hear
it is wonderfully rejuvenating. Not that you need that,
rejuvenating, of course.”
He laughed at his joke.
She gritted her teeth while walking to the train: that she had
allowed herself into this trap, and suffered his sugary words.
The situation was at an impasse, leaving her at a loss how to
control it. There were no advances of a sexual nature with their
office relationship. That took away a slight advantage she had
used with others in the past. The tease was a go-to over men
and women—not that she ever delivered. With this man
though, it didn’t matter; he remained banally asexual. “There
must be something. With everybody there is always a
something. Keep observing. One day, boss, I will figure you
out. You will be owned.”
“The metro is crowded,” she grumbled to herself, as no seat
was free and none were offered. “Why all the people so late at
night?”
She chose to stand by a pole, pressed in with the bodies.
The tram was underway now—moving about. A probing feel
of her ass began. Unmistakable. It started at her hip and
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moved, circling inward. Her darting hand caught the lingering
miscreant. Twisting at the fingers, a bone popped. Above the
background carriage noise, a stifled groan was heard. The
satisfied smile that crossed her face radiated the first joy felt
that day.
Car waited before the building where Home was. The
service saw to that. Arranged with the garage lot where it was
stored, the vehicle had been delivered as promised. The night
glow popped from its recently detailed surface. The fresh
leather smell would be waiting inside. That was the garage’s
signature care, what the steep price afforded. Anticipation of
the feel behind the wheel brought her the second smile of the
day.
Up the steps and through the entryway, she traversed the
stairs to Home quicker than the building’s impossible slow
elevator; it never managed to be waiting on a convenient floor.
Key in the lock gained entry, where she went directly to the
bedroom. The suitcase was there in the corner, laying open. It
had been packed days before. The clothes were folded and
puzzle-pieced into an exact arrangement to minimize volume.
Only the necessary was lacking. It was hanging in the
bathroom. The last was packed into it. A new toothbrush was
removed from its packaging and dropped into a clear plastic
sleeve. The bag was zipped up and put in its place within the
waiting suitcase. Thoughts of the road had her wired.
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Showering washed the lingering fatigue away, down the
drain with the day’s grime. Gone was the stink of the subway;
she hated the smell of it in her hair. Twice a day suffered, to be
washed away once a day—at night. The smell could not be
tolerated in the bed, on the pillow. Leaning against the tiles,
hands pressed against the wall. Water from the shower head
drummed against her back. It wasn’t hot enough. The
temperature was increased to too-hot. She turned her back to it
and continued the wall lean. The water stung. Skin turned red.
Her head hung down. Thoughts were lost to oblivion as the
water had its way.
After toweling off, she reviewed her glowing skin, judging
herself in the mirror. She knew the assets went unappreciated.
There was no man at Home to admire her. No one worthy, at
least. It had been a while. Experiments had proved boring after
the initial excitement faded. None deserved her bedroom. All
had proved clumsy. Without interest, it seemed pointless to
carry contact on. Instead, work pulled her in. When a weekend
proved free, Car was there. Losing herself by driving to
exhaustion was a calculated prescription to hush the inner
voice of need. This voice was speaking just now to the form of
her nude image in the mirror.
Sighing, “There was nothing to be done for it.” She turned
away. A moment’s thought played through her head. Maybe
more than once before it could be submerged. Longing had
begun in the shower. Turning the water temperature up hadn’t
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silenced it. Indeed, the thought had metastasized physical.
Indulging it would interfere with the night’s plan, introducing
delay. There wouldn’t be enough time to follow the route plan.
Damn. It had started in the subway train. It had followed her to
Home. Two fingers on her left hand were tender—slightly
swollen. Luckily, they didn’t appear to be broken. How they
happened to become that way she could not remember.
Coming back to herself, it struck her that the bedding
wasn’t fresh. It hadn’t been on the bed long, but still it smelled.
That would not do. If the task was not done now it would
haunt her thoughts during the trip. The clothes were still
awaiting. They were put on the chair by the closet. The old
bedding was stripped off. New bedding was brought out. The
fresh wash smell was soothing. Flipping the sheet to unfold it,
the air snap brought more of that smell. It joined the other, a
musky odor. That smell hung in the room. The pheromone was
overpowering, creeping up from inside the back of her skull. It
required satisfaction. In response, the used bedding was rolled
up and brought to the laundry room. The sleeping machine
waited for her. It made requirements of her. It presented a
demand. “Again?” she thought, fading away.
The washing machine buzzed loudly. The sound startled
her back from wherever she had wandered off to. Her body had
remained in the laundry room. It wasn’t cold. The heat of the
wash and the repetitious vibration had taken her away. The
mustiness had followed here, saturating the small room. She

