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Sophia lies almost entirely still under the weight of the heat as it settles over her, pressing into the dips and grooves of her body.  Thick air tickles her parched throat and tongue; sweat clings to her hair and slithers down between her breasts, catching in the dip of her collarbone.  She feels herself slowly being smothered to death.  When Peter comes back out of the bathroom the first impression she has of him is perfect teeth, gleaming in the light from the open window.


“It's the Louvre first today,” Peter says to the mirror, letting the 'r' slide back casually into his throat, as unmistakably upper-class English as it is French.  “We'll visit the Galerie Vivienne, of course.  Notre Dame in the afternoon.  St Julien le Pauvre before cocktails with Gillian, unless the heat's unbearable.”


When Sophia tries to speak she finds her lips swollen and clumsy with thirst; she swallows, her throat aching.  “Don't you think we could—see something French?”


Peter looks at her in the mirror, one eyebrow raised as he frowns.  “Fifi, it doesn't get more French than Paris.”


“Then let's see Paris,” Sophia persists.  She knows she cannot stand another day of museums and drinks with Peter's friends, his little lectures on Gothic architecture and the aphrodisiac qualities of Roquefort cheese.  After only two days the trip is already beginning to feel like Berlin with its endless English parties and cramped taxis between must-sees.  Sophia can't remember a single attempt at conversation with a Berliner; they were ferried everywhere in the sterile cocoon of Peter's competent, businesslike German, all instructions or a polite 'danke schön'.


“This is Paris,” Peter says with a snort.  “Darling, I know you haven't exactly traveled much, but you have to trust me—I know this city like a second home.  You'll see everything worthwhile, I promise.”  He pauses to run a hand through his hair, frowning at his reflection appraisingly before, satisfied, continuing: “anyway, what else would you want to see?”


Asked so directly Sophia can only shrug, turning her face away from him to rest her cheek on the sweat-damp pillow, gazing at her thin summer dress draped carelessly over the chair.  With Peter's stare pressing into the back of her neck she cannot articulate what it is she wants exactly: little snatches of hopes fade away like memories of a dream when she tries to catch at them, crumbling in her fingers.


“It's the heat.  I always said that it was a terrible idea to come to Paris in July,” Peter says knowingly.  “We should have gone straight on to Cannes.”  Sophia feels the bed behind her dip and the press of his palm on her belly, fingertips brushing away little beads of sweat as he sighs.  She can imagine him shaking his head, a little vindicated smile beneath his frown.  “This is just too much for you.  Why don't you rest some more and meet us for lunch?  I can have a taxi sent here for one o'clock to pick you up.”


Sophia's heart skips a beat irrationally as if she were a girl again, feigning illness to be allowed to stay home from school.  She can hardly make herself nod.


“I'll tell them about the air conditioning,” Peter says before kissing her cheek, his lips hot on her already-flushed skin.  “It's ridiculous after what I've paid for this place.”


Even after Peter is gone, the door clicking smoothly shut behind him, Sophia is trapped for a moment, motionless on the unmade bed.  Traces of his presence still linger in the stagnant air of the room.  She is suddenly paralysed by freedom.  Where to go?  What to do?  Peter will have taken the little guidebook, of course—he always does, though he never uses it.  For a moment she feels horrible to have allowed him to leave her behind under false pretenses.  Guilt curdles in her belly as she forces herself to get up, movements slow and clumsy in the heat, and take a shower.  The water is lukewarm, sticky on her skin, and she holds her hair back so that she can stand under it for only a second as she washes the stale sweat from her body.  Her dress clings to her skin as she pulls it on over her head, catching her in a brief, vicious grip of claustrophobia.


Outside the heat is easier to bear, a tiny breeze tickling the back of Sophia's neck, the press of people about her a distraction from her discomfort.  Immersed in French, a tumultuous flow of unfamiliar sounds, it takes her a moment to gather herself, to remember which way the river is.  She saw it from the taxi the night before, and it gives her a little thrill of pleasure to be able to find it again, the dirty water glinting in the sunlight, its banks rushing with people—children with ice creams, clusters of fashionable teenagers, tourists with brightly-coloured hats and cameras dangling about their necks.


Before venturing down to the riverside Sophia dips into the nearest café, lured by the cold air gushing out from the doorway.  As she steps under the fan a swell of cool washes over her, sending shivers down over her skin.  The man behind the counter smiles, saying something which she doesn't understand; Sophia smiles back anyway, undaunted.


“Une limonade, s'il vous plaît,” she says very carefully, and flushes with pleasure when the man pulls one from an icebox and hands it to her.  The can is cold and wet under her fingertips, and drinking the chilled liquid feels like taking taking a first deep breath after almost drowning.
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