
I’m on Rue Bonaparte, eight steps away from the gallery, Le Voltage. It has a black wooden façade, and 

stuck on the inside glass is a red and cream poster. It’s styled in Seventies font and reads, ‘Noah X 

Exhibition, jeudi, le 14 octobre.’ 

X. 

Wow. 

Could he get any more pretentious? 

* 

I reach for the handle and push. It opens with a creak. Hooray! I move inside, shutting it quietly behind 

me. The air smells like damp, dust and furniture polish and I stand still for a moment, listening for 

movement. But there’s nothing. It’s just me, and the canvases all covered by cloth. 

Still, the door was unlocked, a light is on and there are two alarm sensors flickering red from the corners 

of the room, yet no alarm has been set: someone must be coming back. I don’t have a lot of time. I 

tiptoe over to the canvas in front of me, reach for the edge of the white covering and gently pull it off. 

Plain black frame. A sheet of glass. And beyond it: a canvas. The edges are old, distressed Marvel comics 

stained in deep shades of burgundy and purple. Interesting. They’ve been torn away to reveal a woman, 

sitting on a shimmery golden background – think thirteenth and fourteenth century Italy. She’s naked – 

aside from a red kabbalah string tied around her wrist and a small gold nose ring. She’s hugging her 

knees, ankles crossed as she stares straight out at the viewer. She has porcelain skin, light blue eyes, 

fire-engine red hair and a grey-metal gun lying on the floor beside her. 

I reach for my phone, snap a picture and quickly glance down at it. 

Shit. All I got was my own reflection and the flare of a couple of streetlights in the glass. 

I snap a few more from other angles and the last one is strong. 

No reflections. 

I start to drape the cloth back over it but then— 

‘What the hell are you doing?’ comes a male voice. American. 

Shit. 

I turn my head quickly. He’s tall, young – maybe thirty-two? – has floppy brown hair and tanned skin 

and, wow, he has the bluest eyes I’ve ever seen. Skies-over-the-alps blue. His chest is broad, like he 

works out, and he’s wearing a pair of black jeans with a white T-shirt and a navy blazer. He’s the kind of 

guy I’d usually flirt with, but he’s carrying a big set of jangly keys and he looks way too pissed off for 

flirting right now. 

He must run the gallery. Shit. 

‘Sorry,’ I say, as he strides towards me and I awkwardly pull the remainder of the white fabric over the 

canvas. I swallow hard, trying to figure out how to get out of this. I have to come back here tomorrow 

night to review the exhibition. I can’t get myself banned... 



‘Didn’t you see the sign on the door?’ he snaps, nodding towards it. He’s half a step away from me now; 

I can smell his cologne. His eyebrows – thick, well formed – are raised. ‘We’re closed. You can’t just 

come in here.’ 

His eyes trace my body: neck, clavicles, breasts. They linger on my hips then snap back to my face. Our 

eyes meet: zap. 

My throat closes up. But I need to say something. I can’t just stand here. Staring. 

Luckily, I fuck up a lot in life so I’m well practised at getting myself out of fixes like this. I reach for my 

failsafe: damsel in distress. 

‘Oh shit, is that what the sign says? I don’t speak French,’ I say, all doe-eyed darling. ‘It’s just I saw you 

were having an exhibition for Noah X tomorrow night,’ I nod to the poster in the window, ‘and he’s my 

favourite French artist . . .’ 

Something flickers behind his eyes; does he believe me? 

‘And I just wanted to see . . . I’m sooo sorry.’ It all comes out in one, long, rambling breath. And that’s 

just perfect. Because I sound flustered. I look flustered. And here’s a life lesson for you: no man can 

resist flustered. 

I look up at him, blink twice, and wait for him to soften. Wait for his eyes to do that thing they do when 

a man is mentally undressing you. 

But his blue eyes narrow. Uh-oh, this is not good. 

‘You know I could call the police, right? This is trespassing.’ Wait, what? 

My throat grows tighter. ‘But the door was unlocked.’ 

‘Riiigghht,’ he says. ‘What did you say your name was?’ 

I do not want to tell him my name. What if he looks me up, figures out where I work and this somehow 

gets back to Hyacinth? 

‘Grace,’ I lie. I reach out my hand to shake his. 

‘Well, Grace,’ he continues, ignoring my  outstretched  hand, ‘tell me, what precisely did you think those 

covers were for then? Keeping the dust off?’ And then he stands there, arms crossed, just looking at me 

and waiting for a reply. 

My ears ring. 

‘Look, I’m really sorry, you clearly want me to leave,’ I say in my firmest, most grown-up voice. I head for 

the door, reach for the handle and pull it towards me. A gush of cool air hits my cheeks and I step 

outside into freedom then— 

‘Wait,’ Mr Blue Eyes says. 

And there’s something in his voice that makes me stop mid-step and look back. A hook. 

*  



‘Did you like it?’ he asks. It’s conciliatory. Like he’s hoping I’ll forget he just yelled at me. ‘The painting.’ 

And there’s a part of me that wants to say ‘no’ and just leave him there to stew, but I do still need to 

come back tomorrow to see the rest of the work. It would be so much better if we could make amends. 

Be friends. Even if he does think my name is Grace now . . . 

I let out a deep breath and let the door close as I step back inside. ‘Yes,’ I say, ‘but I love anything pop 

art. And I mean, she’s naked with a gun; it’s total vulnerability and absolute strength all in one. The 

Marvel comics are great too; it’s a very modern representation of femininity. And I love that she’s 

staring out at the viewer as though begging for their gaze. Begging for connection,’ I say, eyes to him 

now. Small smile. ‘Or is she challenging them?’ 

He grins, his forehead creases. Jesus, his eyes are practically neon up close. Something in my stomach 

flips. I break our gaze, glancing round the room. 

‘Do you think I’d be able to take a look at the others?’ I ask, nodding at the other canvases all still 

shrouded in white. That would be perfect. Then I wouldn’t even have to come back tomorrow. I could 

write my article in peace from my bed, wearing knickers and a T-shirt, with a bottle of red and Netflix 

going in the background . . . 

‘Hell no,’ he says, moving over to the large wooden desk at the back of the room where he picks up a 

flyer. ‘But . . .’ he says, as he moves over to me. He’s standing just a millimetre too close for a stranger 

and I can smell his cologne again. It smells familiar but I can’t quite place it . . . like earth . . . no, leather. 

No: wet cement after the rain. ‘You should come to the exhibition.’  

* 