JEFF HAYES

41

A SERPENTINE WAY

TWO ARE HAPPY
had been honest with herself. A truce had been negotiated,
though it could only ever be of a temporary nature. Without
further debate, the sheets were loaded into the dryer. Sweat ran
down her back; it dripped from her chest. Wetness was present.
Another shower would be necessary. There would be enough
time until the dryer, the washer’s sibling, completed its task.
Its vibrating heat was tempting, even more so as the cycle
settled in. The movement became fascinating. There still
remained time. The shower could be had later, after the
wetness demands were further attended.
A second damp towel was hung beside the first. The folds
were aligned. Symmetry was important. Sharing space with a
man would disrupt the lines. No matter how careful, no matter
how diligent, the messiness would be found wanting. It would
be distracting. Her inner thoughts parted to find herself before
the mirror again. The water had returned a red glow to her
skin. It was deep in the tissue as though originating from
within.
“Careful,” she said. “Do not lose yourself again to the
cycle. Focus. Do the task.” The shower walls were wiped
down. The floor mopped. Satisfied the room was ready for her
return, she departed.
The clothes were on the chair. They looked cold—too cold.
Remembering, she went to the laundry room. The sheets were
dry; they were exchanged with the clothes. The machine was
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set to its highest setting. Pushing at the button, the satisfying
movement was again started. Around went the contact; the heat
energy spread. The timer counted forward as the cycle
approached its goal. Time was of no consequence in the
process, but the resolution was assured. It was after this
resolution that sweat was wiped and contact was cleaned: The
Afterwards. Then, the sheets were aligned on the folding table
as a relaxed activity. Hand-pressed into rectangles, they were
rendered wrinkle-free.
Cycle complete, the clothes were retrieved from the dryer
piping hot. They had remained longer in the machine than
intended, and burned against her flesh putting them on. It was
soothing, but again stimulating.
She said, “Purpose requires satisfaction, even if transitory,
until it doesn’t. So it goes.”
The bedding was stacked upon a shelf in a closet. For the
first time since entering Home, she looked at the hour. There
was less time than planned for. A quick mental recalculation of
the route to the hotel was done. It would later be entered into
the GPS. The device wasn’t necessary, but the accompaniment
was. A relaxed masculine voice had been the choice. He was
the right one.
The handy was on the charger. Its alert light flashed.
Swiping the device active, the texts were reviewed. She read
them twice before deleting. Like Home, her handy was
scrubbed fastidiously of memories.
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“This Georgette has dedicated followers. How long have I
had this number, and still they text. This ‘T.’ First, inviting her
to attend a day of mountain wandering. Next, apologizing for
forgetting to say ‘when and where’ in the first message. What
is that about? Such a dweeb. Maybe I should pretend to be
Georgette, respond to the next one. Could be a thrill. And why
is the screen all smeared? I just cleaned it.”
The roller attended her choppy walk to the door. The laptop
bag was hanging in the entryway. It was slung atop. The door
was pulled shut behind. Home settled down from the
interruption of her presence. The cycle of vacancy resumed
balance. The newly laundered sheets cooled on their shelf in
the closet, sharing heat with the other linen. A drop of water
fell from the shower head to the dry floor. A lifetime was
passed until the inevitable evaporation.
Car was there, waiting at the curb. The suitcase and bag
were put into the small storage under the hood. There was just
the space left to close it. Now the drive was before her. She
slid into the seat. The chemical leather smell from the detail
job was overpowering, but in a comfortable way—Car’s
greeting. Beneath the artificial, the actual leather smell of the
seats was there. The motor was switched on to warm up while
she situated. Its deep vibration entered from the rear and
flowed forward. Settling back, seat and mirrors were adjusted
to her size. The GPS was programmed. The aggressively
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shouted metal turned up to 11 was ejected, replaced with a
baroque classical disc—the booming volume remained.
“What was I thinking last time that such music seemed
appropriate? No. Wasn’t me. The service driver must have left
their disc in. Must speak to them about the appropriateness of
music.”
Satisfied, the parking brake was released. Car rolled away
from the curb. Home passed from view in the rear mirror
without a glance.
Car howled down the deserted motorway. Entering a tunnel
echoed the complicated sound back. A flush of noise
proceeded the exiting birth. The motor’s loudness had drowned
out the GPS voice warning of the speed RADAR trap ahead,
even though the music was dimmed while the words were
spoken. The screen had provided an eye-attracting visual clue
as well. She acknowledged neither, continuing the pace, but
prepared for the change. Just before the curve straightened,
brake lights came on and gears were shifted. Avoiding traps
was a reflex. This was but one of many in her head. Rolled
beyond the sensor, another gear down was taken to hop back
into cruising speed. The river of sound proceeded her out of
the final tunnel in this series. City glare was left behind in the
exhaust. In front, the inky black of a moonless night.
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From the speed coziness of Car, the motorway brought the
mountains near in short-time. In clock-time, it was longer. A
glow had begun on the horizon defining the approaching range.
The exit road had scrolled onto the screen. She glanced,
looking over the accumulated numbers, and was glad for it.
Almost no road traffic. The traps had been remembered. One
had been portable, but the GPS knew. All had been avoided.
The run would only cost fuel.
Gears were cycled through preparing for the exit. That the
road here remained dry was noted. Powering up the mountain
would be a thrill. She took in a deep breath to hold. It was
released with a relaxed flow between teeth. As the off-ramp
straightened out, two long black marks were left upon it—a
signature. This road was familiar, though it had been
resurfaced since the last visit. The thought of her marks below
this new asphalt topping brought a grin to her neutral face.
How would the rubber left today align with the rubber of past?
“Exactly,” confidence replied. Her movements were exactly
precise as was Car’s, leaping from corner exit, to straight, to
preparing for the next. The slalom proceeded up the mountain.
No other vehicles had been in sight, until the Citroën 2CV
was come upon.
“Jeez. A Duck. Are these things still allowed to waddle the
road? They should all be extinct. What color is that?
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Unmaintained oxide, streaked with rust? Oil stink too. That’s
just so perfect.”
There looked to be enough straight to pass, if hurried.
Another gear was grabbed. The distance to the car ahead
vaporized. But then, confidence barked up, saying the way was
too narrow; the distance before the curve was too brief.
Jabbing at the brakes, the speed was scrubbed off in a blaze of
heat. She pulled up behind—close, but controlled.
There was no empathy for the near heart attack the driver
ahead suffered. Their vehicle was an obstacle, a problem to be
solved. The instruments were reviewed. All was in order,
though the motor temperature was quickly on the rise. Fans
would come on before that got out of hand. The GPS. Well,
that brought a disappointment. The hotel was not much further
ahead. If by the next corner The Duck could not be passed, it
would be better to hang back, to let the motor settle into cooloff. This would have to be done anyway. The further road
would be a run for another day.
The driver must have been really spooked. Fortuitous that
she had backed off. The Duck almost missed the corner, and
then pretty much stalled exiting. Their weaving over the line
closed off the passing opportunity. The motor cooling option
had been chosen for her. The GPS was zoomed in to review
the hotel parking. Two lots. One by the hotel, the other
terraced below. This time in the morning, the departing hadn’t

JEFF HAYES

47

A SERPENTINE WAY

TWO ARE HAPPY
departed, for the most part. She thought the upper lot would
still be full. The lower was chosen.
Turning into the hotel’s drive, The Duck almost stalled
again.
Coming up quick, she had to shift into first and idle on the
brakes. Thoughts were still. No expression escaped. The Duck
pulled ahead and into the upper lot.
“Tschüss, Rusty. Not roadkill today.”
A short rev had her in the lower lot. There were many cars
here; however, the end was open. She rolled in backwards,
crossing two spaces. The motor was switched off and the
harness unbuckled. Climbing out of Car found her slightly
stiff. Muscles were stretched flexible with a few held
movements. The tea tumbler was found to still have liquid in
it. That was remedied. She reviewed the panorama while
drinking the last. The air was crisp, but not overly cold.
Sunlight had the peaks aglow, drawing down. There was
perpetual snow in the glacier. Memory of the road beyond the
hotel was clear. After the further crossroad, the way became
unknown. That left her anxious. The laptop would provide map
with topo describing what to expect.
“Need to get to the room,” she said.
The roller and bag were retrieved. She started the trek
across the lot towards the stairs.
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CHAPTER III
Expect the Unexpected

T

he roller bag had seen better days. To say it had made
the journey of a few too many flights would have
been a polite way to put it. Duct tape bound a long seam down
the back. A corner was held together in the same manner. Wire
kept the handle attached. There had been a small mishap with
the wire this morning. Tissue paper was wrapped around his
thumb. Though there hadn’t been much bleeding, the sight of it
had made him woozy.
He was reflecting on the color of blood while approaching
the hotel entry. Dragging the bag up the stairs, each step was
slammed into. The last step proved too much. The bag gave up
a wheel. He watched it bounce down the steps. It came to rest
in the middle of the drive. Leaving the wheel behind would be
littering. That would not do. It must be properly disposed of.
The thought was a reflex. Perhaps an inner need at neatness
that managed to escape the clutter. He discovered the bag
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would no longer stand up unattended. It was laid beside the
walkway while he went to fetch the wheel.
While at his retrieval task, a woman topped the steps at the
lot’s far end. She looked around briefly before proceeding, as
if inventorying the vehicles parked there. She strode the
distance, distracted by purpose, unaware she was being
observed. Thierry was fascinated by the intensity of focus she
projected. Though her movement was stiff, there was a grace
to it. The thought came to him that she might catch him
watching. He couldn’t endure that. The possibility made him
nervous. He returned quickly up the stairs to his bag. Fiddling
with it took over all his attention. It was dragged at first, but
that didn’t work so well. He carried it the rest of the way to the
door, where a moment of indecision occurred. The door did
not swing out automatically. To manage the latch, the bag had
to be put down. As he turned, the woman was there. Naturally,
he would have held the door open for her, as that’s the kind of
man he was. However, she was moving so fast that before he
could get his thoughts organized, she was through the door.
She had greeted him with a Thank You, and kept on. He
reached for his bag and followed. But not quick enough: the
closing door caught the bag. The handle was left in his hand,
no longer attached. No worries. He was practical. The bag had
a second handle. He lifted at it gingerly, testing if it would take
the weight. This one looked ready to join the other, now in his
pocket with the recaptured wheel.
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Before the front desk, the lobby was empty, but for the
quick walking woman and another behind the counter. Their
informal chit-chat ran out as he walked up. The tag on her
blouse read, Mireille. He looked up to see her looking at him
expectantly.
She said, “And this is your man? Your reservation is for
two, then?”
The woman turned. She looked confused, as though seeing
Thierry for the first time. There was a pause as her eyes sought
focus and brain lagged behind. The distracted look: she was
cloud-watching, not participating. That was a state he
understood. There was instant sympathy for her. He smiled.
That induced a response; however, the gears were stubborn to
engage. There followed no smile in reply. Instead, she coldly
turned away, and said, “No. No. Single booking.”
Mireille’s gaze was back upon him. She said, “A colleague
will be with you in a moment, Monsieur.”
As if by a conjuring trick, said colleague appeared. She
first looked at the state of his bag, then reviewed the state of
him. Only then, a robotic smile flashed briefly across her bland
face. “Please, Monsieur. I can help you here.” She indicated
for him to step over before her. He complied.
“You have a booking with us?”
“Good morning. Yes. I do.”
Fingers began dancing across the keyboard. She stopped
and looked at him. “Name, Monsieur?”
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“Thierry.”
He read her nameplate, Chantal.
A thought flashed across her face. “Thierry?”
“Yes.”
“That’s fine, Monsieur. May I see your ID card, please.”
By reflex, he reached for his wallet.
She continued, “So I can get your information entered.”
Handing her the card, he said, “It should all be in the
booking.”
“Yes. I’m sure.” Setting the card beside the keyboard, her
fingers resumed their flight, until they froze. “Your ID lists
you from Lyon. Is that correct?”
“Yeah,” he said unsure.
“I see. Hmm…”—more fingers—“However, the booking
lists Paris.”
“Oh, right. My residence is in Lyon. I keep a flat in Paris.”
She looked at him, studying his eyes. Her attention made
him nervous, as though he was being investigated.
She asked, “You are alone with this booking, I see.”
“Yes. It is just me for the stay.” He added, nervously, “It
was a nice drive this morning, lovely weather. Though, I found
the way a bit treacherous.”
He glanced over to see the other guest was looking at him
and had been listening. Mireille was deeply into her terminal,
fingers dancing. That their eyes met was a shock, and he
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quickly looked back at Chantal, who had also been watching
him. Her face remained inscrutable.
After letting him suffer an awkward pause trapped within
her eyes, a smirk crept in—briefly, and then it was gone.
She said, “The forecast for the week is for fine weather to
remain. That is typical for us this time of year.”
He again became distracted, this time by Mireille, who now
was looking at him. The attention almost brought upon a panic:
did Benoît have a joke with him about the booking? Were
these three women in on it?
Mireille came over and said, “Excuse me, Chantal?”
“Yes?”
“Is the gentleman’s booking for the third floor, west?”
Flying fingers. “Why yes, it is.” Realization came to her.
“Oh,” she said, and looked up questioningly from the screen.
“It’s OK. I will handle this. Could you see to the matter we
were discussing earlier, please? We will be in need of the
arrangement after all.”
She looked flatly at Thierry while saying, “Certainly,”—the
robotic smile returned—“I will see to it right away,” and then
disappeared behind a partition.
“So, Monsieur…”
“Thierry.”
“Right.” She smiled.
The encounter was bewildering. This was not an enjoyable
state he presently found himself in. The sparkle in her eye was
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not comforting. He felt a crack beginning to form—the edges
pulling apart.
“Madame,” she said, gesturing at the woman, “if you
please?”
The woman kept at her handy. Oblivious to the non-virtual
world.
“Madame?” No response. “Séverine!”
That got her attention. She looked up before her. No one
was there. She looked at Thierry, who smiled, embarrassed.
Mireille said, “If you please?” and gestured for her to come
over. “Thank you, so I can explain this just the one time.”
“I’m sorry. Conversation with the boss,” Séverine said,
indicating the handy. Text lines were scrolling. “Is there a
delay with my room? I can wait in the restaurant if it is not
ready.”
“No. No. There is an issue with your booking. With both of
your bookings, as a matter of fact.”
Thierry sighed, relieved the issue was with the room, and
not with him.
Séverine stood against the counter. “What do you mean?”
she asked flatly. “My booking was made some time back. It
was confirmed then. And, it was confirmed yesterday”—pause
—“for today.”
This woman made him feel small, Thierry decided.
Mireille’s smile did not waiver. “That was correct. Your
booking was reconfirmed yesterday; however, that was in the
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morning. If you had called in the evening, you would have
been informed of the issue that had occurred. You could have
saved the trip from—”
“Paris. I drove here from Paris.”
“Right. You could have saved yourself the trip.”
Thierry shrank smaller.
“A water pipe burst last night. As a result, the entire floor is
closed for repair. We had made an effort to contact the effected
guests. Seems you both were unavailable for our call. Sorry.”
“Ah…” was all Séverine could manage, before being
distracted. Her handy buzzed with another message. The third
since standing there. She looked at the screen for a moment.
Thierry and Mireille watched her, anticipating her attention’s
return.
“Hah!” She blew out the sound sarcastically, then looked at
Mireille. “Sorry. That wasn’t directed at you. Work. Can you
put me in another room? I don’t really care as long as the wi-fi
is good. I’m happy to wait if a room isn’t ready yet.”
Mireille looked to Thierry, and said, “See, that’s just the
problem. The season is well underway. It is our busy time.
There just isn’t the bed inventory for this area—we are remote,
and the crowds. Perhaps you noticed how full the parking was?
This hotel has a reputation for enthusiasts.” She took a breath.
“No. I am sorry. All the other rooms are booked.”
“I see. Another hotel?”
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“I would be more than happy to refer you if there was the
possibility, but there just isn’t.”
Thierry asked, with a cracking voice, “Tomorrow?”
Both the women looked at him astonished, as if discovering
he had just appeared out of thin air.
“No. Sorry. All booked through the entire week, including
tomorrow.”
“Oh,” he said, deflating further. “But what is there to be
done? Would there be staff housing perhaps? Not that we are
staff, but I wouldn’t mind pretending.” He looked at Séverine.
“It could be fun, don’t you think?”
She responded quickly, “No, I don’t.” A moment later, she
realized the ambiguity just spoken to this stranger; clarity was
required. “I do think that it would not be fun.”
She managed an awkward smile to him. He returned the
smile, and grew just a tiny bit in stature.
Mireille, “It wouldn’t matter. Staff rooms are in short
supply. Many of them double up. Some even triple.”
“Well, that must be fun,” Séverine said, with a slightly
sarcastic tone.
“I haven’t heard any complaints.”
“Would you?”
“Perhaps not. The spa provides certain attractive benefits.”
The two women stared. Each sized the other up: one
smiling, one not.
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Thierry returned to shrinking. It was a thing he had
confidence in being good at.
Chantal interrupted, returning from behind the partition.
Mireille stepped back. They spoke quietly. As the conversation
proceeded, Mireille nodded several times.
In the end, she said, “Thank you,” and the other departed
without a further word.
Mireille looked from the one to the other. “We could have
a solution, if you are in agreement.”
Séverine, “I’m fine. Let’s go with it.”
“If you both are in agreement.”
“What do you mean?”
“A room has become available. Chantal told me that she
had just now spoken by phone with the Sheikh concerning
canceling his reservation. He apologized for the late notice and
required that the hotel bill him for the full stay and all the
arranged amenities.”
As neither spoke, she continued, “How about that for luck?
A unique opportunity has presented itself: the most grand suite
we have to offer. To apologize for the inconvenience the hotel
has caused by not being able to fulfill your bookings, I would
be happy to put you both in this suite, if you wouldn’t mind
sharing. It has a fully stocked kitchen. A living room. A
beautifully designed bath. And, it has two bedrooms. By the
way, the view is to die for. I love to go there when it is free to
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get away while I do paperwork,”—they were silent—“or just
to sit and reflect. Mind you, time permitting, of course.”
Still silent.
“Well, what do you think? The Sheikh had arranged with
the chief for their meals. All is paid. So rather than it go to
waste, I’ll include that too.”
Thierry, “Your offer is satisfactory. I’m good with that.”
Séverine, “This is covered by the prepayment made with
my booking? No extra bill? No surprise?”
“Well, I won’t promise on the no surprise, but I will say
there will be no cost for either of you. The hotel will cover all
the expense.”
“I’m in, then.”
“Would you like to see the suite first?”
“No. That won’t be necessary.”—her handy vibrated again,
she glanced at it—“I need to get on-line. Is there wi-fi?”
“Oh, yes. Of course. The suite has its own router. You can
connect with ethernet directly into the hotel’s network, if you
prefer.”
“Fine. I would like to go up now. There are some things I
have to attend to. It has gotten a bit nuts.” The handy had her
attention again. “Aagh…” she said, stepping aside to respond
to the text.
Mireille made the room key cards. Thierry watched her
movements; a warm smile flashed at him. The sincerity had
him feeling better; however, in the back of his mind a worry
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crept in that perhaps a mistake had been made. He chanced a
quick sidelong glance at Séverine, whose eyes flashed in
response to an arriving text. She banged out a response volley.
“Here you two go. The room is 512, top floor. Signs will
direct you,” Mireille said, handing a card to him. Séverine was
engrossed in a virtual conversation with her handy; a card was
placed on the counter before her.
“I’ll have your bags brought up. If you could direct the
porter to your room choice in the suite, please? He will see you
are installed. The lift is to your left.”
The porter had since arrived with a baggage cart. Their
bags were loaded onboard.
Séverine looked up. Confused, she asked, “What? Where’s
the lift?”
There was a curious look in Mireille’s eyes, as though she
had been recalling a joke heard the night before. She watched
Séverine before replying, “To your left, if you please,” and
motioned the direction.
“Thank you,” Séverine said, vacantly. Taking the key card,
she started off for the lift, where the porter awaited.
Thierry remained at the counter watching Séverine walk
stiffly off. He turned to Mireille, who said “I hope you enjoy
your stay with us, Monsieur.”
“Thierry, please.”
She flashed a smile. “If you hurry for the lift?”
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“That’s OK. I’d rather use the stairs. I’m feeling a bit
stagnant after the long drive.”
“As you wish. The stairs are around to the right. If there is
anything you lack, toiletries or otherwise, please don’t hesitate
to contact the front desk. We are here to see to the comfort of
your stay. All is discrete.”
“Thank you, Mireille. You are most kind.”
“As you say, Monsieur, ah, Thierry.” There was an honest
warmth in her body language now—a friendly flirtation.
A composite image appeared superimposed upon her, an
inspiration. She seemed to recognize what was going on in his
head, and nodded at him with pursed lips. Communication
accomplished, he chuckled, “Around to the right, you said?”
“Yes.”
“Until later, then? Au revoir.”
“Au revoir, Thierry.”
He glanced at the closed lift doors, and started for the
stairs.
Mireille pretended to busy herself with gathering papers,
but her attention was on the man. He wandered in review of
the room’s vaulted interior, almost walking into a stuffed chair.
He excused himself to it, and proceeded on.
Chantal returned to the desk. She asked, “You got them
into the room?”
Mireille had been looking at the corner where Thierry had
just disappeared behind.“Hmm? Oh, yes.”
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“A Sheikh? Really? I could barely keep from laughing at
the absurdity. Your sister and her machinations.”
“She is the grand schemer. That is for sure.”
“I don’t understand why you go along with it.”
“You don’t know my sister. Believe me when I say, it is
easier that way.”
There had been no small talk in the lift. The porter had
pushed the button. The doors opened on the fifth floor, which
was the top. Séverine stepped out, but was unsure of the way.
“To the left, Mademoiselle.”
“Ah, OK.” She started walking. Looking at the key card, it
was blank. “I’m sorry. I’m afraid I don’t know the room
number.”
“Keep going. At the end of the hall, stop. The door there,
that’s yours.”
The carpet had a pattern of long lines. She followed them.
As instructed, she stopped at the end. The number on the door
was 512. She spoke the number aloud while inserting the card.
The light flashed from red to green as the door lock clicked
open. She pushed at the door and went into the room, not
holding it for the porter. His hand shot out to hold the way
while the cart wheeled in.
The entryway was a foyer. It led into the sitting room and
the adjoining kitchen. There were three doors. Two were
bedrooms, the third was the bath.
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She was already in the kitchen, pouring a glass of water
from a bottle.
“If Mademoiselle would be so kind as to choose a room, I
will install your bag.”
“Either one. I don’t have a preference.”
“As you wish. On the left then?”
“Fine,” she mumbled, falling back into her handy.
“Shall I unpack your bag into the armoire?”
She looked up sharply, and said too loudly, “No!” Catching
herself, she adjusted her voice, “No. Thank you. I will do
that.”
“As Mademoiselle wishes,” he said, calmly, and rolled her
bag off to the bedroom. Once back, he looked at Thierry’s sad
bag, considering the missing handle and three wheels. The
remaining handle looked doggy. The duct tape repairs would
have brought a grin to most; however, he was a professional—
there wasn’t even a head shake. His face remained neutral; the
grin was reserved for later. Deciding to be cautious, he carried
the bag into the other bedroom in his arms.
Returning to the door, Séverine met him there. In her hand
was a single bill, of a large denomination. The generous tip
was acknowledged in his eye. She feigned to hand it to him,
pulling her hand back at the last moment.
“A question, Señor.”
“Sí?”
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“I was right, you are not French. How is it you knew the
room number and that the bags were for separate rooms?”
Looking at the floor, he said, “It is my job to be aware of
such things.”
Séverine didn’t say anything to fill the pause; it grew,
which drew more explanation from him.
“Mademoiselle spoke it at the desk. I listen, but always
discretely.”
“My privacy is important.” Handing him the bill, “This is
so you understand the value I place on it.”
“I understand, Mademoiselle. Thank you.”
He pushed the cart out into the hallway and pulled the door
quietly shut.
Thierry encountered the porter waiting for the lift. Wishing
the man a good day, he offered a tip.
“Thank you, Monsieur; however, Mademoiselle has already
provided the gratuity. As Mademoiselle had indicated, I have
installed the Monsieur’s bag in the suite's room on the right.
Mademoiselle is in the other.”
The lift arrived; he pushed the cart forward. “I wish you a
good day as well, Monsieur.”
“Thank you,” Thierry said. He walked to the end of the
hallway, to room 512.
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Standing before the door, the first thought was to knock.
But he wasn’t sure, which left him paralyzed deciding the pros
and cons. While the reasoning was circling upon itself, the
door swung open wide.
“Oh! It’s you! Come in. I’m about to start a call and was
going to put out the Do Not Disturb on the door.” She handed
him the door sign. “Here. Hang this.” She turned away, but
turned right back. “I’m Séverine.”
He took in air to speak.
“And you are Thierry, correct?” Her hand jutted out. He
looked at it before shaking the acquaintance.
She walked away while talking into the handy. Entering the
room on the left, the bedroom door closed behind her.
He was alone at the open door, sign still in hand. It was
hung on the knob. The bathroom was before him. He entered
to relieve himself. It had been awhile since the last potty break
on the road. There had been some cramping. It felt good to
relax. Flushing, he was sure to put the seat down. The lid was
closed as well, just for good measure. First impressions were
important.
Walking through the kitchen, a bottle of water was taken
from the refrigerator. It was ice cold, and that hurt his head. He
went out on the balcony, curious to explore the view. Mireille
had said the view was to die for. It was expansive, with the
mountain ridge peaks rising above and the glacier valley far
below. He turned to take the panorama into his inner eye.
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Returning to the deck, there was a hot tub in the corner,
numerous lounge chairs were scattered about in arrangement.
He splashed at the water in the tub. It was hot. Quite inviting.
The sore muscles from the drive and life’s little stresses sung
to him, pleading, “Please!”
Séverine was behind a panoramic window pacing the room,
plugged in. A laptop screen with uncountable open windows
was on the desk. She hadn’t seen him. He waved again,
indicating the hot tub, with a thumbs up. Still, no attention.
There was a shower for washing off beside the tub. Thinking
for a moment about appropriate tub attire before an unknown
woman, a bathing suit was hit upon. He went back inside. He
would shower in the bathroom first and do a good job of it.
Several days had passed since his last wash.
The call had ended as abruptly as it had started. Disaster
averted, they will probably leave her in peace for at least a
short while, if not longer. Leaving her room, the bathroom
door was found closed, as before. She was so distractedly deep
in her head that it took several steps into the room before she
was aware that Thierry was there. He was using the shower.
The water was off while soaping his hair. His eyes were shut
against the stream of suds. His presence stopped her in a shock.
Furthering the confusion, she briefly saw a woman behind him.
Looking at her, the woman stepped behind Thierry and was no
longer visible. However, in the foggy mirror Séverine saw

JEFF HAYES

65

EXPECT

THE

UNEXPECTED

TWO ARE HAPPY
movement of two forms. Looking directly at the shower,
however, only Thierry was there. From a second look at the
mirror, she realized the shape in it was only his. Movement
brought her back directly to him. But her attention wasn’t so
much on his continued shampoo massage, but on his nudity.
The motion was hypnotizing; it took several breaths before she
was again aware. The reaction startled her. Suddenly, she left,
closing the door less quietly than intended. “Georgette? Is that
you?” she heard him ask.
She stood in the kitchen, with a view down the hall—
waiting. The handy had buzzed several times, but it was
ignored. Thierry emerged from the bathroom and went into his
room without closing the door. Disappointingly, he had been
wearing a robe. She put the empty espresso cup down. It had
been a pretense prop for the minutes waited. She went into the
bathroom to investigate. Each closet was opened. Linen,
towels, robes were found; however, all proved empty of the
woman. His toiletries were in disarray by the sink. She stifled
the urge to put them away, in order, tall to short, arranged by
function. While this thought was struggled with, Thierry came
in.
“Oh! Séverine, right? I didn’t realize you were in here.
Sorry about leaving my stuff on the counter. I came back to
clean all that up. Please excuse the mess. Shall I come back
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later after you are done? This is a lovely shower, by the way.
You will really enjoy it. I did.”
Before she could say that she wasn’t going to take a
shower, as she hadn’t the time, he left, pulling the door shut.
An open window blew a slight breeze into the room. The steam
had mostly evaporated off the mirror. She glanced at his
shampoo and conditioner on the rack in the shower. Going
over to them, each was picked up, its brand reviewed.
Nice choice, she thought. These were better quality than
what she had brought.
Talking aloud, “I will have a shower. I do feel grimy.”
Smelling at her hair, “Still smells of subway.” She sniffed at
the conditioner and something stirred within. By the hamper
she stepped out of her clothes. That brought her before the
window. It was a great pane of glass providing a floor to
ceiling portal view of the gulf before the mountain. A gust of
wind pushed through the open section. The air felt thick and
warm with the high mountain smell of nature. More stirring
occurred. From the glass shower one could contemplate the
view. There was also a deck before the window. If Thierry was
out there, he could see in here—see her nakedness. The
thought of a stranger watching did not bother her. That was
strange, the lack of embarrassing emotion. She wondered for a
moment at that thought before it faded.
Turning a knob for the water provided a surprise. The rain
shower head had been selected. It doused her with lovely warm
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water. The surprise relaxed just as the warm ran to icy cold.
Inside, she shrieked. The other knob was frantically turned,
which brought the temperature directly up to stinging too-hot.
A bit more cold brought it to right at first, then she decided the
sting was what was needed. It was brought up higher than
before. Tension melted with its flow. Thierry had been right,
she concluded—raising her regard of the man. A seed of
intrigue had been planted. As it was contemplated, steam
moisture rolled across the room, to mix in swirls with the air
from outside. The chill of the fresh air on her hot skin tingled
with the water.
She lost herself, disappearing into the sensation. The
shampooing had been done; it had a lovely scent. Now the
conditioner was applied. It would remain on for a while—be
absorbed deeply into the hair. The rain shower head had been
switched to the massage head. The pulses had been worked
long against her back and shoulders, where the work-stress was
stored. Other areas of the body had been explored as well. One
area in particular was being long visited. She had leaned her
forehead into the tile wall with an arm overhead for support of
the now unsteady legs.
A sensation had rolled along through uncounted moments
until a semi-awareness began to surface. She prepared to open
an eye to see if there was an audience on the other side of the
window. A fantasy flashed of what the observer might be
doing just then, if they too shared this rapturous moment. The
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view out the window was only lovely mountainscape. A
moment of disappointment flashed. But before it could be
explored, a movement reflection in the glass wall of the shower
had her attention. Out of the corner of her eye she saw the
outline of a woman who moved towards the vanity. Séverine
gasped and turned quickly to face the intruder. Nobody was
there.
“Right. Now I am fantasizing about women. Release the
fetters and one’s subconscious mind plays games. Disrupting
my routines is bound to open me to the strange. What do you
expect? It has been work, work, work for far too long.”
From the corner of her eye, she saw the nude woman at the
vanity, standing still, facing the mirror. When Séverine looked
at the woman directly, there was only herself reflected, in the
shower; the pulse head directed water against her thigh.
Looking down at the splashing water, the woman again
appeared in the periphery.
Séverine tried to comprehend the moment by just
perceiving it, without analysis. The nude woman was
reviewing herself. Fingers were pulled through long brown
hair. Her skin was tan and tautly fit. Finished fluffing at her
hair, a drawer was opened and then another. A bottle of
perfume was retrieved. Séverine recognized it. A dab was
rubbed into her wrists, then wiped across her chest. More
drawer rummaging produced a lipstick. It was twisted open in
review, a deep red. It had been a birthday gift from a
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colleague. Séverine didn’t wear much makeup. What she did
wear was subtle. The red was much too bold for her tastes. She
hadn’t remembered bringing it, but it was in the drawer,
somehow. The woman seemed to approve and proceeded to
apply the color. It brought an instant intensity to her face that
required Séverine to look directly at her. She, of course,
disappeared until Séverine looked away.
The woman kissed her lips upon a tissue. She smiled at the
mirror and adjusted herself. Turning, her eyes found Séverine,
pulling her in, demanding to be looked at directly. Manic.
Vision receded, becoming as though from the bottom of a well
looking up at this woman, whose face peered down glowing
with a wild intensity. A grin formed, showing her teeth. The
room returned. The woman laughed cruelly. She turned in a
pirouette and was gone.
Sensation returned. It took the form of a chill which shook
through Séverine, as if the water had turned icy. The coldness
wasn’t upon her skin. It came from her core.
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CHAPTER IV
Extending a Hand

A

butterfly lighted upon the chair back. Its wings were
brought together before being stretched out into a full
display. The movement was repeated several times before
stillness came to the insect. Though the colors upon the wings
were memorable, it was the pattern that was fascinating. Color,
by careful design. This could manifest as movement where
interaction becomes animation. The flow contained within the
wings told an entire story in the briefest of an instant. Nature,
the unacknowledged master. It is our frail perceptions that
obscure truth. If we could but develop the eye to perceive what
uncounted millennia of perfection awaited to delight?
Contemplating the butterfly: a stillness, a progression. Tales
were there awaiting a participant.
Such was the flight of Thierry’s aery thoughts, bubbling
alone in the hot tub.
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CHAPTER V
Alpine Strolling

T

he gondola swayed slightly from the breeze swirling
through the station. Thierry was the sole occupant.
But for the workers, normal people weren’t up at this time in
the morning. He had been the sole person waiting for service to
begin. Gondolas were being loaded with the day’s supplies for
the restaurant upon the mountain, the end station. The men
were chatty and friendly. Jokes were shared concerning last
night’s adventure in the pub, and how much coffee was
necessary this morning to get out the door.
Earlier, Thierry was noticed standing at the queue gate. A
man came over to explain they required a few minutes longer
until operation would begin. He offered that Thierry could
board the lead car, to make himself comfortable while they
continued with the loading. He thanked the man, explaining
there wasn’t a hurry to his day, though he would enjoy being
out of the bracing wind.
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Finding a place against the chilly seat, he continued to
observe the men’s efforts. From the motion, there obviously
wasn’t a hurry to their day either. They worked to and fro in
graceful movement. One had a cigarette balanced between his
lips; it proved no hindrance to the boisterous conversation.
Relaxed was an attitude he took comfort in: slow, but steady,
remaining ever diligent to the task at hand.
Thierry relaxed further into the seat, becoming fascinated
with the intricate but sparse shapes connecting the car to the
cable and the large gear drive it was threaded through. The
approaching woman wasn’t seen until she called out. The
workers paused to watch her progress directly to the lead car.
In passing, she smiled and nodded, honestly enjoying their
attention. Her boarding the car startled Thierry. The gentle
sway built up by the breeze was disturbed by a new sway—a
sway induced by her presence.
They exchanged greeting kisses before she slid onto the
other seat.
“Georgette?”
“I made it, Thierry.”
“I wondered if you would.”
“Were there mixed signals?”
He paused before finding the words. “I don’t quite have the
hang of you.”
“If you ever do, you would grow bored with me in an
instant.”
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“No. I can’t imagine a time when I would ever grow
bored.”
“There is comfort to be found in words spoken from an
expert wool-gatherer concerning imagination.”

For the rest of this chapter and all the others, please
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CHAPTER VI
Sun Dark and Light

S

witchbacks gave way with the slope into a
meadow. Across it, the forest began. The bag of
dried meat was accepted back from her. Another piece was
taken out for nibbling upon before the bag was replaced. Her
attention remained upon clipping the water bottle back onto the
bobbing pack as they walked.
He said, “Almost to the forest black. Oh. Look…”
“What?” she said, finally getting the clip to snap shut.
“An opportunity to practice your German.”
“Huh?” she said, looking where the end of his walking pole
was pointed.
“Almost made it.”
A couple had just emerged onto the trail from the shadow
dark. They were dressed in Alpine walking clothes, each with
poles.
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Thierry’s attention was split between the couple and
Georgette. He did a quick review of the camera. Pretending to
be unhappy with some aspect, he stopped to fiddle about with
it.
She asked, with the smallest bit of stress in her voice,
“What are you doing?”
“This isn’t the right lens. Could you get me the medium
focal one from the side pocket, please?”
“What?” She glanced at the couple. They were
approaching, but were still a distance off. “OK. What pocket?”
“The lower one”—pointing backward—“here.”
The zipper was stuck, stubborn. After a few frustrated
pulls, it opened. She retrieved the lens and handed it to him.
He looked at it, then at the other lens, still on the camera.
“No. This one is still too long. I need the shorter one.”
He handed it back, and she zipped it into the pocket.
“Where’s this other?” she asked, glancing at the people, still a
ways away. Standing behind Thierry, the pack was blocking
the view of her, or so she thought.

For the rest of this chapter and all the others, please
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CHAPTER VII
Sharing a Public Familiarity

W

aking, he was aware of a woman lying in bed.
She was spooned in front. Her breathing was
slow and deep. Though he needed to use the toilet, he was
reluctant to get up. The stars were still out brightly, though the
moon had set. He took a breath and relaxed against her. She
moved to draw him against her chest. Fingers laced in lest the
hand might escape. Her breath continued regularly, as soon did
his, passing back into sleep.
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CHAPTER VIII
Puppe's Puppets

H

e woke lying on his side. Eyes wouldn’t focus. It
took several blinks before he realized it was still
dark. The night sky brought little light into the room. Next, he
realized he wasn’t alone in the bed. From the pressure against
his back he surmised it was a woman. From her shape it was
obvious who. She softly caressed herself against him.
“I want more,” she whispered, with hot breath.
He didn’t respond.
“Are you still asleep? Or don’t you like me?”
The side table light was switched on.
Her wandering hand brought him around. The exploration
stopped, having encircled the destination. She manipulated his
state, saying “So you do like me. Quite a lot, I think.”
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CHAPTER IX
Early Call

C

ooling after their throw, Séverine lay embraced in the
crook of Thierry’s arm. He relaxed with the onset of
sleep. She, however, drifted back up from the twilight—
internal dialog refused to release her. Though her mind was
racing, her body lay still with the man, relishing the contact.
The glow he left within her continued to throb. How that
sensation occurred, taking the man, was replayed embellished
in memory again and again. The twists in fancy were
untethered in any reality.
Nevertheless, the endless word-stream finally chased her
body from the bed.
Her phone retrieved, the door was quietly closed; she went
to the kitchen. The early morning light was just enough to
define the shape on the counter, the espresso machine. It
waited patiently for her attention.
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Touching at its panel, she glanced back at the closed
bedroom door. Thierry remained deeply asleep. He hadn’t been
disturbed when she untangled herself getting up. The
substantial noise the machine made operating through its cycle
was a fleeting worry. Would noise without her comforting
presence wake him? Additional demands would not be suffered
gladly. His presence would make that awkward. She needed
this private time. There was business to attend, demands upon
her attention. It came unbidden from within. Without doubt,
overwhelming, requiring satisfaction. He, on the other hand,
could bring that to her. He had proved capable before. This
dialog was leading her to return to the room of the sleeping
man—to contact. A step in that direction would result in total
commitment. The thrill of exploration introduced with a
precise caress, the flow of his body in response joining into
her. The itch would indeed again be scratched—fluids
exchanged.
This was a dichotomy before her. The resolution of the
argument between her mind and her body would cause one to
suffer. There could be no winner.
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CHAPTER X
Cappuccino Breakfast

A

table in the sun was chosen, one among many free.
All afforded the same wonderful panoramic view of
the morning light greeting the vista. Thierry sat without
looking around. A waitress had been watching. As he settled
into a chair, she was promptly over to attend.
“Good morning, Thierry. I trust you had a nice sleep?”
“Hi. Good morning to you, Eve. Had a sound sleep through
the night. The morning finds me feeling wonderfully
refreshed.”
“I am glad to hear that. May I bring you a cappuccino?”
“That would be splendid. Most appreciated.”
“I’ll see right to it. Back in a jiff.” She turned promptly and
went back in through the open glass doors.
He watched her depart, enjoying the performance art of her
big hair.
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There was a sigh from Chef as the fried eggs were stirred into
the sauteed potatoes. She had left them extra runny,
remembering. The two women exchanged glances—open
knowledge passed between them. Thierry was known in the
kitchen. The breakfast croissant sandwich take-away request
had brought notoriety. This morning the sandwich had made it
on the write-in board among the daily specials. Chef gave Eve
a wink when the plate was put upon the serving counter. An air
kiss was given in return.

For the rest of this chapter and all the others, please
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CHAPTER XI
Grazing a Meadow

T

he room did not have the right feel to it. There was
emptiness without Puppe. The dust she vibrated aloft
had settled to the floor. He stood before the big panoramic
window in what had been her room. The mountainscape filled
the expanse. It reflected upon the surface of the hot tub. The
tub where a nervous and slightly drunk Séverine first revealed
herself. It was only a few days ago, but time had passed like
wind through the gulf of a mountain valley.
Reminded of Eve’s inopportune departure, he said aloud,
“Perhaps there is time?”
Before the question could be answered, there was a rapid
knock at the door.
Withdrawing, he hurried out of the room.
“Good morning, Mireille. Come in, come in.”
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“I hope I’m not disturbing you,” she said, giving the room
an exaggerated look left and right, as if preparing to be
surprised at what, or who might be found within.
“No, please. Would you like a coffee? I can turn the
machine on.”
“I am already jittery from too much caffeine this morning.
In fact, my back teeth are floating. Might I use the restroom?”
“You know the way.”
“Bubble water would be good, if you don’t mind.”
“Of course.”
The bathroom door closed while he went to the kitchen.
Two glasses were poured. He became fascinated watching
bubbles form on the side of the glass, growing rapidly before
the inevitable departure. Memory surfaced of awaking in bed
not alone, realizing sleepily there was a female form laying
against him exploring his curves by light touch.
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CHAPTER XII
Lobster Pot

S

tagnant muscles had been in need of stretching.
After returning from their swim, Mireille and
Thierry walked along the river’s sandy bank. He was
experiencing the moment, splashing at the ankle-deep water.
For her part, she was traveling with faraway thoughts.
“You know,” he mused, “this water didn’t feel the least bit
cold.”
“There are thermally heated pools just up from here,” she
said, automatically. “The hot spring flows into the river.”
A moment later, she realized she had fallen for an
intentionally silly observation. A slap was driven against his
ass, connecting. “You!” she exclaimed. “Come on! I’ll show
ya!” and sprinted ahead.
Seeing he remained too poky for her new enthusiasm, she
play-jogged back in enticingly slow motion.
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Taking his hand, she said, “Come. You wanted to know
details. In the Lobster Pot I have to tell all. It is the tradition.”
“Then I won’t ask anything concerning the mysterious
fourth person.”
Without a pause, she said, “Good man,” and tightened her
grip to control that he wouldn’t float away.
They ran hand in hand veering away from the river. After a
distance, the earthen hillside ended against a single massive
rock—a pluton of granite. The peak above disappeared out of
sight; it continued down the slope to end beneath the river.
There was a slot divide in the rock. Within it a series of pools
were eroded. Large boulders had been flood-worn into smooth
shapes of fancy. Water flowed gently, cascading from pool to
pool.

For the rest of this chapter and all the others, please
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CHAPTER XIII
Twin Reveal

M

ore sunscreen was squeezed out. He worked at
rubbing it into her back. The rest of her had
already been done. The back was kept for last as she would
enjoy the thumb pressure kneading sore muscles.
She sighed in confirmation. “I like deep pressure. Please,
can you keep doing that?”
“Here?”
“Ah, yeah.”
“There’s a knot.”
“I would be grateful if you could untie it for me.”
“How grateful?”
“Very.”
“Works for me.”
She turned her head to look at him. Then she turned further
to see his face.
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“Guys,” she said, playfully. “The gift is in the giving.
Before you get yourself all distracted—”
“Too late.”
“—there’s something I wanted to tell you. I wanted to tell
you yesterday, but you know…”
“Yeah.”
“This is something you should know—something of a
reveal.”
“Listening. I hope this won’t be a cliffhanger, delayed until
next week. I am more of a binge watcher.”

For the rest of this chapter and all the others, please
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CHAPTER XIV
Invisibility of Steam

W

ater sizzled on the hot rock. A second ladleful
was poured. The resulting steam flooded the
sauna. It stung Thierry’s eyes. The sand-glass timer was reset,
and he laid a white towel on the top seat. The initial steam
shock tingled. He breathed shallowly, allowing his lungs to
acclimate.
Mireille had left for her room at midnight. The remainder
of night hadn’t passed soundly. Something was being discussed
in the subconscious; knowledge of what, was not trusted to his
waking mind. This had happened several times: just after
dozing off he would awaken with the realization that an
engaged conversation had been going on within himself. It was
becoming annoying. The last time, he decided to punish the
subconscious by remaining awake. Heeding Mireille’s advice,
he grabbed a towel and headed down to the spa’s sauna room
—which is where he presently was.
JEFF HAYES

313

INVISIBILITY

OF

STEAM

TWO ARE HAPPY
Relaxing on the towel, heat began the journey into his core.
A reposeful sauna posture had been assumed. No chatty
internal dialog intruded. Time stilled to the ticking of the
stones shedding their heat.
There was a muffled sound. He opened his eyes, confused at
first because he didn’t remember closing them. A nude woman
entered the room. Looking down, she didn’t see him on the top
bench. The steam smarted his eyes, obscuring her form. When
he acknowledged her, she had seen him as well.
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CHAPTER XV
Home is Where the Heart Is

A

pproaching the front door, memory played back to
remember where the keys last were. The Paris flat
keys were found on the car ring. Earlier, he had thought to
swap them with the house keys, but had forgotten.
He put the bags down and began to search through them,
starting at the outer pockets, because that’s where one puts
things for later convenient discovery. But this was not one of
those times. They proved empty of anything useful. He still
had the backpack on. That was taken off and searched as well.
No joy. The key-under-the-mat trick didn’t work either.
That key had been used some time before. It had since gone
walkabout. A new key had been intended to be made, but never
was.
He dug into his pants pocket to recheck if the key had
actually been put on the car ring but forgotten. It was silly to
recheck, as he had already done that several times. The jumble
JEFF HAYES

336

HOME

IS

WHERE

THE

HEART IS

TWO ARE HAPPY
of keys fumbled coming out of his pocket, and fell to the
stoop. Two sets of keys hit the ground. Car plus flat keys. The
others were the house keys.
“Oh jeez. I had them in my pocket the whole time?”
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CHAPTER XVI
Ten Years After

T

hey stepped into the shadow of trees. The cold
humidity flowed out of the depths like a river. It was
a welcome relief after the heat of the cloudless summer day.
Laughter had kept the exertion going. A child’s laughter
pushes at an instinctual button within parents. A feeling of joy
mixed with relief is the result. Chemically, it is all endorphins,
but to the recipient, it is magick.
“Come on, Daddy. Tell me!”
“You know the stories. They have been told so often you
must know them by heart. Maybe you should tell us?”
“I know I do. But I like hearing you tell it.”
“Yeah, Daddy. Come on. Tell your daughter,” said the
woman with a big grin across her face.
He stopped walking to pull a handkerchief out of the pack
and began to mop at his face. His action was intentionally
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slow. This moment was precious. It required to be drawn out to
preserve the impression deeply in memory.
“Mom! Daddy is stalling again.”
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Summary

Three women are so close as to be complete strangers. Four
others are strange, but couldn’t be closer for it. A man threads
a course of inbetweens.
Two are Happy (Les deux Heureux), a novel, placed in the
French Alps in a time when free-thinking is enjoyed as an
acceptable alternative. The backdrop of mountains casts a
comic shadow the characters dance into in this light romantic
story of intrigue.

The weight of a burden is more than a sum of its
parts. —SÉVERINE
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